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			Introduction

			Mussar in Recovery: A Jewish Spiritual Path to Serenity and Joy connects Jewish wisdom and practices to the principles of spiritual living that guide Twelve Step recovery work. Mussar is a deeply personal Jewish spiritual practice that includes practical and actionable teachings that enable imperfect people to change the course of their lives by engaging with spiritual purpose. The Twelve Steps offer the same promise. This is a book for addicts and those who love addicts, written by an addict who weaves this ancient and contemporary wisdom together with the support and guidance of her rabbinic teacher. 

			As you read, think of addiction broadly: It may be chasing a substance, a person, an experience or a self-image—at the expense of physical, emotional, financial or spiritual well-being. We all have someone or something that makes our lives difficult, pulling us off balance. Both Mussar and Twelve Step programs address such challenges and suffering—they are common to humankind. With this in mind, the ideas shared here have near universal utility. 

			The content of these pages is not based on abstract theory or theology but rather on the real experiences of addicts with differing addictions—through Hannah’s eyes. Mussar in Recovery shares how real people use the tools of these programs to change course from living under the influence of their own distorted thinking to enjoying lives with personal meaning, fulfillment, and joy. You will see that it is a problem in thinking that explains how we humans can make seemingly irrational choices and be pulled off course, chasing illusory solutions to the challenges of our lives. Addicts often describe themselves as crazy or insane. We are not literally crazy or insane, but our stinking thinking makes us look as if we are. Teachings of Jewish sages reveal that addicts are not hopeless freaks—we are just human. For some, the drug of choice is a chemical; others of us are addicted to the addicts we love or to sex, gambling, work or another person. The differences are, for our purposes here, irrelevant. We are alike in being blind to our truths; crazy thinking leads us to make choices that defy logic, and we wind up harming ourselves and others. Assuming that you too are human and imperfect, this book will teach you how to connect with your truth and uncover or recover your best self and live your best life. 

			Pillars of this work include refining aspects of our character and spirit that are out of alignment and cultivating a personal relationship with a Power of the Universe that is bigger than we can fathom. Character, spirit and the universe are the domain of sage Jewish wisdom and rabbinic teaching. Locating and interpreting related texts of Jewish sages with the input of Hannah’s teacher helped in the birth of Mussar in Recovery. While the voice that you will hear when reading this book is Hannah’s, Mussar in Recovery is the result of a shared passion of student and teacher for learning, spiritual living and service to the communities they love.

			It’s important to note that recovery and Mussar are often spoken about as if they are end-states; they are not. They are pathways to living with intention and purpose. The 12 Steps of Recovery is a roadmap that guides seekers one day at a time. Mussar is a disciplined pathway to uncover our divine beauty, implemented iteratively over time. When woven together, these programs for living provide complementary tools for thinking about and choosing who we want to be. They help us gain perspective on how we fit in the universe and make us aware of choices about how we will show up in our lives. The journey is about progress, not perfection. While other authors have put a Jewish lens on recovery, Mussar in Recovery is intended to uniquely fill several needs: 

			1) Actionability: Recovery is ultimately about taking action to make changes in choices and thinking that are off-balance. Drawing on personal experience, recognized principles of the Twelve Steps, and Mussar teachings, the essence of each Step is summarized for you and connected to related soul traits (middot) for each Step. Mussar in Recovery provides perspective on the imbalances in these inborn traits (your middot) that cause hardship and pain, and outlines paths to correction. Commentary and deeply personal reflections are provided to reinforce self-awareness and provide discrete practices to help readers move toward positive change. 

			2) Deepen Spiritual and Twelve-Step Insights for All: While the primary focus is on Jews who are seeking recovery (think of uncovering and recovering our best selves), Mussar wisdom provides spiritual insights for anyone of any religion or of none. The Twelve Step programs of recovery (Programs) and Mussar are blueprints for living; the principles they embody are applicable to all aspects of everyone’s life. Thus, this book has potential appeal beyond the Jewish community to all seeking recovery, as well as to those who are spiritual seekers simply striving to become their best selves. 

			3) Connectivity: Bringing Jewish wisdom to solve problems of living with the crazy thinking that goes along with the disease of addiction provides a connection to our heritage, traditions and the Jewish community. This can reinforce a sense of pride in identity that is important to addicts and others, who are often marginalized and feel isolated and disconnected. For many, Mussar may also provide a potential path back into ritual Jewish practice within their local community. 

			4) Multisensory learning: Most individuals learn best when using more than one sense. To help readers acquire the teachings with deep resonance, we present practices that are designed to stimulate sight (reading), touch (writing) and hearing (listening/music). 

			Overall, Section I: The Landscape frames the problems of addiction and introduces the reader to Mussar, a body of teachings and practices that history has shown enriches the personal journey to wholeness. 

			

			Chapter 1 helps the reader understand themselves and where they fit in the world around them. 

			Chapter 2 addresses and helps overcome barriers that stand in the way of Jews seeking recovery and introduces Mussar for consideration as a resource to enrich the work of recovery.

