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The words of this book's title are said aloud every day by thousands of people meeting together
to help each other recover from addictions. The addictions may be to alcohol or cocaine,
gambling or food, violence or sex and love, but the path to recovery is the same. This is a book
of plain-spoken wisdom for people with addictions and people who love them. Joe McQ has
been a student of the Twelve Steps for twenty-eight years. He, like tens of thousands of others,
lives them every day, one day at a time. In The Steps We Took, Joe takes us through them, one
Step at a time, and helps us understand how they work―and how they can change our lives.
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you remember when you were new in the program and getting insights?” He looked at me
quizzically and said, “Oh, I’m still getting insights.”Although Joe has been a student of the Steps
for close to 28 years, he would be quick to emphasize that he is still growing in their principles.
But during these 28 years, Joe has become more and more a teacher of the Steps.Working with
individuals and with groups, he has shared his “experience, strength, and hope” with thousands
and thousands of people through telling his story, through Step talks, through Big Book study
and Big Book study tapes, through the treatment facility he has run for 20 years. In his text and
materials for counselor/client use in treatment settings, he has taught others how to teach the
program. Though he would not say it of himself, Joe has become a master teacher of these



principles. Most important, like all good teachers, he practices the principles he teaches.Joe has
a wealth of insight and experience to share; he has been willing to share both. He is tireless in
doing so, traveling almost every weekend to places near and far, all over the world. Many people
have heard him in person or on tape. We hope this book will help more people “hear”
him.Whether or not you have heard Joe, we do hope you will “hear” him in these pages. The
book came about by our taping a series of talks with Joe in our home. He came over, week after
week, visited with our daughter (and her cats, one of whom he dubbed the “serenity cat”), sat in
a rocking chair with a cup of decaf at his side, and talked. We listened, talked back, and asked
questions. We all three laughed a good bit and generally enjoyed ourselves.In going from the
tapes to what you see on the page, we have tried to keep Joe’s voice and his presence. We have
done some rearranging and revising and a little adding, but most of what is here is straight from
Joe.We have been blessed in having this opportunity to work with Joe, and it is in that spirit—the
spirit of blessing—that we offer this work to you. We pray that God may go before this book, be in
it, and use it to bring you to greater freedom and wholeness.Sally C. & Huey C.Little Rock,
ArkansasFebruary 1990IntroductionMany people consider the Twelve Steps one of the greatest
miracles of the twentieth century. You know, the Big Book, Alcoholics Anonymous, is now written
in eighteen different languages. There’s no telling how many lives have been touched by
Alcoholics Anonymous and the essence of Alcoholics Anonymous—the Twelve Steps.When
God created the world and everything in it, He created it with a set of principles that wouldn’t
change, principles that govern everything including human life. During the course of history, our
Creator has many times reminded us of these principles. They have been handed down through
every great religion—Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Judaism, Hinduism. All of them, even the
lesser known religions of the peoples that we consider more “primitive,” have had these
principles revealed to them.In 1935, with the creation of Alcoholics Anonymous, these principles
were given to people again. This time they were given to a group of alcoholics with the aid of
some people (The Oxford Groups) who were trying to revive first century Christianity. These
recovering alcoholics, with divine guidance, boiled down the principles of living into twelve
simple Steps. The Steps were clear and uncluttered with any theology. They worked for forty
people through a word-of-mouth program. Once these simple Steps were written down, they
spread around the world, and through them millions of people have been able to recover from
alcoholism.Then people with other addictions began to use them in their lives. I have read that
there are 160 different groups in which people are helping each other by working these Steps.
There are certainly more people being helped by the Steps than by more conventional,
professional therapy. In fact, any problem we see in our lives can be healed with the Steps. The
problems we see are usually symptoms, and the Twelve Steps address the underlying causes of
our problems.The exciting thing about the Twelve Steps is that they teach us how to live. Once
we know the design of living and the principles of living a successful life, we find that we not only
get over the problems we see, but we avoid many other problems we would have had. To me,
the miracle is that all this was boiled down into twelve simple Steps which anybody can apply.My



