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Sometimes recovery feels like swiming upstream against the pressure of generations of family dysfunction. We see
ourselves repeating the same mistakes our parents made, and we see our kids repeating the same dysfunctions that
held such power over us. Sometimes, more than anything else, we just want to stop the repetitions. One useful
definition of insanity that you often hear in Twelve Step circles is “repeating the same behavior but expecting different results.” In this issue of STEPS we look in a general way at strategies for breaking the cycle. Whether the
cycle results from addiction, abuse or some other trauma, we all have in common the desire to break out of the
predictable repetitive cycles that come so easily to us. We all struggle in recovery to find ways to change things so
that we, our children and our children’s children can live with less chaos and more serenity. Our prayer is that this
issue of STEPS will help you to take the next step in breaking the cycle!
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The princess soon realized that the prince was just like his
father. They dated, separated for a while, then moved in
together, separated again, got married, divorced, fought
over the kids, remarried and repeated this cycle unhappily
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TO OUR READERS

Breaking Generational Cycles
by Barbara Milligan

I

grew up in a typical alcoholic family. The only difference was, neither of my parents drank.
But the usual patterns were there. Thanks to Mom,
our home was a peaceful place whenever Dad was at
work. As the time grew closer for him to come home,
the tension rose, driving the rest of us to our solitary
places of safety. I retreated to my room to do homework,
my brother left to visit friends, my mom got busy in the kitchen.
As soon as Dad arrived, I listened at my bedroom door to gauge
his mood, which was often either brooding or explosive. At dinner
Mom and I kept a pleasant conversation going, hoping to cajole
Dad into a sense of well-being. Or at least to keep him quiet. It
rarely worked, though. When the volcano was determined to blow,
no one could stop it.
Trying to keep Dad quiet was just one of the ways I learned to
defend myself from the constant pain and fear of his verbal attacks. I
also learned to keep myself—the real me—quiet, so that Dad might
find fewer reasons to criticize me. That meant keeping my feelings
and longings and opinions hidden deep inside myself. So deep, in
fact, that they were sometimes hidden even from me. I had learned
the basic rules of dysfunctional families: Don’t talk, Don’t feel, Don’t
trust, Don’t think, and Don’t change.
Another way I defended myself was by trying hard to please
others. I hadn’t yet given up trying to please my dad, but while waiting endless years for his approval, I found that I could dull the pain
of disappointment by making others happy, even when it meant
sacrificing what made me happy.
I also defended myself by demanding perfection of myself. But
dominated by a fear of failure, I rarely risked it by starting anything
on my own. And when I did, I rarely finished.
Mixed in with my fears—the fear of failure was just one of
many—was confusion. I knew something was wrong, and yet other
people told me that as long as my dad was a good, honest provider who didn’t get drunk and wasn’t physically violent, I should be
thankful. So I tried to be. My dad was basically a good person, and I
loved him. And as a Christian, I wanted to please God by honoring
my parents. Yet I secretly, and unjustly, envied kids whose troubled
homes were due to an alcoholic parent. I envied them because they
could smell alcohol on the parent’s breath, so they would know
when to keep their distance. And because some of them got lots of
attention and affection from that parent during sober times. And
because, in the few situations I’d heard about, the problem in their
family had a name, and therefore (I naively presumed) the kids didn’t
have to wonder if they were at fault or if their family was “normal.” I
was unaware of just how much their lives were like mine.
As an adult I hated how my fears and anxieties controlled me. But
no matter how much I tried, no matter how much I prayed for God
to help me, I couldn’t stop being afraid and anxious. When books
about codependency became popular in the 1980s, I saw myself in all
the checklists. Indecisive, hyperresponsible, hyperloyal, obsessed with
helping others, constantly seeking approval and affirmation, afraid

of anger, easily intimidated, overanxious about performance, lacking a sense of self, unaware of or inattentive
to one’s own needs—that was me. But I was frustrated
that codependents were usually identified as immediate
family members of an alcoholic. That was not me, and
I felt left out, as if the problems in my family of origin
were not really problems.
Then I found out that my paternal grandfather, who had died
before I was born, had had a “problem” with alcohol. I was stunned,
and yet relieved, to realize that I was the grandchild of an alcoholic.
The few pieces of my dad’s childhood that I’d gathered over the
years began to fit together. My dad had been the dutiful, responsible, “lost” child, overshadowed by his two brothers, who were
their mother’s favorites. Physically abused and later abandoned by
his father, and neglected by both parents, my dad, like me, kept his
true self hidden from others. Like me, he worked hard to win the
approval of others. And like me, he was terrified of failure and rarely
took risks. Although his outward behavior was vastly different from
mine, he had passed down to me the basic fears and anxieties that he
had experienced in a home driven by addictive behavior.
How did that happen? How could I, as a Christian, a “new creation,” repeat some of the deadly patterns that enslaved my dad,
especially when I was trying to do the opposite? As I asked God to
help me face those questions—that was on days that I wasn’t frightened away by the deep pain—I realized that God had already been
at work in me, from the time I was small.
As I recalled times in my childhood that I had cried out to God
to be with me and help me, I discovered ways he had been there for
me as the Father I needed and longed for. I knew I had a friend, a
comforter, who loved me tenderly and listened to me with complete
attention. Someone very different from my earthly father. And from
that understanding, with Jesus as my guide, God started me on an
intentional journey of healing.
My journey has taught me that cycles of dysfunction can be
broken as we face our fears and destructive behaviors and seek support from others. Psalm 107:16 says that God “breaks down gates of
bronze and cuts through bars of iron.” For me those gates and bars
are the cycle of codependency, with all its accompanying fears and
anxieties, and God is breaking them. God has also been healing my
wounds, freeing me to become the person he created in his image,
and showing me more of what a loving Father (and sometimes a
nurturing Mother) he is. He has been helping me to talk, to feel, to
trust, to think for myself, and to change.
Unhealthy family patterns, especially those that have cycled
down from previous generations, can be impossible for us to break
on our own. But God can break them; God wants to break them.
This issue of STEPS is full of wisdom about how God can work in
us to break the cycle of family dysfunction. May God give you the
courage and help you need each day in your own journey of breaking generational cycles and becoming a new creation.
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Breaking
the Cycle
A conversation
with
Pa t Me a n s
Addictions are particularly vicious cycles. We use so that we feel better—or normal. Then we
experience the negative consequences of using. Which makes us want to numb the pain again by
using again. The cycle continues even as the negative consequences get bigger and bigger. To help
us understand more about how to break out of cycles where the addictive process is involved we
talked with Pat Means. Pat is a former executive director of the NACR and serves currently as
the president of Prodigals International, a ministry to sex addicts in Seattle, Washington.

STEPS: There are all kinds of ways to talk about the repetitions
and cycles that people in recovery need to break. Some people talk
about intergenerational curses. Some people talk about genetic
predispositions. For some people it’s just that we seem to do what
we learned earlier in life. We keep repeating the same behaviors
and getting the same results. We don’t know how to be any other
way. So we repeat what our parents did or what helped us survive in childhood or what made the pain go away once. I suppose
addictions are the classic example of repetition, since part of the
definition of addiction is that we repeat behaviors even though
they have resulted in negative consequences in the past.
Pat: Addictions are the ultimate repetitive cycle. Working in the
area of sexual addictions, I am amazed constantly at the number of
men who talk about having been imprinted in this area when they
were very young. It might be their father’s stash of pornographic
magazines lying around the house. Or some neighbor kid who
exposes them to things they’re not ready for at their developmental stage. Those things set us up at a very early age for trying to
deal with difficult situations in life by using sexualized strategies.
When pain starts happening in life, we think, This worked before,
or it seemed like it worked before. And, of course, sexually acting
out does help reduce pain for many people—for a while. For some
men it works for a long time as a momentary, short-term fix. But
it’s a very destructive path, and like all addictions, it eventually
stops working entirely.
STEPS: It’s painful for any of us to recognize that we are repeating ourselves—doing again the same hurtful things. I wish some
things had big signs on them saying, “You’ve already tried this, and
it didn’t work.”
Pat: For me and for most of the men I’ve worked with, you can see
early warning signals that went off, indicating that something was
not right. With sexual addiction, at least for most Christians, our
conscience serves as an early warning signal. It lets us know that
something is not right. But because we haven’t yet done anything
about the pain that is driving our behavior, the red flags are not
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usually enough to stop us. We keep self-medicating by acting out
again and again. Eventually the early warning signals may fade
out completely, leaving only numbness. We get to the point where
we can’t feel much of anything—except maybe a growing sense of
horror that something is destroying our life, our integrity and our
self-respect and there seems to be nothing we can do about it.
STEPS: So what stops the cycle?
Pat: In the Twelve Step tradition we talk about “hitting bottom.”
Something happens that we can’t avoid. It’s difficult to explain
what that looks like, since it’s different for each person. No one
can decide for another person what hitting bottom will look like.
Someone from the outside might look at you and say, “You’ve lost
your wife and your job, and your kids don’t want to see you again.
Surely you’ve hit bottom.” Well, that may or may not be what
the bottom looks like for an individual. Earnie Larsen, a wellknown author of books about the Twelve Steps, says most people
do not get into recovery until they are about to lose something
they are not prepared to live without. The bottom line is that for
most of us, facing the consequences of our behavior is the only
thing that has the power to get us started in recovery. I’ve worked
with a couple of hundred men in the last few years, and of those
who have decided to acknowledge their problem and begin dealing with it, I’ve only seen one or two who were not forced to do
so by some very painful consequences. For most of the men, their
addiction had been discovered and they were facing the loss of
their marriage or some other major loss. I suppose this could lead
to a fairly dark and pessimistic view of human nature, but I have
seen that the grip of addiction needs the atom bomb of horrible
consequences. It takes a major wake-up call before we are ready
to say, “I am powerless over this and my life has become unmanagable.” Until we get to that point there really is very little hope for
breaking the cycle.
STEPS: None of us gets into recovery because we have a little
extra time this summer and we were thinking we would either
take scuba-diving lessons or go into recovery. It’s not an optional

