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Relationships & Family: Big Book Passages for
Spiritual Living
A curated collection of passages from the Big Book and 12&12 for working through relationship

and domestic struggles. These are the tools — read them, highlight them, come back to them.

1. The Actor Running the Show

Self-will is the engine behind every domestic conflict. Before we can fix what’s broken, we

have to see the pattern.

The first requirement is that we be convinced that any life run on self-will can hardly be a

success. On that basis we are almost always in collision with something or somebody, even

though our motives are good. Most people try to live by self-propulsion. Each person is like an

actor who wants to run the whole show; is forever trying to arrange the lights, the ballet, the

scenery and the rest of the players in his own way. If his arrangements would only stay put, if

only people would do as he wished, the show would be great. Everybody, including himself,

would be pleased. Life would be wonderful. In trying to make these arrangements our actor

may sometimes be quite virtuous. He may be kind, considerate, patient, generous; even modest

and self-sacrificing. On the other hand, he may be mean, egotistical, selfish and dishonest. But,

as with most humans, he is more likely to have varied traits.

— How It Works, p. 60-61
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What usually happens? The show doesn’t come off very well. He begins to think life doesn’t

treat him right. He decides to exert himself more. He becomes, on the next occasion, still more

demanding or gracious, as the case may be. Still the play does not suit him. Admitting he may

be somewhat at fault, he is sure that other people are more to blame. He becomes angry,

indignant, self-pitying. What is his basic trouble? Is he not really a self-seeker even when trying

to be kind? Is he not a victim of the delusion that he can wrest satisfaction and happiness out of

this world if he only manages well? Is it not evident to all the rest of the players that these are

the things he wants? And do not his actions make each of them wish to retaliate, snatching all

they can get out of the show? Is he not, even in his best moments, a producer of confusion

rather than harmony?

— How It Works, p. 61

Selfishness — self-centeredness! That, we think, is the root of our troubles. Driven by a hundred

forms of fear, self-delusion, self-seeking, and self-pity, we step on the toes of our fellows and

they retaliate. Sometimes they hurt us, seemingly without provocation, but we invariably find

that at some time in the past we have made decisions based on self which later placed us in a

position to be hurt.

— How It Works, p. 62

2. The Problem: What We Did to Our Families

Sobriety is the beginning, not the end. The damage is real, and “the wind stopped blowin’”

doesn’t fix it.
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The alcoholic is like a tornado roaring his way through the lives of others. Hearts are broken.

Sweet relationships are dead. Affections have been uprooted. Selfish and inconsiderate habits

have kept the home in turmoil. We feel a man is unthinking when he says that sobriety is

enough. He is like the farmer who came up out of his cyclone cellar to find his home ruined. To

his wife, he remarked, “Don’t see anything the matter here, Ma. Ain’t it grand the wind

stopped blowin’?”

— Into Action, p. 82

The chances are that we have domestic troubles. Perhaps we are mixed up with women in a

fashion we wouldn’t care to have advertised. We doubt if, in this respect, alcoholics are

fundamentally much worse than other people. But drinking does complicate sex relations in

the home. After a few years with an alcoholic, a wife gets worn out, resentful and

uncommunicative. How could she be anything else? The husband begins to feel lonely, sorry for

himself. He commences to look around in the night clubs, or their equivalent, for something

besides liquor. Perhaps he is having a secret and exciting affair with “the girl who

understands.” In fairness we must say that she may understand, but what are we going to do

about a thing like that? A man so involved often feels very remorseful at times, especially if he

is married to a loyal and courageous girl who has literally gone through hell for him.

— Into Action, p. 80

Sometimes we hear an alcoholic say that the only thing he needs to do is to keep sober.

Certainly he must keep sober, for there will be no home if he doesn’t. But he is yet a long way

from making good to the wife or parents whom for years he has so shockingly treated. Passing

all understanding is the patience mothers and wives have had with alcoholics. Had this not

been so, many of us would have no homes today, would perhaps be dead.

