The following nine-page section speaks to the question—
Are AAs using the Big Book as much today
as the early members did in the past?
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One-Shot Deal or Constant Companion?

S)ME AA MEMBERS voicethe opin-
ion that the book Alcoholics
Anonymous can be sufficiently ab-
sorbed at the first reading, that the
Big Book contains little or nothing
to repay later reference or study.
This may be true for geniuses gifted
with instant comprehension and to-
tal recall.

Y et capable nonal coholic attorneys
must refer frequently to basic source
books. The sameis true of engineers,
navigators, editors, and surgeons. Is
it possible that acoholic brains, only
recently groggy and confused with
malnutrition, resentment, anxiety,
and disastrous convictions, can per-
manently retain the essentids of a
575-page volume after only one ex-
posure?

Onethingiscertain: | do not have
such apowerful learning capacity as
that. | frequently find it necessary
to refer to our Big Book. Like many
others, | often get the impression
that changes have been made in the
text snce | last referred to it. Sen-
tences have been added, meanings
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have been dtered, and other state-
ments that | recal with great clarity
have somehow been deleted without
a trace.

There are two possble explana
tions for this:

(1) While I am adegp, gnomes
sneak into my house and cleverly
make revisions on their tiny linotype
machines and printing presses, even
duplicating the marginal notes which
| put there months before in my
own handwriting!

Or (2) my memory is fdlible,
and dso — if | am being restored to
sanity, as the Big Book promises in
Step Two, and if the program is giv-
ing me spiritual progress (page 60)
— | may actually be aware of mean-
ings that escaped me on my previ-
ous reading.

The gnome theory has its appeal.
It is less damaging to the ego to be-
lieve privately in eves than to enter-
tain the posshility that | could be
wrong.

Prankish though the gnomes may
be, they are invariably benevolent.

So far, al their changes have been
helpful. And the gnomes who tam-
per with my book seem to make
identical changes in the Big Books
of other members who constantly
refer to their copies.

In addition to correcting my own
erratic memory, there is another rea-
son why | must occasiondly reread
the Big Book. | hear statements from
AA speskers that confuse me. For
example, in our area we often hear
it said, "There are no musts in AA."

Such speakers evidently have a
copy of the Big Book that has not
yet been "defaced" by the gnomes.
All through my copy, | find musts,
sometimes three or four on a page.
Here are afew (the italics are mine):

"If we are planning to stop drink-
ing, there must be no reservation of
any kind, nor any lurking notion
that some day we will be immune to
acohal." (Page 33)

"..We must find a spiritual basis
of life—or ds=" (44)

"Above everything, we acoholics
must be rid of this sdfishness. We

must or it kills ud" (62)

"... These resentments must be
mastered..." (66)

"We must be willing to make
amends..." (69)

"... We ask that we be given
strength and direction to do the
right thing, no matter what the per-
sonal consequences may be.... We
must not shrink at anything." (79)

These are only a handful of the
scores of musts scattered through the
Big Book. Along with them are hun-
dreds of other phrases containing
words like "absolutely," "necessary,”
"indispensable," "thoroughly,"
"completey," "essentid,” and "with-
out fal." These words imply musts
to any mind not looking for a loop-
hole or an escgpe hatch.

Admittedly, these musts are not
forced on the newcomer by any "big
shots' in AA nor by any man-made
law or regulation. In that sense
there are no musts, we acohalics
are free to drink, free to disregard
the Twelve Steps. For doing 0, we
will not be fined nor kicked out of
the Fellowship. All that will happen
to us is that we will go mad or die.

If we don't try to make this con-
sequence clear to new men and
women, we are cheating them.

A few years ago, afairly success
ful Los Angeles businessman, sober
a few weeks, had to go back to De-
troit on a company matter. There, he
would meet some of his old drinking
pals. At an AA meeting one night,
hetriumphantly told afriend of mine
that he had read the Big Book and
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discovered there was no reason why
he couldn't have a few highballs
with the boys. His proof? "It doesn't
sy in the Big Book that you can't
drink in Detroit!"

True. For that matter, neither did
it say he couldn't drink right here in
Los Angdes. Or Dalas. Or Pine
Gulch. But he had found what he
was looking for: a loophole.

Another statement | sometimes
hear from AA speskers is that, since
they have never taken an inventory,
Step Four isn't necessary. Others say
it isn't necessary to write out our in-
ventories. Some cite themselves as
living proof that Step Five can be
skipped.

