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The NA Way Magazine welcomes letters from all readers. Letters to the editor can 
respond to any article that has appeared in The NA Way, or can simply be a viewpoint 
about an issue of concern in the NA Fellowship. Letters should be no more than 250 
words, and we reserve the right to edit. All letters must include a signature, valid ad-
dress, and phone number. First name and last initial will be used as the signature line 
unless the writer requests anonymity.

The NA Way Magazine, published in English, French, German, Portuguese, and 
Spanish, belongs to the members of Narcotics Anonymous. Its mission, therefore, is to 
provide each member with recovery and service information, as well as recovery-related 
entertainment, which speaks to current issues and events relevant to each of our members 
worldwide. In keeping with this mission, the editorial staff is dedicated to providing a magazine 
which is open to articles and features written by members from around the world, as well 
as providing current service and convention information. Foremost, the journal is dedicated 
to the celebration of our message of recoveryñòthat an addict, any addict, can stop using 
drugs, lose the desire to use, and find a new way to live.ó
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Going on a mission
The first thing I heard was the sound of Gregorian chants coming from my alarm 

at precisely 4:30 am. I hopped out of bed and started getting ready, knowing this was 
going to be a super-long day. I did not mind the prospect of a twenty-hour day, knowing 
that this day would be a tribute to NA and recovery, not to fear and cynicism. Freddie 
and I would do our part, and the rest was going to be left to HP.

I did my morning routine of stretching and meditation, went for a two-mile run, 
and then took a much-needed shower. By the time I got to Freddieõs place, he was all 
ready to go. Grabbing a bottle of water, a CD case loaded up with music, and a warm 
jacket, we piled into my car and hit the road. Although rain had been falling steadily, 
the traffic moved smoothly as we headed up through the Grapevine and down into 
the San Joaquin Valley.

Our conversation drifted to familiar things that NA members tend to talk about on a 
road trip. We talked about the car and how grateful we were to have cars that were well 
serviced, had good tires, and were not about to fall apart at any moment. We shared 
about funny car experiences we had during our using days, and some that were not 
so funny. We each recalled a bad auto accident caused by our driving loaded, and how 
lucky we were that nobody had been killed in those addict-caused mishaps.

Denial is a funny thing. Reflecting on those days so long ago, we saw how each one 
of us had blamed everyone else in the world for being the cause of those accidents 
without ever attributing the responsibility right where it belongedñon our own shoul-
ders. Even back then I knew I was an addict. I just never dreamed I would have to be 
responsible for what I did. I assumed unmanageability was a way of life that everyone 
experienced, and that no one was responsible.

We drove past Castaic, where a county correctional facility operates, and we talked 
about the first times we were locked up. For me, it was back in the early 1960s. I was 
sixteen years old and already getting loaded. In fact, I was already an addict, but I did 
not know it yet. My friend and I decided to run away from home in New York and head 
to California. We wanted òthe beach life,ó as we envisioned it: pretty girls, plenty of pot 
to smoke, sunny skies, and easy living!

We ended up in jail near Lake Charles, Louisiana, charged with vagrancy and being 
runaways. My dad was informed that I was in a òparishó in Louisiana and assumed 
that meant a church of some type. (A parish is the term used for county in the state 
of Louisiana.) He thought he would teach me a lessonñor let the priests teach me a 
lessonñand so he left me in there for a month.

Well, my dad was right; it taught me a lesson of how to survive in a tough jailhouse 
environment where no one cared that I was sixteen years old and did not know which 
end was up.

Freddie was also sixteen the first time he got in trouble with the law. A brawl in a 
local store in San Pedro, California, landed him in the city holding jail with an assault 
and battery charge. Of course, he, too, was loaded.

By the time we finished reminiscing about the start of our active using, the Aretha 
Franklin CD had finished playing, and we followed it with a Charlie Parker CD of some 
very cool 1950s bebop jazz. (By the way, thatõs bebop, not hip-hop!) Looking outside 
the window, we noticed that we were passing Taft, home of a California Community 
Correctional Facility.



òOn and on we drove, talking, laughing, and 
enjoying the day and the chance to spend some 
time together. Towns, farms, cattle yards, and 

truck stops flew past the window.ó
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I asked Freddie, òWhen was the first 
time you were sent to the peniten-
tiary?ó

ò1963, but I canõt remember which 
month,ó he answered.

òWhat was the charge?ó I asked, as if I 
could not figure that out by myself.

òForgery,ó Freddie replied, mildly 
surprising me, as I would have guessed 
possession or sale of drugs.

òChecks or prescriptions?ó I asked.
òChecks,ó said Freddie. òI started out 

in the California Youth Authority, but then 
I got transferred to the pen where I got 
an AY number. I was released in 1965, 
but went back in 1968 when I got my B 
number. Sometimes I canõt remember my 
own name, but I can recite my YA, AY, and 
B numbers without missing a beat.ó

I stared out the window into the foggy, 
cool January morning. For me, the first 
real arrest (overlooking the Lake Charles 
episodeñthere goes that denial again) 
was early 1967. Some friends and I got 
arrested for smuggling a small amount of 
heroin from Tijuana across the border. I 
was offered prison or Synanon. Synanon 
was one of the first self-help fellowships, 
where many addicts stayed clean for long 
periods and lived in communal facilities. 
Many Synanon alumni finally found their 
way to NA some years later.