— Into Action, p. 82

And from the other side of the family:

Is not each trying to arrange the family show to his liking? Is he not unconsciously trying to see

what he can take from the family life rather than give?

— The Family Afterward, p. 122
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3. Cleaning House with the Family

This is the action step. Not remorseful mumbling — real change, starting with us.

Yes, there is a long period of reconstruction ahead. We must take the lead. A remorseful

mumbling that we are sorry won’t fill the bill at all. We ought to sit down with the family and

frankly analyze the past as we now see it, being very careful not to criticize them. Their defects

may be glaring, but the chances are that our own actions are partly responsible. So we clean

house with the family, asking each morning in meditation that our Creator show us the way of

patience, tolerance, kindliness and love.

— Into Action, p. 83

The spiritual life is not a theory. We have to live it. Unless one’s family expresses a desire to live

upon spiritual principles we think we ought not to urge them. We should not talk incessantly

to them about spiritual matters. They will change in time. Our behavior will convince them

more than our words. We must remember that ten or twenty years of drunkenness would make

a skeptic out of anyone.

— Into Action, p. 83

Our design for living is not a one-way street. It is as good for the wife as for the husband. If we

can forget, so can she.

— Into Action, p. 82

4. Divorce, Separation, or Strained Relations

When the relationship is broken or breaking, the Book is clear: focus on your own spiritual

demonstration. Recovery doesn’t depend on getting the family back.
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Now, the domestic problem: There may be divorce, separation, or just strained relations. When

your prospect has made such reparation as he can to his family, and has thoroughly explained

to them the new principles by which he is living, he should proceed to put those principles into

action at home. That is, if he is lucky enough to have a home. Though his family be at fault in

many respects, he should not be concerned about that. He should concentrate on his own

spiritual demonstration. Argument and fault-finding are to be avoided like the plague. In

many homes this is a difficult thing to do, but it must be done if any results are to be expected.

If persisted in for a few months, the effect on a man’s family is sure to be great. The most

incompatible people discover they have a basis upon which they can meet. Little by little the

family may see their own defects and admit them. These can then be discussed in an

atmosphere of helpfulness and friendliness.

— Working With Others, p. 98

If there be divorce or separation, there should be no undue haste for the couple to get together.

The man should be sure of his recovery. The wife should fully understand his new way of life. If

their old relationship is to be resumed it must be on a better basis, since the former did not

work. This means a new attitude and spirit all around. Sometimes it is to the best interests of

all concerned that a couple remain apart. Obviously, no rule can be laid down. Let the

alcoholic continue his program day by day. When the time for living together has come, it will

be apparent to both parties.

— Working With Others, p. 99-100

Let no alcoholic say he cannot recover unless he has his family back. This just isn’t so. In some

cases the wife will never come back for one reason or another. Remind the prospect that his

recovery is not dependent upon people. It is dependent upon his relationship with God. We

have seen men get well whose families have not returned at all. We have seen others slip when

the family came back too soon.

— Working With Others, p. 100

Burn the idea into the consciousness of every man that he can get well regardless of anyone.

The only condition is that he trust in God and clean house.

— Working With Others, p. 98
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5. The Family Afterward: Reconstruction

Reconstruction takes time. The wreckage wasn’t built overnight; it won’t be cleared

overnight either. Both sides have work to do.

Family confidence in dad is rising high. The good old days will soon be back, they think.

Sometimes they demand that dad bring them back instantly! God, they believe, almost owes

this recompense on a long overdue account. But the head of the house has spent years in

pulling down the structures of business, romance, friendship, health — these things are now

ruined or damaged. It will take time to clear away the wreck. Though old buildings will

eventually be replaced by finer ones, the new structures will take years to complete.

— The Family Afterward, p. 123

Father knows he is to blame; it may take him many seasons of hard work to be restored

financially, but he shouldn’t be reproached. Perhaps he will never have much money again.

But the wise family will admire him for what he is trying to be, rather than for what he is

trying to get.

