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The Courage to Be Known
12-Step Deep Dive · The Recovery Files
"Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being
the exact nature of our wrongs."
From Secrecy to Disclosure — The Recovery Files

The Three Admissions · To God/HP · To Ourselves · To Another

In this workbook
• Part 1 · What Is Step Five — And Why It Exists
– Check-in: Readiness for Honest Disclosure
• Part 2 · The Psychology of Disclosure: Why Telling Another Person Changes Everything
• Part 3 · Understanding Resistance: Why We Postpone and How to Move Through It
– Check-in: Fear & Resistance to Step Five
– Exercise: Step Five Fears Inventory
– Exercise: What I'm Most Afraid to Disclose
• Part 4 · Choosing Your Listener: The Most Important Decision in Step Five
– Exercise: Choosing My Step Five Listener
– Exercise: Preparing My Step Five Sharing
• Part 5 · "The Exact Nature of Our Wrongs": Going Deeper Than the List
– Check-in: Inventory Depth & "Exact Nature"
– Check-in: The Spiritual Dimension
– Exercise: The "Exact Nature" Deep Dive
– Exercise: Patterns & Themes Across My Inventory
– Exercise: The Three Admissions
• Part 6 · After Step Five: The Relief, the Integration, and What Comes Next
– Check-in: Integration & Post-Step Five Health
– Exercise: After Step Five — Processing the Experience
– Exercise: The Promises of Step Five
– Exercise: My Step Five Action Plan

Each reading is followed by its check-in questions and exercises, in the same order as the app. Your scored results
are shown in the app.
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PART 1 OF 6 · READING

What Is Step Five — And Why It Exists
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: What Is Step Five — And Why It Exists

What Is Step Five — And Why It Exists
Step Five of Alcoholics Anonymous reads: "Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human
being the exact nature of our wrongs." Of all Twelve Steps, this is perhaps the one most
misunderstood, most feared, and most frequently postponed. It is also, by the consistent
testimony of people who have taken it, one of the most transformative experiences in the entire
recovery process.

To understand Step Five, you must first understand what it is not. It is not a confession in the
religious sense — a formality to obtain absolution and move on. It is not a performance of
contrition designed to impress a sponsor or convince a therapist that you are sufficiently humble.
It is not the ritualized recitation of a list of bad things you have done, offered mechanically to
check a box in a program. And it is not self-punishment — an exercise in making yourself feel
worse about things you already feel terrible about.

Step Five is an act of radical honesty in the presence of a witness. It is the moment when the
inventory you compiled in Step Four — the moral self-examination that asked you to look
honestly at your resentments, your fears, your harms, your patterns — ceases to be a private
document and becomes a shared disclosure. The witness you choose for this disclosure is not
incidental. Their presence is not ceremonial. The witness is the mechanism through which Step
Five achieves its transformative effect, for reasons that are now deeply supported by psychology,
neuroscience, and clinical research on the treatment of trauma and shame.

The structure of Step Five is itself revealing. It names three distinct directions of admission: to
God (or a Higher Power of your understanding), to ourselves, and to another human being. These
are not redundant. They address three different dimensions of the problem.

Admission to a Higher Power situates your honesty within a spiritual context — a recognition that
you are answerable to something larger than your own ego and its endless strategies of
self-justification. Admission to yourself completes the work of Step Four — the internal
acknowledgment that these things are real, that you did them, that they happened. And
admission to another human being does something that neither of the other two can accomplish
alone: it ends the secrecy. It takes what lived in the dark and brings it into the light of human
relationship.

The authors of Alcoholics Anonymous understood something before the modern research
confirmed it: human beings heal in community, not in isolation. The secrets we keep from other
people maintain their power precisely because they are kept. Shame — the belief that we are
uniquely broken, uniquely unlovable, uniquely beyond repair — grows in isolation and withers in
genuine connection.

The purpose of Step Five is not to document your wrongdoing. It is to break the architecture of
the shame and secrecy that has maintained your addiction, and to discover — through the lived
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experience of being fully known by another person and not being rejected — that you are, in fact,
worth knowing.