			Chapter 3 introduces some language of Mussar and shows the commonalities with Twelve Step thinking and structure. This chapter is intended to build a bridge from the platform of Twelve Steps to the teachings and practices of Mussar that will be detailed in Section 2. 

			Chapter 4 explains how to put the practices into action.

			Section II: A Treasure Map is the meat of the book. Here, a core principle for each of the Twelve Steps is connected to Jewish thinking about related soul traits (middot)—the internal territory where we can nurture solutions to our problems of thinking and living. 

			Chapters 5-16 cover each of the Twelve Steps. We have distilled what we see as ideas to focus on in each Step and linked them to a core principle which is explored in such a way that readers can see how the Step might apply to them. Drawing on inspiring gems found in Jewish texts, we offer Mussar wisdom on a soul trait that connects to the principle of that particular Step, bringing a Jewish voice to recovery. Briefly referencing secondary middot for each Step will show how middot intertwine and can be applied to meet readers’ individual needs. To make the ideas actionable, the teachings on each soul trait include:

			
					a suggested framework (continuum) for imagining the goal and mapping progress

					suggested daily reminder phrases 

					suggested actions (kabbalot) 

					probing questions for journaling or learning with a partner 

					a playlist of music to reinforce the teachings

			

			Section III: The Treasure Found brings it all together. Threads from these disparate thought systems are woven together to reveal five concepts that are essential to living in the solutions you discovered, leaving you free to relish the serenity that comes with your newfound ability to live life on life’s terms and open yourself to joy. 

			This is not a book to simply sit on your coffee table. It is a blueprint for living; its value comes from the actions of acquiring and engaging in a personal practice as suggested on the pages that follow. May your journey be fulfilling and bring you renewed purpose and days filled with serenity and joy. 

			Words of Caution 

			The work of seeking is arduous and requires a level of fitness to assure personal safety. It is important to note that for some of us in A.A. and Al-Anon, mental illness, including trauma, may be a key part of our makeup; if left untreated, it can overwhelm our ability to recover in the Program. Twelve Step program work is never a substitute for psychotherapy or medical treatment. 

			Mental illness may, for example, affect our ability to remember—and to do so safely, accurately and without judgment—to see through our confusion, to discern our role in situations, and to reason things out with others. Addiction may reflect self-medicating behaviors to silence our mental chatter or the committee that lives in our head; without appropriate support, sobriety can feel like a double-edged sword at the outset. Digging through old memories can be destabilizing and is an important risk factor for some. 

			We encourage you to seek the help of professionals when there is any question about personal safety and well-being and the readiness to do this work. Resistance to professional help is self-defeating. The insights and perhaps medications or other therapies that normalize brain function, neurochemistry, and emotional stability can help sufferers find a stable foundation on which to rebuild and recover. If you have been in the Rooms (of recovery) for a time and find that you are stuck or not resonating with the Program, please consult a professional; perhaps they have a resource that can help you find the recovery you deserve. 

			— Hannah L. and Rabbi Harvey J. Winokur

		


		
			

			SECTION I: THE LANDSCAPE

		


		
			

			Chapter 1

			I am my problem 

			“Hello, my name is Hannah and I’m an addict.”

			—Standard A.A. meeting greeting

			I’m Hannah. I love someone whose use of (fill in the blank) is a problem for me. I obsess with fear and worry as they are chasing their perfect high. I am also chasing a high; mine is fixing them. I call that other person my sibling, child, spouse, and/or friend. They are addicted to something, and I am addicted to them. Although the details may vary, our overarching problems do not differ, and our lives have become unmanageable. 

			I’ve cried, threatened, pleaded, bartered, and negotiated terms for their abstinence. They have done the same—mostly to get me off their back. We both have promised, threatened, rationalized, and blamed to explain our thinking and behavior. We are similarly unsuccessful in getting the other to stop and in changing our patterned reactions. We are both harming ourselves and others. We are trapped, in lockstep, walking through the misery of our addictions, both of us living in denial and trying to control the uncontrollable. 

			Can you see yourself in any of these scenarios? If so, the stories on these pages convey our experience, strength and hope for the purpose of showing you how you too can escape the shroud of darkness that accompanies addiction. 

			There are lots of people like us

			We are not alone or unique in our disease. It is estimated that 5%-10% of the population at large suffers from the disease of addiction. Substance use disorder is an equal opportunity disease. Consider variables such as sex, race, religion, education, income: no one is exempt; young adults are especially vulnerable.1 Alcohol and drugs are abused with similar incidence. It’s been said that the addict affects the lives of 10 people on average, so the numbers get big very quickly. The next time you find yourself in a crowd, look around; about one in every 10 people there with you is an addict of one kind or another. 

			In addition to suffering from my own addiction (to my addict), I identify as Jewish. My family of origin (parents & grandparents) was actively involved and well known in their local Jewish community. Ritual practice was sporadic in my home, but the Jewish experiences of my youth implanted a sense of identity that is important to me. 

