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Sponsorship is a rich tradition within the Twelve Step movement. While it has some unique
features in the Twelve Step context, the role of a sponsor has much in common with other
kinds of helpers such as mentors, spiritual directors, counselors and even pastors. It probably doesn’t matter that much what you call it. The important thing is that we need people
who are a little further along in the recovery process than we are to offer insight, guidance,
encouragement and support. There isn’t anything magical about having a sponsor. It’s not
difficult to collect horror stories about unhelpful or even abusive sponsors. So, having a sponsor is not a guarantee of success. But not having someone to fill that role in our lives puts us at
very high risk of failure. As the Bible makes very clear near the beginning, it is not good for us
to be alone. May you find the right kind of relationships to support your journey in recovery.
And may God grant you the courage, strength and wisdom you need this day.
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to our readers

The Practice of Sponsorship
by James Ryan

O

ne of the most difficult
parts of being a Twelve
Step sponsor is watching
people relapse. So often we
give out our phone numbers at
meetings to promising newcomers
and then never hear from them
again. Of those few who do call,
only a small portion actually
want help and stick around long
enough to get it. Of that small
portion that asks for help, most
stop their progress at some point
in the Twelve Step process and
disappear. Exceedingly rare is the
individual who actually works all
Twelve Steps and stays around to
sponsor others.
“Going off the radar” we call
it. One day we have a sponsee
working hard on their recovery
and checking in regularly; the next
day they are gone without a trace.
Usually there is some signal that
a disappearance is coming, but
not always. The Steps are hard.
Spiritual change is hard. This
process requires a great deal of
us, and most people would rather
look around for something easier
instead. Who can blame them?
Because
fully
successful
sponsees are so rare, sponsorship
can often be a lesson in humility.
Anyone who comes to the task
of helping others with the idea
 steps

that they are important enough
to be responsible for whether a
sponsee will recover or relapse is
in for a painful ride. As sponsee
after sponsee goes off the radar,
such sponsors are left alone in
a pit of self-induced guilt. The
truth is that we are powerless over
addiction—our own and everyone
else’s. Only God has the power to
change lives, and even God lets
the choice rest with the individual
addict. We have to become
willing before God will change
us. Millions fall away because, on
some level, millions want to. They
prefer relapse to spiritual change,
and none of us has any right to
stand in their way. We can only
be of assistance to those who ask,
and the only help we can offer is
to point them toward their own
relationship with God.
From this perspective, the
sponsorship process becomes a gift.
We get to watch people struggle
toward Grace, usually failing, but
sometimes giving in enough to
change. We don’t have to push or
prod our sponsees toward some
preconceived standard. Instead,
we get to witness the unique
workings of the Spirit in each
one. Once we learn the lesson of
humility that sponsorship has to
teach, we realize that sponsorship

is about learning to entrust another
person’s life into God’s hands.
In this issue, Hamilton B.
answers some basic questions
about sponsorship in “What
Does a Sponsor Do?” This
article, an excerpt from Twelve
Step Sponsorship: How It Works
(Hazelden, 1996), is perfect
for anyone seeking a sponsor.
Hamilton’s suggestions about
what a sponsor does and does not
do should point those in need in
the right direction. In “The Art of
Sponsorship: Beyond the Basics,”
Margaret Bullitt-Jonas presents
the wisdom of her experience as
a Twelve Step sponsor. Margaret’s
article will be particularly useful
to those looking to improve their
practice of sponsorship, as it
offers insight into essential skills
such as listening and clarifying
expectations. Our final piece is
a story told by Frank Buchman,
founder of the Oxford Group.
AA arose within the context of
Buchman’s life-changing groups.
In The Making of a Miracle,
Buchman tells of one of his early
experiences in personal evangelism
before the founding of the Oxford
Group. We hope these articles
will encourage you to see the hard
work of sponsorship as a means of
Grace.

Sponsoring Others

T h e A rt of S p on s or ship :
be y ond t he b a si c s

A

My own approach to
sponsorship assumes
a more egalitarian
relationship, one that
seeks to function
as collaboration or
alliance rather than
as domination.
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by Margaret Bullitt-Jonas

