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“Cowardice asks the question: is it safe?  Expediency asks the question: is it politic?   
Vanity asks the question: is it popular?  But conscience asks the question: is it right?  

And there comes a time when one must take a position that is neither safe, nor politic, nor popular - 
but one must take it simply because it is right.”    ~ Martin Luther King Jr. 

Ignoring the hard truths of life is a 
dangerous thing to do.  Unfortunately, 

because the truth is so damn scary, it’s 
something we all do from time to time.  
In order to ignore them we tell ourselves 
lies – lies that warp our view of reality 
to the point where we’re incapable of 
knowing the actions we can take in order 
to make real changes for the better.
 Coming face to face with realities that 

we may have been denying for years is 
by no means an easy thing to do.  We 
pretend we’re not overweight by wearing 
bulkier clothes so that we don’t have to 
do anything about it.  We fantasize that 
things will go well for us in the future so 
that we can feel better about watching 
TV and playing video games.  We blame 
our problems on other people so that 
we don’t have to take responsibility for 

them.  By not accepting the truth, we 
take the easy way out.
 But there comes a point when these 
lies are no longer satisfactory, when 
you take a look at your life and realize 
that reality is far removed from the 
delusions you’ve created for yourself.  
You get fed up, and finally you decide 
to stop telling yourself lies and face 
reality head-on.
 I came to this point about a year 
and a half ago, and of all the hard 
truths in life that I’ve avoided, I have 
found the following five to be the 
hardest to accept.  Upon accepting 
them, however, I’ve found them to be 
the most liberating.  It’s important to 
understand these truths and the lies we 
use to avoid them so that we can get 
back to leading our lives the way we 
really want to.

Hard Truth #1: Your problems are 
your own, no one else’s
The lie we create to avoid this truth:  
“It’s (My parent’s/the economy’s/
my disability’s/my colleague’s/
the government’s) fault that I’m 
experiencing all the misfortune I’m 
having now.”
Why this lie is dangerous:  When 
you blame external factors for your 
problems you effectively place them 

You can’t be friends with people who call 
after 11 p.m.  /  The plane is not going to 
crash.  /  Anything you think is wrong with 
your body at the age of thirty-five you will be 
nostalgic for at the age of forty-five.  /  Write 
everything down.  /  Take more pictures.  
/  You can’t own too many black turtleneck 
sweaters.  /  The reason you’re waking up 
in the middle of the night is the second glass 
of wine.  /  If the shoe doesn’t fit in the shoe 
store, it’s never going to fit.  /  There are no 
secrets.  /  Back up your files.  /  Overtip.  /  
If only one third of your clothes are mistakes, 
you’re ahead of the game.  /  You can order 
more than one dessert.  /  †

What I Wish  
I’d Known  
by Nora Ephron (1941-2012)
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In darkness we find and ever long 
for more light.  I would call this 
dark grace.  But most of us have 

only been taught about light and pretty 
grace, and so we miss at least half of our 
opportunities for encountering both God 
and ourselves. 
 To finally surrender ourselves to 
healing, we have to have three spaces 
opened up within us, all at the same 
time: our opinionated head, our closed-
down heart, and our defensive and 
defended body. That is the core work of 
all spirituality--and it is work.  Yet, it is 
finally the work of “a Power greater than 
ourselves.” …Without this, many, if not 
most, people remain religious but not 
spiritual (which organized religion has 
been content with for far too long).
 Although I have never formally 
belonged to a Twelve Step group, I have 
learned much from people who are in 
recovery.  I truly believe that the Twelve 
Step program (also known as Alcoholics 
Anonymous or A.A.) will go down in 
history as America’s greatest and unique 
contribution to the history of spirituality.  
 Most addictions are not substance 
addictions (alcohol, drugs, food, 
consumer objects, etc.), but process 
addictions (patterns of thinking and 
reacting).  Addicts are souls searching 
for love in all the wrong places, but still 
searching for love.  Many addicts tend 
to confuse intensity with intimacy, just 
as young people often do with noise, 
bright lights, fast movement, artificial 
highs, and overstimulation of any sort.  
You will always need more and more of 
anything that is not working.
 Addiction has been variously 
described as a moral weakness, a 
simple lack of willpower, a cowardly 
inability to face life, or a spiritual illness 
or disease. I agree with Alcoholics 
Anonymous that addiction is the 
latter:  a disease of the soul, an illness 
resulting from longing, frustrated 
desire, and deep inner dissatisfaction 
and emptiness.  The Twelve Step 
program has learned over time that 
addiction emerges out of a lack of inner 