Anyway, I went to Synanon in San  
Diego, California, but did not last too 
long. I had not surrendered, and the 
program was brutal. When they wanted to 
shave my head for an indiscretion, I opted 

for prison. I was sent to a federal prison 
camp in a mountainous part of Arizona. 
Not that I knew it at the time, but I would 
have to suffer twenty more years of ad-
diction before I finally understood that I 
was powerless over my addiction and that 
my life had become unmanageable. Ironi-
cally, it was to be approximately twenty 
more years for Freddie, too, after that 
first one, until he was able to surrender 
once and for all. The beautiful paradox of 

òsurrender to winó has always been one 
of my favorite slogans.

On and on we drove, talking, laughing, 
and enjoying the day and the chance 
to spend some time together. Towns, 
farms, cattle yards, and truck stops flew 
past the window. The cruise control was 
set at seventy-five miles per hour, and 
the little car was purring along like a 
contented cat.

We came to Shafter. òAnother Cali-
fornia Community Correctional Facility 
there,ó Freddie offered.

òGod, there sure are enough CDC fa-
cilities in this valley, huh?ó I quipped.

òThis is just the start of them,ó Freddie 
added, with a sly grin.

I already knew Freddie had been up 
and down this stretch many times over 
the past years doing H&I, going to CDC 
twelve-step advisory meetings, and 
otherwise spreading the word of NA 
recovery with his tireless H&I work.

We gassed up and grabbed some 
lunch at a roadside diner. I think we were 
both anticipating where we were going 
and what we were doing, so we did not 
want to stop too long for fear of missing 
our appointment.

When we passed Wasco, I knew what 
the call was going to be. òState prison,ó 
Freddie piped in, right on cue.

òYou got that right,ó I added. After 
Wasco we passed Avenal. òAnother state 
prison,ó Freddie announced.

òIõm right there with you,ó I echoed. As 
we got close to Coalinga, we both chimed 

in almost simultaneously, òPleasant  
Valley State Prison. Yes sir!ó Without real-
izing it, we were taking a rolling tour of the 
CDC facilities in the San Joaquin Valley, 
California.

The afternoon wore on, and the miles 
passed under our wheels. We drove, and 
we drove, and then we drove some more. 
Another tank of gas, and we were starting 
to get close to our destination. I think 
we were both ready. The sun was finally 

setting as we turned west. We went over 
a long bridge, took the Main Street exit, 
parked next to the post office, looked 
up, and saw the sign:

We had arrived.
There we were, standing in front of 

the oldest and probably best-known 
correctional facility in California, ready 
to attend the San Quentin Friday Night 
Annual Anniversary Meeting of Narcotics 
Anonymous.

We climbed out of the car and were 
looking up at the gate when Freddie 
turned to me with the strangest expres-
sion on his face.

òWhatõs up, man?ó I said. òYou look a 
little gray around the gills.ó

òIõve got a lot of butterflies in my 
stomach,ó was his reply. òI donõt know if 
I can go in there.ó

òWhat do you mean, you donõt know 
if you can go in there? Why couldnõt you 
go in there?ó

òI was transferred out of there in 
1972,ó said Freddie. òI havenõt been 
back since.ó

òOh, man, I understand.ó The gravity of 
Freddieõs comments sank in as I tried to 
envision the incredible tangle of feelings 
and emotions he have been experienc-
ingñright here, right nowñsome thirty 
years later. òAnd you mean to tell me that 
you got clearance to go in tonight?ó

òI passed the security check. My 
twenty years of recovery and NAõs clout 
here at the facility must add up to 
something.ó

Then Freddie said, with a smile, òYou 
know, back in my early recovery, my 
sponsor used to always tell me, whenever 
weõd go to a facility, ôLetõs hit õem quick, 
hit õem hard, and leave literature.õó We 
both broke out laughing as we thought 
about the man who had sponsored 
Freddie for over twenty years, and the 
passion with which he carried that mes-
sage to members in institutions. Sadly, 
he died just a few months ago.
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The first thing that struck us, from 
that point on, was how well we were 
cared for, and how well the event was 
organized. The friend from Marin H&I 
who had invited us, and the entire Marin 
County H&I Subcommittee, are an awe-
some group of recovering addicts (more 
on them in a minute).

The second thing that struck us was 
the respect and courtesy with which we 
were treated by all of the corrections staff 
we met. We waited outside the main gate 
with a group of NA members who had 
also been invited by Marin County H&I 
to participate in this powerful recovery 
event.

The H&I San Quentin volunteer coor-
dinator said hello to all of us and made 
us feel welcome. We were told that we 
would be processed into the prison ten 
people at a time. Approximately forty to 
fifty members from various NA communi-
ties and thirty to forty inmates were to 
attend the meeting.

One of the first things to impress me 
was the trust and acceptance that NA 
seemed to enjoy in this very famousñor 
rather, infamousñinstitution. Our IDs 
were collected and held to ensure that 
he who went in was he who came out. 
We signed in, but beyond that, it was 
virtually painless.

There were no searches conducted, 
no X-rays done. We were not questioned, 
except for our name, and we were treated 
like ladies and gentlemen. Our wrists 
were stamped with that purple Day-Glo 
ink for security, as if we were going to a 
club or rock concert.

It was nice to see every one of us 
from NA treat the staff in the same way, 
with respect and courtesy. All of the 
old malice, fear, suspicion, and aggres-
sion were gone. Freddie and I were very 
impressed, but all of this was only the 
prelude to the real giftñthe socializing 
and the meeting.

As we awaited the start of the meet-
ing, chatting and joking with inmates and 
guests alike, the overriding thought was 
so crystal clear: It is so true that in NA we 
do not care what or how much you used, 
who your connections were, the color 
of your skin, how much or how little you 
have, your age, or your gender, but only 
what you want to do about your problem 

and how we can help.
There were no òconvicts and non-

convicts.ó For the next couple of hours 
we were all, plainly and simply, recovering 
addicts meeting together to help each 
other stay clean! A tear came to my eye 
as I realized that I felt as comfortable 
and welcomed there as I do at my own 
home group.