sk people with a long stretch of recovery what contributes to their
capacity to live without relapse, and it’s likely that many of them will
mention sponsoring and being sponsored. The tool of sponsorship
is one of the great gifts of the Twelve Step program, bearing an extraordinary
power to turn a person’s life around. Just about anyone in recovery can tell
a story or two about a breakthrough conversation with a sponsor and about
the difference it made to receive the personal support of a fellow sufferer,
to be given a timely word of wisdom or insight, and to be listened to with
respect. Serving as a sponsor can likewise strengthen our recovery as we
experience the joy of passing on what we have received and of watching our
sponsees grow.
At the same time, I expect that many of us could also tell stories about
times when the sponsoring relationship broke down—times, for instance,
when we experienced our sponsor as being rigid or judgmental, or when
our own distractions and preoccupations interfered with our ability to listen
with full attention to someone we were sponsoring. Sponsorship may be a
powerful tool, but it’s one we don’t always wield wisely.
What does it mean to be a “good” sponsor? What helps and what harms
the sponsoring relationship? What difficulties do we experience as sponsors
and sponsees? How can we work through our difficulties and use them as
opportunities to grow? What skills might help us to become more effective
sponsors? These are some of the questions I began asking myself almost
25 years ago, when I first began exploring the give-and-take of sponsoring
and being sponsored in the Twelve Step program. I quickly discovered that
sponsorship must be practiced more as an art than a science. There is no
single “best” way to sponsor, no cookie-cutter formula for how to sponsor
well. What’s more, people need different things in a sponsor, depending
on where they are in their own journey of recovery. Given all this, it’s not
surprising that being a good sponsor takes imagination, creativity, flexibility,
a willingness to risk and to make mistakes, and a desire to learn.
Some Twelve Step members exercise a model of sponsorship that sets
up a fairly rigid, strict, and authoritarian relationship between sponsor and
sponsee, in which a “good” sponsor lays down the rules and a “good” sponsee
reacts with unquestioning obedience. My own approach to sponsorship
assumes a more egalitarian relationship, one that seeks to function as
collaboration or alliance rather than as domination. I like a dynamic,
developmental model of sponsorship, one that may in some cases begin
in a comparatively authoritarian way but that always seeks to strengthen
the sponsees’ healthy autonomy and their capacity to trust themselves. I
value doing what we can to establish and maintain a relationship between
sponsor and sponsee that is flexible—changing over time and adapting to
the sponsee’s emerging freedom. As sponsors, we try to help our sponsees
move beyond isolation (what the Big Book calls “self-will run riot”) and also

beyond clingy over-dependence and subservience. We want to support our
sponsees in their quest, with God’s help, to discover and to follow their own
inner wisdom as they learn, one day at a time, to live without their drug.
Give your sponsee your full attention
ne of the most loving gifts we can offer someone else is the gift of
our full attention. How rare and precious it is to receive someone’s
undivided attention! How hungry many people are to be truly listened to,
to know that someone is setting aside his or her own needs for the time
being and making space to hear what’s on their mind and heart! That is
a gift we want to give our sponsee: the gift of a listening ear and listening
heart.
How do we listen with full attention? First, we quit multitasking. When
on the phone with a sponsee, we look away from the computer, stop scanning
the newspaper, set aside the day’s mail, and wash the dishes another time.
We may want to set clear boundaries to the call (“I can speak with you for
ten minutes today”), but then we give the person our full attention. Giving
someone ten minutes of good attention is often more effective—and more
loving—than giving thirty minutes of half-hearted (and perhaps resentful)
listening.
One reason it can be difficult to give someone our attention is that
we ourselves need so badly to be heard. Whenever people get together in
informal gatherings, you can see how often they jostle to be listened to,
eagerly taking every opportunity to speak, or when someone else speaks,
waiting patiently (or impatiently) to interrupt. The beauty of sponsorship
is that it takes seriously our need to be listened to and gives us a way to
take turns. As sponsors, our first task is to listen, and because we ourselves
have a sponsor, we know that someone will soon take time to listen to us.
As a result, we can refrain from grabbing the microphone from our sponsee
and turning the conversation back to our own concerns. If a sponsee says
something that reminds us of ourselves, we may decide to mention it as a
way to share our “experience, strength, and hope,” but the basic focus of the
conversation must be on the sponsee, not on us. If it’s helpful, we can always
make a quick mental note to speak later with our sponsor about whatever
personal concern was stirred up by the conversation with our sponsee.

O

Listen with an attitude of
kindness and respect
t’s important not only to give our full attention, but also to be aware of
the quality of attention that we give. We know what it feels like to be
treated with judgment, criticism, rejection or contempt; similarly, we also
know what it feels like to have our own minds filled with judging, critical,
rejecting and contemptuous thoughts about other people. Receiving
contempt—or doling it out—makes us feel constricted and unsafe, wary
and defended.
Conversely, when we are listened to with kindness and respect, a space
opens up that allows us to explore and share what’s going on in our lives.
When we are listened to in this spirit, we find ourselves saying things we hadn’t
known we knew, feeling things we hadn’t known we felt, and spontaneously
reconnecting to our own inner wisdom. When someone listens to us with
kindness and respect, gradually we learn to listen to ourselves. Gradually we
feel freer to grow and to change.
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As sponsors, our first
task is to listen

Listening to our sponsee with such an attitude does not mean that we
approve of everything he or she has said or done, or that we respect the
prudence of every decision he or she has made. Even in the process of
recovery, all of us—including our sponsees—can make serious mistakes.
But what a sponsor can do is to keep focusing on the sponsee’s desire
to be well. As sponsors we make an alliance with the sponsee’s intention,
however frail and feeble it may be, to be in recovery, a day at a time. That
desire and intention deserve our deepest approval and respect. When we
listen to our sponsees with this spirit, we honor their deep longing to be set
free and their hunger to be whole. When our sponsees are awash in shame
and self-doubt, our attitude should remind them of who they really are:
beloved children of God.