idea in this book is to talk about these Steps, about how they are the principles of living, the
steadfast and never-changing universal laws undoubtedly established by something beyond
man. These principles that apply to human behavior are as dependable as the principles that
govern physics. Sometimes we might imagine that just once water wouldn’t freeze at 32
degrees, but no matter where we are, it always does. When God made water He made a
governing principle, and that principle is dependable because it is unchanging. The same is true
of the principles that govern human behavior. If we understand the principles which God has
made to govern our lives, we can accomplish more and live better lives. Yet most of us know
more about the principles that govern nature than we do about the principles that govern our
own lives!There are few people in our society who seem able or willing to teach us the principles.
I think the family and the church and all the institutions that could be teaching the principles
stopped many years ago, and started making rules. It’s easier to give rules than it is to teach
principles. But when you don’t know the principles, you usually can’t help but break the rules,
sometimes all the rules. If you have the principles, you don’t really need rules. That’s what is
great about the Twelve Steps. They aren’t rules. The Twelve Steps don’t have “don’ts”; they have
“dos.” That’s what principles are: guidelines for what to do. The Twelve Steps are principles to
live by.It comes down basically to surrender. The Twelve Steps teach us that successful living is
being in harmony with God and our fellow man. It is putting ourselves to maximum service of
God and our fellow man. The reward is simple: it’s harmony...it’s happiness...it’s contentment.Joe
McQ.Little Rock, ArkansasFebruary 1990The Twelve StepsHere are the steps we took, which
are suggested as a program of recovery.1. We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—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.4. Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.5.
Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.6.
Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.7. Humbly asked Him to
remove our shortcomings.8. Made a list of all the people we had harmed, and became willing to
make amends to them all.9. Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except
when to do so would injure them or others.10. Continued to take personal inventory and when
we were wrong promptly admitted it.11. Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our
conscious contact with God as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us
and the power to carry that out.12. Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these
Steps, we tried to carry this message to alcoholics, and to practice these principles in all our
affairs.Alcoholics Anonymous, 3d edition,New York: Alcoholics AnonymousWorld Services, Inc.,
1976, pp. 59-60.The Twelve Steps are reprinted with permission of Alcoholics Anonymous World
Services, Inc. Adaptations of this material throughout the book are done with permission.Neither
the author nor the editors of The Steps We Took are speaking for Alcoholics Anonymous, or for
any group thereof, or for any other Twelve-Step group.What is the Problem?We can become so
caught up in a problem that all we can see to do is to try harder—try to get the wrong method to



bring the right results by doing it harder!...Step 1 tells us we’d better stop and name the problem,
and become willing to admit defeat before we rush in to fix things.Step 1: We admitted we were
powerless over..., that our lives had become unmanageable.The truth is that many of the
problems we have in life we can’t fix. We are powerless over a whole lot of things. Step 1 is about
being powerless, about not being able to fix everything. It’s simple: sometimes we have to say, “I
can’t fix it.”Throughout our lives, we find ourselves powerless in certain situations. For example,
we are powerless over other people. A lot of us are like the guy who doesn’t realize that he is
powerless over his co-workers. He goes to work day after day, year after year, trying to change
them. This foolishness may go on for twenty-five years, or he may lose his job because of it—but
he goes there eight hours a day trying to straighten those people out. If he would admit that he is
powerless, the situation might get better. If he admitted his powerlessness over other people, his
situation might get better on its own.It was insanity for me that I tried for sixteen years in every
way I could to drink normally. All I had to do was admit that I couldn’t do it. What is this insanity,
what is this drive within us that makes us want to try to do what we cannot—whether it’s drinking
or using or controlling others?One thing that makes us “insane” is self— especially self-will and
self-reliance. It doesn’t seem to matter what race or even what gender we are, we humans are
often the victims of “macho” thinking, that is, self-reliance. I think Jesus may have been teaching
the principle of the first Step when He said, “Deny thyself.” He meant, “Give up on yourself as the
answer. Give up on self-reliance.”Let me use an example. My wife used to save her Green
Stamps until she could get the premiums from the Green Stamp store. It never failed—
everything she brought home had to be put together. Now, these things always came with clear
instructions (principles) telling you step-by-step how to put whatever it was together. They would
be ABC instructions, so simple they would insult a person of my intelligence. And it never failed
that I would throw them in the garbage can and proceed to do it my way. After a while, I would be
mad and frustrated trying to do it on my own and without the instructions. As soon as I’d see my
wife looking the other way, I’d dig the instructions out of the egg shells and coffee grounds and
lower myself to follow the principles until I got the thing put together.When I’m trying to put
something together, I may be trying to drive a tapered peg into a hole wrong end first. I keep
hammering and hammering, but the thing won’t go. I drive and force and maybe I’ll finally look at
the peg and say, “This peg won’t go that way.” Then I’ll turn it around. But I can’t turn it around
until I admit that I’ve been trying to do it the wrong way.Of course, as long as I persist in taking
wrong actions, I’m going to get wrong results. (Or as Ernie Larsen puts it, “If nothing changes,
nothing changes.”) I have to admit that I was doing it wrong and turn the peg around before I can
accomplish what I want to. As long as your mind tells you that’s the way it goes, you can’t do
anything else. Somebody can be standing beside you saying, “Hey, turn that around!” but you
can’t do differently. We can get so caught up in a problem that all we can see to do is to try harder
—try to get the wrong method to bring the right results by doing it harder!And we do this, we
persist, because we want to be in control and self-reliant. We don’t want to admit defeat.We
humans are not meant to depend on our individual selves; we are meant to rely on each other.