experience of intimacy with oneself, with 
God, with life, and with the moment.
 Addicts--the majority of us--have an 
intense resistance to change.  We like 
predictability.  That’s one of the reasons 
we find it easier to have a relationship with 
a process or a substance rather than with 
people.  People are unpredictable.  But 
it feels like this glass of wine or going 
shopping (or whatever it might be) can 
change your superficial mood very quickly.  
Even though the mood shift doesn’t last, it 
makes you feel like you are in control for 
a while.  You don’t have to change your 
thinking; you don’t have to change your way 
of relating to people. 
 

 Jesus taught us that God’s love is not 
dependent on our “worthiness.”  Worthiness 
is not the issue; the issue is trust and 
surrender.  As Thérèse of Lisieux said, 
“Jesus does not demand great actions from 
us but simply surrender and gratitude.”  
Let’s resolve this once and for all: You’re 
not worthy!  None of us are.  Don’t even 
go down that worthiness road.  It’s a game 
of denial and pretend.  We’re all saved 
by grace.  We’re all being loved in spite 
of ourselves.  A.A. had the courage to 
recognize that you don’t come to God by 
doing it right; you come to God by doing 
it wrong, and then falling into an infinite 
mercy.  The Twelve Steps wisely call such 
mercy “Your Higher Power.”
 Take your time in reflecting, journaling, 
and sharing with others with the following 
steps. 
 The very first step of the Twelve Step 
program is our admission that we have 
come to the end of ourselves.  Once again 
we see the truth of the paschal mystery: 
life comes out of death.  None of us go 
to the place of powerlessness on our own 
accord.  We have to be taken there.  Sad 
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to say it, but it is largely sin, humiliation, 
failure, and various forms of addiction that 
do the job.  Sometimes, having ruined your 
marriage, your children, your job, or your 
sterling self-image, you have to say, “My 
way isn’t working.”  Maybe there is another 
way, maybe I really do need to change.  That 
is very often when you are finally ready to 
begin a sincere spiritual journey. 

Step 1: 
We admitted we were powerless over 
alcohol--that our lives had become 
unmanageable.
When have you experienced being 
powerless in your everyday life?  
How much do you depend on your 
own strength and abilities?  Name at 
least one area where you feel like you 
might be reaching “the limits of your 
own fuel supply.”

Step 2:  
We came to believe that a power 
greater than ourselves could restore 
us to sanity.  Where do you instinctively 
make decisions--your head, heart, or 
gut?  Which do you consider the most 
trustworthy?  Imagine a dialogue with 
one of these three areas of your being.  
What would it tell you about your need 
to be more open?  
 Step 2 is the necessary longing, 
delaying, and backsliding that invariably 
precedes the full leap of faith.  The 
statement wisely uses an active verb to 
describe the movement: came to believe.  
The surrender of faith does not happen 
in one moment, but is an extended 
journey, a trust walk, a gradual letting 
go, unlearning, and handing over. No 
one does it on the first or even second 
try.

Editor’s note:  The following is the first in an on-going series this year; with gratitude for all those who work the steps of recovery. 