life-style choice. It seems like it’s always a desperate choice after
we’ve explored all the easier options.
Pat: Exactly. During recovery from addictions there is a progressive series of surrenders that takes place after an initial hittingbottom experience. Even when we first get help we are still blind
to most of the ways we are ensnared by the addiction. For me it
has been 15 years since my extramarital affairs caused the loss of
my marriage and the loss of my first ministry. I was aware at that
point that I had been very bad, and I
was determined never to do it again.
But the internal dynamics of addictions are very complex. And facing
consequences and being determined
never to go down that road again are
only the beginning. Understanding
the defects of character in which
sexual addiction is rooted takes a
long time. I had to look not just
at extreme behaviors such as extramarital affairs, but at things like
flirtatious interactions, choices in
the kinds of movies I watch, the
books I read, the ways I try to get
positive feedback from women in
conversations. There is a long, long
list of behaviors that were rooted in
the same sick soil that needed to be
looked at. Hitting bottom does not
mean we have grasped the totality
of the problem and that we are now
ready to get all of it fixed. There’s a
helpful saying in addiction circles:
“Quitting my addiction isn’t the
problem. I’ve quit it many times.”
It’s getting the quitting to stick that
is the problem. And that takes more
than just experiencing painful consequences.
STEPS: What things have been
most helpful to you in breaking the
cycle?
Pat: I’ve been thinking about that
a lot recently. It seems to me there
are two basic foundations for sexual
addiction recovery. I’m confident that this would also apply to
most other addictions and probably to many other issues as well.
First, we need a new set of practical tools for living. Most notably
we need to know how to set appropriate boundaries in relationships, and we need to accept a thorough kind of accountability for
our behaviors. Second, we need to develop a renewed, vital relationship with a God who is good and who loves each of us. It takes
both of these things. We need a new set of tools for life (boundaries and accountability) and also a new way of relating to God.
I have a way of visualizing this that has been helpful to me. This
little diagram summarizes what it takes to break the cycle. I divide
a square into four smaller squares. In one quadrant are those who

have boundaries and accountability and who also have a relationship with a loving God. I call this solid sobriety. All the essentials
are in place. With both a healthy spirituality and a healthy set of
recovery tools you get a life characterized by inner serenity and a
unified self.
In the second quadrant are those who do not have boundaries
and accountability but do have a relationship with God. I call this
combination revolving door relapse. It’s usually characterized by a
painful inner torment and a split self, and the person’s attempts at
reform are powered by a sentimental spirituality, magical
thinking and a whole lot of
shame. This person might say,
“I love you, God. If you love
me, please deliver me from
this. I feel so rotten and I’m
such a sinner. Please just take
this away from me.” While this
prayer may be entirely sincere,
the struggle and self-shaming
are likely to go on for a while,
to gradually build in intensity
and then result in a relapse,
because the spirituality is not
supported by healthy boundaries or appropriate accountability structures. Just the sincere
longing for God to fix the
problem does not fix the problem. This revolving door lifestyle is, unfortunately, where
a lot of Christians find themselves. And it can be confusing
to Christians, because they may
say they are “just trusting God
alone for their recovery.” Well,
that sounds good, but it overlooks all the biblical emphases
on healthy community and the
importance of living in relationship. It’s a version of the
old “me and Jesus” individualism at work. We’re going to
try really hard with God’s help
to be good, and that should be
enough. But it is not enough.
It leaves us isolated and set up
for the next relapse.
Those who have boundaries and accountability but don’t yet have
a relationship with a good, loving God are in the third quadrant—
what I call the binge-and-purge addictive cycle. It’s the attempt to
recover without the help of God. Sometimes this looks like a whiteknuckled legalism powered by self-will. The self is not a unified self
or a split self, but an egocentric self. People in this category believe
in their own ability to control their environment, to overcome their
weaknesses themselves. I don’t need help. Even though I’ve tried a
thousand times to break the cycle, I’m pretty sure this next week I’ll be
able to do it, because I’m a strong person and I don’t give up. This is an
attempt to use the tools of boundaries and accountability without a
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surrender to God. I’m going to do it myself. Amazingly, there are lots
of Christians who fit this category. They may say they’re surrendered
to God, but their spirituality lies near the surface and hasn’t had an
impact on their core self. Down at the levels where shame and fear
are at work, you find only self-will and not surrender to a loving
God.
In the fourth quadrant of my diagram are those who don’t have a
relationship with a loving God and who also don’t have boundaries
and accountability. I call this addictive free fall. It’s a spiraling-down
of the addictive process. There is no self. Their inner reality is just
numbness; they’ve been swallowed up by their addiction. People in
free fall who show up to group for the first time look shell-shocked.
You look into their faces and it’s like no one is there.
Well, that’s a lot of words to emphasize something very simple.
Trying to break the cycle
of addictions just by using
Person has practical
a set of practical tools like
recovery tools
boundaries and accountability is doomed to failure without the help of
Solid
a loving God. And similarly, trying to break free Person has a
Sobriety
by depending on our relationship
spirituality without doing with a loving
Inner serenity
the hard, practical work God
Unified self
of building boundaries
and accountability is also
not going to work.

heart, but we have renounced the things hidden because of shame,
not walking in craftiness. . . ” [2 Cor. 4:1–2, New American Standard Bible].
When Paul mentions “this ministry” he’s talking about everything he was talking about in the previous chapter. In that chapter
he compares the old covenant with the new covenant. The old one
kills; the new one brings life. The old one is about “getting it right,”
which leads to death; the new one is about righteousness and liberty.
I know that when I’m not connected with the Lord in a vital way, I
experience that negative set of qualities characteristic of the old covenant. I experience condemnation, a kind of death, a kind of legalism, and I’m not experiencing God’s mercy. When I embrace God’s
love for me, realizing that I don’t have to do anything more to have
Jesus love me off the charts, then I experience life. That’s what Paul is
getting at here. “Since we
have this ministry”—one
Person does not have
characterized by mercy
practical recovery tools
and God’s unconditional
love for us— then we
cannot “lose heart.”