Asking clarifying
questions can help
to keep the locus
of change where
it belongs: in the
sponsee’s hands,
not ours.

Ask clarifying questions
uestions of clarification signal that you are still listening, that your
attention continues to be focused on the sponsee, that you want to
understand what he or she is saying, and that you care. Asking a clarifying
question is not the same as prying. Offering a paraphrase (“What I hear you
saying is…”) is another good way of staying connected with your sponsee,
inviting him or her to correct our possible misinterpretation. Remarks such
as “Tell me about it” or “Would you like to say more about that?” are a
refreshing change from what people often give each other: criticism, advice,
moral lessons, or interpretation.
Of course, there are moments when offering our sponsee some advice and
guidance is just what is needed, but taking time to ask clarifying questions
first, or to paraphrase what we hear, helps to ensure that our advice is sound.
What’s more, pausing to ask some questions and to listen to the answers can
cut through a habit common to many of us: eagerly jumping in to judge,
rescue, fix, solve, or otherwise try to control our sponsees’ lives. Asking
clarifying questions can help to keep the locus of change where it belongs:
in the sponsee’s hands, not ours.

Q

Listen for feelings
any addicts at the beginning of recovery are quite cut off from their
feelings. They may feel chronically angry, depressed, spacey or numb.
When they put down their drug, a day at a time, all sorts of long-suppressed
feelings can come roaring back to the surface. This is not comfortable. Some
sponsees handle it by talking and talking very fast, as if a rush of words
could control the feelings and keep them at bay. As sponsors, we want to
give permission for feelings to be felt. Whatever the sponsee is feeling is OK.
Of course, taking destructive action on a feeling is not OK, but we want
to give our sponsees the freedom to feel what they feel. Asking questions
such as “What are you feeling right now?,” “When did you start to feel that
way?,” “How do you feel now as you say that?,” or “Where in your body do
you feel it?” can support our sponsees to be more comfortable with their
felt experience.
I cringe when I hear people say at a meeting that their sponsor told
them to “get off the pity-pot.” Obsessive self-pity is one thing, but maybe
the sponsee simply needed to grieve. What the sponsor dismissed as “selfpity” may in fact be genuine sorrow. Being sad is fine. Being angry is fine.
It is normal to have feelings. If we sponsors are not comfortable with our
own strong feelings, we may well become anxious when our sponsees feel
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something, and do our best to shut them down. Sensing our discomfort,
our sponsees may in turn begin censoring how much they tell us, for fear of
“being a burden.” This is not helpful.
I must also acknowledge that some recovering addicts do get stuck in
particular emotional patterns, such as endlessly ranting or complaining.
Our job as sponsors is not to be a therapist but to listen with patience and,
if possible, with empathy, and to suggest how our sponsees can best work
the program in the given situation (for example, is it time for them to work
a particular Step? to make a gratitude list? to take a moral inventory? to pray
for guidance? to offer service?). We can also suggest professional therapeutic
help.
Create space for silence
any addicts love to talk. We fill up the space with words, regale each
other with stories, and replay in vivid detail all the daily dramas of our
lives. Words can certainly be expressive, energizing, and powerful vehicles
of healing. Giving words to our experience can be a way to make sense
of our lives and to build connections with other people. But words can
also be used to avoid authentic connection. Our words become empty, for
example, when we find ourselves launching into a much-rehearsed litany of
blame or another round of gossip, or when we jabber on about trivial things
that don’t really matter to us. Sometimes our too-ready words prevent us
from really listening to what is going on inside us.
We may need to say to our sponsee, “Take your time; you don’t have to
hurry.” This message can be a marvelous antidote to the anxiety that propels
so much speech. When a sponsee has been rambling on to no apparent
purpose, we might ask a question (for example, “What is the essence of
what you’re trying to say?”) that helps him or her to find the focus. Asking
for a shared moment of silence can give a sponsee space to listen inwardly, to
check in with his or her feelings, and perhaps to receive a word from God.
We might say, for instance, “Let’s take a deep breath together,” and then
invite the sponsee to comment on what he or she noticed in the silence, or
on what he or she is feeling, or on what God may be trying to show him
or her.
Of course, it’s always helpful for us, as sponsors, to spend some time
in silence before our sponsee’s phone call, or at least to take a deep breath
before we pick up the phone. In the silence, we have a chance to check in
with ourselves, to notice what we’re feeling, and to ask that God may work
through us in the upcoming conversation with our sponsee. Silence can
open a hospitable space inside us so that we truly welcome our sponsee’s
phone call. Prayerful silence before and after speaking with a sponsee is a
wonderful way to “frame” the encounter and to turn it over to God.