This was the San Quentin Friday Night 
Annual Anniversary Meeting of Narcotics 
Anonymous, and we had reached our 
journeyõs end. There were two wonder-
ful NA speakers at the meeting who 
shared their experience, strength, and 
hope. Their message was strong, and 
their recovery rang true. The clean-time 
countdown ensued. A new twist on the 
countdown was made, and newer mem-
bers came up first, building to members 
with more clean time. The reason it 
was done this way was because 
there were gifts for the two 
inmates with the most 
clean time (both over 
twenty years). Each 
man received a copy of 
our newest book, Spon-
sorship. Everyone there re-
ceived a specially produced 
paper òchip,ó which marked 
this very special meeting with the 
dateñ28 January 2005ñand the amount 
of clean timeñin years and monthsñof 
the individual.

One of the gifts I will carry with me 
always from that night is the memory 
of men with over twenty years clean in 
Narcotics Anonymous who are serving 
life sentences in prison. To hear and 
see such profound recovery, spiritual 
presence, and simple affection coming 
from men carrying this type of burden 
on their shoulders is something I have 
never experienced before and will carry 
with me for the rest of my life.

I introduced myself to one oldtimer 
who had long, snow-white hair and 
appeared ancient. With a warm grin 
he informed me that he was the òold-
est lifer in San Quentin.ó I asked him 
his age. òSeventy-sixó was his reply. I 
thought, òSeventy-six years old, clean, 
and enjoying recovery in a most unlikely 
scenario.ó

I told him I was fifty-eight and how 
much younger than me he looked. The 

broad smile on his face told me he en-
joyed hearing that comment.

After the meeting, we savored an 
amazing variety of cakes, pies, and 
super-premium ice cream (allowed in, 
again without intervention) and celebrat-
ed the joys of recovery and the thrill of an 
anniversary celebration togetherñwhite, 
black, brown, yellow, red, whatever. No 
pushing, no jockeying for position, no 
bullying or tough-guy shenanigans!

Those of you who have been locked 
up in the penal system at some time in 
your life know how unlikely it is that a 
story such as this could be true. And 
those of you who can envision doing a 
life sentence in San Quentin probably 
think it unbelievable.

But, believe me, except for 
a slight embellishment or two 

for artistic flair, there is not 
one lie told in this story.

After the celebra-
tion, Freddie and I 

went with some of 
our new friends and 
had dinner while we 

all processed some of 
our feelings. We joked and 

laughed and ate some moreñmuch 
like any other late-night, post-meeting 
NA feeding. It was great. By now it was 
approaching midnight of a day that had 
started at 4:30 am with Gregorian chants 
coming from my CD alarm.

One of the (many) touching moments 
of this evening was seeing a plaque 
presented to Mitchell R, one of the very 
first pioneers of NA recovery meetings in 
San Quentin. Mitchell did this for fifteen 
years and had recently moved away. As a 
token of appreciation, a commemorative 
plaque was given to him as a surprise 
during the countdown celebration. 
Hearing him share his gratitude was very 
moving to us all.

In closing, we would just like to give 
a final thank you to the Marin H&I folks, 
present and past. Your groundbreaking 
accomplishments, your energy, your 
lasting commitment, and your drive for 
excellence in carrying the message to 
the addict who still suffers are a model 
to us all. What an event. What a life. 
Thanks, NA.

Jeff G and Freddie A, California, USA
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The Fellowship of Narcotics Anonymous has come a long way since our early be-
ginnings in 1953. We have grown from that first meeting held in Sun Valley, California, 
USA, to over 33,500 weekly meetings held in approximately 116 countries worldwide. 
Our history is rich with diversity, and we want to share the facts of that history with 
you, the little known as well as the well known. If you have an interesting and historic 
fact, send it to us at naway@na.org or NAWS, Attn: The NA Way Magazine, PO Box 9999, 
Van Nuys, CA 91409.

Did you know... The first NA H&I meeting in San Quentin started in late 1982,
and a meeting has been brought to the prison continuously
ever since?

Did you know... The Friday night NA meeting was started by the Marin County
H&I Subcommittee in January 1997?

Did you know... There are five meetings per week in three units at the prison? 
Two of the meetings are held in a higher-security part of the 
institution, where most of the inmates are serving life sentences 
without the possibility of parole.

Did you know... The first known twelve-step H&I meeting was started by
AA in San Quentin in 1946?

Did you know... San Quentin is Californiaõs oldest and best-known correctional 
institution? It was opened in 1852 and covers 432 acres.

Did you know... The director of the California Department of Corrections was 
a former warden of San Quentin and is an ardent supporter 
of twelve-step programs? She has stated that òNarcotics 
Anonymous is essential to fulfilling our mission.ó

?
?

?
??

??

?

?
Did you know?

Our 
readers write

Dear NA Way Magazine,
My name is Michael T. I am finishing 

the last year of my incarceration for drug 
distribution. It is only because of the 
generosity of the H&I Subcommittee 
from the New Dominion Area Service 
Committee and all the members from 
these groups that I have experienced the 
most profound and rewarding change in 
my life. This change is a direct result of 
the NA program.

If it were not for these strangers who 
were òhell-bentó on carrying the message 
of recovery, I might not be leaving prison 
with an enlightened point of view. As a 
result of working and living this program, 
I have had a spiritual awakening.