			Within the community, I grew up believing that Jewish parents can’t possibly be addicts or have kids who are, and that nice Jewish boys or girls don’t do drugs. Myths that Jews are immune to substance abuse or other excessive, self-harming behaviors are pervasive in the Jewish community. This is especially true among the ultra-Orthodox. Considering sex and gambling addictions which are more easily hidden, the problem is even bigger than the numbers suggest. Disinformation, combined with the silence on the topic, makes Jews especially vulnerable to being taken hostage by guilt and shame when facing the realities of the disease. As we become more isolated by the disease in ourselves or those we love, perceptions of normalcy get distorted within the stories we tell ourselves. In the context of addiction and recovery, secrets, shame, and guilt are referred to as our stinking thinking; it destroys feelings of self-worth and hopefulness, distorts truth and creates senseless barriers to seeking help. 

			Regarding religion, much research has been done to explore the relationship between religion and the risk of substance abuse. In general, this research indicates that across the spectrum of denominations, active engagement in religious ritual may have some benefit in reducing the risk of substance use.2

			According to the Pew Research Center, Jews in the US attend religious services infrequently.3 Using this as a barometer of engagement with Jewish ritual practice suggests that we Jews are at risk of substance abuse. In addition, the naturally occurring incidence of addiction in the population also applies. Being the “chosen people” does not exempt Jews from our fair share of substance abuse or addiction. 

			About a quarter of respondents in a study of the Jewish community had a family history of drug or alcohol abuse4 and approximately 40% of (Jewish) individuals indicated that they knew someone who currently battled substance abuse.5 But Jews hide it. My earliest experience related to drugs within the Jewish community was seeing my parents help friends whose children “got into trouble” (did drugs). I heard that “these things necessitate discretion;” we are to keep this secret within the walls of our homes. One of my early learnings that relates to this is that we are only as sick as our secrets. 

			This is what it’s like

			The American Society of Addiction Medicine defines addiction as a disease of physiological, psychological, and spiritual symptoms that derive from a compulsive urge to engage in behaviors that are somehow rewarding but also destructive. The harmful effects are profound and far-reaching. Being an addict is not a personal choice any more than high blood pressure, depression or cancer are. It is a disease, and those who suffer experience “dis-ease” in almost all areas of their lives. 

			One of the hidden aspects of addiction is that people’s insides often don’t match their outsides. Some addicts are fully functional by outward appearances. They hold good jobs, coach neighborhood soccer, and are admired members of their community. Others show more visible signs of the disease. Looking inward reveals that addicts (me included) feel less-than—less funny, less attractive, less wealthy, less intelligent, less effective. Trying to numb the pain ultimately leads us addicts to lie, steal trust, fall short on commitments to employers and let down people we love, including ourselves. 

			Many addicts explain their hardships as them being the victims of bad luck or that God is punishing them, justifying their defensive, judgmental, impatient and vindictive attitudes. From personal experience, I can attest that we often do not see that we own any part of our problems. Living in unmanageability that follows excessive drinking, drugging, sex, gambling, and/or manipulating others frequently fills us unfortunates with fear, self-hate, and self-doubt. We addicts are blind to the anger and resentments we harbor and, locked in our disease, often see no choices. None of us are simply mean or evil. Our patterns generally stem from distorted thinking which evolves over time to become illogical and downright irrational, perpetuating whatever lies we tell ourselves and others to avoid the truths we are trying to numb, hide, and/or escape. We addicts understand one another’s reference to ourselves as crazy. It’s a loving shorthand for the chaos and illogic with which we identify. It is important to acknowledge that in our human complexity there is a spectrum of underlying experiences and disorders of brain chemistry that may have a role in our reactions and reactivity. Some may need to be processed with outside help before the addiction can be addressed. In that regard, the process of recovery is not an alternative to professional therapy. 

			Whether for fear of judgment within our social and professional circles, cultural norms, or because of personal shame and guilt, Jewish families commonly hold the truths about addiction among loved ones as their “dirty little secret.” The idea of admitting our darkest truths to someone is understandably frightening. Perhaps we are ashamed, convincing ourselves that we are deficient or the cause of all the problems. We naturally feel that our wrongs are worse than anyone else’s. 

			But feelings aren’t facts. We do not cause, we cannot control, and we cannot cure addiction—our own or in those we love. Our (supposed) best thinking got us where we find ourselves: living in unmanageability. It does not have to be this way. At any time, we can decide to chart a different course. 

			The good news is that owning the reality and our feelings can make us desperate and unlock a willingness to seek solutions and create change. Based on my personal experience, I can tell you that while you cannot go back and create a different beginning to your story, you can create a different ending. 

			

			Hitting bottom 

			The active addict is trapped in craving. I have heard this described as being stuck in LAVA: seeking Love, Acceptance, Validation, and Approval. These needs escalate. Some may be satisfied by higher-stakes gambling, more booze or higher potency drugs, or deepening entanglement with a love target, all to change how we feel—and at the expense of other relationships and responsibilities. And those who love addicts get more obsessed with protecting or controlling them. The “high” that is being chased is, in fact, elusive. Connections to what is really important are fractured or severed. 

