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Your questions and concerns about 12 step groups are shared by many partners, family members, pastors, and some counselors. I would like to reassure you based on my own experience with the 12 steps, and years of living with an alcoholic/sex addict who used the 12 step process, and still does, though his addiction cost us our marriage this year. 

As the former wife of a recovering alcoholic & sex addict, I found my 12 step support group for partner’s of addicts to be the highlight of my week for as long as I was able to attend. Each and every meeting was a reminder of what emotional and spiritual health looks and sounds and acts like when one is married to a sex addict. Some weeks I would enter my meeting feeling totally frazzled by my fears of what my husband was, or might be doing. And every single week my cup was filled as I was reminded to embrace my powerlessness over my husband and his addiction, and to once again surrender the whole deal to God because He and He alone has the power to keep me safe and filled with peace, no matter what might happen to my marriage. While I am not currently attending a 12 step meeting, the 12 step process has become an important part of my spiritual life, and will remain so as long as I am alive. But let’s address your concerns. 

Dana, it isn't 12 step groups, or the 12 step process, that draws people into the 12 step program for years, or even for life. Rather, it is the particular addiction that an individual struggles with that creates the need for the ongoing tools and support that the 12 steps provide. Whether one struggles with sex, alcohol, cocaine, or codependency, most people find that they remain “sober” far more easily if they utilize the power of the group and of the 12 step process, which is completely based on total surrender to our all-powerful God. Yes, some people do report that God completely removes their struggle with the temptation of their addictions. Certainly God is capable of freeing us from such entrapment. However, because we are human and have sin natures, and must continue to live in a tempting world, most people find their need for support continues to motivate them to utilize resources such as the 12 step process. 

This is especially true for the sex addict for two reasons: 1) we are all sexual beings, and a sex addict cannot divorce himself from that God-given part of his nature; and 2) we live in such a sexually saturated society that even those who don’t struggle with sex addiction find they must guard their eyes and heart every time they go out in public, turn on the TV, or pass through the grocery store checkout. It is the addict’s sense of powerlessness over our tempting world, as well as his own sin nature, that causes him to reach out to the 12 step process as a way to find sobriety in the middle of our tempting world. Because the 12 steps provide a real, helpful tool through their Bible-based principles and foundations, addicts find Godly counsel and strength from utilizing them as an ongoing way to maintain their commitment to sobriety, whatever their drug of choice. Just as we wouldn't think that one shouldn't become a Christian and read the Bible because one might want to attend church and read the Bible for the rest of his or her life, so it is with the 12 steps. They are simply another spiritual tool to help the addict walk in freedom from his addiction. 

The 12 steps were actually started by a small group of Christians who used the Bible as their resource. But because they encountered so many alcoholics who, like themselves, had been outcast by the Church and were angry at Christians for it, the founders decided to maintain the Godly principles they originally found in the Bible, but to dress them in secular language so as not to cause non-Christians to be turned off by their wording. Coincidently, and comically, I think, there is a Christian organization today, called Celebrate Recovery (a great organization, by the way!) that decided to help Christians find the 12 steps more acceptable by dressing them in Christian language to keep Christians from being turned off by the wording! Interesting paradox, I think. By the way, Celebrate Recovery may be an alternative option for your husband, if a group is available where you live. 

If you live in, or near, a city, your husband might want to call the largest Evangelical churches in your area and ask if they have a Celebrate Recovery for male sex addicts. (This is a step you should not take for him—it must be his recovery, and he must own it—or you are simply acting codependently.) You may even be able to find a wives group that way! 

To answer your last question, a good 12 step group doesn't allow members to share their temptations in ways that would be sexually stimulating for the very reasons that create your concern. If such a problem ever occurred, your husband would be wise to discuss the issue with the group’s facilitator(s). Just as not all churches are healthy because they are made up of human beings, not all 12 step groups are healthy. 

I hope this helps as you evaluate what you need to feel safe loving and sharing your life with a sex addict. It is completely appropriate—and necessary—for you to need and require that your husband utilize helpful resources to maintain his sexual sobriety. And, I encourage you to consider partner’s resources for your journey as the wife of a recovering sex addict. Maintaining our sobriety over our fears and codependency can be almost as challenging for us as sexual sobriety is for them.

Page 1 of 2                                                                                                © Marsha Means, M.A., www.awomanshealingjourney.com, 2004