Reflection Questions
1. Before engaging with this material, what has been your honest attitude toward Step Five? Has
it been something you have approached with willingness, dread, rationalization, or something
else?

2. What is the difference between Step Five as it is described here and what you imagined it to
be? Where did your original understanding come from, and how accurate was it?

3. Why do you think the Step includes admission to three distinct "parties" — a Higher Power,
yourself, and another person? What does each admission accomplish that the others cannot?

4. Have you completed a Step Four inventory? If yes, what has it been like to carry that written
inventory without yet sharing it with anyone? What has that felt like to hold alone?

5. What would it mean for your recovery — practically, emotionally, relationally — if Step Five
accomplished what the Big Book and long-term recovery testimony suggests it can accomplish?

CHECK YOURSELF · CHECK-IN 1 OF 5

Readiness for Honest Disclosure
Scale: 1 = Not at all · 2 = A little · 3 = Somewhat · 4 = Quite a bit · 5 = Very much
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1. I have completed a written Step Four inventory that I feel represents my honest
self-examination

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

2. I understand the purpose of Step Five and believe it serves a genuine function in my recovery
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

3. I feel emotionally prepared to share the full content of my inventory with another person
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

4. I have identified a specific person I trust to serve as my Step Five listener
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

5. I believe I can be completely honest during my Step Five — withholding nothing significant
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

6. I have scheduled or am actively planning to schedule a time to complete my Step Five
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

7. I understand that Step Five is not primarily about guilt or self-punishment but about healing
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

8. I feel a sense of genuine willingness — not just intellectual acceptance — to take this Step
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5
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PART 2 OF 6 · READING

The Psychology of Disclosure: Why Telling Another
Person Changes Everything
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: The Psychology of Disclosure: Why Telling Another Person
Changes Everything

The Psychology of Disclosure: Why Telling Another Person
Changes Everything
The requirement in Step Five to admit your wrongs to "another human being" has struck many
newcomers as unnecessary, even invasive. If you have admitted things to your Higher Power and
to yourself, why does another person need to be involved? The answer lies in the psychology of
shame, trauma, and the neurological mechanics of healing — and it is among the most
evidence-supported elements of the entire Twelve Step framework.

The foundational insight is this: shame cannot survive being spoken aloud in the presence of a
compassionate witness. This is not metaphor — it is a clinical observation validated by decades of
research. Brené Brown's studies at the University of Houston identified secrecy, silence, and
judgment as the three conditions in which shame thrives. Conversely, empathy — the experience
of being genuinely heard and not abandoned — is the singular agent that dissolves shame's
power.

When you tell your truth to another person who does not flinch, who does not reject you, who
continues to be present with you after hearing the things you most expected would drive them
away — something happens in your nervous system that no amount of private reflection or
prayer can replicate.

James Pennebaker's extensive research on expressive writing established that the act of
translating difficult emotional experiences into words — particularly words shared with another
person — produces measurable reductions in physiological stress, improvements in immune
function, and decreased intrusive thinking about the disclosed events. The act of narrative
disclosure, placing a bounded story around painful experiences and offering it to a receiving
witness, helps the brain move traumatic material from the overactivated emotional memory
systems into more organized, less reactive long-term memory storage.

In clinical terms: telling the story helps your brain file it differently, so it stops ambushing you.

For people in recovery, this has particular urgency. The inventory compiled in Step Four is, for
most people, a collection of the most painful, shameful, and traumatic material they have ever
written down. Carrying that inventory — sitting with the full written account of harms done, fears
harbored, resentments nursed — without sharing it is, in a real sense, carrying the weight of the
addiction's damage without any of its relief. The unbearable quality of that burden is one of the
most reliable drivers of relapse. The inventory without disclosure can actually increase craving by
heightening shame and emotional pain.
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When the inventory is shared — when you sit with your sponsor, your therapist, your clergy, or a
trusted fellow and read or speak what you have written — several things happen simultaneously.
First, the material leaves your internal world and enters the interpersonal space between you.
Second, the witness receives it. Their calm, their continued presence, their absence of recoil —
these communicate something your nervous system absorbs before your mind processes it: "I am
still here. This did not destroy me. It did not destroy the relationship. You are still worth knowing."