			All those involved share a disease of distorted perceptions and control. Rabbi Rami Shapiro, whose personal experience was with Overeaters Anonymous, explains that it is the obsessive quest for control that defines addiction.6 The substance abuser in this drama is trying to protect their own disease and the others in the drama are trying to protect the substance abuser from themself. Do you have a role in this play? Over time, the disease takes hold of our spirit, as well as our moral character and rational thinking, and we start to die, one bit at a time—physically, emotionally, and spiritually. Taking action to learn how to live with the disease can be lifesaving because addiction is a progressive sinkhole. Twelve Step programs live at the intersection of our spirit and choices about how we will show up to live our lives differently.

			Hitting a bottom in the descent of our lives is the wakeup call that can spur us to see our truths and seek help, saving ourselves from certain death. This is what is meant by the gift of desperation. Surrendering to the reality that we cannot continue to numb the pain or fill the void inside is the only hope for survival. Paulo Coelho described what many of us experience as follows: “The eyes are the mirror of the soul and reflect everything that seems to be hidden; and like a mirror, they also reflect the person looking into them.”7 At the height of our disease, the eyes that stare back at us addicts from our mirrors are dull and empty. Our faces are likely drawn with exhaustion and frustration. 

			While the solution is unknown to us as we hit this bottom, some lucky ones transform the fear and self-loathing into a desire to get better. At first, willingness becomes the fuel of change. It is fragile, being in tension with lies and denial. The old way was easier, and we are subject to being diverted at any moment. Walking into the Rooms of Twelve Step meetings adds hope to the mix; the Program can become a starting place for new beginnings. 

			There is a solution

			Pain is inevitable in life; suffering is optional. We suffer in our addictions and illusions of control; Twelve Step programs like Alcoholics Anonymous (A.A.) and Al-Anon provide safe places for people of all beliefs to reveal their secrets, see their reality, discover choices, and acquire tools and strategies to heal. Willingness opens the door to the Rooms of recovery where we can start reframing our self-perception and acquire tools for living more healthy lives. In the Rooms, where we meet others like ourselves, we are reminded that we are children of God and persons of worth. This idea conforms to Jewish thought that we are good by virtue of having been created in the image of God.8 An important Jewish message for those seeking recovery is that we do not have to change ourselves to become someone else; our work is to reveal (uncover and recover) our inherent beauty and goodness. The ravages of our disease, the wake of chaos, hurt and other damage done to ourselves and others, are veils over our inner light, and they are ours to lift. 

			The Twelve Steps offer a gentle program of change, one step at a time. The path is simple, but not easy. Recovery is a “we” program and is a journey, not a destination. Time after time I hear people say that the support and companionship of others who have traveled the road before us can help us achieve a reprieve one day at a time, and show us that sustained change is within our reach. As we apply the Steps to our lives, the burden of chaos that results from our own distorted thinking begins to lift; the daily reprieve allows us to feel free. By some mystery, we work the Steps, and they work on us. Over time, we find that our lives get better as we learn to cope with life by applying the solutions suggested by the Program, enabled by a strong spiritual core. 

			As you will see in just a bit, Mussar is a spiritual practice within Judaism, derived from thousand-year-old Jewish wisdom, that can enrich the work of the Twelve Steps in a uniquely Jewish way. To the extent that Jews have unmet needs in classic Twelve Step program teachings, it is our goal here to show you how Mussar can meet those needs and strengthen the bridge leading to a spiritual experience and a life in recovery. To open the door to what Mussar has to offer, let’s start by breaking down some barriers. 

		


		
			

			Chapter 2

			Opening the door to Jewish solutions

			Circumcise your heart and stiffen your necks no more. 

			—Deuteronomy 10:16

			Busting Jewish myths about recovery

			Twelve Step programs (often simply referred to as Programs) offer a time-tested path to recovery. At the very least, the Rooms of recovery are filled with like-minded people who are suffering, willing to surrender to the truths about their lives and help one another seek a different way to live, moving from being trapped in their problems to discovering the freedom of solutions. 

			Focusing on our differences rather than what we have in common, Jews often resist joining organized recovery groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous and Al-Anon. This resistance persists despite the fact that there is widespread rabbinic support for Twelve Step programs.9 Common reasons for rejecting Twelve Step programs include: 

			
					I can’t go to recovery meetings because they are in churches 

					They make you say the Lord’s Prayer and it’s not Jewish 

					It’s a Christian cult 

					They talk about God and I do not believe in God 

					Their God is not my God (of the Hebrew Bible) 

					They talk about a spiritual program and the Judaism I know does not include spirituality

			

			None of these are true. Let’s take it from the top. 

			

			Myth #1: Jews can’t enter a church to attend meetings. 

			It is true that many 12 Step meetings are in churches. And, some say we Jews are precluded from attending them. Sources on this topic are most concerned with the appearance of impropriety and not with the spiritual or religious impact a Christian space would have on a Jew who was in a church building.10 Long, long ago, some rabbis discouraged Jews from entering a church because they considered Christian beliefs to foster idolatry. That does not generally apply today. Many rabbis in positions of authority have not only been in church buildings but have attended functions in churches, including a full mass. There is no clear halakhic basis (Jewish legal standard) for this concern. 