I find that I am not as self-centered as 
I used to beñwhich, in itself, is a miracle. 
I have a zest for life that I never knew 
existed. I am able to look at myself in the 
mirror and be proud of the person staring 
back. I actually can carry on a conversa-
tion with someone and not be motivated 
by anything negative. I now wake up in 
the morning with more gratitude. And I 
have a newfound eagerness to begin my 
day, instead of the dread that haunted 
me for years.

Mere words seem inadequate to ex-
press my heartfelt gratitude for the way 
of life and program of Narcotics Anony-
mous. I cannot thank all those caring, 
recovering addicts enough for giving so 
freely of themselves in order to teach me 
about recovery.

The purpose of this letter is to thank 
all those addicts for having the strength 
and courage to be in recovery and carry-
ing the message that I do not have to be 
imprisoned by my disease of addiction 
any longer.

Humbly yours,

Michael T, Virginia, USA
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Riding on
recovery road

Everything started with this idea: to travel around the United States to meet other 
addicts like myself and learn about their experiences. It was the most enriching trip 
of my life in recovery.

This trip began with the fellowship in St. John, New Brunswick, Canada, where I 
had the opportunity to share and meet people with a lot of recovery. Following this 

area, I steered myself toward Boston, where I helped to run a meeting called 
South End Miracles Group. The next day I went to New York City to help 

with a step meeting at 7:30 pm, and then right after that I went to 
yet another meeting called No More Excuses, where I met more 

members who welcomed me.
I then went to Daytona Beach, Florida, for a meeting that 

unfortunately was no longer there. I had not noticed that 
the meeting was listed as cancelled on the NA website. 
So I stayed in Daytona Beach for ten hours and went 

to other meetings, one of which was called 
Street Survivors. There I was welcomed by the 
GSR, who directed me to more meetings.

My biggest revelation of this trip was the 
fact that I could not judge anyone, because I did 

not know anyone. The importance of the steps moved 
me toward members with a lot of recovery.

I proceeded to do more fellowshipping in 
Decatur, Illinois, and Myrtle Beach, South 
Carolina, where I went to an event called 
the Serenity Festival.

My meeting journey has given me a 
fresh, new outlook and has helped me to understand the great-

ness of NA and the power of its message. My trip has also given 
me a taste of what Hawaii will be like with all of you!

And here is the best part: Unlike all the other trips I took before getting 
clean in NA, I remember everything!

Robert R, Quebec, Canada
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The choice 
is yours

I got clean in August 1987 and was 
pretty cocky during my first year. I be-
lieved that if I ever was going to use 
again, it would have to because of some-
thing very traumatic. Unfortunately, I got 
my first experience with that trauma in 
my second year.

I found my son in the garage locked in 
my car while it was still running. I had to 
first break into the garage and then into 
the car just to get him out.

I was so upset that I did not even 
know what to do. I picked up the phone 
and called an addict to find out what was 
the next thing to do for my kid. He told 
me to call an ambulance and get my son 
to the hospital.

This addict said that he would meet 
me there. He stayed with me the entire 
day while the doctors and nurses took 
care of my son. Sadly, my son attempted 
this again within the next six months, 
and then twice more in the next couple 
of years.

In my seventh year of recovery, my 
wife came home from the doctor and 
informed me that a large mass had been 
found in her right lung. A biopsy was 
performed. It was cancer.

She went through some radical 
surgery on her right lung and suffered 
for the next six years, going through 
multiple radiation and chemotherapy 
treatments.

During that time, my mother was also 
diagnosed with cancer. My wife passed 
away in March 2001, and my mother 
passed in August 2002. I lost my job 
for the first time in my life the following 
November.

I went into the deepest depression 
and was unable to do anything for 
weeks. During this time, people in the 
program just about lived at my house, 
making sure I ate and showered. They 
took me to meetings, especially when I 
did not want to go, but that would not 
stop them. They would show up at my 
door and say, òGet dressed; youõre going 
to a meeting.ó

I honestly do not know what I would 
have done without these friends or this 

program. I felt that God had blessed me 
since I was able to stay clean through 
it all.

I got a new job in February 2003, and 
I loved it. The people were great, and I 
had the best boss I probably will ever 
know. I loved it.

In November 2004, my dad passed 
away, and in December I lost the job I 
enjoyed so much. I am sharing all of this 
with you because, through each of those 
life experiences, I utilized the principles 
of this program.

I went to meetings and cried my eyes 
out, asked for help, prayed to my Higher 
Power, and, most importantly, I did not 
pick up. It was not easy; my disease 
talked to me, and sometimes screamed 
at me, to use: òJust one hit, just one joint, 
come on, you deserve itñlook what you 
have been through.ó Each time I heard 
this, I dug deeper inside and told my 
disease to get lost.

Folks, it has been a long road these 
last four years, but I have found that 
when I first got clean and was asked if 
I was willing to go to any length to stay 
clean, never did I expect to have to  
really go through what I did to realize that 
I meant it when I answered, òYes.ó

I have learned that life happens, and 
I thank my Higher Power for helping me 
to build a strong foundation during my 
first year, because I did not have a clue 
how much I was going to need it later in 
my recovery.

Whether you are a newcomer or an 
oldtimer, believe with all your heart that, 
no matter what life places in front of you, 
you never have to use again!