Revolving Door
Relapse

STEPS: Usually when
we think about “breaking
the cycle” our hearts and
Inner torment
minds turn to the past
Split self
and we get focused on
“what happened.” And
the shame and guilt that
results can be overwhelmAddictive
STEPS: Tell me more
ing. I suppose the twin
Binge-and-Purge
about what it looks like Person does
terror, at least for me,
Free Fall
Cycle
to have a healthy spiritu- not have a
is when I start to think
ality that supports recov- relationship
about the future. I had
Inner numbness
High anger
with a loving
ery.
already passed most of my
No self
High control
God
stuff on to my kids before
Egocentric self
Pat: Let me be very perI even knew I had stuff.
sonal about that. The last
So I can easily get into
few weeks have been very
obsessing about how that
difficult. I’ve been workis going to work out. And
ing on some difficult relational issues in therapy. I’ve been snowed that adds a lot of fear to my shame. What a great combination! But
under with work here in the office. I’ve been the victim of identity it sounds like what works best for you is to focus on right now.
theft; somebody took out four different credit cards in my name.
Our offices have been broken into and vandalized. So it’s been very Pat: Both of those things, shame about the past and fear about
stressful. And what it has forced me back to is a very simple one- the future, can drag you down. My dad was a recovering alcoholic
moment-at-a-time spiritual process. Being connected to a God and, I suspect, an unrecovering sex addict. The knowledge of that
who is good and who loves me is not an abstraction. The question is sobering. I didn’t want my life to turn out the way his life turned
I ask each moment is, “Jesus, are you in here with me right now? out.
What are you saying to me right now?” The answer I need to hear
My own son and I have had probably the most vulnerable
each moment is, “Pat, I’m here and I really love you. I know this exchanges we have ever had, starting with me sharing my own story
is a rough time, but you don’t have to endure more than just this about dependency relationships with women and how that means
moment, and I’m going to walk through it with you. Just lean on we are in bondage to someone else’s opinion of us. And how we want
me and I want you to really, really experience that I love you a lot! that affirmation so badly that we’ll do anything—violate our own
And I have a future for you and a hope. The circumstances you standards, harm our marriage, anything—to get affirmation from a
are experiencing as overwhelming right now—I can handle them. woman. That conversation created a wonderfully open, mutually
Trust me.” Every moment of the day I need to reaffirm this basic helpful exchange about relationships.
spiritual dynamic. It struck me that being vitally connected to a
In spite of the fact that I hurt my kids, there is still this redempGod whom I experientially know loves me and has good inten- tive possibility. We can tell the truth. We can share our journey with
tions for me has been close to the heart of my recovery from the each other. We can have a dialogue with our kids that allows some
beginning. It reminds me of a text from 2 Corinthians: “Therefore good to come out of painful failures and struggles. I’ve been grateful
since we have this ministry, as we received mercy, we do not lose to see that happen.
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STEPS: Let’s talk more about that. Dysfunction can get passed
down from generation to generation. But as we find healthier ways
to live our lives, we can start passing down good stuff as well.
Grace can get passed down instead of shame.
Pat: Absolutely. Where I’m at right now in life—I’m in my midfifties—my kids are adults, and I can see their adult behavior patterns. There is a certain peace that comes, in that I’ve realized that
no matter what their parents modeled for them that was unhealthy
and that the kids picked up, everyone, when they grow into adulthood, starts making choices about facing life and dealing with
pain. Many of these choices turn out to be dysfunctional, and they
may not always be traced back to parenting. I needed to let go
of an obsessional feeling of guilt about this—thinking that everything that becomes difficult for my kids is my fault because of
what I passed on to them.
I modeled some destructive stuff when they were teenagers. But
they have access to the same God who has helped me to make something positive out of something negative. And like me, my kids can
learn from failure. I wish I could just send a memo to my kids about
all the mistakes I’ve made and they would send a memo back saying,
“Thank you. I see it all clearly now and I won’t make any of those
mistakes.” It just doesn’t work that way.
STEPS: I think that’s the first time you’ve used the F word—failure. It’s something we feel a lot when the cycle seems powerful.
Pat: I am not nearly as afraid of failure as I used to be. I do still
fear failure; sometimes it is overwhelming. But I used to think that
failure would mean the end of everything. And now, even when I
visualize failing, I have experienced enough of Jesus standing right
next to me and saying, “Pat, I’m going to be there for you on the
other side of this, just like I was there for you the last few times.
There will never be an end to the number of times when I will be
right there with you in the context of a mistake or a failure. We’ll
walk together into a new life. I’ll help you put it back together.
Trust in my love. Lean on me. And let me work with you through
that process.”
I have this picture of not just once in life seeing the Father running to greet me as would greet the prodigal son, but many times.
God will do that for us—give us the robe, the hug, the party—not
just once, but over and over again. The Father will run to me over
and over again in love. It’s that knowledge that I can never do anything to separate myself from the love of God. It’s so different from
what we have learned from dysfunctional human relationships,
which depend on performance. What we have learned is, If you can’t
perform, then you’re a loser. We need to get to the point where we
see this from God’s perspective—that there is nothing we can ever
do, nothing, that will make God love us less. That love is the only
thing powerful enough to counteract the fears that come when we
realize we have not been perfectly successful in breaking the cycle.
For more information about Prodigals International, visit their web
site at www.iprodigals.com.

Some Biblical Perspectives
Our biological parents are not our only parents,
so dysfunction is not our only inheritance.
Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name,
he gave the right to become children of God—children born
not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s
will, but born of God.
John 1:12-13
God has redeemed us from the empty way of life that
comes from addiction, abuse and dysfunction
For you know that it was not with perishable things such as
silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of
life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the
precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.
1 Peter 1:18-19
Recent Additions to the Mental Health Professional
Network
Jodey Callaway
1846 N. Highlands St.
Tacoma, WA 98406
253-752-3646
Douglas B. DeMerchant, Psy.D.
DeMerchant & Associates, PC
620 W. Roosevelt Rd., Ste. D1
Wheaton, IL 60187-2306
630-462-1999
M: I, M, F, C, A
S: AC, CA, E, FI, GI, L, O, S, V, X
Kay E. Edwards, M.Ed., CMHC
The Birch Street Counseling Center, Inc.
8 Birch St.
Derry, NH 03038-2102
603-434-3708
Nancy Madlin
Warwick, NY 10990
845-986-4915
(Phone sessions only)
Martha Stewart, MS, MFT
15 Altarinda Rd. #212
Orinda, CA 94563
925-254-8538
M: I, M, F, A
S: AC, CA, FI, GI, L, O, R, S, U, V
Jane M. Wilson, CADC
The Growing Season Counseling Center
81B Coolidge Ct.
Streamwood, IL 60107
847-290-0055
M: I, A, G
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Adult Children
Breaking the Cycle
A conversation with
Daryl Quick
Addicts are not the only people who get caught in a vicious cycle. Anyone raised in a home where chaos was
the norm, where dysfunctional family patterns distorted relationships, knows how difficult it is to craft a
new kind of life. To help us better understand the complexity of recovery for adult children we talked with
Daryl Quick. Daryl is the author of The Healing Journey for Adult Children of Alcoholics (InterVarsity
Press) and the president of Western Psychological and Counseling Services in Portland, Oregon.
STEPS: If I remember correctly, someplace in your book you refer
to alcoholism as “the gift that keeps on giving.” What did you mean
by that?
Daryl: Family life in any family where the addictive process is at
work is a life of extremes. People learn to cope with those extremes
by using some strange survival tactics. One kind of extreme response
to this chaotic style of life might be to resolve that I will never be like
my family. I’ll just refuse to be related to these people. I will never
drink—or whatever might be the main problem—so I won’t be like
them. The other extreme might be that we are so caught up in the
family patterns that we do it anyway. Either way, a point comes in
everyone’s journey when we have to come to terms with the issue I
call “it’s all about them and it’s all about me.” What I mean is that
no matter how deeply I have been affected by my family of origin,
no matter how powerful the cycle may be, there comes a point when
I am now creating and moving forward in the same manner as my
family. I become the creator in my adult life of the same kind of
chaos that I lived with as a child. At some point you can write your
parents and say, “I’ve got no problem with you any more. It no
longer has much, if anything, to do with you, because I’m doing it
all by myself. I’ve learned it all. I’ve internalized it all. I don’t need
you anymore to create the chaos. I am perfectly capable of doing it
all by myself.” It may have been all about them at one time, but now
it is not all about them, because what I am currently doing to myself
and to my family is about me. I am the creator of the chaos.
STEPS: Sometimes it’s difficult to sort that out—what’s about me
and what’s about them. I almost have to go through a stage of recognizing that the chaos is about them before I can take ownership
of it being about me.
Daryl: Sure. Sometimes it takes us a long time to understand what
their destructive patterns were and what the impact has been on
me. Until I can get hold of what I don’t want, what I don’t like, it
will be difficult for me to see clearly where I’m headed. So I need
to deal with my hurts, my pain, my sadness, some of the impact of
what they brought to me. All that is important work. But it is also
possible to get stuck for years in the “it’s all about them” part. When
we get ready to work on breaking the cycle there is a necessary shift
that takes place. It is a shift from the problem being in them to the
problem being in me. Breaking the cycle will require me to take
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responsibility for and come to terms with all the years during which
I have been a co-creator of the chaos. I think a greater load of shame
and a greater burden hits me in recovery as I shift from a focus on
them and I start doing the hard work of looking at my own trail.
Usually it doesn’t look so good. The apple didn’t fall that far from
the tree. Whether or not I fought my whole life to not be like my
family, I now have to begin the process of cleaning up my own
personal trail.
STEPS: Those of us who have kids can also get distracted by obsessing on how we have passed on family patterns to them. We passed
all kinds of stuff on to our kids before we even knew we had stuff.
Daryl: Well, the good news and the bad news is this: All of us think
and act and feel in patterns. That can, of course, be bad news. It is
painful and difficult to see that I am repeating dysfunctional patterns. But since I can change and heal, I can build new patterns that
will benefit not only me but also my kids, and their kids as well, and
maybe generations of kids. I am the constant in this picture. If I
work to change myself, that work can have an impact on all my relationships. When I make the shift to focus on working on my issues,
I start to learn new skills. And the set of skills that will help me
break the cycle is the same set of skills that will in turn help my kids
break the cycle. Because I have worked hard to learn new patterns,
my kids aren’t going to hit mid-life and be trying to make sense out
of the last 50 years of chaos in the same way I needed to.
STEPS: It really helps to know that when I do my own work there
can be a systemic effect. Thank God that dysfunction isn’t the only
thing that can be passed on from one generation to the next!
Daryl: Definitely. Some of the best work I have done in my own
journey has been to understand and build healthier boundaries. The
impact of these healthier boundaries has rippled upward to my parents and downward to my kids. It started with me taking better care
of myself in terms of my emotional life. That meant, in part, that
I stopped looking externally to my parents or to my kids to be in
charge of my emotional well-being. In my family of origin it was
perfectly natural and normal to look outside yourself to find out
how you should feel. In the beginning I needed to remind myself five
hundred times a day to stop asking other people to do for me that
which I refused to deliver for myself. If I can learn to take responsi-

