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TRIED TO CARRY THIS MESSAGE 

Step Twelve A 
Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, 

we tried to carry this message to alcoholics [sinners], 
and to practice these principles in all our affairs. 

 

 It is not a rule, but many step meetings find it helpful to treat 
the Twelfth Step in two meetings rather than one. The stories and 
experiences we need to share about “tried to carry the message” are 
more than enough material to occupy one evening. Likewise, sharing 
about “practice these principles in all our affairs” is adequate agenda 
for a whole meeting. I have chosen to follow that split agenda in these 
sermons. 

 We can start to feel the fullness now. It seems perfectly logical 
that people who have discovered a way out: a release and a healing 
from something that was ruining them, destroying their lives, literally 
killing them – that is, people who have found a way of recovery – would 
tell others caught in the same maelstrom. 

 Of course, nothing is as easy as it looks from the outside. People 
who are overweight should just stop eating too much. Why this national 
falderal? Why always make a big deal out of everything? Just decide to 
stop eating too much and get back to a normal weight. 

 Why make a big deal about greed? Everybody should just stop 
wanting more than their share, and the world would be a lovely place. 
What’s so complicated? Just decide to stop being greedy, and get back 
to a normal level of selfish desire. 

 Or why all the fuss about critical, judgmental people who make life 
so miserable for others? Why don’t they just stop being judgmental and 
learn to love their neighbors? Just decide – make a decision and be done 
with it. 
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 Can you imagine Mark Antony actually losing an empire for 
Cleopatra, or King David going through such torments for Bathsheba? 
How could any sane human jeopardize reputation or peace or the 
security of children for a few minutes of pleasurable twitching? Why 
don’t all humans simply decide never to be that stupid? 

 Nothing is as easy as it looks from the outside looking in. Beneath 
the surface of our “simple” problems, there are oceans of fear and anger 
and pride and loneliness. Making human resolutions against the tides 
of such oceans is truly like the proverbial spitwad in hell – the resulting 
ash never even reaches the first flame. Sometimes, of course, we do 
make important decisions and stay committed to them. But we are most 
proud of ourselves when we are comparing our puddles to someone else’s 
ocean. 

 Nothing is as easy as it looks from the outside. It takes a spiritual 
transformation to break us out of any of our deadly patterns. We can 
switch from one deadly pattern to another relatively easily – from sex 
to greed, from alcohol to drugs, from smoking to overeating, from fear to 
anger. The celebrations are wonderful and the congratulations heart-
warming, but it only takes a few months to discover that the frying pan 
is little improvement over the fire. 

 It takes a transformation to free us because staying natural 
(of nature), and trusting ourselves, merely switches us from one prison 
to another. It requires a Higher Power. From our side, it requires a con-
version, followed by a new WAY of Life. For that very reason, carrying 
a message of such magnitude is terribly important. For that very reason, 
carrying a message of such magnitude will encounter endless opposition, 
especially from the very people it is trying to reach. 

 It seems perfectly logical that those who have found a way of 
release would tell others about it. The official word in Christendom is 
“evangelism.” An angel is a messenger (of God). An evangelist is one who 
carries a message (from God). Every recovering alcoholic knows and be-
lieves he or she is supposed to be finding ways to work the Twelfth Step: 
carrying the message to other alcoholics who still suffer. But it is highly 
amusing to me that so many recovering alcoholics have such scorn for 
the word “evangelism” and for the church’s attempts at evangelism, when 
they themselves are evangelists and take their own Twelfth-Step principle 
straight from the Christian church. If you do not carry the message, you 
lose the message yourself. If, having found grace for yourself, you do not 
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carry word of it to others, that grace will soon shrivel in your own life. 
Bill W. himself couldn’t stay sober until he started carrying the message 
to others. Desperate to stay sober and desperate for a drink, he stumbled 
into the principle of evangelism, and it literally saved his life – and 
started AA. I’m not talking about the fringes or a “Sunset Step” – a nice 
touch after the drama is over. Evangelism is the heart and core of the 
Program, either AA or church. It works with all kinds of sin, and it is the 
only thing that works with most of them. Carry the message until it 
sinks in. Teach it if you want to learn it. 

 I do not find it amusing that so many modern-day Christians have 
deleted evangelism from their understanding of discipleship. Nor do I 
find it amusing that half the members of this church have never made a 
conscientious effort to bring one single human being into the pilgrimage 
and fellowship of this church. You may think this sounds like a scold. 
If so, you must suppose I have no understanding of the things I just said. 

 It is a sorrow to me that, even in a church as intentional and faith-
ful as this one tries to be, so many have experienced such faint grace in 
their own lives – have had such small experience of release – that they 
have no message to carry with confidence and enthusiasm. It is rare for 
a person who experiences the grace and love of God – the freedom of the 
new Life – to then keep quiet about it. The problem of evangelism is not 
that we have the message and refuse to carry it. The problem is that we 
do not have the message, and we cannot carry what we do not have. 