M

Keep mutual expectations clear
t’s helpful from the beginning to be as clear as possible about what our
sponsees can expect from us and what we in turn expect from them.
For instance, I’ve spoken with many sponsees who fear being “dropped” by
their sponsor. Their anxiety about being summarily rejected or abandoned
does not necessarily translate into a daily commitment to staying abstinent,
clean, or sober. Trusting a reliable sponsor can give sponsees a crucial inner
sense of companionship when faced with the temptation to pick up their
drug; anxiety about whether or not a sponsor is there for the long haul can
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Prayerful silence
before and after
speaking with a
sponsee is a wonderful
way to “frame” the
encounter and to
turn it over to God.

sabotage a sponsee’s making healthy choices. I think sponsors can reduce the
anxiety of their sponsees by being clear from the beginning about the extent
and the limits of their commitment to them. Sponsees are consequently
not left guessing and worrying. For example, we may be willing to sponsor
someone for a week or a month or three months whether or not the sponsee
is completely abstinent (sober, clean), or we may be willing to sponsor
someone only if he or she has no slips at all. We may be willing to sponsor
someone only if he or she calls us faithfully every single day at the appointed
time, or we may be willing to sponsor someone if he or she simply calls “as
needed.” We may be willing to sponsor people who show no signs at all of
making any discernible progress in the program, or we may be willing only
to sponsor people who make some discernible progress within a specified
amount of time.
I don’t think that any of the positions I’ve just described are necessarily
better or worse than others. What’s important is that we are clear with
ourselves and our sponsees about the help we are able and willing or not
able and willing to provide.
Speak the truth in love
ood sponsors offer their sponsees ongoing and steady support. Good
sponsors also know when it’s time to give what is delicately called
“negative feedback.” Confronting sponsees must always be done in love.
Our job is not to blast or blame. Unloading a lot of anger on sponsees
may not contribute to their recovery, so if our feelings are strong, it’s worth
asking ourselves, Why am I so upset? Am I invested in an unhealthy way in
my sponsee’s recovery? Have I taken on the job of “saving” my sponsee, so that
I’m personally affronted when my sponsee has a relapse? Is my sponsee triggering
something that relates to some other aspect of my life? Should I talk to someone
else first for a reality check?
Just as carrying out an all-out assault on our sponsees is unhelpful to
anyone’s recovery, so is dodging the naming of hard truths. Letting sponsees
get away with ignoring or violating their program agreements does not
contribute to their recovery, or to ours. Unfortunately, many sponsors are
so desperately afraid of conflict that initiating any kind of confrontation
seems supremely difficult. This is where we recovering codependents need
to work our program and to learn and relearn the lessons of how to speak
up for ourselves, to set boundaries, and to quit “people-pleasing.”
So how do we sponsors “speak the truth in love” (Ephesians 4:15)?
When things go wrong, we offer our feedback as soon as possible; we don’t
let things simmer or slide. Our feedback is as specific as possible, focusing
not on the presumed motives of our sponsee but on the actual behavior. We
remember that our job is not to figure out or analyze our sponsees, but rather
to remind them of their commitments and to hold them accountable—
gently but firmly—if those commitments are not honored. If our sponsorsponsee relationship becomes uncomfortable and stuck, we might want to
reflect on the question, “How can we move forward in this situation?”
Sponsorship is a privilege. As sponsors, we participate in the intimate,
challenging, often daily work of encouraging those in our care to live drugfree. What’s more, sponsorship provides a context for our own growth, too,
as together with everyone in the program we “work out [our own] salvation
with fear and trembling” (Philippians 2:12), giving thanks that God is at
work among us.
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Choosing a Sponsor

What Does a Sponsor Do?
From Twelve Step Sponsorship: How it works

I

by hamilton B.

n some ways, a sponsor is like a good friend, a wise teacher, a private tutor, a favorite uncle, a seasoned mentor, an experienced guide, and that
older brother or sister we always wanted but never had. Sponsorship,
which includes aspects of all these roles, is nevertheless unique. A sponsor
is someone who has been where we want to go in our Twelve Step program
and knows something about how we can get there. His or her primary responsibility is to help us work the Twelve Steps by applying their principles
to our lives. Sponsorship is a basic part of belonging to a Twelve Step Fellowship and potentially one of its richest experiences. Sponsorship can be,
like friendship, one of life’s greatest blessings.
But sponsorship can also be a scary experience, at least at first. We become vulnerable whether we want to or not. We take on responsibilities and
develop expectations. We take risks. We reveal who we are and unload our
secrets. We let another person into our lives in an honest and intimate way.
We drop our façade. It can be frightening as well as exhilarating to trust
another human being and to build a relationship with him or her.
This chapter describes some of the reasons for overcoming a natural reluctance we have to share our lives and our secrets with another human
being. It explains what a sponsor does and, therefore, why it’s important to
have one. But first…

A sponsor is someone
who has been where
we want to go…and
knows something
about how we
can get there.
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A brief history of sponsorship
he idea of sponsorship was born in Alcoholics Anonymous, the original Twelve Step Fellowship. Living Sober, an AA publication, describes
how the term “sponsor” came about.