bility for my own stuff, then the ripple effect will impact others. For
example, if I visit my father, I might want him to be nurturing, kind
and compassionate to me. But if I’m not being nurturing, kind and
compassionate to me, then I’m just a kid looking back to a parent
and saying, “You’ve got to do it, because I’m helpless and powerless
and can’t do it for myself.” And that can be manipulative, unproductive and self-defeating. If, however, I am taking responsibility for my
own emotional well-being by, for example, investing in relationships
where nurture, kindness and compassion are available, then I’m not
going to be so vulnerable and defended in exchanges with my parents. Taking responsibility for my own recovery can fundamentally
change the nature of all my relationships with other people.

last month. Now, it may not be a pretty picture when you look at it.
But if I am going to break the cycle, I have to know what it is that
I’m breaking. If it’s just that I’m mad at my parents and they did a
lousy job, okay that may be true. They have theirs, they did theirs, I
was part of their trail. And there’s a piece of work to do around that.
But I want to create a new trail, something very different. And that
means paying attention to the stuff in my life right now.

STEPS: So, bottom line, breaking the cycle
means working on our own stuff.

Daryl: The most important skill
needed for acceptance is the ability to
find healthy ways to receive comfort
and nurture. The missing piece for
almost all of us who were raised in
families of chaos is that we are almost
totally clueless about healthy nurturing and comfort. It’s why we develop
so many compulsive behaviors. My
compulsive behaviors are my misguided attempts to comfort myself.
If I’m going to build awareness, then
I’m going to be increasing my pain
and increasing my need for comfort.
So finding healthy ways to respond to
the pain is critical.
I need to ask myself, What are
the five things that I would most like
to do to comfort myself that are not
compulsive, not acting-out behaviors?
In the beginning I may be at a loss.
I may not have any ideas at all. The
only things that come to mind may
be escapist behaviors or workaholism or some other kind of compulsive behavior. Typically we start with
something that seems like it might
provide some comfort, but it doesn’t
work. For example, I love chocolate. I
bless the people who invented chocolate. It is, for me, a major comfort food. It seems like eating chocolate will comfort me. Unfortunately, the bottom line is that I can’t
eat a bag of Oreo cookies every night with three glasses of milk to
calm my insides and expect that this will be helpful. It’s an example
of how unresponsive our compulsive behaviors are to our need for
comfort and nurture. They just don’t work.
What works as comfort will be different for each of us. One of
the things I love is teddy bears. Now, this obviously won’t work for
everybody. But I found it extremely comforting to talk to my teddy
bear. It was a big old bear. I’d strap him into the passenger seat of
my pickup—for safety, of course. Some people probably think I’m
nuts. That’s fine. So what works for you? That’s the question. Eating,
drinking, sexing and whatever else we’ve been doing in an effort
to get comfort hasn’t been working. So what will work? Going for
a walk? Praying? Going to therapy? Going to group? Listening to
music? Calling a friend? Reading a book? Going dancing? Working outside in the yard? The specifics aren’t that important. What is

Daryl: Yep. I like to think of the recovery
process as involving three things. I call it the
triple A of recovery: awareness, acceptance
and action. Awareness of the problem is the
starting point. I am amazed at our capacity
to be ignorant of what we are feeling. Even
if we become aware of who our parents are
and what their issues are and what they
should or should not have done, we can still
be amazingly out of touch with our own
issues. Many of us start with very generalized complaints: I just don’t feel good. I don’t
like being out of control. Which is fine. But
what does that mean for me today? What
specifically does the chaos look like today? If
we have trouble with being specific, then we
need tools that can help us with awareness.
It is important to remember that denial
was my friend for a long time. That’s how I
survived. So does it make sense that I lack
awareness—that I don’t have a sense of my
own trail? Of course. That’s how I survived.
But I need to know what my trail is. I need
to increase awareness by whatever means
necessary. That might involve counseling,
reading books, going to workshops, doing
an intensive—whatever it takes. We need
to do something so that the lightbulbs start to come on and we
get access to our own stuff. I don’t believe that genuine change can
happen in our lives without awareness. Change takes more than
awareness, of course, but if I don’t know what my last three days
have been like, if I can’t identify those things that I really want to
change, I still don’t know enough about me. And that’s going to
make change very difficult.

STEPS: The hard part of awareness is that it’s painful. We get
depressed and hopeless about what we see. Which, I suppose, leads
us to your second stage. How do you get from awareness to acceptance? And what do you mean by that?

Awareness

Acceptance

Action

STEPS: It is amazing what we can manage not to notice, not to be
aware of. So the starting point is paying attention?
Daryl: I’ve got to find a way to pay attention. Building awareness
can happen in a lot of ways. I usually encourage people to start by
doing a diary. Write down what it is that you are experiencing. Do it
every day for thirty days. If you can’t do that, start with a week. Like
I said, the good news is that we think and feel and act in patterns.
So the last year, and maybe the last decade, may look a lot like the
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important is that we begin learning new comfort skills. We need to
start building the skills that make comfort possible. Many of us lived
in foxholes as kids. It was not a place of comfort. It was a war zone;
it was a battlefield. Even when the war ends we can still be hiding
in the foxhole, acting like we’ve always acted. But in the acceptance
stage of recovery we learn new skills.
STEPS: So we shouldn’t expect the process of learning new comfort
skills to be easy?
Daryl: Unfortunately, no. The hard work we do to build awareness really brings more pain, not less. And if we don’t have healthy
comfort skills—which most of us don’t have—then we will probably
move further back into our shame. I’m going to go right back into
my denial patterns that worked to keep that pain away from me.
Doing something that is good for me,
something that genuinely comforts me,
is not part of me. I’m going to need to do
it and keep on doing it long enough that
it does become a part of me. And with
practice, healthier strategies for comfort
will be easier to do. But they have to be
learned. It will be uncomfortable at first,
and we may even dismiss the whole idea
as stupid. I thought all this comfort stuff
was hocus-pocus. I wanted to keep doing
what I already knew how to do because
it numbed the pain; it kept me apart
from my pain. But it was not good for
me. And if I was going to break the cycle,
I needed to try new things, even if they
seemed stupid to me.
I remember when I was first getting
the hang of this I took a bubble bath one
day. Now, don’t laugh. I remember sitting
in the tub, fighting with myself about
enjoying a bubble bath. If it hadn’t been
part of my homework for therapy I probably wouldn’t have gone through with it.
Well, it worked for me. It was comforting. Enjoyable. Pleasant. I relaxed for
just a few minutes. I needed to do 25
homework exercises about comfort and
then ask which five were the most helpful to me. If I never tried any
of them, if I never actually did the things that might be helpful, if
I just dismissed the possibility as silly or meaningless, then I would
never have learned what things actually work for me.