William K, Florida, USA

How I learned 
to lighten up

The treatment center where I got 
clean was in a different area than my 
home area, which is in the Southern 
California Region of NA. I thought all 
NA meetings should be like they were in 
the area where I got clean: punctual and 
orderly. When my sponsor directed me to 
attend a majority of my NA meetings in 
my home area, I was appalled at the ap-
parently nonchalant way in which many 
of the meetings were run.òHorrifiedó 
might actually be a more accurate word. 
òHow in the world do people ever get 
clean in these meetings?ó I would ask.

I continued to attend meetings in my 
home area, and I listened to the sugges-
tions my sponsor made regarding how to 
act at NA meetings. First and foremost, 
I was not to criticize these meetings. 
If I did not like the way something was 
done, there was a proper way to address 
the situation at the monthly business 
meeting.

Eventually, I had a òeurekaó moment 
when I realized people in my home area 
did not get clean despite the seemingly 
loosely run meetingsñthey got clean 
because of the way the meetings are run. 
In the area where I first got clean, many, 
maybe even most of the NA members 
had somewhat stable lives. Many owned 
homes, had long-term jobs and relation-
ships, owned a car, and probably never 
even had been to jail.

In my home area, however, the oppo-
site is true. It is a transient area with many 
young addicts coming off the streets, out 
of jails or prisons, living alternative (to put 
it mildly) lifestyles. That is a big reason 
why our meetings are the way they are. 
They are that way because they work that 
way. The formality found in other areasõ 
meetings would probably scare a lot of 
our home addicts away before they could 
hearñmuch less getñthe message that 
NA works.

I was able to stay clean for five years 
after my first day of treatment. Then 
I relocated to a place that had no NA 
meetings in English. Eventually I started 
a meeting. Since there were so few of 
us, I tried to lighten up about use of the 
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òSó word and other references to the 
various twelve-step fellowships. I held 
my ground, however, with our readings. 
Where it says NA, it means NA, periodñ
not any other fellowship.

A young woman determined to get 
clean began attending our meetings. 
One day, she diligently took notes on all 
of the sharing from members and, as a 
grand finale to the meeting, she shared 
last, giving each of us tips on what we 
had shared.

When I found out she was on metha-
done, I thought it would be appropriate to 
take a group conscience about whether or 
not to allow people who are detoxing on 
methadone to share at our meeting.

Imagine my shock when it was sug-
gested that we allow anyone to share at 
the meeting. Even more shocking to me 
was that everyone else agreed. Person-
ally, I had never heard of addicts who are 
not clean being allowed to share at an 
NA meeting.

I wrote down my thoughts on this  
issue and handed the papers out before 
the next meeting where we were to take 
the voteñbut the most important thing 
I did before the meeting was to pray. I 
prayed that I would be able to accept, 
with dignity and grace, whatever was the 
outcome of the vote.

We now have two English-speaking NA 
meetings here. At either meeting, anyone 
can share or check in during the last five 
minutes. Amazing how well that actually 
works. If someone who obviously is not 
clean begins to share, we gently suggest 
they wait until their turn at the end of 
the meeting. In my experience, addicts 
who are not clean love the sound of 
their own voice, so it is great to have 
that five-minute window within which to 
limit their share.

For me, both of these circumstances 
show the beauty of surrender. My spon-
sor taught me to òbe smart about it, 
Cathyóñthat is, to voice my opinion 
clearly, respect the opinions of others, 
remember that NA is a God-given, God-
directed program, and then, finally, accept 
whatever the group conscience turns out 
to be.

When I am able to act in this way, I re-
tain my dignity and grace. It is important 
to remember that the things that appear 
to be such a big deal when they are hap-

pening usually seem quite insignificant in 
retrospect. What stays with us, however, 
is our character.

At first, I would have to bite my tongue 
until it almost bled, and silently say the 
Serenity Prayer over and over, in order to 
control my facial expressions and body 
language. Now it is easier to surrender 
because I have a broader perspective 
and know that my wayñno matter how 
right I believe my way to beñis not the 
only way. Sometimes I even learn the 
most by doing things according to an-
other personõs way.

I now have over ten years clean. The 
first five years were spent where English-
speaking NA meetings were held day and 
night, many within walking distance of 
my home. Over the last five years, I know 
of only two English-speaking meetings, 
and they are hundreds of miles apart.

I have learned many lessons during 
these ten years. One of the biggest is 
that I have never regretted choosing to 
act on a spiritual principle rather than a 
character defect.

I have learned to òlighten upó in 
recovery by acknowledging that we all 
have different realities and that I need 
to respect the rights of others. I have a 
friend who says, òRemember, whenever 
you win, somebody else loses.ó I believe 
that NA is a win/win fellowship.

So, my advice to all you perfectionist 
control freaks out there is to lighten up, 
let go, and let God!

Why not give it a try and see what 
happens?

Cathy Y, Barcelona, Spain

More on 
leadership

In our fellowship, we are all miracles in 
action. Many of our members have found 
lasting recovery from addiction and have 
gone on to accomplish much in their 
personal and professional lives.

Along the way, some of us are drawn 
to give of ourselves, both inside and 
outside of NA. Perhaps one out of every 
five members is involved in service work 
and experiences the positive results of 
selfless giving.

Through that service work, we learn 
qualities that we can use while working 
with others in our groups, areas, and 
regions as well as in our families, work-
place, and other organizations outside of 
NA. These leadership qualities are easy 
to spot: commitment, compassion, equa-
nimity, practicality, wisdom, persistence, 
and organization, to name but a few.

I learned these qualities through 
service in NA, through watching those I 
chose to emulate as well as those I did 
not want to emulate.

I have been a leader in NA in several 
areas: by being an experienced NA mem-
ber, by being a sponsor, by chairing meet-
ings at my home group, by chairing our 
H&I subcommittee, by chairing our area 
service committee, and eventually by 
being a founding member of our region. 
I then served as regional delegate.