— The Family Afterward, p. 123

Power Dynamics

There will be other profound changes in the household. Liquor incapacitated father for so

many years that mother became head of the house. She met these responsibilities gallantly. By

force of circumstances, she was often obliged to treat father as a sick or wayward child. Even

when he wanted to assert himself he could not, for his drinking placed him constantly in the

wrong. Mother made all the plans and gave the directions. When sober, father usually obeyed.

Thus mother, through no fault of her own, became accustomed to wearing the family trousers.

Father, coming suddenly to life again, often begins to assert himself. This means trouble,

unless the family watches for these tendencies in each other and comes to a friendly agreement

about them.

— The Family Afterward, p. 130
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Don’t Dig Up the Past as a Weapon

It is possible to dig up past misdeeds so they become a blight, a veritable plague. For example,

we know of situations in which the alcoholic or his wife have had love affairs. In the first flush

of spiritual experience they forgave each other and drew closer together. The miracle of

reconciliation was at hand. Then, under one provocation or another, the aggrieved one would

unearth the old affair and angrily cast its ashes about. A few of us have had these growing

pains and they hurt a great deal. Husbands and wives have sometimes been obliged to separate

for a time until new perspective, new victory over hurt pride could be rewon.

— The Family Afterward, p. 124

Giving, Not Getting

As each member of a resentful family begins to see his shortcomings and admits them to the

others, he lays a basis for helpful discussion. These family talks will be constructive if they can

be carried on without heated argument, self-pity, self-justification or resentful criticism. Little

by little, mother and children will see they ask too much, and father will see he gives too little.

Giving, rather than getting, will become the guiding principle.

— The Family Afterward, p. 127-128

Children

The alcoholic may find it hard to re-establish friendly relations with his children. Their young

minds were impressionable while he was drinking. Without saying so, they may cordially hate

him for what he has done to them and to their mother. The children are sometimes dominated

by a pathetic hardness and cynicism. They cannot seem to forgive and forget. This may hang

on for months, long after their mother has accepted dad’s new way of living and thinking.

In time they will see that he is a new man and in their own way they will let him know it.

When this happens, they can be invited to join in morning meditation and then they can take

part in the daily discussion without rancor or bias. From that point on, progress will be rapid.

Marvelous results often follow such a reunion.

— The Family Afterward, p. 134
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Sex Relations After Recovery

A word about sex relations. Alcohol is so sexually stimulating to some men that they have over-

indulged. Couples are occasionally dismayed to find that when drinking is stopped the man

tends to be impotent. Unless the reason is understood, there may be an emotional upset. Some

of us had this experience, only to enjoy, in a few months, a finer intimacy than ever. There

should be no hesitancy in consulting a doctor or psychologist if the condition persists.

— The Family Afterward, p. 134

6. To Wives: “This Is As It Should Be”

For the wives, partners, and families. The old problems don’t vanish — they become

the curriculum.

This section is for both sides of the relationship. The wives and partners have been through

it too — and the Book tells them straight that they need their own spiritual program, not

just a fixed husband. The old problems don’t disappear; they become the ground where

both of you learn to live differently.

Try not to condemn your alcoholic husband no matter what he says or does. He is just another

very sick, unreasonable person. Treat him, when you can, as though he had pneumonia. When

he angers you, remember that he is very ill.

— To Wives, p. 108
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If you and your husband find a solution for the pressing problem of drink you are, of course,

going to be very happy. But all problems will not be solved at once. Seed has started to sprout

in a new soil, but growth has only begun. In spite of your new-found happiness, there will be

ups and downs. Many of the old problems will still be with you. This is as it should be.

The faith and sincerity of both you and your husband will be put to the test. These workouts

should be regarded as part of your education, for thus you will be learning to live. You will

make mistakes, but if you are in earnest they will not drag you down. Instead, you will

capitalize them. A better way of life will emerge when they are overcome.