I understand the desire for quick change. I like speed as much as
anybody. But I also know that none of us like to be outside our
comfort zone. And learning new comforting skills means trying new
behaviors. Our first action steps are about taking really good care
of ourselves, and that means building a strong comforting base, a
strong nurturing base.
The second piece of action is to minimize the number of places
of unsafety in my life. Maybe no one can convince us to stop everything we’re doing that’s unsafe. But we know that if we can stop half
of them in the first three weeks to a month, we have done a wonderful job, because we are minimizing the internal shame process that
continues to get stimulated. So the first action items are pretty basic:
learning appropriate comfort skills and stopping unsafe behaviors.
After these we can move into a more diverse set of skills, depending
on our needs: building healthy boundaries, making amends, finding
other ways to deal with depression and
anxiety, and learning healthier thought
processes and beliefs.
What I want to emphasize is that, no
matter what we do, if it doesn’t translate into a behavioral change, it doesn’t
matter. My trail is primarily a behavioral
trail. The repetitions that I experience
and that I want to stop are repeated
behaviors. The cycles are behavioral ones.
My internal pain always converts to an
external behavior pattern. So I’ve got to
find a skill set that allows me to modify
my behavior patterns. I want to be a
changed person whose new thoughts and
feelings have led to new actions. I want
to relate to people in healthier ways. I
want to take care of myself in healthier
ways. I want to care for other people in
healthier ways.

Many of us lived in
foxholes as kids.

It was a battlefield.

It was not a place of comfort. It was a war zone.

Even when the war ends
we can still be hiding
in the foxhole, acting

STEPS: Let’s talk about a specific
example: prayer. God certainly intended
prayer to be a comforting and nurturing experience, right? But many of us
learned early in life to pray in a way that
was both demanding and shaming. I had
to do it. I had to do it right. I had to do
it enough. I had to say the right things in the right way. Praying
became a performance thing. How do you take something as rooted
in fear as prayer might be and restore it to something that becomes
rooted in grace?

like we’ve always acted.

STEPS: That brings us to the third point you emphasize: Action.
Recovery is not just about getting it right in our heads. It’s not just
finding healthier ideas. There is no hope of breaking the cycle unless
there are changes in our behavior.
Daryl: The action steps that I consider to be primary in the process are the building of comfort skills. I’m going to have a lot of
action steps directed toward taking care of me, trying to build that
up, because that is what I need early on. In counseling a person
may come back a week later and say, “I’m still angry. Nothing has
changed. I’m still hurting.” But I’m going to ask, “Did you do your
homework?” I appreciate the fact that things are not all better yet.
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Daryl: Well, if you have been praying and your knees are bloody and
you are not getting any comfort from it, it’s probably because there
is something amiss in the way you think about prayer. If you have
not investigated your thoughts and beliefs about prayer, then you
may find that it comes from some very strange sources. If you were
raised in a chaotic family, then I have to tell you that the majority of
what you believe about anything is probably fairly contaminated. All
of us have the ability to change, but we can’t change what we don’t
know is there. So let’s say that you could preach a nice sermon about
prayer, that you know it is a good thing and that all of us Christian
folk ought to do it. Well, I need to know more than that to really
understand what prayer is for you. I need to know what your beliefs

are about prayer and where those beliefs came from.
Some of what I believed about prayer, when I was really honest
with myself and I explored it, was absolute nonsense. One of my
strangest beliefs about prayer was that you should be particularly
attentive to pray on cloudy days. Now, that doesn’t make a lot of
sense. Why would prayer be more important when the sky is cloudy?
I never understood why I felt that I needed to be particularly disciplined about prayer when I got up in the morning and it was cloudy
outside. Well, little did I know that I had a deep belief that Christ
was someday going to return in clouds of glory. And if I wasn’t living
the way I needed to live, I needed to quickly make sure when I spotted a cloud that I cleaned up whatever needed to be cleaned up, so
that Jesus would find me being faithful. Now that’s a childlike idea
about prayer. It’s surprising perhaps that as an adult I still retained
this deep instinct to pray on cloudy days. But that’s what happens
with unexamined belief systems. We wind up believing some very
strange things and not even knowing it.
STEPS: There’s also a lot of fear in that motivation for prayer. You
better pray because Jesus might be on those clouds and he might be
very unhappy if you are not being good.
Daryl: There you go. Not a very adult thought. Not very well
informed by Christian teaching. It’s a graceless instinct. So where in
the world did that thought come from in a 35-year-old adult? Well,
to a six-year-old that idea might make complete sense. And that’s
where some of those thoughts come from; they have deep roots in
our childhood experiences. The belief about cloudy days got planted
in me along with all the other shame-based religious stuff I was raised
with. So if things were going to change, what I needed to do was to
pay attention. I needed to pay attention to my own very personal,
and admittedly bizarre, belief system about prayer. I needed to look
honestly at the probable roots of those beliefs. I needed to recognize
how much those beliefs had damaged my ability to have a relationship with God. Prayer was not me talking to a friend, not me talking
to a God who loved me, not me talking to a God who was available to
me and full of resources for comfort. It was not until I recognized my
distorted beliefs about prayer that I could start getting a better handle
on my relationship with God. Today I can pray to a God who I know
is eager to listen, who does not shame me, no matter what I have to
say. I can pray to a God who is eager to be helpful, not to a God who
is keeping a list of all my mistakes and is ready to punish me.
STEPS: Fear seems like such a common thing to get passed on in
family systems. It’s easy to pass on, and it’s difficult to get rid of.
Daryl: It’s just part of the legacy. There are some key items that continue to show up in our legacy as children from chaotic homes. Children in such homes are terrified. You might not show it as an adult.
I don’t show it necessarily as an adult. I try to mask it a lot. But
once you get below the surface you quickly find a trembling person
inside, someone who feels inadequate, inferior, unlovable and terrified. There is the fear that I will get found out, the fear that my imperfections will become known. Fear in a chaotic home is part of the gift
that keeps on giving. I am fearful as an adult. I may not manifest it a
lot. I will try all kinds of tricks to disguise my fear. Anger is probably
the most common disguise. There is often a tremendous amount of
fear underneath anger. My theory is that as the hostility grows, the
insecurity and fear grow with it. Until we come to terms with the fear
inside, it’s very difficult to calm that raging beast of anger.