Third, the narrative becomes more organized — the act of telling it to someone else forces a
coherence and sequence that private reflection often cannot produce. And fourth, the relationship
itself is deepened by the act of disclosure. Vulnerability, received well, is the foundation of
genuine intimacy.

None of this requires that your Step Five listener be perfect, that they respond with the ideal
words, or that the experience be without awkwardness. What it requires is genuine presence and
the willingness on their part not to run. That combination — your courage to disclose, their
willingness to receive — is where the healing happens.

Reflection Questions
1. Have you ever had the experience of telling someone something you were deeply ashamed of
and being met with acceptance rather than rejection? What happened? What did it do to the
shame?

2. Does understanding the neuroscience and psychology of disclosure — the fact that telling
another person literally changes how your brain processes the material — change how you think
about the necessity of Step Five? How?

3. What specifically are you most afraid will happen when you share your inventory with another
person? Is that fear based on past experience (someone actually responded badly) or on
prediction (you imagine they will)?
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4. If shame truly cannot survive being spoken aloud in the presence of a compassionate witness,
what does that say about the relationship between the completion of Step Five and your relapse
risk?

5. What would genuine, unhurried, non-judgmental listening look like from your Step Five
listener? Have you experienced that quality of listening before? From whom?
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PART 3 OF 6 · READING

Understanding Resistance: Why We Postpone and
How to Move Through It
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: Understanding Resistance: Why We Postpone and How to Move
Through It

Understanding Resistance: Why We Postpone and How to Move
Through It
Resistance to Step Five is nearly universal among people approaching it for the first time — and
among many approaching it after a relapse or for the second or third time. Understanding the
sources of that resistance is not academic exercise; it is essential preparation for moving through
it. Resistance that is unnamed and unexamined has immense power. Resistance that is named,
understood, and anticipated loses most of its authority.

The most common form of resistance is fear of judgment — the conviction that if this particular
listener hears what you have done, they will think less of you, pull away from you, or tell others
what you have shared. This fear is, in most cases, a projection — and an understandable one. If
your history includes being shamed, punished, abandoned, or ridiculed for honesty, your nervous
system has learned a well-founded lesson: disclosure is dangerous. The work here is not to
pretend the fear is irrational, but to distinguish between the past experiences that created it and
the present situation you are in, with a different person, in a different context, with different
intent.

The second form of resistance is perfectionism about the inventory. "I'm not ready to do Step Five
because my Step Four isn't complete enough yet." "I need to go back and add more
resentments." "I haven't gotten to the harms section properly." This is one of the addiction mind's
most sophisticated stalling strategies, because it masquerades as conscientiousness. The Big
Book itself is direct on this: your Fourth Step does not need to be perfect. It needs to be honest. A
thorough but imperfect inventory shared is infinitely more valuable than a perfect inventory
carried indefinitely.

The third form of resistance is the belief that disclosure is fundamentally unnecessary — that you
can do this work alone, that private admission to yourself and your Higher Power is sufficient, that
another person's involvement is a cultural artifact of the program rather than a therapeutic
necessity. This belief has a surface plausibility that is worth taking seriously. But it collapses
under scrutiny. The entire history of what happens to people who attempt to recover in isolation
— who take Step Four but not Step Five, who maintain a secret inventory, who "know what
they've done" but never tell anyone — is a history of continued struggle, recurring relapse, and
the strange, inexplicable persistence of shame despite genuine effort. The witness is not optional.

The fourth form of resistance is about the listener specifically. "I don't trust my sponsor enough."
"My therapist isn't the right person." "I don't have anyone I trust." This form of resistance is worth
taking most seriously of all, because the choice of listener does matter — and because genuine
relationship is not always readily available. If you genuinely lack a trusted person to serve as your
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Step Five witness, the work of building that relationship is the most important work in your
recovery right now. But it is also worth examining honestly whether the "I don't trust anyone
enough" position is a genuine assessment of your current relationships or a sophisticated
strategy for continued postponement.