— To Wives, p. 117

Some of the snags you will encounter are irritation, hurt feelings and resentments. Your

husband will sometimes be unreasonable and you will want to criticize. Starting from a speck

on the domestic horizon, great thunderclouds of dispute may gather. These family dissensions

are very dangerous, especially to your husband. Often you must carry the burden of avoiding

them or keeping them under control. Never forget that resentment is a deadly hazard to

an alcoholic.

— To Wives, p. 117-118

You and your husband will find that you can dispose of serious problems easier than you can

the trivial ones. Next time you and he have a heated discussion, no matter what the subject, it

should be the privilege of either to smile and say, “This is getting serious. I’m sorry I got

disturbed. Let’s talk about it later.”

— To Wives, p. 118

Your husband knows he owes you more than sobriety. He wants to make good. Yet you must

not expect too much. His ways of thinking and doing are the habits of years. Patience,

tolerance, understanding and love are the watchwords. Show him these things in yourself and

they will be reflected back to you from him. Live and let live is the rule. If you both show a

willingness to remedy your own defects, there will be little need to criticize each other.

— To Wives, p. 118
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At first, some of us did not believe we needed this help. We thought, on the whole, we were

pretty good women, capable of being nicer if our husbands stopped drinking. But it was a silly

idea that we were too good to need God. Now we try to put spiritual principles to work in every

department of our lives. When we do that, we find it solves our problems too; the ensuing lack

of fear, worry and hurt feelings is a wonderful thing. We urge you to try our program, for

nothing will be so helpful to your husband as the radically changed attitude toward him which

God will show you how to have.

— To Wives, p. 116-117

7. Sex Inventory & Conduct

The sex inventory is about honesty — not shame. Where were we selfish? Where did we

cause harm?

Now about sex. Many of us needed an overhauling there. But above all, we tried to be sensible

on this question. It’s so easy to get way off the track.

— How It Works, p. 68-69

We reviewed our own conduct over the years past. Where had we been selfish, dishonest, or

inconsiderate? Whom had we hurt? Did we unjustifiably arouse jealousy, suspicion or

bitterness? Where were we at fault, what should we have done instead?

— How It Works, p. 69

In this way we tried to shape a sane and sound ideal for our future sex life. We subjected each

relation to this test — was it selfish or not? We asked God to mold our ideals and help us to live

up to them. We remembered always that our sex powers were God-given and therefore good,

neither to be used lightly or selfishly nor to be despised and loathed.

— How It Works, p. 69
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Whatever our ideal turns out to be, we must be willing to grow toward it. We must be willing

to make amends where we have done harm, provided that we do not bring about still more

harm in so doing.

— How It Works, p. 69

To sum up about sex: We earnestly pray for the right ideal, for guidance in each questionable

situation, for sanity, and for the strength to do the right thing. If sex is very troublesome, we

throw ourselves the harder into helping others. We think of their needs and work for them. This

takes us out of ourselves. It quiets the imperious urge, when to yield would mean heartache.

— How It Works, p. 70

Making Amends About Affairs

Whatever the situation, we usually have to do something about it. If we are sure our wife does

not know, should we tell her? Not always, we think. If she knows in a general way that we have

been wild, should we tell her in detail? Undoubtedly we should admit our fault. She may insist

on knowing all the particulars. She will want to know who the woman is and where she is. We

feel we ought to say to her that we have no right to involve another person. We are sorry for

what we have done and, God willing, it shall not be repeated. More than that we cannot do; we

have no right to go further.

— Into Action, p. 81

Perhaps there are some cases where the utmost frankness is demanded. No outsider can

appraise such an intimate situation. It may be that both will decide that the way of good sense

and loving kindness is to let bygones be bygones. Each might pray about it, having the other

one’s happiness uppermost in mind. Keep it always in sight that we are dealing with that most

terrible human emotion — jealousy. Good generalship may decide that the problem be attacked

on the flank rather than risk a face-to-face combat.

— Into Action, p. 82
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8. Making Amends to Family (12 Steps and 12 Traditions)

The 12&12 names the subtle harms we don’t always see — the ones that make daily

life unbearable.