I also have reached out beyond NA 
to lead in organizations that help other 
parts of society. Through all these efforts, 
my foundation in Narcotics Anonymous 
keeps me grounded and focused. I have 
taken what I learned and shared it with 
others. To me, that is the heart of lead-
ership: sharing, rather than preaching or 
judging or directing.

Bruce B, North Carolina, USA

My sponsor
Someone told me a long time ago 

that, when picking a sponsor, we should 
find one who is not just òtalking the talk,ó 
but also òwalking the walk.ó

My sponsor is not only a guide 
through the steps, but a guide through 
life. I can relate to my sponsor because 
she relates to me on so many aspects 
of my life.

I do my best to follow her suggestions. 
Even when she does not have all the 
answers, she can direct me to someone 
who does. I love my sponsor because 
she loves me even when I am hurting 
and acting out. She does not give me 
any advice that I cannot handle, and 
she is not afraid to tell me exactly what 
she thinks.

I have the best sponsor in the world. 
She can be my friend, my confidante, 
my shoulder to cry on when I am in pain, 
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I sit here at my computer crying, trying to deal with the pain of 
losing my seven-year-old daughter, Elizabeth. I am staying clean and 

getting through it. I thank God every day that I do not use, foré

The miracle is happening
How can I see love when I suffer from addiction? Will I always be so far 

removed from the real thing? I know I loved Elizabeth, as I do all my children, 
but it seems like such a foggy place where I live.

I believe that love must run much deeper than addiction. It has to!  
Addiction covers my soul like a fog on the lake in the morning. I pray the 
sun will rise soon and that I can love and be loved before my time is up.

What happens when time is over? Is it ever over, or does it somehow 
just change?

I realize that I have felt like the little girl I loved and raised from birth, 
but who is no longer here. We are inextricably intertwined. She is not lost 
to me; she is home. I am not lost to me; I am home. Home is right here 

and right nowñnot someplace outside of me. Home is all I want.
Addiction has robbed me of love. Addiction has robbed me 

of me. Addiction has robbed me of real memories that I find too 
hard to remember. If I remembered, then I would also have to 
feel the pain of loss.

Once through the pain, I believe I will enter a place where I will 
remember the great love I have experienced and the real people 
I have known and loved with all my heart.

I can let go of the pain and remember the love. I can 
remember the moments sharedñthe laughter, the music, 
the prayers, the tears, and the dancing and whirling that 
are filled with beauty, filled with something much deeper 
than I can express.

I believe that God has created me for a purpose. I will 
grow. I will breathe deeply. I will live a life worth living.

Just because I cannot see her or touch her now does 
not mean that she was not real. She is real. I am real. 
What once was, I have not lost. It just changed.

The butterfly has been transformed and released 
from the cocoon. The butterfly is free. Elizabeth is 
free. I am free, and I can stay free if I want.

Today, I want to stay free. Recovery will set me 
free, just for today.

I am at peace.

Janice B, Illinois, USA

and she can guide me with the tools of 
recovery.

I think if your sponsor is not sharing 
his or her experience, strength, and hope 
with you, or is not being tough on you 
when you need itñor offering love and 
concern when you need that, tooñthen 
maybe you might need to look elsewhere 
for that someone who can give you these 
things.

I am grateful to my sponsor, the NA 
program, all the other members who 
have helped me along the way, and 
especially to my Higher Power, whom I 
choose to call God.

Cyndi P, Indiana, USA

Recovery 
does exist

My name is Giancarlo, and I am an 
addict. I am twenty-nine years old, and 
I live in Lima, Peru.

I never thought I would be able to 
stop using drugs, since I used compul-
sively and obsessively every day. I had 
to have drugs in order to liveñjust like 
our literature states, I òlived to use and 
used to live.ó

I was bankrupt physically, mentally, 
and spiritually until, one day, I went 
through the door of an NA group, and 
my life changed completely.

NA followed through with the promise 
it made to me: that I could stop using, 
lose the desire to useñand, if I was 
willing, I could achieve a better quality 
of life.

I am very clear about the fact that 
my disease of addiction is incurable, 
progressive, and deadly. I know that 
todayõs recovery does not assure me of 
tomorrowõs recovery. That is why I can-
not leave the door open for my disease. 
I have to attend meetings every day, 
because I never know when my recovery 
might be challenged.

Today, I do not use drugs; I am a bet-
ter person, and I am proud to be able to 
carry the message of recovery.

Giancarlo D, Lima, Peru
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Many of us may have heard 
the phrase, òAtmosphere 
of Recovery,ó over the last 
several months and some 

of us have wondered exactly what it 
means. òWhat does atmosphere have 
to do with recovery?!ó we pondered.  
If we consider atmosphere as the òair 
we breathe in our groupsó we can look 
around and see if our groups have a 
loving, welcoming recovery atmosphere. 
We then may ask ourselves, òHow do 
we create and maintain an atmosphere 
of recovery? What actions do members 
need to take to provide the love, warmth 
and safety so essential to a recovery 
environment in our groups?ó As we may 
expect, it takes more than òdesire.ó If 
each of us is willing to take a step back 
and look at our group environment like 
someone who is attending a meeting for 
the first time, perhaps we will understand 
what creates an atmosphere of recovery. 
So, in the position of observer, what will 
we see?

As we approach the meeting entrance, 
will we see addicts standing outside the 
group who appear welcoming? Is there a 
member or two at the front door to wel-
come everyone to the meeting ð whether 
they are addicts or visitors? Will we see 
those new to the group introduced to 
members and offered informational pam-
phlets and a meeting schedule? 