The fifth form of resistance — perhaps the deepest — is the fear that what you have done is
unforgivable. That your inventory contains something so singular, so monstrous, so beyond the
ordinary range of human failing, that no witness could hear it and remain. This belief is the
addiction's last line of defense, and it is almost always false. Sponsors, therapists, clergy, and
recovery community members have heard, literally, everything. The specific thing you are most
certain will make them leave is almost certainly something they have heard before — and
something, in many cases, they have done themselves.

Reflection Questions
1. Which form of resistance resonates most strongly with your own experience? Fear of judgment,
perfectionism about the inventory, the belief that you can do it alone, distrust of the listener, or
the fear of the unforgivable?

2. Where did your form of resistance come from? Can you trace it to specific past experiences
with disclosure, with vulnerability, or with being judged?

3. How long have you been carrying your Step Four inventory without taking Step Five? What has
that delay cost you in your recovery, your relationships, or your peace of mind?

4. If your resistance is "I can't find the right person," be completely honest: Is that an accurate
assessment of your current relationships, or is it a strategy for continued postponement? What
would need to be different for the right person to be "available"?
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5. What is the specific thing you are most afraid to disclose — the thing your inner critic says is
unforgivable? Without disclosing it here, describe the fear around it: What do you imagine would
happen if your Step Five listener heard it?

CHECK YOURSELF · CHECK-IN 2 OF 5

Fear & Resistance to Step Five
Scale: 1 = Not at all · 2 = A little · 3 = Somewhat · 4 = Quite a bit · 5 = Very much

1. I am afraid that my Step Five listener will judge me, think less of me, or reject me
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

2. I believe my Step Four inventory needs to be more complete before I can take Step Five
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

3. I am not sure I can trust anyone enough to share the contents of my inventory
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

4. I am convinced that something in my inventory is too shameful or unforgivable to disclose
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

5. I have been using perfectionism about the inventory as a reason to delay taking Step Five
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

6. I believe I can process the contents of my inventory sufficiently without telling another person
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

7. I am afraid of what will come up emotionally when I actually share my inventory out loud
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

8. I have strong resistance to Step Five that I have not yet been able to fully understand or move
through

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

YOUR EXERCISE
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: Understanding Resistance: Why We Postpone and How to Move
Through It

Exercise 1: Step Five Fears Inventory
Naming what's holding you back

Why Name the Fears?

Fear of Step Five is normal, nearly universal, and — if left unnamed — powerful enough to keep
you stuck indefinitely. Bringing the fears into the open does not make them disappear, but it
converts them from automatic obstacles into identifiable problems that can be worked. For each
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fear below, rate its strength and explore its origins. Then examine the evidence for and against it.

My listener will judge me or think less of me after hearing my inventory
Category: Judgment

How strongly do you hold this fear right now? (1 = barely; 5 = this is a major block)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

Where does this fear come from? Has it been confirmed by a past experience with disclosure, or
is it a prediction based on other experiences?

What is the evidence against this fear? What would you say to a sponsee who expressed this
exact fear to you?

My listener will tell others what I share in confidence
Category: Betrayal

How strongly do you hold this fear right now? (1 = barely; 5 = this is a major block)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

Where does this fear come from? Has it been confirmed by a past experience with disclosure, or
is it a prediction based on other experiences?

What is the evidence against this fear? What would you say to a sponsee who expressed this
exact fear to you?

Something in my inventory is so bad that no one could hear it without pulling
away
Category: Unforgivable
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How strongly do you hold this fear right now? (1 = barely; 5 = this is a major block)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

Where does this fear come from? Has it been confirmed by a past experience with disclosure, or
is it a prediction based on other experiences?

What is the evidence against this fear? What would you say to a sponsee who expressed this
exact fear to you?

I will be overwhelmed emotionally during Step Five and won't be able to
continue
Category: Overwhelm

How strongly do you hold this fear right now? (1 = barely; 5 = this is a major block)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

Where does this fear come from? Has it been confirmed by a past experience with disclosure, or
is it a prediction based on other experiences?

What is the evidence against this fear? What would you say to a sponsee who expressed this
exact fear to you?

My Step Four inventory isn't thorough enough — there's more I should add
before sharing
Category: Perfectionism

How strongly do you hold this fear right now? (1 = barely; 5 = this is a major block)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much
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Where does this fear come from? Has it been confirmed by a past experience with disclosure, or
is it a prediction based on other experiences?