If 1 don't consult the Big Book, |
might assume their statements were
gospd. But the book says "If we
skip this vital step [Number Five],
we may not overcome drinking. Time
after time newcomers have tried to
keep to themsdves certan facts
about their lives.... Almost invari-
ably they got drunk.”

Contrary to the advice given from
the podium by some speskers, the
Big Book repeatedly siresses the
importance of writing the inventory:
"making a list"... "setting it down
on paper”..."We consulted our list
of names."

From my own experience, | know
| need the Big Book, not only to
correct errors innocently planted by
other members, but to bring into
line my own misconceptions about
what | thought the speakers were

saying.
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In listening to tapes of my own
AA talks, | am often horrified at my
incoherence and a the discovery
that | did not say what | intended to
say or what | thought | was saying.
Then, | pray that newcomers will
not judge the AA program by what
| have told them. God, how | hope
they will read the Big Book! — not
once, but many times.

Often, at mesetings, I'll hear a
member tell a newcomer, "All you
have to do is keep the plug in the
ug."
gThe Big Book (pages 82-83) says,
"We feel a man is unthinking when
he says that sobriety is enough....
There is a long period of reconstruc-
tion ahead.... The spiritual life is
not a theory. We have to live it."
(Another implied must.)

Does one reading of the Big Book
equip us with enough information
to judge the validity of statements
tosed out in an informal conversa
tion or an extemporaneous talk?

The newcomer sometimes hears
this statement from people that he,
in his innocence, may consider ex-
perts. "Take what you like in AA
and forget the rest."

Does it make sense to tell a new-
comer, devoted to the acoholic prin-
ciple of "self-will run riot,” that his
own sick, confused mind (which re-
peatedly got him drunk and into
trouble) is the mind capable of judg-
ing what is good for him?

The Big Book suggests (page 98),
"Burn the idea into the conscious-
ness of every man that he can get

well regardless of anyone. The only
condition is that he trust in God and
clean house"

The new man may be looking for
a way to drink without disaster and
to get family, employer, creditors,
and the law off his back. With that
goa in his boozy brain, is one read-
ing of the Big Book, or any part of
it, likely to convince him of the na-
ture of his illness, or to make clear
the reguirements of the AA recov-
ery program?

Rereading of the book may be of
great value even beyond maintaining
our personal sobriety. Because of the
success of Alcoholics Anonymous,
members are invited increasingly to
participate in the activities of other
organizations and agencies in the
field of acoholism. Some of these
worthy organizations have as their
proper god the providing of hous
ing, food, and other material assigt-
ance to various unfortunate persons,
including acoholics. Of necessity,
these agencies must be supported by
outside contributions, including tax
subsidies. Unless AA members keep
the AA name out of the operation,
and serve the organization as indi-
viduals, they will create public mis-
understanding as to the policy and
purpose of AA.

Further, they will render it easy
for the recipient of such services to
assume he is receiving them as part
of the AA program. Is this bad?

The Big Book, on page 98, says:
"The minute we put our work on a
svice plane, the dcoholic com-

mences to rely upon our assstance
rather than upon God. He clamors
for this or that, claiming he cannot
master acohol until his materia
needs are cared for.... We simply
do not stop drinking so long as we
place dependence upon other people
ahead of dependence on God."

The Big Book helps us explain to
others where other aids leave off and
AA begins. If that distinction is not
observed by members — acting ei-
ther as professionas or as AAs—
AA could become diluted and pow-
erless to help the acohalic.

As awriter, | am often amused at
the reaction of other writers when
they come to AA. When first sober,
the writer frequently announces that
he intends to donate his talent in a
magnificent service to the Felow-
ship: He will rewrite the Big Book!

Unfortunately, his professiona
eye is focused more on achieving
terse, flowing prose than on under-
standing AA principles. So the writer
gets drunk before finding a better
way of saying, "We admitted we
were powerless over acohol — that
our lives had become unmanage-
able”

For some reason, those writers
who remain sober get very busy in
their own outside work and in vari-
ous AA activities a the leve of
group, ingtitutions, or General Serv-
ice. They seem never to have time
to rewrite the Big Book. These sober
writers do, however, seem to have
time to reread it.

L.H., North Hollywood, Calif.
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