Anger is a foxhole emotion. I’m under attack and I need to defend
my position. So the anger helps me get ready to respond to the danger.
It helps keep me safe. But of course, on the inside I am really afraid.
I am terrified that I will be found out. I am afraid that you are going
to be disappointed by me. I am afraid that you are not going to like
me if you know the truth about me. This kind of fear is everywhere
for kids raised in chaotic homes.
It’s important for all of us in recovery to get to the point where we
don’t experience fear just as an enemy. Once we feel lovable, after we
develop a capacity to feel freedom from needing to be perfect, once
we understand that being rejected doesn’t mean that we are rejects,
once we have some of these basic recovery things in place, then we
can start to experience fear again as just part of the normal emotional
experiences of life. When it’s a pervasive emotion, a global experience,
infecting everything, every relationship, it immobilizes us.
STEPS: I suppose if fear is a big part of what gets in the way, then
safety is an important component of our comfort skill set. But at the
same time we are needing to try out new behaviors in recovery, and
that doesn’t usually feel safe at all.
Daryl: Change can be terrifying. Change does require us to take risks.
But each of us is far more of a risk-taker than we know. The problem
is that we’re willing to take risks in, for example, compulsive actingout behaviors. When we’re asked to go comfort ourselves in some
healthy ways, to take better care of ourselves, then we get scared,
because we don’t know how that’s going to work. And yet we are
willing to act out compulsively this weekend in far more risk-taking
behaviors.
I think we all know how to take risks, to do things even though
we are afraid. As we build awareness, we will probably start to see
a lot of pretty risky behaviors. I’m procrastinating, I’m late for my
meeting, so I drive 75 miles an hour down the road to get there. I
see that as a significant risk-taking behavior. It’s not good. But I am
apparently willing to risk having an accident, maybe maiming myself
or even killing someone else, in order to not to be 10 minutes late for
a meeting. That’s a huge risk. I want people to know they are capable
of taking risks. They take risks all the time. The important thing is
to find a way to take risks that are helpful to our recovery, rather
than risks that are misguided or are driven by shame. Everything I,
as a counselor, ask people to do is a risk-taking behavior. It is scary.
But I’m not asking people who have avoided risks to do something
they have not experienced before. I’m asking people to take a risk, to
confront fear, while doing something healthy. And that makes a huge
difference.
Someone feels lonely and needy, so they act out sexually. Well,
that’s a pretty risky behavior. I might have some suggestions about
other things they could do when they’re lonely and needy. My suggestions might sound scary, they might trigger fear, they might be
risky. But that person is already living with a lot of fear, although it
may not be fully acknowledged. And I’m asking them to tolerate fear
while trying some new behaviors that have the potential of meeting
their needs in a healthy way.
STEPS: Sometimes you can look back in your history and see how
even a single shame-full act can have an impact for generations. Isn’t
it also true that a single act of grace can similarly have an impact for
generations?
Daryl: Absolutely. The expression “the gift that keeps on giving” fits
grace really well. Early in recovery everything about our past may
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seem awful. And when you are looking at that stuff for the first time
you can understand it. Living in chaos, living in a foxhole, is pretty
awful. I believe, however, that somewhere along the line, for all of
us, there was somebody who was a positive influence. It’s important
for us to identify those people and experiences who touched us in
a positive way. I want that memory to come to the front. I want to
talk about that. I want that memory to have a chance to compete
with all the memories of shame. There are acts of kindness that have
been stored up inside us that have been there for years. We may not
have been able to consciously access those memories of grace and
love, but they are there. In the midst of all the chaos, there may have
been a grandmother, an aunt, a memory of going to the ball game
and feeling like we mattered. It is amazing what is stored up in us. If
we look closely enough at our trail, we will see the stuff of grace and
compassion and comfort. It may be pushed aside. But those simple
acts of kindness are not forgotten. They are still there inside us. They
still mean a lot to us.
Now, the real import of all this is that when we try new behaviors
in our relationships the impact can last for a long time. What if I
have made many mistakes in my relationship with my kids but I go
into their bedroom and say, “I yelled when I should not have yelled.
I need to stop that, because it’s scary and it’s not fair. I’m sorry and I
want to give you a big hug, because it wasn’t about you or anything
you did, but only about me, and I was wrong.” How long will that
moment of tenderness and truth-telling last in the life of your child?
It could last a lifetime. It might surface in their life twenty or thirty
years from now in wonderful grace-full ways.
I remembered that Jesus was going to come in clouds and that
I should be afraid. My kids may remember that it’s okay to make

mistakes and to make amends. That’s going to have an impact, even
if they are too young right now to fully understand what’s going on.
An act of kindness, no matter how simple, can ripple down through
generations and make grace a practical reality for people many years
to come. Thank God for that! Bottom line, that’s what it looks like
to break the cycle. We start doing grace and love instead of fear and
shame. And so grace and love get passed down instead of fear and
shame.
STEPS: I remember when I first realized that I was as much in denial
about the grace in my past as I was in denial about the shame in my
past. I was numbed out about the trauma, but I was numbed out
about all the grace as well. Now I can see God’s presence and healing
power that I never could have seen before.
Daryl: Exactly. When we numb out about our past we are not selective. We numb out to everything, to all of it. We need to regain an
awareness of the trauma and damage, but we also need to regain
access to the grace that was there. As we grow in awareness of the
grace in our lives, as we grow in our ability to accept grace from God,
we will find ourselves acting in more grace-full ways. And that’s what
breaking the cycle looks like.
Daryl Quick is the president of Western Psychological & Counseling
Services in Portland, Oregon.

NEWSWORTHY
James Chambers Joins NACR Staff
The newest addition to the NACR staff is James Chambers, who
will serve part-time as a senior associate. James is the former director of Come To Him Ministries. He has previously worked with
Prison Fellowship Ministries and the
Union Rescue Mission’s Men’s Discipleship Program. He facilitates a Twelve
Step group at his home church, Eastside Christian, in Fullerton, California.
James graduated from Cal State Fullerton with a degree in sociology, focusing
on the relationship between substance
abuse and crime. In recovery himself
and having personally experienced institutionalization, James brings uniquely
valuable perspectives to his service at the
NACR. He will be working on a number of projects, including
some of the preparations for STEPS 2003.
James is raising personal support so that he can increase his
time commitment to the NACR. If you would like to contribute to his personal support, please make a check payable to the
NACR, write “James Chambers support” in the comment area of
your check, and send it to our office at P.O. Box 215, Brea, CA
92822. Thanks! Good things are happening at the NACR, and
you can help us grow to maturity!
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Clergy Recovery Network Has Moved
The offices of the Clergy Recovery Network have moved to Montana! Please continue to send your financial contributions for the
Clergy Recovery Network to the offices of Christian Recovery
International (P.O. Box 215, Brea, CA 92822), but note the following information for contacting Dale Wolery or Doug Boudinot:
Dale Wolery
Doug Boudinot
P.O. Box 313
5900 NW 59th
Joplin, MT 59531
Redmond, OR 97756
406-292-3322
541-420-6020
dalew@clergyrecovery.com
dougb@clergyrecovery.com
STEPS 2003: Call for Workshop Proposals
We invite you to contact us if you’re interested in presenting a
workshop at STEPS 2003. Although we will not finalize the workshop lineup until late September or early October, we encourage
you to start thinking now about presenting a workshop and to
let us know by sending information about yourself and a short
outline of your proposed workshop. If past experience is any indication, we will have many more proposals than we can say yes to.
But we are always looking for new perspectives and practical tools
to help in daily recovery.
Open Executive Director Position
We continue to seek applicants for the position of executive director of the NACR. For details see:
www.nacronline.com/execdir.htm
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Step Four and
Breaking the Cycle of Shame
by
Mike O’Neil

G

rowing up in a dysfunctional family, we are shamed about “Oh, we can’t talk about that, but come on in here and let me hide
our feelings. We’re taught not to feel and not to talk about you in my secret, subconscious room,” and we bury the feeling,
how we feel. We may get beaten and start crying, and we’re then we’ve buried it alive. Our feelings don’t die just because we
told, “I’ll give you something to cry about,” or “Shut up your crying hide them. They’re inside us, alive and well.
or I’ll beat you some more.”
We feed our feelings throughout life as we react to life’s situaIf Dad is an alcoholic or a religious fanatic and extremely tions. We continue to refeel these feelings, which we’re not suprigid—or if Mom is a prescription pill addict—we have secrets in posed to feel, in the shame corral, so that they translate into the
the family, certain things we never talk about. Dad passes out at the master emotion, which is shame. That shame binds all the feelings
table, but we say, “Excuse me. Pass the potatoes.” Or Dad comes in the shame corral. It’s a never-ending cycle unless it’s broken.
home in a rage and beats Mom or beats us, and we don’t talk about
As we work Step Four we begin to break that cycle by peeking
that. We have the walking-on-eggshells syndrome in the home that into our shame corral. It’s scary to open the gate of that corral. It’s
says, Don’t make Dad mad or he’ll go off on us.
huge in there. Those feelings have been gathering momentum since
So over a period of time each of
the day they first came to visit.
our feelings gets stuffed into what
Our feelings are like caged anifeelings
I call a shame corral, and a wall
mals growing in size. They’ve been
don’t feel
gets built up around it. No matter
in that corral so long that when we
what feeling we have, it has to go
open the gate, they rush for that
medicate and don’t feel
somewhere. So we stuff it down
opening. It’s often overwhelming to
lock up feelings
into our corral. It shoots around
us, and we can’t take on all those aniinside there, bangs against the
mals. So we slam the gate and jump
more shame
wall, and the feeling that comes
back into our denial. We push those
feelings escape
out is shame. No matter what
huge, scary feelings back into our
emotion we feel, it translates into
secret, subconscious place, and we go
feelings escape
shame
shame because we’ve been told it’s
on pretending everything’s okay. We
not okay to have feelings. And
might say, “Let’s just go to church.
every time a feeling tries to get out
I’ll do something else, and then I’ll
lock tighter
of the shame corral we feel even
feel good about myself.” Or “I’ll go
more ashamed, so we cover the
do something for somebody else, and
shame by medicating it to block it even more. It might transfer into then I’ll feel good about myself.” Or maybe, “I’ll just do a whole lot
a sexual desire, or a desire to drink or to medicate with food or to of things—anything but open that gate again.”
get into a relationship or to perform in order to be accepted—all of
Step Four gets us past the gate and inside our shame corral and
which can eventually surface as an addiction. This describes a basic exposes the feelings we’ve either been in denial about or have kept
syndrome that all addictions are wrapped around.
secret. Step Four brings those feelings into the light.
Unlocking our feelings
In Step Four of the Twelve Steps—“Made a searching and fearless
moral inventory of ourselves”—we begin to look inside this shame
corral. And that’s real scary. It’s scary because every unprocessed feeling we have ever felt in our whole life is in there. Every feeling of
resentment, hate, fear, anger, joy, lust, greed, embarrassment, hurt,
loneliness, jealousy, rejection, worthlessness, confusion, sadness, frustration—all the way down the line—is in there.
Feelings are like visitors: They’re supposed to show up, tell you
something, and then leave. But if they’ve shown up and we’ve said,