God didn’t intend for us to be self-reliant; we are designed, as our principles spell out, to rely on
each other. And we are designed to rely on God. We want to be self-propelled, but we can’t be.
Human beings surely aren’t capable of operating without energy from God and from each other.
In Step 1, we give up on being self-propelled, self-directed, and self-reliant.Another part of our
“insanity” is our blindness to reality. The story is told of a guy who had two horses. It worried him
that he couldn’t tell them apart. So finally he cropped one’s tail, and he said that worked for a
while but the tail grew back. Then he thought he would mark one horse’s hooves with chalk, and
that worked for a while—until the horse walked through some water. Finally, his son got a letter
from him saying, “Well, son, I’ve finally figured out how to tell those two horses apart: I’ve
discovered that the white one is four inches taller than the black one.” Sometimes we are so
blinded by a problem that we can’t even begin to see the truth. We can’t imagine any alternative
to the ways we’ve been unsuccessfully trying to solve our problem.Once we give up on a
problem—any problem—and realize we are powerless over it, then we can make changes in
ourselves. But we can’t make any changes in ourselves until we see that we are powerless. This
is really the key. Until we realize we are powerless over the situation, whatever it is, we can’t
begin to believe, we can’t see the need to make new decisions or to make changes. We can’t
see any possibility of making new decisions or changes in our lives.Admitting our powerlessness
is how we accept that we do have a problem and begin to discover what the problem is. In some
cases we are going to find out that there is a better action to take, that we have been doing it the
wrong way. In some cases we may discover there is nothing we can do—we are powerless over
the situation. (Sometimes this is really hard; if our child or our spouse is having a problem, it is
very hard to admit or accept that we can’t fix it.) In either case—whether we take a better action
or admit that there is nothing we can do—we are on the road to recovery.The process of Step 1,
then, is twofold: to name the problem and to admit defeat. Even when we are just willing to say,
“It doesn’t fit that way, but I can turn it around,” even that simple statement is admitting defeat.If
we humans could just realize that we are only on this earth a very short period of time. In the
expanse of time, we are just an insignificant little dot. We pick up an insignificant amount of
information and get a little bit of education, but there is no way that in such a short period of time
we are going to pick up enough information to run our lives. It wasn’t in God’s plan. He didn’t
create us that way. He didn’t give us the equipment for that. If you could take all the knowledge in
all the minds in all the earth and put it in one brain, you still wouldn’t have a significant
percentage of the knowledge possible in the world. That super brain still would hardly know
anything. It would be an enormous relief if we would realize this.This is not to say we should not
educate ourselves or learn as much as we can, but we have to realize that we will never be
everything or know everything. When we realize our powerlessness, we can seek a source of
Power.Sometimes the answer to our problem lies in the little bit of knowledge we do have, so we
go ahead and use it. But often we run into problems completely baffling to us, and then we must
admit our powerlessness and turn to a Higher Power for assistance.We need to get this straight:
we have the Power. We have access to the Power to solve any problem—I mean any problem—