Working the Steps 
by Richard Rohr Breathing Under Water Companion Journal

Most addictions are not 
substance addictions (alcohol, 
drugs, food, consumer objects, 
etc.), but process addictions 
(patterns of thinking and 
reacting). 
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From the Writings of the Founder
January 16, 1829 letter to Fr. Honorat 
(although the Founder is addressing the entire community at Nimes)

 I must blame your administration in regard to finances.  It is impossible to 
continue at the rate you are going.  How do you reconcile with such exorbi-
tant expenses the spirit of poverty that you all ought to practice?
 Explain to me how you can spend 2024 francs on feeding three or four 
people who are absent half the year.  This expenditure is absurd not to say 
scandalous. The Society can hardly afford this amount just to feed the miser-
able carcass of each of its members.  Here we spend 400 [francs] a head for 
the twelve months of the year; you will be good enough to arrange matters so 
as not to exceed this sum.  It is a lot for poor people; I know many of them 
who would manage well on less.
 Why did you have to spend 638 francs on furniture?  What on earth are 
these items? Do you need anything other than a table of common wood and 
some straw-matted chairs?
 You must have been out of your minds to think of disbursing 494 francs 
for books.  You should have been satisfied with those you had while counting 
on Providence to send what was necessary to fill your library.  You should 
borrow from your friends the books which are indispensable to you or, bet-
ter still, take the trouble to go, just like so many people who have not taken 
the vow of poverty, to consult the public library.  For this item, I forbid that 
you spend without my permission more than 30 francs a year.  Let us pay 
our debts; we will then see what remains available after we have seen to the 
upkeep of our family.
 Strike out the item for the barber.  It is enough to raise a fuss, this budget-
ing 25 francs for such a purpose.  Take care of this yourselves.  You are dex-
trous enough to trim your tonsures for each other.  We have no other custom 
here.  And as people who are unpretentious in regard to the appearance of 
their coiffures, it will not be difficult for you even to do haircuts.  Fr. Albini 

and others have the charity to do it for their 
brothers here.

 I see 23 francs for almsgiving.  You 
are not obliged to give alms in the way 
of money to others.  In your position, 
you have no alms to give but to exer-
cise your ministry gratuitously and to 
give away whatever would spoil of the 
food left over from your frugal table.  
Let us pay our debts - you owe 28000 
francs - then you can be generous.
 ... In the meantime, I recommend the 
greatest moderation while on missions 
so that you do not tire yourselves.  The 
sight before my eyes which distresses 
me every moment of the day, and in 
a most cruel manner, makes me de-
termined to insist as far as you are 
concerned that you regard the least 
imprudence as a crime. †

 Coming to trust and surrender to our 
Higher Power/God is the work of a lifetime, 
even as mercy flows instantaneously to us.  
The Twelve Steps require us to both work 
and to undergo grace.  I invite you to begin 
wherever you are.  It might take you a day or 
a month or more to take each step with the 
support of someone you trust.  Just begin.  And 
each day commit to beginning again. 
 Remember that as humans, we are all 
addicted to our way of thinking.  For whatever 
you are facing, you may want to include the 
following prayer as part of your program. 

 God grant me the serenity to accept  
 the things I cannot change,
 courage to change the things I can, 
 and the wisdom to know the difference.
Living one day at a time,
Enjoying one moment at a time,
Accepting hardship as the pathway to 
peace;
Taking, as He did, this sinful world as it is,
 not as I would have it;
Trusting that He will make all things right 
 if I surrender to His will; 
 that I may be reasonably happy  
 in this life, 
 and supremely happy with Him   
 forever in the next.  Amen.†

It’s Not Too Late 
by Ron Atchison

It’s not too late... the angel said.
Even though the world’s a mess...
Even though you’re not as young...
Even though you’ve made mistakes 
and have been afraid
It’s not too late...
And then I saw the world through 
the angels’ eyes...
I saw the colors I could paint
The bridges I could build
The lives that I could touch
The dreams that could still come 
true
And it became very clear to me...
That it’s not too late.   
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out of your scope of control.  When you 
think your problems are other people’s 
fault and not your own it’s easy to 
believe you can’t do anything about 
them.  This gives you an easy excuse to 
not do anything at all to improve your 
situation.
What we should tell ourselves 
instead:  “There are some aspects to 
my life that I’m not happy with, but 
I’m not going to make excuses just to 
make myself feel better.  My problems 
are my responsibility and no one else’s.  
It’s up to me to solve them.”