T

In the earliest days of A.A., the term “sponsor” was not in the
A.A. jargon. Then a few hospitals in Akron, Ohio, and New York
began to accept alcoholics (under that diagnosis) as patients—if
a sober A.A. member would agree to “sponsor” the sick man or
woman. The sponsor took the patient to the hospital, visited him
or her regularly, was present when the patient was discharged, and
took the patient home and then to an A.A. meeting. At the meeting, the sponsor introduced the newcomer to other happily nondrinking alcoholics. All through the early months of recovery, the

sponsor stood by, ready to answer questions or to listen whenever
needed. Sponsorship turned out to be such a good way to help
people get established in A.A. that it has become a custom followed
throughout the A.A. world, even when hospitalization is not necessary.1
Sponsorship has since become one of the foundations of the recovery
programs of all Twelve Step Fellowships and one of the greatest blessings of
membership.
What a sponsor does
A defines sponsorship in this way: “An alcoholic who has made some
progress in the recovery program shares that experience on a continuous, individual basis with another alcoholic who is attempting to attain or
maintain sobriety through A.A.”2 Every sponsor is different, just as each
sponsee is different, but certain activities, responsibilities, and obligations
are common in sponsor-sponsee relationships. The primary ways in which
a sponsor shares his or her experience, strength, and hope to help a sponsee
are as follows.

A

A sponsor helps us work the Twelve Steps by providing
explanation, guidance, and encouragement.
Helping a sponsee work the Steps is a sponsor’s most important function. The Twelve Steps are the foundation of AA and other Twelve Step
recovery programs. The Steps require us to take action, but they were not
meant to be worked alone. In fact, we cannot work them alone if we follow
the way the AA Big Book suggests that we work them. The meaning of the
Steps and how they are applied to life require explanation and interaction.
A sponsor can help us translate the general principles of the Steps (a set of
ideas) into the specific activities of our lives (our behavior).
A sponsor can provide some temporary discipline and motivation as well
as the ongoing encouragement that we may need to work the Steps. There
are times that call for “tough love” in sponsorship. Our sponsors can help
us resist looking for an easier, softer way than working the Twelve Steps and
applying their principles in our lives. They can confront us on our procrastination and on our unwillingness, when necessary, and help us stay focused
on what’s important—Fellowship principles and the work of the Steps.
A sponsor helps us get established quickly in our Fellowship by
explaining basic concepts and terminology and by introducing us to
other members.
A Twelve Step group’s unfamiliar language, customs, and ideas can be
1

Living Sober (New York: Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, 1975), 26.
Questions and Answers on Sponsorship (New York: Alcoholics Anonymous World
Services, 1952), 7.
2

11 steps

confusing to newcomers.… A sponsor can guide us through this confusion
by explaining the Fellowships customs, concepts, and terms. By teaching us
the language of recovery, our sponsor can help us understand the program
more quickly and help us feel a part of it sooner.
A sponsor is a safe person whom we can learn to trust.
Most of us have a lot of fear, many questions, and more than a few secrets when we come into recovery. In order to get better, we need to share
our fears and our secrets with someone else and find the answers to our
questions. Our sponsor is the person in our Fellowship who feels the safest
and is best suited to help us do that. Sponsorship creates a safe environment
in which we can expose a little bit of who we are. Addiction is a disease of
isolation and loneliness. Having one person whom we can trust and with
whom we can share our feelings and fears helps reduce our loneliness and
isolation. A sponsor provides a safe place for us to be honest about ourselves
and to discover the rewards of being open with another person. As the AA
Twelve and Twelve says, “…We don’t have to be alone anymore.”3
A sponsor can answer the many questions that we have as
newcomers or develop as “mid-timers.”

Self-examination is
a difficult process
without the
assistance and
encouragement of
another person.

As newcomers to a Twelve Step program, we can ask our sponsor “dumb”
questions, “ridiculous” questions, terrifying questions. Our sponsors can
provide one-on-one answers to satisfy our curiosity, increase our understanding, and reduce our fears. They can do the same even after we’ve been
in recovery a long time, because as we grown in recovery, our questions
don’t end. We have new experience, strength, and hope. Our sponsors are
deep reservoirs of practiced Twelve Step knowledge.
A sponsor can help us in the process of self-examination
that the Steps require.
Self-examination is a difficult process without the assistance and encouragement of another person. Self-examination is a crucial part of any Twelve
Step program. The Fourth, Fifth, and Ninth Steps require it specifically.
Self-examination in the First Step requires us to look honestly at our powerlessness over our addictive substance or behavior and at the unmanageability of our lives. Later, we will have to examine our character defects and the
harm they have caused. A sponsor can keep us honest in our program by
pointing out when we are deluding ourselves about our addiction or our recovery. Being honest with our sponsor also increases our humility and helps
us learn to live in reality rather than fantasy. A sponsor can help us through
this painful, but necessary and rewarding, process of self-examination.