in our lives.If we go back to the Serenity Prayer...God, grant me the serenityto accept the things I
cannot changecourage to change the things I canand wisdom to know the difference...we can
put every problem on one side or the other: a situation can either be accepted or it can be
changed. If we are powerless over it, we have to first accept it—then we can do something about
it. But if we have a situation that we need to change and we are trying to accept it, we are just
making it worse.The greatest truth in the Serenity Prayer is “Grant me...wisdom to know the
difference,” to know which side to put it on. We need to realize that on our own, we don’t even
have that. We don’t even know whether to accept things or change things, so we ask Him for the
wisdom to know which is which. I’ve spent a lot of my life trying to change things I should have
been accepting, and trying to accept things I could have changed—but was too stubborn to ask
for help with!Some way or other, all of us who are in the recovery process were given the
wisdom to take that very first Step 1; that’s what separates us from those who are still out there
suffering. We surely weren’t capable of doing it ourselves. We accepted the fact that we couldn’t
change without help, and we asked for the help. Likewise, some of us try for years to change a
behavior, to try to become “normal” in some area, but we can’t change. We give up, and accept
the fact that we are not normal in this regard, and the behavior changes immediately.We need to
recall that God’s will never enters where self-will dominates. As long as we insist on having our
own will, there is no knowledge or concept of God’s will. That’s all the admission of
powerlessness is. It is a shutting-off of self-will in a particular area.Surrender usually means
admitting we are powerless over “this thing.” Of course, it is very hard for us to do this.
Alcoholics, for example, must say, “I’m powerless over alcohol.” Al-Anons and ACOAs (adult
children of alcoholics) say, “I am powerless over people, places, and things.” And you know all of
us could say, “I’m powerless over that obnoxious person at work” or “over the carburetor on my
car.” We have to surrender all these things to God, and we have to let go of outcomes.A lot of
people see surrender as a weakness, but those of us who have had some experience with
surrender know that it is the way we get true strength. All the people who are remembered as
successful military commanders, for example, had one thing in common: they knew how to
surrender or retreat. Custer didn’t, MacArthur did.We’ve got to learn the value of saying “I don’t
know” or “I made a mistake” or “what I’ve been trying doesn’t work.” People talk about surrender
as if it were a very painful experience, and I guess it is painful at first, but we don’t want to throw
that tool away after we have used it on alcohol or another addiction. It is a powerful and useful
tool we can use every day in our lives. For example, you know that if you’re trying to reason with
another human being who doesn’t want to hear your reasoning, you are in an impossible
situation. If you can surrender and admit you are powerless, probably in the long run something
is going to bring that person to see the truth.Although conventional wisdom says that to admit
defeat is some kind of failure, it certainly isn’t. In fact, it opens the door to success. What we are
talking about here, with these principles called the Twelve Steps, is unconventional wisdom.For
example, to illustrate the necessity of giving up, I often ask people the question, “What is the first
thing you have to do if you want to get a new car?” Usually they’ll say something like “go to the