What kinds of “harm” do people do one another, anyway? To define the word “harm” in a

practical way, we might call it the result of instincts in collision, which cause physical, mental,

emotional, or spiritual damage to people. If our tempers are consistently bad, we arouse anger

in others. If we lie or cheat, we deprive others not only of their worldly goods, but of their

emotional security and peace of mind. We really issue them an invitation to become

contemptuous and vengeful. If our sex conduct is selfish, we may excite jealousy, misery, and a

strong desire to retaliate in kind.

— 12&12, Step Eight

Such gross misbehaviour is not by any means a full catalogue of the harms we do. Let us think

of some of the subtler ones which can sometimes be quite as damaging. Suppose that in our

family lives we happen to be miserly, irresponsible, callous, or cold. Suppose that we are

irritable, critical, impatient, and humourless. Suppose we lavish attention upon one member

of the family and neglect the others. What happens when we try to dominate the whole family,

either by a rule of iron or by a constant outpouring of minute directions for just how their lives

should be lived from hour to hour? What happens when we wallow in depression, self-pity

oozing from every pore, and inflict that upon those about us? Such a roster of harms done

others — the kind that make daily living with us as practicing alcoholics difficult and often

unbearable — could be extended almost indefinitely.

— 12&12, Step Eight
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There can only be one consideration which should qualify our desire for a complete disclosure

of the damage we have done. That will arise in the occasional situation where to make a full

revelation would seriously harm the one to whom we are making amends. Or — quite as

important — other people. We cannot, for example, unload a detailed account of extramarital

adventuring upon the shoulders of our unsuspecting wife or husband. And even in those cases

where such a matter must be discussed, let’s try to avoid harming third parties, whoever they

may be. It does not lighten our burden when we recklessly make the crosses of others heavier.

— 12&12, Step Nine

9. Step 10: The Daily Spot-Check

This is the real-time tool for domestic life. Catch it before it becomes a blowup.

We vigorously commenced this way of living as we cleaned up the past. We have entered the

world of the Spirit. Our next function is to grow in understanding and effectiveness. This is not

an overnight matter. It should continue for our lifetime. Continue to watch for selfishness,

dishonesty, resentment, and fear. When these crop up, we ask God at once to remove them. We

discuss them with someone immediately and make amends quickly if we have harmed anyone.

Then we resolutely turn our thoughts to someone we can help. Love and tolerance of others is

our code.

— Into Action, p. 84
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And we have ceased fighting anything or anyone — even alcohol. For by this time sanity will

have returned. We will seldom be interested in liquor. If tempted, we recoil from it as from a

hot flame. We react sanely and normally, and we will find that this has happened

automatically. We will see that our new attitude toward liquor has been given us without any

thought or effort on our part. It just comes! That is the miracle of it. We are not fighting it,

neither are we avoiding temptation. We feel as though we had been placed in a position of

neutrality — safe and protected. We have not even sworn off. Instead, the problem has been

removed. It does not exist for us. We are neither cocky nor are we afraid. That is our

experience. That is how we react so long as we keep in fit spiritual condition.

— Into Action, p. 84-85

10. The 9th Step Promises (Amends)

These promises come directly after the amends instructions — they are the result

of doing the work in Steps 8 and 9. Every step has its own promises; these belong to

making amends.

If we are painstaking about this phase of our development, we will be amazed before we are

halfway through. We are going to know a new freedom and a new happiness. We will not

regret the past nor wish to shut the door on it. We will comprehend the word serenity and we

will know peace. No matter how far down the scale we have gone, we will see how our

experience can benefit others. That feeling of uselessness and self-pity will disappear. We will

lose interest in selfish things and gain interest in our fellows. Self-seeking will slip away. Our

whole attitude and outlook upon life will change. Fear of people and of economic insecurity

will leave us. We will intuitively know how to handle situations which used to baffle us. We

will suddenly realize that God is doing for us what we could not do for ourselves.

Are these extravagant promises? We think not. They are being fulfilled among us — sometimes

quickly, sometimes slowly. They will always materialize if we work for them.

— Into Action, p. 83-84
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