Hard Truth #2: No One Owes You 
Anything
The lie we create to avoid this truth:  
“People are naturally going to want to 
(help me/hire me/support me/choose 
me) because of how smart and special 
I am.”
Why this lie is dangerous:  When 
you feel entitled to something that you 
want without really earning it, you set 
yourself up for a lot of disappointments.  
When you don’t get what you want 
you’ll probably tell yourself it’s 
someone else’s fault (see hard truth #1), 
and blaming other people is not a good 
way to win friends.
What we should tell ourselves 
instead:  “People will only help me 
out when I prove my worth through my 
actions, not just talk.”

Hard Truth #3: There are No 
Shortcuts
The lie we create to avoid this truth:  
“There must be some way to (get rich/
become famous/be successful) that’s 
easy and won’t take much time.  I just 
haven’t found my angle yet.”
Why this lie is dangerous:  When you 
tell yourself that there must be an easy 
way to succeed, you’ll be chasing the 
quick buck instead of investing your 
time and efforts into honest, hard work.  
You’ll eat up the words of the hucksters 
who promise “surefire systems” that’ll 
get you rich in less than six months.  In 
most cases, all you’ll be left with is a 
$500 hole in your pocket and a set of 
12 worthless DVDs.  Even worse, you 
could lose your life-savings on some 
“safe bet” stock that went *poof*.  

Looking for shortcuts is a surefire path to 
frustration.
What we should tell ourselves instead:  
“The only surefire path to success is hard 
work.  There may be some shortcuts out 
there, but they are so few and far between 
that it’s much easier to do something 
simple, honest and valuable than to look 
for them.”

Hard Truth #4: Superman Won’t 
Swoop Down to Save You
The lie we create to avoid this truth:  
“Everything’s going to be okay when 
(The economy gets better/I get a big 
promotion/I win the lottery/I become a 
reality TV star).”
Why this lie is dangerous:  Just as it’s 
easy to blame the bad economy for your 
misfortunes, it’s also easy to expect that 
the government will pass some magic 
law that will make them all go away.  
The solutions to your problems will 
come from you, not anyone or anything 
else.  When you wait for someone or 
something else to solve them, they will 
most definitely persist.
What we should tell ourselves instead:  
“I must rely on myself first to solve my 
problems.  No one’s going to do it for me.  

I make my own luck through persistence 
and hard work.  I don’t need to wait to 
win the lottery.  I can take steps today to 
make the money and do some good while 
I’m at it.”

Hard Truth #5: Dreams Don’t Come 
True Just by Thinking About Them
The lie we create to avoid this truth:  
“Someday I’ll be a successful (presenter/
writer/singer/actor/CEO/President of the 
United States)”
Why this lie is dangerous:  Oftentimes 
fantasies like this are but short lived 
escapes from reality.  When you avoid 
reality, you limit yourself from seeing 
the necessary steps that you can take to 
change it.
What we should tell ourselves instead:  
“What actions can I take today to 
accomplish my goals?”  Facing these 
truths can be frightening at first.  But 
once you begin to accept them instead 
of avoiding them, you can be surprised 
how many paths open up for you.  The 
more accurate your view of reality is, 
the more power you have to change it.  
Accepting these hard truths is the first step 
in claiming that power. †

English Bus Drivers  
(from The Ladder by Edward Hays)

“Ah,” said the teacher, “here’s a news article 
about a rather common sight along the 
English countryside.  A group of people 
is waiting at a bus stop as a half-filled 
bus races past without stopping.  All 
the driver does is wave to them.  When 
the customers later complain to the 
management of the bus company, they 
are told, ‘Our drivers have strict orders to 
be efficient and to keep their schedules.  
If they were to stop for everyone wishing 
to board their buses, they could never 
keep their schedules.’  End of the news 
article parable.” 

“But,” asked the puzzled student,” what 
does it mean?”
“It’s a parable that asks a critical 
question:  What is our business?  Is 
it to be efficient or to serve?  Now, go 
for a walk and chew on that good news 
parable.” †