Often, we see groups of addicts talk-
ing outside, laughing and having fun, 
enjoying their recovery and friendships. 
This is one of the benefits of recovery 
and something that may be attractive 
to the newcomer, but sometimes we can 
get carried away with this activity and not 
even notice who is walking toward the 
group. At times, do addicts seem more 
consumed with their socializing than 
with actively carrying the message of 

recovery? At the entrance to the meeting 
facility, we may see an addict give a hug, 
say òWelcome,ó and return immediately 
to their conversation with a friend. Do 
we think the addict who was hugged 
honestly felt welcomed and will have a 
desire to come back? Once inside the 
meeting room, do we see another kind of 
camaraderieñaddicts working together 
to set up the meeting, laughing together, 
and also welcoming those sitting alone? 
As we extend this welcoming hand, are 
we mindful and respectful of the new 
membersõ personal space?

Then again, we might see members 
who have chosen to remain outside the 
meeting room until the group readings 
have been read. These members then 
shuffle into the meeting, still murmuring 
to each other, bumping into chairs and 
creating a distraction. These addicts ap-
pear to be totally oblivious to the disrup-
tive wave they send through the meeting.  
Does this sound familiar? Has any group 
experienced the òloud late comersó or 
the òconstant chatterersó during group 
readings or sharing? Is this behavior ad-
dressed by group members or does the 

Atmosphere 
of recovery

Illustration adapted from the Home Group, April 2002.

È
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group simply ignore such behavior, hop-
ing it will just go away? How many of us 
have stopped going to certain meetings 
because the atmosphere was disruptive, 
the meeting started late, and the groupõs 
members appeared to òclique upó?

The sentiments expressed above were 
passed along to the World Board from 
members throughout the fellowship. 

If groups take time to answer some of 
these questions during their group busi-
ness meetings, they probably will see 
whether their group atmosphere fosters 
recovery or drives people away. Taking 
corrective actions to create a loving, 
accepting atmosphere for recovery is 
relatively simple. Maintaining the atmo-
sphere seems to be the challenge and 
opportunity for many groups. 

To maintain a recovery atmosphere, 
group members need to accept the 
responsibility that comes with group 
membership. Even though we are 
members of NA when we say we are, 
belonging to a group is like making an 
investment in recovery. How often have 
we heard members refer to meetings 
and NA as òcoming homeó? Most homes 
need ongoing maintenance and a loving 
atmosphere. Chaos, clutter, and a leaky 
roof do not provide for an inviting and 
welcoming home.

Group members may want to take 
time during their business meeting to 
discuss all aspects of their meeting 
atmosphere. Does the meeting have 
qualities of a òhomeó atmosphere? How 
do we welcome newcomers and help 
them feel comfortable? What do we do 
to welcome visitors? How about the ad-
dict who is not a newcomer to NA but is 

new to our meeting? Has the meetingõs 
attendance grown or shrunk? Do our 
members display respectful attitudes 
toward everyone at the meeting? And, 
what are group members willing to do if 
addicts become disruptive and rude? We 
need to remember that òrecoveryó is an 
action word and that we can keep what 
we have only with vigilance. 

The recovery atmosphere can often 
be enhanced with a well-structured 
meeting format and a meeting that 
starts and ends on time. Groups that 
thoughtfully and carefully choose trusted 
servants and help newer trusted servants 
learn how to serve, say, as a leader or 
chairperson, tend to maintain their 
atmosphere of recovery. These groups 
have members who lead by example 
who òwalk what they talk.ó Their ac-

There are many 
ways to start 

building a recovery 
atmosphere. 

We simply need to 
be willing to start.

tions demonstrate that they value their 
recovery and desire to keep their group 
thriving. These may be the members who 
offer that welcoming smile and knowing 
nod as newcomers share. Or they may 
be the ones who stay after the meeting 
and invite new attendees out for coffee. 
There are many ways to start building a 
recovery atmosphere. We simply need to 
be willing to start. 

It is members who create and main-
tain the atmosphere of recovery within 
our groups. Each of us has been given 
the gift of recovery and we can dem-
onstrate our gratitude by reaching out 
to every person who walks into an NA 
meeting. As one newcomer said to a 
member who gave him a smile and hug, 
òItõs been a long time since anyone of-
fered me a hug.ó

The last World Service Conference passed a motion to replace 
òsome or alló of the personal stories in the Basic Text and we need 
your help to gather recovery experience that paints a picture of our 
fellowship today.  Besides writing and submitting your own recov-
ery experience, you can help by spreading the word. Encourage 
fellow members to participateñtell them NA needs them. 
Distributing copies of the solicitation is an easy way to spread the 
word. Itõs online at http://www.na.org/conference/bt in English, 
French, German, Portuguese, Spanish, and Swedish, and soon in 
Russian. You can also help members polish their writing, offer to 
type a memberõs experience, interview members and write their 
story for them or help a member translate their experience. Some 
NA communities are organizing a group writing workshop to gather 
experience together. 

Many more ideas and complete information 
on the project are available at  

www.na.org/conference/bt

You can contact us by email at 
worldboard@na.org

or by mail at  
NA World Services 

19737 Nordhoff Place; Chatsworth, CA 91311 USA

You could help gather a submission 
that may save someoneõs life.

You can help make history. 

We need your help!

