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 It’s been said that the most difficult word in the English language is no. We 

teach it to our children but, truth be told, their siblings, parents, aunts, uncles and 

grandparents struggle with it as well.  We want what we want for good reasons – 

desires that seem good to us – and no runs contrary to those reasons and desires. 

 At the same time, as we grow and mature, we begin to recognize the value of 

no; not only for others but also for ourselves.  By saying no to Netflix before studying, 

we earn a better grade. By saying no to a second piece of pie, we stay healthier. By 

saying no to claiming a questionable tax exemption, we avoid a possible audit but also 

retain a greater sense of honor by contributing to the public welfare. We learn that the 

other side of freedom is responsibility; that by saying no we can enjoy a greater yes.1 

 According to the Apostle Paul, saying no is difficult, it runs contrary to our 

nature, and to do so requires help.  But saying no is necessary to saying yes. That is, 

you can’t say yes to one dream without saying no to others. You can’t say yes to being 

in a covenanted relationship with a spouse without saying no to everyone else. 

 Today is the beginning of a 12-week sermon series on the principles behind the 

twelve steps of Alcoholics Anonymous and other recovery movements. Today’s 

principle is honesty. 

 “For I do not do what I what, but I do the very thing I hate,” writes Paul. “I do 

not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.” This part of Paul’s 

letter to the church in Rome sounds a little like an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting: 

Hi, my name is Paul, and I am a sinner. Hi Paul. There is something deeply wrong 

within Paul – and within me and, I suspect, within you – that is prone to rear its ugly 

head, causing us to make harmful choices, or to lash out in anger – and we don’t 

understand why we do what we do. 

 The first step of the healing process in all 12 Step programs is to admit that we 

are powerless and acknowledge that our lives have become unmanageable. Paul might 

well have said that we are powerless over sin. For, no matter how much we might 
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want to, no matter how hard we try, we can’t let go of sin that is bigger than 

ourselves.  

 When most of us hear the word sin we think of individual acts of sinning. 

While Paul may use the word that way at times, his basic understanding of sin is that 

it is a power – sin with a capital S. Sin is more than the sum of our mistakes. Sin, for 

Paul, is a force against God and humanity alike, a force to be reckoned with. Sin takes 

advantage of the individual and compels actions contrary to our best intentions and 

understandings.  

This does not absolve people of responsibility, but it means that individuals are 

placed within the realm of Sin by participating in it.  This situation is not unlike 

addiction. At the onset of any addiction, the individual chooses to take part, but soon 

whatever substance was ingested starts to control the person; their life becomes 

dominated by seeking the next drink or the next bite or the next compliment. Thus, the 

individual has both bought into the addiction willfully, while also being overwhelmed 

by it; thus powerless to it. And so, it is the “sin within” that is really in charge.2 

 It takes honesty to look at the truth about our condition, seeing what Richard 

Rohr calls our stinking thinking.  Like addiction, Rohr believes that our sin is a 

disease – a potentially destructive disease – but that God wants nothing more than for 

us to be healed. This, he proposes, is what recovery might be: salvation from our 

universal addiction to sin; and freedom to have a deeper, more spiritual experience of 

relationship with the God of healing and grace.3  Therefore, to be honest is to admit 

that we live with forces that really are bigger than ourselves, and those forces have us 

trapped in habits and addictions and won’t let us go. 

 12 Step recovery movements say that for people who are addicted to something 

– whether the addiction is to alcohol or drugs or sex or gambling or work or being 

right or being liked – whatever we are addicted to, we can begin the healing process 

only when we admit that we are unable to kick our habit on our own, when we admit 

that whatever we’re addicted to has a stranglehold over us, when we admit that it is 

making us sick in body, in mind, in spirit. 

 It can be a painful struggle to cry out for help, to quit trying to be in control and 

do it all ourselves.  What Paul reminds us is that as we let go of our illusions of 

control, as we let go of the lie that we can do it all ourselves, our minds and our hands 

are freed to accept the good news of the gospel. Elsewhere in Romans, Paul writes 

about being delivered and gives thanks to God through Jesus Christ our Lord for such 

delivery. Our contemporary culture tells us that self-reliance and personal 
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responsibility leave no room for delivery.  But perhaps, like Paul, only those who 

have experienced real delivery from perils too great to be dealt with in purely human 

terms can appreciate its true necessity. 

 It’s been pointed out to me that the First Step is the only one that does not 

mention God or a Higher Power.  For many, this is the most difficult step – because 

we are so prone to deny the truth of our sin, our disease, our powerlessness.  In other 

words, we have not sufficiently grown to understand the value of the word no; we 

think that it limits our freedom when, in fact, our addiction is holding us hostage. 

Nevertheless, when we admit our powerlessness, it offers a place for us to say yes to 

what God is offering – true freedom through honesty. 

 “Taking a First Step forces you to change how you think, how you manage 

your feelings, and how you act.”4  Sometimes, it is the thinking that changes first, 

sometimes the actions, and sometimes the feelings.  Any might be the appropriate 

starting point: think about that habit or sin that you have trouble managing and 

therefore have come to admit you are powerless over – it could be that you hate it and 

then quit; or that you understand the harm it is doing, or that you first change and then 

later come to know why.   

 In whatever order or manner your recovery, your healing, your salvation is to 

begin, it must be about letting go.  Paul admits in his letter to the Romans that, on his 

own, he could not and did not change.  It was only when admitted that he was 

powerless to sin that the grace of God could take its proper place.  As Meister Eckart 

said, “the spiritual life has much more to do with subtraction that it does with 

addition.”5 

 God is a generous giver; and everything God offers is a gift. The God who gave 

us Jesus Christ is one who cares passionately for us, desires our healing, and will 

never let us go no matter how far we fall. We believe that the love and mercy of God 

is far stronger than the harmful, self-destructive ways of our lives.  

 This is the God who invites us to the Table, to come and say yes to the gift of 

salvation that is being offered to us. May each of us be granted the desire, the 

knowledge and the ability to say no to anything which might be holding us back from 

taking this First Step towards God, our Creator and Redeemer. Amen.  
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