bank” or “go pick one out.” I say, “No, it isn’t. The first thing you have to do is give up on the old
one.”Step 1 opens the door to Step 2. I like to use the parable of the prodigal son (Luke
15:11-32) to illustrate this Step. The prodigal son let self-will run the show. He had an inheritance
coming so he said, “Give me mine.” And he went out and spent his money on wine, women, and
song, and then he got into trouble. He was down there eating the husks off the corn with the
hogs, but he was telling himself, “This ain’t so bad. My ship will probably come in next week or
things will get better somehow.” But somehow he was given a moment of truth, no doubt from a
Power greater than himself, and he became able to see reality. He said to himself, “Look, I’m in
the hog pen.” There was probably some other guy standing nearby who said, “Hell, man, you’ve
been down there six months.” But he didn’t know he was down there until he had a moment of
reality. As soon as he did he said, “The servants at my father’s house are eating better than I am.”
As soon as he had this moment of reality, as soon as he was able to see the truth, he was able to
make a decision to give up his self-will. He went back to his father and everything was restored
to him. But he could easily have stayed there and died without that moment of truth, of
insight.One of the things we can’t see when we are blocked off from reality is that whatever our
problem is, millions of people before us have solved the same problem! The first Step is really
much like the first verse of the Beatitudes: “Blessed are the poor in spirit”...those who can admit
they are powerless and need the help of God and other people...“for theirs is the kingdom of
heaven.” (Matthew 5:3)If we want something fixed “this way,” we are only going to see it “this
way.” We won’t see the other possibilities. When the opportunity to fix the thing another way
comes open, we won’t recognize it. In other words, when we tell God how we want something
fixed, we really haven’t given up or turned the problem over at all.Often the solutions to problems
are beyond our imagination. Everything in my life—my work, who I am, everything—has been
built on what I thought was the worst thing in my life: my alcoholism. When I surrendered to that,
my life changed in ways that I could never have imagined.This Step, the first Step, has to be
taken one hundred percent. All the others can be done imperfectly at first and the program will
still work, but the first Step has to be taken one hundred percent. It’s like damming up water: if
you dam it up ninety-nine percent, the dam will break. But if the water is dammed up one
hundred percent, it will be forced to seek another way out.The first Step is about surrender, the
surrender involved in facing the truth. Father John Doe says that Step 1 is the only non-spiritual
Step. We have to make it alone. But I believe the ability to make it is a grace because there are
too many people who die without ever making it. It’s about finally facing the truth of a situation.
The Bible says, “...ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.” (John 8:32) In Step
1 we are just about to begin getting free.There is a Solution Beyond OurselvesThis is what sanity
is: the ability to see the truth. And if we can see the truth, then we will be free from the
problem.Step 2: Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to
sanity.Once we see that we can’t handle a problem ourselves, a whole new set of possibilities
opens up. Then we can look at avenues beyond ourselves. We don’t have access to those
possibilities as long as we are trying to solve everything within ourselves.So the second principle



is the solution, which we can come to after we surrender. As we have said, surrendering means
saying that something is beyond our control. Surrendering puts us in a position for a different
alternative.Step 2 means we can now look for a solution. Sometimes our solution is beyond
ourselves. Let’s use the example of a car again: something may go wrong with the car and we
may try to figure out what is wrong with it. We may say, “Oh, it’s just the gas,” or “It’s just the road.”
But we can’t do anything about it—and this kind of behavior is sometimes just a form of denial—
until we either fix it or admit that it is beyond our ability to fix and turn it over to someone who can
fix it. We have to first believe that there is an answer and then believe that we can have access to
the answer.Believing is the state of mind we must have before we can begin any project. It is an
individual force that we all have. Believing defines the limits of our lives. We can’t get any more
education than we believe we can; we can’t make any more money than we believe we
can.Belief is an awesome force. Everybody has it, but what matters is how we use it and apply it
in our lives. A few years ago, I went out to the Black Hills in South Dakota to Mount Rushmore. I
looked at that incredible carving of those four presidents in that gigantic mountain, and I
wondered how the sculptor, Gutzon Borglum, ever came to believe he could do a difficult thing
like that. It’s the same with the Wright Brothers and Christopher Columbus as with Gutzon
Borglum.I always say that believing is an eternal force, a lighthouse that stays on all the time.
There is no way to turn it off; so if we don’t use it for ourselves, then we have to use it against
ourselves. For example, there are people down on their luck who have had to apply to the state
for a little assistance. But instead of recovering, they sit there feeling sorry for themselves and
come to believe that the little amount of money the state gives them each month is all they are
worth. They sit there and gripe and complain, and they develop this state of mind, this belief. The
result, of course, is that their self-esteem is eroded.Believing is a choice. Believing is a tentative
place. It’s a place to begin, even without convictions. I think the greatest difficulty we have with
believing is that we want something with more certainty to start with; we want more assurance.
We expect faith before we start, but believing comes first. It is not faith at the beginning; it’s
speculation or suspicion, and that’s really all you can expect right then, because believing is the
beginning point.
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Darkvette, “Very Helpful with Step Work. My sponsor encouraged me to get this book, and all I
can say is wow! Joe McQ lays out all the steps is in a very understandable way. Though he
does make mention of God, it's not overpowering, but is done in such a way that it makes you
desire to find a Higher Power of your own understanding. He constantly references the Big Book
of AA, but no matter what 12-step program you're in, you will find this book helpful in working
your steps. Even though my chosen program is Adult Children of Alcoholics/Dysfunctional
Families, this book helped me to understand each step in depth, and how to break it down so it
was easier to get through. Each chapter builds off of the last, and he words it so that each step
builds off of the last. So whether it's for yourself, a friend, or a sponsee, this book easily breaks
down the steps to help you walk through them. Overall, it's a great book, and a must have, for
any 12-stepper.”