			In general, A.A. or Al-Anon meetings in churches are held in classrooms and have nothing to do with worship spaces, religious services, or religious content. There may be images or other Christian symbols in a meeting room. If that were an issue (e.g., for some Orthodox Jews), solutions might include seeking out a meeting in a neutral space or synagogue. The options are plentiful: Between A.A. and Al-Anon, there are thousands of groups hosting meetings all around the world. Online meetings are also an option, although the extemporaneous fellowship that is such a valuable aspect of the Program is quite different in a virtual setting. 

			Myth #2: They make you say the Lord’s Prayer, which is Christian. 

			At some meetings they do recite the Lord’s Prayer. In and of itself, that is not a valid reason to reject the 12 Steps. 

			On the one hand, the language of the Lord’s Prayer has Jewish elements. Dr. Eli Lizorkin-Eyzenberg, an Israeli scholar in Biblical Studies and early Christianity, concluded that the Lord’s Prayer has Jewish liturgical roots.11 He notes both conceptual and word-by-word parallels in Jewish liturgy and the Lord’s Prayer. For example, the concept of God our father is the basis of the Avinu Malkenu prayer, translated as Our Father, Our King. There are other parallels in common Jewish prayer. For example, in reciting the Jewish morning prayer, Modeh Ani, we sanctify the name of God in this world which parallels the Lord’s prayer language, “Our father, Who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name…”

			

			Beyond these theological links the simple fact is that in a general sense the Program only requires that we must stop doing what we do obsessively—what makes our lives unmanageable—whether it be alcohol, eating, worrying or wanting to control others and their choices. “The only requirement for A.A. membership is the desire to stop drinking.”12 While the A.A. Big Book reflects that we must be willing to go to any lengths to follow the Twelve Steps, no Program makes you do anything—including reciting the Lord’s Prayer.

			Myth #3: It’s a Christian cult.

			As the story goes, A.A. grew out of the relationship that developed between a stockbroker, Bill (William) Wilson, and a surgeon, Dr. Bob (Robert Smith). Both were struggling with their alcohol use and they met with each other for mutual support. It is true that both gentlemen were Christian. It is also true that the Twelve Steps were inspired by their belief that their willpower alone could not get them sober and keep them sober. They originated the concept that sobriety required surrender of their will to some Higher Power (HP) of the universe. Their ideas of how to help one another included no religious icons, beliefs, or religious ritual practices. They simply leaned into their belief of a power greater than themselves for help. Twelve Steps encourages you to define that Higher Power in whatever way works for you, leaving it to each individual to choose based on personal experience. 

			Because some addicts say they owe their lives, jobs, well-being or relationships to the Program, there is a disciplined devotion to following it, but it is not a religion. Other Twelve Step programs adopted and adapted A.A.’s Steps and Program to address a broad range of compulsive and obsessive behaviors that fit their members’ focus. None include any Christian rituals or any particular concept of God, and members do not have to be religious to benefit from them. 

			Myth #4: They talk about God and I don’t believe in God. 

			First, let me say that questioning beliefs in or about God is inherent to Judaism. You have a lot of company. Most modern liberal Jews today don’t rationally accept the white-haired, benevolent, commanding, and punishing image of God depicted in prayer books.13 The suffering of innocent people is not a storyline that is easy to reconcile with the loving and protective imagery described in Jewish sacred text. The Pew Research Center study, which looked across the Jewish denominational spectrum, reported that the vast majority of Jews struggle with the idea of God. About a quarter of Jews do not believe in any concept of God; another 50% think of God as some spiritual force other than God as depicted in the Bible.14 The bottom line here is that your ideas and questions about God are common to most in the Jewish community, and from personal experience I can attest that that includes those in recovery. 

			This particular rationale to resist the Program is not specifically a Jewish issue. Again, the only requirement for membership is the desire to stop doing what is making our lives unmanageable. In the case of A.A., this is drinking; the desire to stop drinking is the only requirement for membership. This idea extends to any unhealthy excessive behavior that makes life unmanageable for ourselves or others. The Rooms where fellow addicts meet to work on their recovery and support one another in any Twelve Step program are welcoming spaces for all, including those with defined theologies and those with none. 

			Myth #5: Their God is not my God (of the Hebrew Bible). 

			God is mentioned several times in the Twelve Steps. The exact words are “…God as we understood Him.” The “we” means each of us. All Twelve Step programs defer to an individual’s conception of a divine force, spirit or entity, according to each individual’s vision. Quoting A.A. co-founder Bill W.: 

			We have atheists and agnostics. We have people of nearly every race, culture and religion. In A.A. we are supposed to be bound together in the kinship of a common suffering. Consequently, the full individual liberty to practice any creed or principle or therapy whatever should be a first consideration for us all. Let us not, therefore, pressure anyone with our individual or even our collective views…15 

			Whether we believe in one, many, or no God, there is no conflict between the Program and any specific religious dogma or personal belief system. The Program concept of God is not filtered through any group and is not limited to any teaching or any concept of God. To the extent that any members of the fellowship have a belief, such as Jesus as the son of God or the transcendent yet personal God of the covenant in Jewish thinking, they can evoke it as part of their thinking about the source of their solutions without forcing it on anyone else. 