 So it is not a scold or a complaint at you. Some among us do carry 
the message with joy and delight, simply because God has done so very 
much in our lives. It is still a sorrow to me that anyone could participate 
here for very long – be part of the worship and fellowship and study and 
prayer – and not find enough of the transforming power of the Holy Spirit 
to turn them into enthusiastic messengers. Some of you still have no 
Twelfth Step in your Christian Program. That can only mean you have not 
had a spiritual awakening as a result of living the Life we claim to live 
around here. Is this because you pay only lip service to the principles we 
claim here? Is it because the principles we claim don’t work like we have 
said they would? Is it because you come for different reasons and get 
what you want, but that you don’t want the spiritual transformation? 
I don’t know the answers to these or all the other related questions. I am 
simply saying that for me it is a great sadness. 
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 This church – marvelous as it is, and more satisfying as a spiritual 
fellowship than any other I have ever served – is still a mere shadow of 
what a fully inspired and thankful Christian community would be like. 
Most of us still do not pray every day, not in a way that turns our lives 
over to the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Most of us do not study the 
Scriptures each day with a similar intention. Most of us do not tithe. 
Most of us do not put our identity as followers of Jesus among the top 
ten priorities in our lives (tithing time or conversation). Most of us do not 
work to increase our love for more and more members of this fellowship. 
I guess it stands to reason that as a body, we work a very weak Twelfth 
Step. Few of us take to heart the phrase we say together each Sunday 
morning: “We hope that our faith and love and discipline will increase 
until it flows beyond our fellowship and becomes a blessing to others.” 
We are conscientious people and we try to be nice, but we are still a long 
way from home. There is evangelism going on in and from this church, 
but to say it is at half-mast would be a compliment beyond our deserving. 

 I love you. I think you are wonderful. I know something of the 
problems and challenges many of you face. I see constant evidence of 
your caring for one another, and even for me. It’s close, so close, to break-
ing loose some days that I can almost taste and smell it. But there is also 
the rebellion and resistance: I have a right to my own life; I don’t need to 
get sober; I do enough already (you probably do too much and that’s the 
problem); let somebody else carry it for a while; I can’t afford any new 
changes in my lifestyle right now. 

 If we do not let God in, we are going to lose it. And this is only half 
the sorrow. There are people out there who have no spiritual family; who 
don’t know that one like this exists; who don’t realize that sin (alienation) 
is a disease of denial which infects the whole world. If you have any 
release and recovery from it yourself, can you possibly stand by and 
carry no message to those who still suffer? Don’t you know that lonely 
hurts? And money can’t fix it? Don’t you remember how fear paralyzes 
things on the inside that don’t show for a while on the outside? Don’t you 
realize that it’s a terrible thing to have no guiding purpose for your life – 
nothing to live for beyond yourself or the people you know? Don’t you 
know that Satan loves to charm and hypnotize us with trinkets and 
baubles, so that we spend our whole lives on outward trivia? Trivial 
Pursuit is not just a game; for many in our time, it is a way of life. 
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 There are thousands of ways to carry the message. There is no need 
for us to get into one of those conversations about how we don’t like 
the way some other people have tried to evangelize. As Scripture says, 
Who are you to judge somebody else’s servant? (Romans 14:4) There 
are thousands of ways to carry the message. You can sit in Twelve-Step 
meetings and just shake your head in amazement at the endless array 
of avenues and coincidences and approaches the Spirit uses to spread 
the message through those who are serious about carrying it. If you are 
bold enough to follow the impulse when it comes, the Spirit will use and 
abuse you too. No doubt about it. 

 So the step reads: Tried to carry this message. Often the word 
“tried” is seen today as a big excuse – a secret decision to fail before we 
get started. In this case, it is a humble reminder of spiritual reality: 
The message is alive and has a life of its own. The message belongs to 
God, and carrying it doesn’t give us any rights or privileges – only joy. 
We try to carry the message, yet never know when it will take. Often 
when we carry it best, speak it most eloquently, put it better than it has 
ever been put before – nothing! Nothing happens. And other times, when 
we are tired and discouraged and half our attention is on other problems, 
we awkwardly stumble into some feeble attempt to speak of the light by 
which we try to live – and like magic, the message gets through. The 
message is alive and has a life of its own. It belongs to Another, and its 
power comes from Another. That doesn’t just put us in our place; it ought 
to free us from our terribly human concerns of perfectionism and want-
ing to look good and do everything right. There is no right way. We are 
only messengers. When the message wants to reach a person or when a 
person is ready to hear it, it will get through. It has nothing to do with 
us. Our part is simply to carry it. The Twelfth Step says nothing about 
what will happen as a result. The results are not in our hands. 