3

Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions (New York: Alcoholics Anonymous World Services,
1952), 117.
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A sponsor encourages us to read the basic text of our Fellowship and
other program literature and to engage in Fellowship activities and
service work.
As important as meetings are, a Twelve Step program is more than just
meetings. Working the program also means using the Twelve Steps, reading
the Big Book or its equivalent, changing our attitudes and behavior, doing
service work, and carrying the message of recovery to other alcoholics or
addicts inside and outside the Fellowship. A sponsor can encourage us to
do all these things and remind us to use the various tools of our recovery
program.
A sponsor can monitor our progress, confront us when it is
appropriate, and generally help us stay on the recovery path.
Our sponsor is in a unique position to keep track of our progress in recovery. He or she can often detect the warning signs of a slip even before we
can. When we are on a “dry drunk” or are actively moving away from the
program, a sponsor’s intervention can often bring us back.
Most of us need to be confronted now and then on the kind of negative
behavior that brought us to recovery in the first place. How else are we going to change? But with our sponsor, the confrontation is not an attack. A
sponsor confronts our behavior, not our being, and he or she does it with
compassion. Sponsors can point out our inappropriate behavior and how
it hurts us without making the confrontation a hostile act. They can do it
because of their love and acceptance of us, and because of our willingness
to trust them.
A sponsor reminds us to apply Twelve Step principles in our lives.
The Twelve Steps offer a “design for living” that means much more than
not having a drink or not using (although not having a drink or not using
is the basis of everything else that our Twelve Step program gives us). Our
new way of life in recovery requires us to change some of our old attitudes,
perceptions, beliefs, and behavior by applying these Steps and program
principles to our lives. Because we are trying to learn to use new tools for
living, we need someone to remind us to use those tools and to help us
figure out how to use them. A sponsor can do that because he or she knows
us and the tools well.
A sponsor models the Twelve Step program of recovery.
There is a Twelve Step saying that “we have to walk the talk” to stay
sober. It is not enough to theorize about recovery; we have to live it. Understanding what a Step means is only half of it. The other half is applying it. A
good sponsor sets an example for us by showing us how to use Twelve Step
principles to build a rewarding, sober life. By modeling the principles of the
program, a sponsor becomes a powerful teacher. With such a sponsor, we
can learn by doing as well as by example.
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A good sponsor sets
an example for us by
showing us how to
use Twelve Step
principles to build a
rewarding, sober life.

Our sponsor is available in times of crisis.
Especially as newcomers to recovery, we face fears, crises, and new circumstances that challenge us. We may suddenly want to drink or use. Or
we want to know how to handle an unexpected situation. We may just need
to talk. With a sponsor, we have someone we can turn to. We have someone who knows and cares about us who is available in times of crisis. (Even
without a sponsor or when our sponsor cannot be reached, we can always
turn to someone else in the program.)
A sponsor provides practice in building relationships.
Our relationship with our sponsor can serve as a model for other relationships. We can practice expressing our feelings, revealing our fears, and
discussing our expectations with another person. We can also practice admitting when we are wrong, making amends, and being honest. We can
learn to trust and to ask for help and to think about someone other than
ourselves. What we learn with our sponsor, we can then apply to other
people in our lives.
In essence, with our sponsors and others in the program we can learn to
experience and express love and to feel loved in return. Finally, we will come
to love ourselves.
What a sponsor does not do
hat a sponsor does not do is as important as what he or she does do.
The following . . . describes some things a sponsor either cannot or
should not do.

W

A sponsor cannot keep us in recovery.
What we learn
with our sponsor,
we can then apply
to other people
in our lives.

Whether or not to drink or use or to engage in compulsive behavior is
a decision we alone can make. No one else can make it for us. No one else
can keep us sober. Not a family member, not a friend, not a boss, and not
a sponsor. It is said in AA that sponsors “don’t’ take the credit when their
sponsees stay sober and they don’t take the blame when they drink.” The
decision to stay in recovery is ours alone. We make it one day at a time with
the help of the program and our Higher Power. Our Twelve Step Fellowship
gives us the power of choice.
A sponsor is not our therapist.
Sponsors are not psychiatrists, psychologists, or therapists (unless they happened to be psychiatrists, psychologists, or therapists, but even then, they don’t
act in that capacity with their sponsees). It isn’t a sponsor’s function to provide
therapy to a sponsee. There is no “treatment plan” other than working the
Twelve Steps. All sponsors can do is share their experience, strength, and hope
concerning their own recovery. They are not our therapists, and we are not
their patients.
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A sponsor should not attempt to control our lives or
encourage an unhealthy dependence.
No Twelve Step Fellowship ever tells a member what he or she has to do.
The only requirement for membership is a desire to stop drinking, using,
or engaging in compulsive behavior. Even AA’s original Twelve Steps are
merely “suggested.” Whether or not to work the Steps is left entirely up to
us. In the same way, it is not up to our sponsor to control our lives. Advice is
a tricky thing because we never really have enough data about someone else
to make a decision for him or her. Nor is it our responsibility to do so even
if we could. Twelve Step programs emphasize sharing experience, strength,
and hope with one another—not offering advice.
In a sponsee’s early days of recovery, a sponsor may wish to make strong
suggestions to his or her sponsee about what to do and what not to do. For
example: don’t drink or use, go to meetings, read the Big Book or equivalent, call your sponsor, and so on. But these suggestions are still suggestions.
We are better off when our sponsor leaves the actual decision to us while
describing the program principles and experience that are relevant to that
decision. As sponsees, each of us should retain the responsibility for making the basic decisions about our lives, including the decision to stay in
recovery.
A sponsor should not permit, much less encourage, a sponsee’s unhealthy
dependence. A sponsee’s only dependence should be on the Fellowship and,
ultimately, on a Higher Power. A healthy interdependence, however, always
exists between a sponsor and his or her sponsee.

