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Part of a series on the Twelve Steps of AA.  Today: 

1. We admitted we were powerless over ___ - that our lives had become unmanageable. 

2. Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity. 

3. Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him. 

 
I was talking with a woman on the sidelines of a soccer field a couple of years ago, 

when she disclosed to me that she was a member of AA – Alcoholics Anonymous.  This 
surprised me a great deal because, frankly, she had always talked like she was a party 

girl.  And I mean – still a party girl. 
 
Also she talked as if she couldn’t care less about spiritual things.  For example, 

she knew I was a pastor, and she often teased me about it. 
 
 Seeing me rush onto the sidelines late to the games every Sunday, with my 
folding chair, wearing high heels that sank into the turf, because . . . I’d just come from 
worship, she’d say, “Just get out of church?  Or did you dress up for us?”    
 

And then she say, “Did you rant on about sin today?”  “Did you pound that 
pulpit?”  And then she’d turn to someone else and talk about a big party they both had 
been invited to.  

 
I figured she was all about the fun.  And that was her whole story. 

 
 But then, one day, as we stood together after a game, waiting for our girls to 
finish up, she leaned into me and whispered, “You know, I actually go to church myself 

several times a week.” 

 
 “Really?” I said.  “Where do you go to church?” 

 

 She looked around to make sure nobody was close by and then said, “It’s called 

AA.” And she smiled slyly.  “Maybe you’ve heard of it.  We have lots of branches. 

Probably more than your church. ” 

  

 I could tell from the way she talked, that this time, she wasn’t kidding.  
 

From that point on, she often threatened to come here some Sunday, to check us 
out – which you might think would make me happy.  I mean, we are all about 
welcoming visitors and expanding the fold, right? 
 
 But the truth is that the thought of Sherry coming here made me panic.  (Of 
course her name isn’t really Sherry.) 
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Here was a woman who didn’t do traditional church.  She wouldn’t know when to 

stand up or sit down.  She was kind of belligerent and might say something inappropriate 
– very loudly – during the sermon, challenging something I said:  “Yeah, right ,” she 
might say.  “That’s ridiculous!”  Actually, her choice of words would probably be more 
colorful than “ridiculous.” 

 
But she has never come through our doors.  And in a way, I’m relieved.  Her 

“church” is perhaps more spiritual, more real than this one.  And let me explain what I 
mean. 
 

///// 
 
 When I was a little girl in North Carolina, I never had “party shoes.”  I had 
“Sunday shoes.”  We were expected to dress up on Sundays.  I was to wear white anklet 
socks with lace along with my black patent leathers.  My little sister wore fancy dresses 
with smocking.   My brothers wore suits with little neckties.  And my parents dressed in 
their best – their Sunday best.  There is nothing in the world that’s wrong with this.  
Please don’t misunderstand me. If you happen to be wearing lacy anklet socks this 
morning, that’s perfectly fine. 
 
 Here’s the problem:   
 

What if you wake up one morning, and you realize your life is a mess.  It could be 
a mess for countless reasons.   
 

But it’s a royal mess, and you know you need help – the kind of help that only 
God can deliver.  And it’s all you can do to get out of bed.  You barely have the strength 
to put on sweatpants and a t-shirt.  But you want to come to a gathering where you can 
take in the power of God, fortified by a body of people who also believe in the power of 
God, people who also know what it’s like to wake up and realize that their lives are a 
mess. 

 
And so you stagger into some church on a Sunday morning in utter need of divine 

assistance, and you plop yourself down on a pew beside a perfectly coifed woman 
wearing a suit.  And you are on the verge of tears and look like you could really use 
somebody praying for you . . . but the perfectly coifed woman doesn’t notice that.  
Instead, she noticed that you’re wearing flip flops and your hair hasn’t been brushed, and 
she gives you a look – a disdainful look --  like you don’t belong there. 

 

 And here’s the big irony:  the woman who’s all put together has forgotten – or 
maybe was never told – that the church is for people who need God.  It’s for the people 
who want life to be different because – left to their own devices – they’ve made some 
mistakes.  Maybe huge mistakes.  She’s forgotten that church is for the people who 
struggle with demons and darkness, who feel miserable and guilty and wretched. 
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“Wretched man that I am!” Paul wrote to the believers in Rome.  “Who will 

rescue me from this body of death?”   
 