			Beyond believing that there is a God, trusting God is another matter. We bump up against this when faced with the need to rely on some outside force: for example, to protect our loved ones from an overdose, fix our relationship problems, or solve our money problems. Sometimes, we intervene in another’s situation under the misguided notion that we know what’s good for that person better than they do. Honestly, stepping in to take charge often feels safer than risking that God might be too busy, might be angry or frustrated, or that anyone may suffer an undesired outcome. 

			So, let me tell you a secret. The most important part of the God-talk of recovery is that we are not God. Rabbi Rami Shapiro echoes the words of Bill W. and describes the heart of Twelve Step recovery: “First of all we had to quit playing God.”16 Regrettably, we cannot control people or situations to obtain the outcomes we want. We can try and, for many, this folly is the source of our irrational thinking and choices (aka our crazy thinking). Admitting and then accepting that we are powerless is very, very hard. Letting go of someone we are trying to protect or control can feel like abandonment or amputation. Letting go of the control of our own lives is also anathema. How can we be sure that we’ll get what we want or that bad things won’t happen? 

			Trusting in God without proof is difficult. Some characterize this leap as a definition of faith. The language of God in the Twelve Steps reflects the ideas that we can have faith and rely on something outside ourselves. These are simple concepts on paper, but they’re not easy to put into practice. Moses, the great Jewish sage, struggled with this very problem. Even he asked for proof; he asked to see God.

			And [God] answered, “I will make all My goodness pass before you, and I will proclaim before you the name YHWH, and the grace that I grant and the compassion that I show…But you cannot see My face, for a human being may not see Me and live.”17 

			Putting ourselves in the role of God is guaranteed to yield failure. Ironically, the willingness to let go of the false sense of control is a gift for those who are seeking a solution to their suffering. The Jewish prayer for healing, Mi Shebeirach, puts our seeking into action. Even if we are only maybe-believers, who wants to risk missing any means of healing for someone we love, including ourselves? Our Mi Shebeirach prayer guides us to turn to One outside us as the source of healing for mind, body, and spirit. Whether that One is God, a doctor, a spiritual healer, or Mother Nature, accepting that it is not us is freeing. It brings serenity—and that is a reward of recovery. Our Jewish heritage thus teaches that by embracing the Program we can receive such miracles in our lives. 

			Myth #6: The Higher Power of recovery is not Jewish. 

			Another term commonly heard in the Program is Higher Power. To the extent that one believes in a God that is in charge, the terms Higher Power or HP are synonyms for God. Setting aside the God piece, the idea of Higher Power is that there is something bigger than we are that powers the universe of which we are a part. HP may account for gravity or prevent the sun and moon from falling out of the sky. And perhaps HP explains how an acorn dissolves into nothing and grows into a giant oak, or that the thought of a word in our brain can be transformed into a sound that we utter that someone else can sense and comprehend. 

			As with the concept of God, HP can be a confusing and grandiose concept of the force that governs the universe and it can, simultaneously, be personal, relating to you or me. As we get better at working the Program, we begin to see that if we have a Higher Power, so do our loved ones. A saying commonly heard in the Rooms of recovery is let go and let God (or HP). This HP talk tells us that we can rely on HP to help us handle life. The recent study by the Pew Research Center found that American Jews are more likely than non-Jewish US Adults in general to say that they believe in some spiritual force or Higher Power (50% for US Jews; 33% for non-Jewish US Adults). These ideas of a Higher Power are indeed complex and confusing, and they are, at the same time, very aligned with Jewish wisdom. 

			Myth #7: Recovery is a spiritual program. Jews don’t do spiritual. 

			Psychiatrist Rabbi Abraham Twerski observed that the Twelve Step program is entirely “compatible with Jewishness,” noting that much of the content seems derived from classic Jewish texts.18 Noting that spirituality was the “backbone of recovery from addiction via the Twelve Step program,” Twerski endorsed membership for those who could not overcome their addiction through their own Jewish observance.19 Creating a path for Jews without compromising their Judaism saved lives. Let’s explore some ideas that might explain his position. 

			Spirituality starts with the idea that there is something bigger/other than what we can see and understand. Stop a moment and think about standing amid a congregation or atop a beautiful mountain. Breathe in the feeling that you are a part of it. When touched by such a connection, we are bathed in and nourished by the energy of the universe. Where does it resonate in your body? That sense of oneness is a spiritual connection to something bigger than ourselves. It is a bridge to becoming part of the flow of the universe. 

			As it relates to recovery, the idea that such a transcendent force does exist or may exist opens the possibility that we can tap into it and that doing so can empower us. Beyond thinking abstractly that it’s “out there,” we can know it personally by tapping into the sensations we experience when we feel connected to it. This is where the term spiritual comes in. Spirituality starts with the personal experience of feeling connected to it, whatever the label—God, the Divine Source, Higher Power, Shekhinah (dwelling) or energy of the universe, your spiritual advisor, sponsor, or best friend. This opens the door to our being aware that it resides in us as well. 