 Tried to carry this message. Some of you cannot or will not hear 
the step. You insist on rewriting it. Your eyes make it read: carry this 
message well, or carry this message successfully, or carry this message 
poetically or in deathless prose, or carry this message in a way that 
made me famous, or carry this message in a way that made everybody 
love me. And on and on. If we just leave it like it is, it will be fine: Tried to 
carry this message. Let the Author of the message stay in charge of the 
results. 
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 There are some things, in my opinion of course, that the church 
knows far more about than AA. That’s only logical; the church has been 
around longer. It knows more about prayer. It has incredible resources 
of tradition and Scripture to frame and comprehend the principles that 
AA has gleaned from it. It has the story of Jesus and the Holy Spirit, 
and it names and thanks the Power that makes it all work. It has the 
experience of trying to survive and maintain fellowship in a harsh world 
over thousands of years in endlessly different circumstances. It also has 
had time to make a lot more mistakes. 

 But AA, in my opinion, has some traditions and understandings 
that keep it out of some of the traps the church keeps falling into. 
The church, for instance, thinks it has to have an opinion on everything 
(the right opinion, we might add). Ask the church a question, it will give 
you an answer – no matter how foolish or irrelevant the question. It’s like 
a compulsion. AA has Twelve Traditions as well as Twelve Steps. The 
Tenth Tradition reads: “Alcoholics Anonymous has no opinion on out-
side issues; hence the AA name ought never to be drawn into public 
controversy.” How chicken – and how effective. AA doesn’t want to fight 
every battle. It has respect for the breadth of life. It knows what its own 
purpose is, and intends to stick to it. How refreshing. I came for the lost 
sheep of the House of Israel, said Jesus. (Matthew 15:24) 

 One of the things AA seems to know that the church has forgotten 
is that you cannot recover for somebody else. Recovering alcoholics 
remember their drinking days. They remember what they themselves 
were like. They know that no power on earth could have helped them 
until they admitted their own powerlessness. So they have sayings like, 
“Carry the message; don’t carry the alcoholic.” Seasoned Twelve-Steppers 
operate in a way that would seem downright cruel to many church 
members. They do not offer a lot of help until they start seeing some 
response – some desire to work a program. Helping an alcoholic while he 
is still drinking is helping a person who intends to go on drinking. It is 
futile. It is called “enabling.” It cooperates with the disease and encourages 
the disease to go on longer and get worse. 

 The church in our time majors in enabling. Any suggestion of a life-
style change on the part of those we try to help is greeted with hoots and 
derision, charges of prejudice and inhumanity, and accusations of being 
judgmental, lacking love, and being unchristian. “Who are you to claim 
that your lifestyle is superior – blah blah blah.” Do you know what would 
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happen if somebody pulled that logic on an AA person trying to “twelve-
step” somebody? “Who are you to claim that your sobriety is a better way 
than drinking? Just give the guy some money and keep your sermons to 
yourself.” The AA person would say, “Then let him drink some more and 
see how it goes.” And he would walk off without the slightest twinge of 
conscience – not because he hasn’t been there, but precisely because he 
has. He knows it is futile to attack the outside of a problem. There are 
other people to help while this person is still managing his own life. 
Maybe later there will be another chance to help – a real one. 

 The church acts like it is afraid of its own message – like it hasn’t 
bothered to look at the very message it carries. On the one hand, it scorns 
the love of money. Yet now it would save the world with money and the 
things money can buy – while soft-pedaling its message as if Jesus 
weren’t really important anymore, or as if He were of no use to some-
body with real problems. So the church tries to substitute its concerns 
for the condition of the world – its ideas about what everybody should be 
doing to improve things – in place of conversion and spiritual disciplines 
and a new WAY of Life for anyone it comes in contact with, including 
those it tries to help. It is substituting fear for faith. We are afraid, so we 
try to save the world ourselves; we try to substitute human wisdom and 
a humanistic program for the inner transformation of the soul – and Life 
in a New Kingdom. 

 I am not talking about worldwide programs or politics. I am talking 
about you and the people you talk to and the people you try to help. 
Do you know nothing of Jesus – nothing of the New Covenant, the new 
WAY of Life He brings? Does no Holy Spirit guide your daily path? 

 If you have a spiritual awakening, you have a message to carry. 
It has changed you. It will change others who hear the message. If they 
do not like or want the message, that’s their choice. It has nothing to do 
with your message. 

 But if you tell me that this individual, pietistic approach is foolish, 
old-fashioned and ineffective in the modern world we now live in, then 
I have a question for you: Can you name a movement in our time that 
has had more impact for good in our society than AA and the Twelve-Step 
movement? I can name only one – the Christian church. 
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