Accepting forgivness and forgiving ourselves
Lamentations 3:40 says, “Let us examine our ways and test them, and
let us return to the LORD.” And 1 Corinthians 11:28 says, “A man
ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of
the cup.” So self-examination is scriptural. However, some Christians
voice an objection to the Twelve Steps that goes something like this:
“When I received Jesus, my past was gone forever, it’s taken care of,
I’m forgiven, and I just need to go on. I can forget about the past.”
That’s one hundred percent true. When we were born again, Jesus
forgave us for everything we needed forgiveness for. He gave us
Continued on back cover
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What is a Healthy Family, Anyway?
A Guide for Parents in Recovery
by
Linda Sibley

T

he father looked sad as he sat in our Confident Kids parents’ group. “I want to
give my kids a great family to grow up
in—something I never had,” he said. “But, heck,
I don’t even know what a healthy family is. All I
have to go on is what my family was like, and I
wouldn’t wish that on my dog, let alone my kids.”
Heads all around the circle bobbed up and down. That parent had
verbalized what many others were also feeling.
Those of us who are parents in recovery have a double task. We
must not only figure out how to overcome our past experiences
to make ourselves healthy, but we must also figure out how to
make our homes healthier places for our children. However, with
no models from the past to draw on, we may not know where to
start.
Here are some suggestions that can help.
Start with your own recovery.
One hard-and-fast rule of parenting is that you can’t take your
kids any further than you have come yourself. Parents who do not
know how to live in healthy ways cannot raise children to live in
healthy ways. Therefore, the way to start is by setting aside your
natural instinct to put your children’s needs first, and concentrate
on yourself.
Ask yourself questions like these: What did I need from my parents that I didn’t get? What unhealthy skills did I learn as a child that I
must unlearn now? What words did I hear in my home that I wish had
never been said? What words did I need to hear that no one said to me?
As you answer these questions for yourself, you will gain valuable
information about what your children need from you.
Break the “Don’t” rules.
Most of us who are in recovery grew up in families that were governed by three powerful rules: Don’t talk, Don’t trust, Don’t feel.
As a result, we learned to carry family secrets, to not trust anyone
to be there for us, and to hide our true feelings from others and
from ourselves. To keep from passing these rules on to our children, we must be intentional about breaking these rules in our own
homes. Let’s look at some new, healthy rules we can establish.
Healthy rule #1: Talk.
The “Don’t talk” rule in families is communicated in many
ways. Direct statements—“Never tell anyone what goes on in
our family!” or “What happens in this family is nobody’s business
but ours!” or “Your father is not drunk. I don’t ever want to hear
you say that again!”—teach children to carry family secrets and
to ignore their own questions and feelings. Children’s powers of
observation add to the problem when they see, for example, one
parent covering up for another or acting as if everything is okay
when it’s not. However, you can break the “Don’t talk” rule in your
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family in several ways.
Tell your children the truth. In an effort to
protect their children from the painful side
of life, parents often make the mistake of not
talking to them about difficult family issues.
Unfortunately, not talking to children about
what is real does not protect them. John Bradshaw
has said that children always know; they just don’t always know
what they know. And when children know something is wrong but
no one will talk to them about it, they fill in the blanks for themselves. Their version will include inaccurate and distorted details.
In reality, it is much easier for children to deal with the real truth
about painful family issues than with their made-up version of it.
The toughest part of these conversations is separating the information that children need from our own emotional baggage. Children
need information; they don’t need to carry all our anger, panic or
fear. If we are not emotionally ready to talk with our children, it’s
okay. We can look for someone else to talk with them or to help us
talk with them. Many parents in recovery turn to a trusted counselor, support group leader, or family friend to mediate such conversations.
Reassure your children. Telling children the truth about family
pain raises their anxiety levels, and they may begin to wonder,
Am I still loved? Who will take care of me? Are my parents going
to be okay? What did I do to make this happen? We cannot take
away our children’s anxiety, but we can help them with it by reassuring them that they are loved, that nothing about the family’s
circumstances is their fault, and that they will be taken care of.
However, we need to guard against offering them false promises,
such as, “I’m sure your dad will start doing better and will never
use drugs again” or “Your mom and I will work things out, and
we’ll all be a family again.” We can’t predict what life will be like
in the future, but we can reassure our children that we are committed to working through the problems and that together we can
all get through it.
Talk about the little things. If we want our children to talk to us
about things that are important, we must let them talk to us about
things that are not important. As parents in recovery, we may
often find ourselves too short of patience and emotional energy to
listen to our children’s everyday chatter. Many parents have found
it helpful to set aside regular “listening” times with their children.
They work hard at finding some time during the day or week for
one-on-one time with each child. This may be a few minutes at
bedtime, a lunch or dinner out (for young children, McDonald’s
works as well as anywhere), or a quiet game together. During
listening times we can train ourselves to listen to and respond
to our children without criticizing or giving advice. Responding
with simple phrases such as, “Really?” “Uh-huh!” or “Then what
happened?” can free our children to talk to us about anything
that’s on their minds. Even if the conversations seem frivolous to

us, we are creating an openness so that in the future our children
will come to us with more important matters, because they know
we will listen.
Heathy rule #2: Trust.
The “Don’t trust” rule in families develops as parents consistently ignore their children’ s needs and violate their natural trust.
When this happens, children conclude that no one will be there
for them anyway, so if they don’t trust, they won’t be hurt. Of the
three “Don’t” rules, this one is the most difficult to break, especially if our children’s trust has been violated on many occasions.
But giving attention to the following guidelines will help.
Be there for your children. Woody
Allen said that eighty percent of life
is just showing up. In building trust
with children, that is absolutely true.
Trusting relationships are established
through attention to little things over
a long period of time—things like
sharing meals, attending school functions, creating a stable schedule for
co-parenting if you are divorced, and
establishing and maintaining family
traditions. Sounds easy enough,
doesn’t it? But as parents in recovery,
we are often so emotionally drained
from our own journey that these
“little” things can feel overwhelming. Fortunately, we don’t have to be
perfect to establish a trusting home.
As our children see us consistently
making an effort—especially when
they see that we’re tired or stressed—
they know we’re serious about being
there for them. And that observation
builds trust.
Keep your promises. Nothing
teaches a child to not trust us more
than our broken promises. That’s why
I strongly encourage parents to learn
and religiously follow one simple
two-part rule: Say what you will do,
and then do what you say. In other
words, think before you speak, and
choose your words carefully. Don’t
say it unless you know for sure (or
almost for sure) that you can follow
through. And once you say you will
do something, be committed to doing
it, except under the most exceptional
circumstances. “I’m too tired,” or “We don’t have the money,” are
not good reasons to break a promise. If we’re stressed and we realize we may be too tired to go camping on the weekend, we mustn’t
promise our children we’ll go. If money is short, we mustn’t promise them the one-hundred-dollar pair of shoes they keep asking us
for. To build trust we must say only what we will do. And once
we have said it, we must do everything in our power to make it
happen.
Talk through the bumps in the road. An essential lesson in trust
that children need to learn is that people can make mistakes or

fail at times and still be trustworthy. Trust is maintained when we
consistently take time to explain why we must break a promise
(on those rare occasions when we must do so), admit our shortcomings, apologize when we’re wrong, and listen to our children’s
responses. Even if our children roll their eyes or seem to not be
listening, the important thing is that we take the time and energy
to talk with them. Trust is established over time as children hear
our words and begin to assimilate them.
Ask for help when you need it. Much of the failure in families
happens when parents get so tired that they cannot consistently be
there for their children. But many of us who are in recovery grew
up believing that no one would be there for us, and so we try to
cope with everything on our own.
We need to remember that healthy
families have a strong support
system of extended (or surrogate)
family, trusted friends, and community helpers. This network is an
integral part of their family’s life in
both good times and bad.
If you and your children do not
have such a network, you can begin
to establish one by getting involved
in church, school and community
activities where you can begin to
develop relationships with other
families and adults. Try volunteering for community projects, church
outreach events or missions projects, or join a small group. Then
build closer relationships by inviting people into your home. Include
a wide variety of age groups in your
network, and enjoy developing
these new relationships.