jennifer james, “The How-To for the Steps. If the Big Book is harder to understand, the 12&12
help a lot, but I've found this book really puts them both into perfect perspective.”

CMelton, “This is an excellent guide to working the 12 steps of Alcoholic Anonymous. This is an
excellent guide to working the 12 steps of Alcoholic Anonymous. The author is well known for
the outstanding Big Book Studies he did along with a fellow AA member, Charlie. I give a copy
of this book to all individuals I sponsor, as well as other friends in the program. When used in
conjunction with the AA Big Book, it simplifies understanding of the 12 steps. The book's author
is a long time member of AA and has experienced working the steps first hand. I would highly
recommend this book to anyone who is beginning a journey of recovery!”

Dave Howard, “Joe McQ. breaks down the Big Book like an expositional teacher. I've worked the
steps all the way through with different sponsors and sponsees. This is a great companion guide
to the Big Book because it uses the same expositional style as Joe and Charlie's Big Book
Study workshops.Perfect for anyone who finds the A.A. Text hard to understand due to the
language and style of the 1930s. Joe McQ. gets inside the Big Book and extracts deeper
meaning and builds a modern set of glasses through which to see the steps and how to "work"
them. I recommend this for small groups to use as a study guide. I use it with my sponsees and
they all appreciate it as another valuable tool for their recovery toolbox.Dave H. 03/05/1995”

Tim Brown, “Explains in detail - spiritual awakening. Good addition to the road to recovery. Goes
hand in hand with the Big Book and the 12 & 12 book. Easy to read and has some good (but
maybe to analytical - my opinion) work sheets. Although I did use them as a guideline for step 4
and step 5.  I'd recommend it for another source of great books on recovery”

A. Tuttle, “and this book is a great "tool in my tool box". The author is "Joe", from "The Joe and



Charlie Tapes", a popular series of lectures on the principles of the 12 Steps of Alcoholics
Anonymous. Although there is nothing ground breaking or new when compared to the tapes, the
information is solid and well presented. I think that getting the same information in different ways
helps the information to 'sink in', and this book is a great "tool in my tool box".P.S. If you don't
have "The Joe and Charlie Tapes" on your device, get it. Free and low cost apps are available;
you can probably find it as a free download as well.”

caribsalvage, “Good to have around. Helps a lot if you are doing the steps again by yourself or to
read shorter passages as needed”

Fenton, “Best 12 step book around to accompany the big book.. This book puts what was written
in the big book into layman's terms. It makes the struggles and triumphs of recovery all the more
enjoyable. Happy working...”

kirk, “Thank you. It was great to draw on someone elses' journey toward self acceptance and
recovery from alcoholism.A fascinating book for anyone in recovery.k”

alig123, “good book. Excellent book for people in recovery, well explained and easy to read.
Would certainly recommend to friends and family. Great”

Jim W.-, “Very good book. Many good points in this book. Good to find inspiration in. Forms for
the respective steps are very good. JW.-”

The book by Joe McQ has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 988 people have provided feedback.
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