And why did Paul say this? 
 
Because, he was a slave to certain behaviors, certain habits, maybe even certain 

addictions that he could not control. 
 
 

I do not understand my own actions.   

For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.   

I can will what is right, but I cannot do it.   

For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.  

 

 

What was Paul’s problem?  Was he a closet gambler?  Was he addicted to wine 
from the fermented grapes of  Syria? (Here’s an interesting fact:  “During the Roman era, 
a Jewish family consumed an average of 350 liters of wine per year.”  To put that into 
perspective, the average person in Israel today consumes only six liters each year.  The 
average French or Italian person consumes about 60 liters per year.   Again, the average 
Jewish family in the First Century consumed an average of 350 liters of wine. 1)  Maybe 
Paul had a problem with wine.  Maybe not. 
 
 Maybe Paul was uncontrollably arrogant. (I could make a Biblical case for this.) 
Maybe he was a self-righteous moralist.  Insufferably judgmental.  A control freak. 
 

We will probably never know what made him so “wretched.”  But the important 
point is this:  Paul knew.  Paul knew that his life was unmanageable.  He was a “captive 
to sin.”  Something in his life enslaved him. 

 
Paul knew that he needed divine help to restore his soul.  And Paul knew that he 

had no choice but to turn to God.  Only God, through Jesus Christ, could rescue him. 
 

 One of the marks of spiritual maturity is that we increasingly see ourselves as we 
really are.  We might outwardly appear to lead the perfect life, or at least a relatively 
stable one, but God knows – and if we are honest – we know, that we are not perfect.  
There are things we do in secret that – at least on some level - we know we should not do. 

 
///// 

 
 Last fall, on October 29th, the Rev. Ted Haggard, pastor of the New Life Church 
in Colorado Springs, Colorado, preached what would be his last sermon from the 

                                                 
1 Zisling, Yael, Winemaking in Israel – A Modern Industry Based on Ancient Traditions. 
http://www.gemsinisrael.com/e_article000033156.htm 
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enormous stage in that sanctuary that holds several thousand people.  He started his 
sermon with a prayer, and the prayer included these lines: 
 
 Father, we pray that lies would be exposed.  We pray that deception would be 

exposed.   

 

 Little did he know, his own lies and deception would be exposed within the week.  
It was disclosed – at first denied, and then admitted – that the Rev. Haggard – married, 
with five children – had had a relationship with a male prostitute, and that he had used 
methamphetamines.  This after speaking many times about the evils of homosexuality 
and drug abuse. 
 
 The next Sunday, he was gone from the pulpit of that church, but his confession 
was read to the congregation from a letter: 
 
 I am a deceiver and a liar.  There is a part of my life that is so repulsive and dark 

that I’ve been warring against it all my adult life.  For extended periods of time, I would 

enjoy victory and rejoice in freedom.  Then, from time to time, the dirt that I thought was 

gone would resurface, and I would find myself thinking thoughts and experiencing 

desires that were contrary to everything I believe and teach.
2
 

 
 He sounded just like Paul: 
 
 I do not understand my own actions.  For I do not do what I want, but do the very 

thing I hate.   

 
 Now before we condemn this man – Ted Haggard – keep in mind that all of us  

have something in common with him:  we all display a certain persona on the outside that 
we want everyone to see, but there is a side to all of us that few, if anybody else, really 
see.   
 

- 7.6% (18.2 million) persons aged 12 or older in this country  depend on or 
abuse alcohol each year3 

 
- In 2004, approximately 2 million people aged 12 or older met the criteria for 

dependence or abuse of prescription drugs4 
 

- 10% of all adults admit to an addiction to internet pornography.5  (And those 
are just the ones brave enough to admit it.)  Somebody’s watching it.  And 

                                                 
2 Sparks, Lee.  “Public Perfection, Private Despair,” Rev! Magazine, January/February 2007, page 45. 
3From the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service’s 
Administration's 2005 National Survey on Drug Use & Health 
http://www.drugabusestatistics.samhsa.gov/2k6/alcDepend/alcDepend.cfm 
4 Ibid. http://www.drugabusestatistics.samhsa.gov/prescription/Ch6.htm   
5According to National Research Council Report, 2002.  http://www.safefamilies.org/sfStats.php 
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paying for it.  The total U.S. revenue in the internet porn business in 2005 was 
$12.6 billion.6    