Twelve Step programs
emphasize sharing
experience, strength,
and hope with one
another—
not offering advice

A sponsor should not take advantage of us
or exploit us in any way.
The most fundamental responsibility a sponsor has toward a sponsee
is never to exploit him or her in any way. In practical terms, it means that
sponsors should not try to use their sponsees as a way to borrow money,
make money, have sex, advance their careers, or do anything else that harms
their sponsees or puts them at risk. A sponsor has a sacred trust toward his
or her sponsee.
The relationship between a sponsor and a sponsee is inherently unequal
because the sponsee is seeking guidance and has placed himself or herself in
a vulnerable position. Even when there is no difference in the length of sobriety, a sponsor has a psychological advantage. In technical terms, a power
differential exists that leaves sponsees vulnerable to manipulation. Morally
and ethically, a sponsor may not take advantage of that vulnerability in any
way whatsoever.
There are stories of sponsors who have attempted to abuse their sponsees for their personal gain. If a sponsor ever tries to abuse the sponsorship
relationship by trying to do any of these things or anything like them, the
sponsee should find another sponsor immediately.
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A sponsee’s only
dependence should
be on the
Fellowship and,
ultimately, on
a Higher Power.

The Making of a Miracle
Excerpted from a story told by Dr. Frank Buchman
at the World Assembly for Moral Re-Armament held in
Riverside, California, June 1948

T

his afternoon I want to
take you back forty years
to the time when the then
Chairman of the Democratic National Committee asked me to
come to State College, Pennsylvania, and see whether I could do
anything to settle the differences
between the faculty and the students who did not seem to understand each other. He was on the
Board of Trustees and he was worried. And he ought to have been
worried. There was a strike on, a
students’ strike. The atmosphere
was antagonistic and he had an
idea that I could find the solution.
I had no such idea at all. I frankly
told him I didn’t think it was my
job. But he kept after me and finally I consented to go.
It was there that I found the laboratory that made what is happening here possible. The life of the
students reflected the Godless-ness
of the place. The first night I got
there, there were nineteen liquor
parties. Someone said it was so wet
you could float a battleship….
Now where do you begin? My
job was to turn this university
Godwards. That was the problem.
The solution would have to be a
miracle.
There were three men who were
the focal points of the life of that
university. The first of these was
a fellow with the name of Bill
Pickle…. Bill Pickle was an im16 steps

portant factor in the life of that
university. He was the illegitimate son of a colonel. He had a
wife and twelve children and everybody called them the Pickles.
His job in the daytime was to be
hostler for the local physician. At
night he worked for the students
to whom he peddled liquor. I used
to see his stealthy figure sneaking
about the spiral staircases leading
to the students’ rooms at all hours
of dark nights. He was a friend
not only of all the undergraduates,
but of all the recent graduates and
the old Alumni. At football games
and college festivals Bill was a busy
man. There was a State law against
saloons and he had to supply liquor for the whole place.
Bill soon knew of my arrival
and he used to say he would like
to stick a knife into me. He was
strong, stockily built with a furious
walrus moustache and the looks of
a roaring pirate. But he had all the
charm of a wonderful sinner who
could become a compelling saint.
I’ll let you into the end of the story.
He came to England with me and
was at the Oxford Houseparty. He
went to the League of Nations with
me. And I’ll never forget when we
went out to Croydon airport and
before we flew to Geneva together,
he prayed that the plane would get
there safely.
Let’s see how this story develops

because this is the sort of thing you
are going to do. It will mean a lot
to you and it will develop you just
the way it developed me. I learned
many lessons in Penn State that
are the foundation of what we are
doing now.
Now the second character of
the story was a graduate student
who possessed every physical grace
and charm. He was one of the
most attractive personalities I ever
met. He was the son of a Supreme
Court judge and the grandson of
the Governor of a State. His name
was B.…
Now B. loved to ride and we
rode together a great deal. I knew
he was a type of person with whom
you used intelligent restraint and
nonchalant reserve. I didn’t ever
talk to him about the things that
meant most to me. Never. We
talked about everything else under
the sun; and that is an art you need
to learn. But B. was getting more
interested and intrigued with the
atmosphere around me.
One day he said, “Let’s ride to
the Club.” I’ll never forget it. It
was a sleety day, the sort of day that
rain freezes on the telegraph wires.
I thought to myself, “Let’s ride to
the Club! Has he lost his senses?” I
thought of the horses’ legs. It was
snowy. It was winter.
We walked those horses fifteen
miles to the Club. We settled in
for a good dinner. I was chilled to