È
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Contact Name ________________________________________ Group (Region/Area/Institution) ____________________________

Phone Number _______________________________________ Email Address _________________________________________

Street Address _______________________________________________________________________________________________

City/State  ___________________________________________ Country  _____________________ Postal Code _______________
Outside US/Canada? Phone number where we can reach you on day of call:  ____________________________________________

Form of Payment (Check One):        AMEX          VISA          M/C          Discover          Diners Club

  Credit Card Number _______________________________________________________ Expiration Date ____________________

Signature  ___________________________________________ Print Name  ____________________________________________

    

Regional Contact ___________________________________________ Phone Number

All registrations MUST BE RECEIVED no later than 1 August 2005.
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WCNA-31 
alternative 

merchandise 
store

Important WB update
NA World Services provides an alter-

native merchandise store at many world 
service events for regions and areas to 
sell merchandise. Originally, the store 
was intended for the sole purpose of 
giving areas and regions an opportunity 
to sell excess merchandise they had 
previously produced for an event, but 
were not able to sell. As our membersõ 
desire for merchandise from around the 
world has grown, the storeõs purpose 
has evolved as well. Today the store is 
still a way for some NA communities to 
sell leftover merchandise, while other NA 
communities specifically develop and 
sell new merchandise to help fund their 
local services. 

We, the World Board, recently dis-
cussed NA World Servicesõ policy about 
this issue and we determined that the 
responsibility for this type of decision 
lies with the area or region involved. We 
recognize different communities have 
different needs and circumstances and 
that these are best discussed in the local 
service community. The original policy 
was created because of problems and 
abuse by the very few. It seems more 
responsible for us to let you know some 
of the potential pitfalls rather than try 
to enforce the old policy or dictate your 
decisions.  

If you are using this opportunity to 
help fund local services, please consider 
that there is always risk in depending 
on this kind of effort. Sometimes your 
community can become reliant on this 
income in order for your services to func-
tion, and this income is not necessarily 
dependable or guaranteed. In addition 
to the cost of your merchandise, you 
will also have expenses for facility and 
shipping costs and local sales tax. Sales 
at the store are competitive because 
our members are selective, and typically 

there are NA goods from all over the world available. Also, because the store only lasts 
a short time, you will want to be careful not to over-project how much you will sell. All 
of these extra costs should be given careful consideration so that you can make clear 
financial decisions regarding the viability of this opportunity for your community.

The other issue to be aware of is that licensed vendors seeking access to the alterna-
tive store may offer a small percentage of their profit to sell their goods under your NA 
community or committeeõs name. Or vendors might offer to freely supply you with the 
goods for your committee members to sell in the store in exchange for a percentage 
of sales and return of any leftover merchandise. While this may seem appealing on the 
surface, it creates problems at every convention as we only allow area and regional 
committeesñnot licensed vendorsñto sell in the alternative merchandise store.

We trust that providing you with a clear explanation about the store and how it 
works will assist you in making your decisions. This can only work if you help us make 
it work.
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Primary purpose
òThere are many ways of doing things in Narcotics Anonymous. And just as all of us have 

our own individual personalities, so will your group develop its own identity, its own way of doing 
things, and its own special knack for carrying the NA message. Thatõs the way it should be. In NA 
we encourage unity, not uniformity.ó

The Group Booklet, p. 1

This is a column for you, about you, and by you. We invite you to share any chal-
lenges your group may have faced, how your group reached a solution, or its òspecial 
knackó that keeps you coming back!

So, whatõs in it for me?
I have heard this question more than a few times, and I would like to share my 

thoughts about it: Given the problems seen and heard about in NA service, especially at the world 
level, what exactly does NA World Services do for members and membersõ home groups?

For service work in general, it is true that structure, personalities, and outdated 
policies can seem like obstacles to our recovery at times. And, to be sure, everyone 
is human, and we all have our own ups and downs. What I find so interesting is that 
some peopleõs perception of the problems in world services often fits a generalized, 
predetermined bias against world services. It is also interesting that the entire service 
history at the world level has often been lost or obscured for many of our members, 
and thus many issues can easily be perceived to fit neatly into an anti-world-services 
position.

I believe this is true of many issues where members do not have the information to 
form a balanced opinion about NAWS. I do not fault them; I am only saying that the 
details, inner workings, and history of many aspects of NA World Services are neither 
known nor available to most of our membership. Therefore, it is easy for an NA member 
to form opinions about NAWS based on localized perceptions and the views of some 
of the more vocal naysayers.

It is not practical for average members to go investigate rumors about world ser-
vices or to participate in world service events and activities so they can get an òinsideó 
perspective, and that truly saddens me. It is one of the reasons for establishing the 
worldwide workshops, which have achieved some success, but the functioning of the 
workshops is severely limited by available funds and personnel.

I am most touched by comments about NAWS and the World Service Conference not 
doing anything that affects the home groups or members. I have heard this for years 
from many, many members, and so have all the trusted servants and special workers.

My own observation is that trusted servants and special workers are almost always 
dedicated to service and to helping NA groups and committees carry the message of 
recovery to addicts. These trusted servants and special workers believe the work they 
do contributes to this goal in a very meaningful way. Their work could, indeed, affect 
your own home group, and I would like to pause and reflect on how this work affects 
the groups.

The great majority of time and financial resources in world services are spent on 
the fellowshipõs primary service center (WSO) and the WSC in one way or another. As 
a result, the fellowshipõs literature is produced, legally protected, and distributed; NAõs 
worldwide public information efforts are monitored and improved; addicts in institu-
tions receive free literature on request; more than $200,000 of free literature is given 
away each year; new NA groups and service committees are served every single day; 
information about NA is provided to professionals and the general public; and, last 
but not least, the ever-growing need for translated recovery literature is met better 
than ever before.