 
- In a 2000 Christianity Today survey, 33% of all clergy admitted to having 

visited a sexually explicit web site in the past year, and of those 53% admitted 
to visiting such sites “a few times.”  18% admitted to visiting such sites 
between a couple times a month to more than once a week.7 

 
- 2.5 million adults in America are pathological gamblers and another 3 million 

Americans are considered problem gamblers8 
 
 
Most of us struggle with some form of impulsive – if not addictive –  behavior that we 
cannot control:  eating, spending, gossiping, exercising, dieting.  Working. 
Maybe we are hot-tempered.  Maybe we are grossly impatient.  Maybe we are greedy. 
 
 By virtue of our basic sinfulness – and this is a Biblical principle – we are unable 
to control ourselves on our own all the time.  And so . . . 
 
Not one of us here does not have something in our lives that we would be ashamed about 
if everyone knew.  We have weaknesses, neuroses, demons, and dark sides. 
 
 And so when we come into this lovely space, perhaps giving the appearance that 
we have everything all together, that we are on top of our game, no wonder people say 
that church-goers are hypocrites.   
 

It’s as if we’ve forgotten that we are here because we do not have everything 
together.  We might appear to be on top of our game, but we know the truth.  And here 
we acknowledge that God knows the truth. 

 
But we have come to find strength in the power of God and support in the 

company of other sinners, other slaves of Washington. 
That’s what we are, if we are honest. 
 
 If we have nothing to confess, if we have nothing to change . . . 

 If we nothing that holds us captive beyond the law of God . . . 

 If there is nothing from which we need to be rescued . . . 

 If there is nothing that’s killing us inside . . . 

 If there is nothing we can’t manage ourselves, thank you very much… 

 
. . . then there is no reason for us to be here this morning.   
 

                                                 
6According to Adult Video News,  http://www.safefamilies.org/sfStats.php 
7 http://www.safefamilies.org/sfStats.php 
8 http://www.clearleadinc.com/site/gambling-addiction.html 
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Jesus came to save sinners, not to coddle Pharisees.   

 
Now having said all this, remember that most 12-Step Groups are “anonymous 

groups.”  Most of us are not going to stand up on the street corner  and say, “Hi, I’m Jan 
and I’m an alcoholic, crack addict, out-of-control spender, slave to internet gambling.”   

 
Paul wrote this letter to the Romans – spilling his guts – to people he had never 

met.  He had not yet been to Rome when he sent this letter to them.  But maybe it was 
easier to admit his weakness in a letter.   

 
Ted Haggard had no choice; he had been fired.  But don’t you think that it was 

easier to have his confession read from a letter than it would have been for him to stand 
in front of that whole congregation and say, “I am a deceiver and a liar”? 

 
////// 

 
I am more likely to share my struggles and my sins with a small cadre of people 

who will sponsor me and support me and pray for me.  My friends, this is the church – 
or at least what the church is supposed to be.   If you can find a small circle of people 
with whom you can be perfectly honest, who will hold you accountable and pray for you 
and cheer you on when you overcome, then you will have found The Church.   

 
We can learn a lot from AA and other 12-step groups that provide this. 
 

///// 
 

Back to the patent leather Sunday shoes of my youth:  if church to us is just about 
getting dressed up and coming to see and be seen, then we’ve missed the point.  If church 
is filled with rote rituals that mean nothing, then we’ve missed the point. 

 
But – whether we are wearing our Sunday best or ripped blue jeans – if we come 

together for this holy hour and  
 
- recognize that God is great, and  
 
- acknowledge that there are parts of our lives that require divine intervention, 

and 
 
- turn those parts over to God’s care . . . 

 
 
then perhaps something will change in us and something will change in the world.    
 
 It’s a good day to share communion with each other.  By God’s grace, we will be 
invited to come to this table and receive a symbol of God’s unparalleled love – the bread 
of life, the cup of salvation.   
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 Slaves of Washington – whatever it is that enslaves us – God can free us.  Join me 
in a time of prayer and reflection and submission to the only One who can give us lasting 
peace.   

 
Let us pray. 
Holy Lord, we pray that self-deception would be exposed. Take these things that we 

cannot manage.  And make us whole.  Amen. 

 

  
 
 
  
 
 
  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