the bone and had several cups of
coffee. Then we went to bed.
It was one of those nights when
coffee does its work. I heard the
clock strike ten, eleven, twelve,
one. Finally as the clock struck
two my friend said to me, “Are you
asleep?”
“No. Are you asleep?”
“No. Would you like to talk?”
“Yes. What about?”
“I wish you would tell me what
Jesus Christ means to you.”
So I told him. We talked on and
on for several hours. Finally he
said, “I’m not going to be a Christian.”
“Who asked you?” I said.
“Not you. I know you are cautious and prudent. I know you respect my reserve.”
So I asked him what he believed
in. “Confucius,” was the surprising reply….
Then I said to him, “Try your
Confucianism on a chicken thief
who is a friend of mine, on his
wife and five children and see how
it works.”
B. agreed. And for the next few
months he gave money to the
chicken thief ’s wife to keep the
home together, paid for treats
for the children. He spoke to the
chicken thief himself. Somehow
he didn’t have much success. The
chicken thief was soon in jail for
catching chickens by pressing a
sponge soaked in chloroform under their beaks, and carrying them
off unconscious. One of his sons,
who was in the same business, accompanied him to jail. The student worked with the family, did
everything for them, and tried to
behave as a true Confucianist.
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Finally he came to me in utter
despair, “I give up. The more I give
them, the more they want.”
B. was learning an important
lesson. He was trying to solve the
whole problem of social service
without Christ, treating the immediate surface conditions without touching the root cause.
Now B. was willing to try anything.
“What would you do, Frank?”
he said. “Would you pray about
it?”
So I suggested that since he
hadn’t got far with the chicken
thief now in prison, we might pray
for Bill Pickle. B. agreed readily.
“You pray,” said I. It is always
better to get other people to do the
praying when possible.
So B. prayed, “O God, if there
be a God, help us to change Bill
Pickle, Mrs. Pickle and all the
Pickles. Amen.”
Some of you would say it wasn’t
an orthodox prayer, but it soon
brought an answer.
Next day Bill was playing baseball with a team of which he was
the manager. In the evening B. and
I were on our way to visit some
friends who had a lovely country place. They were a charming
French family from Haute Savoie,
just across from Caux, and the
Chinese Minister from Washington was coming to stay with them
in the country. They had invited
us to see some cows and lassoing of
steers—which they thought would
interest the Chinese Minister. As
we went through town, suddenly
B. said to me, “There’s Bill.” He’d
been celebrating the victory of his
team and was now challenging ev-

erybody to a fight.
Frankly I wasn’t too keen to meet
Bill, but B. said, “We’ve been praying for him, now’s the time to do
something.”
Bill came in sight. Now, I have
a good sized nose. You’ve noticed
that! I thought to myself, “What
if Bill hauls off...”! I once asked a
Chinese friend what he would do
under these circumstances. “Approach him from his blind side,”
he told me.
So I walked up to Bill and put my
hand on his biceps so that if he did
haul off he wouldn’t haul so hard!
But what to do next. The thought
flashed into my mind, “Give him
the deepest message you have.”
“Bill,” I said, “We’ve been praying for you.” To my surprise all the
fight went out of Bill. Tears came
into his eyes. He pointed to the
church tower. “See that church
over there? I was there when the
corner stone was laid. There is a
penny of mine under it.”
I said, “Bill, your mother must
have been a good woman.” He
said, “She was a great woman.”
Then I introduced B. “My
friend’s been praying for you too.”
“That’s decent of him,” said Bill.
“He’s a gentleman.” Bill went
on, “Why don’t you come and
see me sometime?” I said, “Fine,
but any time is no time. Make it
sometime.” Bill said, “Come next
Thursday night at seven.” No real
duties in life ever conflict. You’ve
got time for Bill when you are on
the way to the Chinese Minister.
You’ve time for B. And you make
a date to see Bill next Thursday
night at seven.
So next Thursday we went to
Continued on back cover
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see Bill in his unpainted house on
Pickle Hill which some wag had
christened “Heinz Heights.” It was
very interesting. You felt that every
knothole had an ear or an eye, but
there wasn’t a soul in sight. Bill had
told the neighbors that we were
coming, and Bill imagined we were
coming to change him. That’s just
what we were out to do, but we
didn’t do it the way he thought we
would. And Bill had shaved for the
important occasion though generally he shaved only once a week.
We talked about baseball. We
talked about football. Of course he
went to every game. Bill knew all
about horses. We talked all the jargon of college life. Then the time
came to go. Bill said, “I’ve enjoyed
your visit.” You see he could tell all
his friends that we hadn’t changed
him. But it’s amazing what that sort
of an interview will do if it’s backed
by prayer. Bill began to hang about
us. He enjoyed our company. He
wanted fellowship.
A few days later there was a horse
show and he went with B. to see the
horses. They spent the whole afternoon talking horses. Bill voted it the
best afternoon ever.
Of course the effect on B. was that

he began to drop the words “If there
be a God . . . .” He said, “There is no
question that there is a God because
He is answering our prayer.”

From Remaking the World, Frank
N. D. Buchman (McBride, 1949)
Used by permission of the Oxford
Group, 24 Greencoat Place, London.

“If you share your pain you cut it in half, if you don’t you double it.”
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