			Like any feeling, the connection with something or someone outside us is entirely individual. It’s not important that this be the same for us all; it’s simply important that we know how it feels for us as individuals. (I would describe it as fleeting, flooding, powerful, elevating and also humbling; I am most likely to feel it when in nature or immersed in music, including Jewish ritual music, or studying with my chevruta (learning partner). So, my spirituality refers to the self-knowledge and feeling inside that I am connected by an invisible thread to the universe outside of me. Doing spiritual things refers to actions I take that are in harmony with the positive flow of the universe. For Jews, fulfilling mitzvot (biblical commandments) is spirituality in action. For those who believe that that flow emanates from a Divine source, spirituality involves a connection to the Divine in which we are drawn to do the work that enhances the world around us. 

			And now for a complication. Religious groups do have shared ritual practices (such as worship services) that are intended to open the door to our spirituality—to sensing that we are part of a larger universe and that the energy or spirit is part of us. Since we often practice rituals as a group/community in our houses of worship, it is easy to blur the line between religion and the spiritual experience. Some do have a spiritual experience while worshiping in their congregation; for others it happens at the ocean or atop a mountain, having nothing to do with religious systems and obvious links to God. For still others, it may come from the intimacy of letting another person see inside them or having someone trust them with their secrets. Again, the differences in how it happens do not matter. For addicts or anyone who has isolated and withdrawn from their vitality, the spiritual experience has the power to draw us back into the flow of life. Rami Shapiro writes that “growing spiritually does not eliminate suffering, it only puts it in a greater context.”20 

			The means of unlocking spiritual capacity can be especially important to Jews seeking recovery at drug treatment centers. Many treatment centers require clients to attend church with the idea of tapping into a community and spiritual engagement that can be sustained after treatment. The motive is good. However, for a Jew, such an experience can be counterproductive because it puts a veil over the client’s authentic sense of self and reinforces feelings of being odd/different. It is critical that such an experience robs the Jewish addict of “...two antidotes we have for treating all the conditions we suffer from—community and prayer.”21 This highlights the importance of finding the right resources for a Jew seeking recovery services. Respect for rituals such as dietary laws, keeping Shabbat, and access to a Jewish congregational community are all possible. It’s usually just a matter of logistics. Such service providers do exist and, thanks to the web, are now easy to find. 

			Introducing Mussar: A Jewish spiritual pathway to recovery

			Mussar is a treasure trove of wisdom that was long hidden within the Orthodox Jewish community and, until recently, remained unknown to many in the mainstream Jewish world. The word Mussar is translated from Hebrew to mean correction or instruction. It refers to a spiritual attitude for living and a reinforcing set of practices. Mussar connects our heart and head. 

			Like the Twelve Steps and living in recovery, Mussar is a spiritual practice that brings attention to knowing and refining the inner forces that animate us. Mussar guides us in cultivating our inner selves with ideas and practices that fit hand in glove with those that form the Twelve Step program teachings. Both Programs are blueprints for living as the best version of ourselves so we can enjoy lives filled with happiness, serenity, and joy. Alan Morinis, a contemporary teacher of Mussar, explains in his seminal text Everyday Holiness that Mussar “offers us a map of the inner life and a body of practices we can employ to transform our inner ways.”22 Transforming our inner ways—how we think and make choices—drives changes in our actions and affects how we show up in the world. Mussar and recovery are practices that help us close the gap between who we are today and who we want to become by showing us how to create change. 

			Why it’s important 

			Mussar practice is an important resource that addresses the spiritual needs of anyone seeking wholeness, hope, comfort and connection. We may not even realize that these were missing until we begin to enjoy them as byproducts of our recovery efforts. While we focus here on utility in regard to those who seek recovery from the effects of addiction, we all have some obsessions: work, food, cleaning, shopping, how others see us, or social media are examples. The ideas for finding and refining ourselves are applicable to all of these. “Because Mussar’s purpose is to provide guidance on how to live, and because it addresses the fundamental way human beings are put together and function, its teachings have universal application. The fact is that you don’t have to be Jewish to benefit from Mussar. Its insightful teachings are applicable to all souls—men and women, young and old, Jew and non-Jew—without exception.”23 The good news is that it includes us addicts. 

			Adding the vibrant Jewish voice embedded in Mussar practice to the individual’s work in Twelve Step programs enriches the self-awareness, refinement and self-acceptance that are at the core of healing. The framework of Mussar and the parallels with Twelve Steps are described here in Chapter 3; discrete practices specific to Mussar are introduced in Chapter 4. Like the Twelve Steps, Mussar provides a blueprint for living. The benefits come from taking action: “Mussar is something you do, not simply something you learn.”24 Mussar ideas and practices are coupled to each of the Twelve Steps in the remaining chapters of Mussar in Recovery. To start, each step is unpacked and a key spiritual principle identified. For each step, Mussar teachings on related character traits and restorative practices are provided to bring a Jewish voice to the work of recovery. 