One hard-and-fast rule of
parenting is that you can’t
take your kids any further than you have come
yourself. Parents who do
not know how to live in
healthy ways cannot raise
children to live in healthy
ways. Therefore, the way to
start is by setting aside your
natural instinct to put your
children’s needs first, and
concentrate on yourself.

Healthy rule #3: Feel.
The “Don’t feel” rule in families
is particularly damaging. We will
do almost anything to avoid feeling
pain, and many of the unhealthy
choices we’ve made in life were
influenced by our attempts to avoid
these difficult feelings. In families,
children learn early that strong
emotions can be scary and even
dangerous. They learn this when
they hear messages such as, “You
shouldn’t feel that way,” or “Quit
being such a crybaby!” or they are
teased, shamed or punished for their feelings. They also learn indirectly to fear strong feelings as they watch their parents respond
to their own feelings in unhealthy ways. They might observe, for
example: Whenever Dad is mad he gets drunk, or Whenever Mom is
upset she screams at us.
Your own recovery process has probably resulted in many
mixed and powerful feelings within your children. Unless they
have a trustworthy environment in which to talk about those feelings, they will learn to deal with them by finding ways to avoid
those feelings. You can make your family a place where feelings are
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embraced, talked about and expressed in healthy ways by following three important guidelines.
Empathize with your children. Empathy is the ability to see an
experience through another person’s eyes and feel their feelings
with them. It’s not an easy skill to learn, especially for those of us
who were raised with many negative messages about our feelings.
A good way to begin is to journal your childhood memories, both
good and bad. Try to connect with the feelings you experienced in
each memory and the ways you learned to deal with those feelings.
Journal the experiences in a child’s language. Getting in touch
with these experiences and feelings will go a long way to help you
empathize with your children when they have similar experiences
and feelings.
To express your empathy, respond to your children’s outpouring of feelings with phrases such as, “That hurts, doesn’t it?” or
“I’m so sorry” or “I remember feeling that way when I was your
age. It’s hard, isn’t it?” And don’t forget positive statements, such
as “I’m so proud of you!” and “Good for you!” You can also express
your empathy with nonverbal actions, such as your full attention,
your facial expressions and body posture, and hugs. (Sometimes
these can communicate better than our words.)
Validate your children’s feelings. While empathy tells our children that we understand their feelings, validation tells them that
their feelings are right for the situation. For example, children
need to be told that it is right for them to feel disappointed and
angry when someone breaks a promise to them. They need to be
told that it is right for them to feel confused when they are told
one thing one day and something different the next day. They
need to be reassured that it is okay to be afraid in scary situations,
and so on.
To validate your children’s feelings, use phrases such as “I would
feel angry too, if someone treated me like that.” Or “It’s okay to
feel scared right now.” Hug your children, and reassure them that
things will be okay. And don’t forget to validate positive feelings
too: “You can be very proud of the job you did. You did great!”
Teach healthy ways of expressing feelings. Help your children
understand that although all their feelings are okay, the way they
express them may not be okay. In our Confident Kids groups, we
use this rule: It is okay to express your feelings in any way you
choose except that you may not hurt yourself or others or destroy
property. That means it’s okay to be angry, but it is not okay to hit,
say mean things, or throw something through the TV screen.
There are many healthy ways to express feelings. Examples
include doing something physical like running around the block
or punching a pillow; writing a letter or keeping a journal; drawing
a picture of your feelings; having a good cry; or pouring out your
feelings to a safe person. Give your children lots of ideas so they
can choose what works best for them. You can also keep a “feelings
box” handy, containing items like an old pair of gym shoes, paper
and pens, drawing supplies, a box of tissues, and other things they
can use to safely express their feelings.
Practice the traits of a healthy family.
Once the foundation of talk, trust and feel is firmly in place, there
are a number of other things you can do to strengthen your family
relationships. A helpful tool I use for teaching parents how to do
this is a list by Dolores Curran from her book Traits of a Healthy
Family.*
A healthy family:
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• communicates and listens
• affirms and supports one another
• teaches respect for others
• develops a sense of trust
• has a sense of play and humor
• has a sense of shared responsibility
• teaches right and wrong
• abounds with rituals and traditions
• has a balance of interaction among members
• has a shared religious core
• respects the privacy of others
• values service to others
• fosters family table time and conversation
• admits to and seeks help for problems
You may find this description of a healthy family overwhelming if you were not raised in such a family. But don’t be discouraged. You will find in the activity box three simple steps for using
this list as a guide in strengthening your family.
*Ballantine Books, New York, 1983.
Linda Sibley is the Director of Resources and Training for Confident
Kids (www.confidentkids.com) and a regular contributor to STEPS.
Activity: Family Growth Goals
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olores Curran’s list of traits can be a helpful tool if you
follow these steps:

1. Check off the items you already do well. Remember that
every family has some traits that work, so don’t be modest.
Find those things you do well—not perfectly, but well enough
for you to feel okay about. These things are your strengths,
and knowing your strengths can empower you to respond to
your weaknesses. Be sure to complete this step before moving
on.
2. Choose one trait to work on. The key to success is to choose
only one trait to work on at a time. Ignore the rest of the list
while you work on making that one characteristic routinely
part of your family’s life. To begin with, choose one that you
are confident you can achieve with a minimum of effort. A
good first choice might be establishing a family mealtime
or creating a family playtime. Keep working on it, even if it
seems difficult at first. Don’t worry about how much time it
takes; move on only when you feel ready to do so. Then choose
just one more to work on, and repeat the process.
3. Note your progress periodically. Remember that nothing
worthwhile is built overnight, and that includes healthy families. Our families become healthy slowly, as we make bite-size
changes. And when change is slow, it is easy to lose perspective. So whenever you feel discouraged, just think back to
what you and your family were like one, two or three years
earlier. Journal the changes you see, and you will receive the
encouragement you need to keep growing.
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permission to be released from all of it, and we
can just go on and be new creatures in Christ.
The problem is that we won’t give ourselves
permission to be released from our past. We
won’t forgive ourselves and go on. So it’s
not that God is holding us back or that our
born-again experience was invalid. It’s totally
valid. But what holds us back is shame. We
are shame-based children who have been programmed to believe that we cannot accept
forgiveness in the secret areas of our lives.
But the only way we’ll ever break the cycle of
shame is to go into our shame corral and face
those little devils and have Jesus grab ‘em by
the throat and jerk ‘em out of there.
Now, I don’t know why it’s that way.
Believe me, I always wanted my deal to be,
“Okay, God. Come on in and get whatever’s
in there. Don’t tell me about it; don’t show it
to me. Just get it while I’m not looking. Have
you got it? Okay. Here I am! I’m all fixed.” I
can’t stand the feeling of having to face that
stuff. It’s painful. But there’s no deliverance
for us until we face our shame, forgive ourselves and give Jesus permission to rid us of
it.
Until we do that we’re holding on to layer
upon layer of costumes or coverings, just as
Adam and Eve covered themselves with fig
leaves. As we peel off our coverings and costumes, we automatically become who we are
in Christ Jesus.
Adapted from Power to Choose by Mike S.
O’Neil (Sonlight, 1991). Mike O’Neil is a
therapist and author in private practice at
Power Life Resources and Counseling Center in
Nashville, Tennessee (www.powerliferesources.
com).
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Recovery: the Path to Serenity
The National Association for Christian Recovery and Overcomers Outreach
invite you to come to STEPS 2003—a unique national conference for
Christians in recovery. Plenary speakers include Sandra Wilson, Stephen
Arterburn, David Stoop, Mark Laaser and several others. There will be
over 40 workshops, many exhibits, worship and lots of fellowship in recovery. There will also be special events for pastors, for leaders of Twelve Steps
groups, and for leaders of support groups for survivors of sexual abuse.
And much more!
Dates: June 26–29, 2003
Location: Shepherd of the Hills Church in Porter Ranch, California.
(Porter Ranch is northwest of downtown Los Angeles.)
If you would like to present a workshop at STEPS 2003, please email an
outline of your workshop with information about yourself to steps2003@
christianrecovery.com. Although we always have more people who want
to present workshops than we have room for in our schedule, we are also
looking for fresh perspectives and practical contributions.
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