			Mussar provides tangible goals and tools to mark our own progress in the work we are doing. Integrating Jewish culture and spiritual beliefs into the work of recovery can help Jews overcome a sense of difference and feel at home in the Program. When we view ourselves through a Mussar lens, we see that we are simply human, not uniquely “bad,” as Jews are often made to feel. Through Mussar practices, hope becomes tangible. The progress we make helps break through the shame we all carry. This can be especially meaningful for Jews who feel alone and targeted just for being Jewish. Drawing on wisdom that has its origins in Jewish history and teachings, with which Jews have a positive sense of connection and identity, is a source of comfort for many. In fact, I have observed it restore a sense of pride to Jews in their Twelve Step journeys that is a springboard to self-acceptance. Acquiring Mussar allows us to make deliberate changes in self-perception and self-expression. When we miss the mark, we only need to try again and slowly we will become our best selves. 

			How it works

			Mussar and Twelve Step programs live at the intersection of spirituality and ethical living. They are pragmatic approaches to manage the tension between our natural human inclinations toward both doing good and causing harm. Both focus on cleaning house of what’s no longer useful, to open a space to be occupied by goodness (aka the Divine). In this way we discover, or perhaps recover, our Divine spiritual qualities. 

			Alan Morinis explains that man has a physical body and an ephemeral spirit; that everything that exists in our inner world (spirit) is an aspect of our soul. This includes our personality, emotions, talents, desires, conscience, and wisdom. The traits of our soul, also called character traits or middot (middah, singular) are the drivers of our thinking and chosen actions. Jewish wisdom teaches that soul traits include qualities such as humility (avanah), patience (savlanut), gratitude (hakarat hatov), compassion (rachamim), honor (kavod), trust (bitachon), and faith (emunah). Morinis invites us to think of each trait on a continuum, with excesses on the ends—too much of the trait on one end and too little on the other. 

			[image: ]

			The middle range on the continuum represents a healthy balance and is the space where we are our best selves. Stinking thinking is a casual term often heard in the Rooms as a way of referring to soul traits that are out of balance. Permit me to illustrate how this works with the trait of humility (anavah). Humility is foundational in Mussar thought and is often out of whack among addicts.

			Self-criticism or “being a doormat” lives on the side of excess humility. This may look like hopelessness. Accepting unacceptable behavior from others or thinking of ourselves as unworthy because we fail to control the addict (which might be ourselves) are other forms of low self-esteem. At the other extreme (too little humility) is arrogance or an exaggerated sense of self-worth. Addiction is often associated with inflated self-perception. Believing that we can control the world or others also sits on this end of the continuum. The middle zone is the place of balance; in this example, it is a place of being rightsized or in balance relative to the extremes. It’s where we know and accept that we are human, not God. We cannot control what others do, maybe not even what we do—and we alone cannot fix anyone. 

			[image: ]

			In this example, the work of recovery would be rightsizing our sense of self. Rightsizing is thinking of yourself less rather than thinking less of yourself. Mussar provides a pragmatic, accessible framework by suggesting that we visualize where we are on the continuum of too much or too little; Mussar offers tools to refine our spiritual malady and bring us closer to a healthy balance where we are more likely to take right action. This aligns with an ideal in Jewish thought that we are measured by what we do, not merely what we think. It also fits Program thinking that recovery is all about the action we take to create new solutions. Mussar shows what that looks like and gives us tools for daily living to make it so. Healing comes gently from the action of striving for change. It’s about progress, not perfection. It is our hope that Mussar in Recovery will lay the foundation for your right action, right thinking, and ongoing healing. 

		


		
			

			Chapter 3

			How Mussar practice aligns with recovery

			Learning together we sharpen one another.

			—Talmud Ta’anit 7a

			We are excited to meet you here on this page! We will take it as a signal that you want to know more about how Mussar practice relates to the work of recovery. This chapter provides high-level overviews of the Twelve Step framework and corresponding Mussar ideas so you, our reader, can begin to appreciate their remarkable similarities and synergies. More will be revealed when you work the programs. It is our experience, and that of friends in our circles, that Mussar clearly provides a Jewish foundation for recovery which can be integrated into your personal recovery toolbox. 

			Community & fellowship—principles of engagement

			Community and fellowship provide the foundation for both Twelve Step recovery and Judaism, including Mussar practice. Let’s focus first on the 12 Step Program. As the story goes, Alcoholics Anonymous grew out of the relationship that developed between a stockbroker and a surgeon, William (Bill) Wilson, and Robert (Dr. Bob) Smith. Both struggled with their alcohol use and they met with each other for mutual support. After a long conversation and several interactions, Bill and Dr. Bob realized that support from other recovering alcoholics was a valuable tool in helping one another stay sober. This led to the eventual founding of A.A. for individuals with a common willingness to share their experiences and carry the message of hope and collective strength to other struggling alcoholics. Al-Anon, the Twelve Step program for those who love addicts and alcoholics, is a parallel program and was an outgrowth of A.A. The Al-Anon fellowship was formed by Anne Smith and Lois Wilson among the wives of those in A.A. 
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