What is the evidence against this fear? What would you say to a sponsee who expressed this
exact fear to you?

Taking Step Five will destroy the relationship I have with my listener
Category: Relationship Loss

How strongly do you hold this fear right now? (1 = barely; 5 = this is a major block)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

Where does this fear come from? Has it been confirmed by a past experience with disclosure, or
is it a prediction based on other experiences?

What is the evidence against this fear? What would you say to a sponsee who expressed this
exact fear to you?

I will feel worse after Step Five, not better — the relief won't come
Category: Failed Promise

How strongly do you hold this fear right now? (1 = barely; 5 = this is a major block)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much
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Where does this fear come from? Has it been confirmed by a past experience with disclosure, or
is it a prediction based on other experiences?

What is the evidence against this fear? What would you say to a sponsee who expressed this
exact fear to you?

I don't actually need to tell another person — I can do this work privately
Category: Isolation Defense

How strongly do you hold this fear right now? (1 = barely; 5 = this is a major block)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

Where does this fear come from? Has it been confirmed by a past experience with disclosure, or
is it a prediction based on other experiences?

What is the evidence against this fear? What would you say to a sponsee who expressed this
exact fear to you?

Certain things I've done disqualify me from recovery — some harms can't be
undone
Category: Hopelessness

How strongly do you hold this fear right now? (1 = barely; 5 = this is a major block)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much
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Where does this fear come from? Has it been confirmed by a past experience with disclosure, or
is it a prediction based on other experiences?

What is the evidence against this fear? What would you say to a sponsee who expressed this
exact fear to you?

My listener will give me unwanted advice, minimize my experience, or respond
in a way that makes it worse
Category: Poor Response

How strongly do you hold this fear right now? (1 = barely; 5 = this is a major block)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

Where does this fear come from? Has it been confirmed by a past experience with disclosure, or
is it a prediction based on other experiences?

What is the evidence against this fear? What would you say to a sponsee who expressed this
exact fear to you?

Fear Inventory Summary
1. Which fear scored highest? Which is most actively blocking your Step Five right now?
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2. Do your fears cluster around a common theme — judgment, abandonment, overwhelm, the
unforgivable? What does that theme tell you about your core wound?

3. For your highest-rated fear: what would you need to know, believe, or experience to reduce its
power by half? What specific action could you take toward that?

4. Which of these fears have you already talked about with your sponsor, counselor, or a trusted
recovery peer? Which have you kept to yourself, and why?

5. Write a courage statement: "Despite the fear of [name the specific fear], I am willing to take
Step Five because..."

YOUR EXERCISE
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: Understanding Resistance: Why We Postpone and How to Move
Through It

Exercise 5: What I'm Most Afraid to Disclose
Bringing the hardest material out of hiding

The Last Line of Defense

Every person approaching Step Five has at least one piece of their inventory that they are most
afraid to disclose — one thing the inner critic insists is too shameful, too bad, too singular to
share. That thing is usually the most important thing to share. It is carrying the most shame
energy. It is doing the most work to maintain the shame structure that drives relapse risk. This
exercise helps you approach that material with honesty, preparation, and courage — without
requiring you to disclose it here.
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Without describing the specific content, describe the shape of what you are most afraid to
disclose: How long have you been carrying it? Does it appear on your written inventory, or is it
something you haven't written down yet?

Describe its weight, its age, how long you've been holding it alone...

What specifically do you believe would happen if your Step Five listener heard this material? Be
as specific as you can about the feared outcome.

Name the exact feared consequence: "They would..." "I would..." "It would..."

What evidence do you have that the feared outcome would actually occur? Has anyone been in a
similar situation — disclosed something this serious — and been abandoned or judged in the way
you fear?

Evidence for the fear vs. evidence against it...

Have you talked with your sponsor or another long-term recovery person about your fear of
disclosing this specific material — without yet disclosing the content? What did they say?

Their perspective on this kind of material and this kind of fear...

Is the material you are most afraid to disclose part of why you are uncertain about your listener
choice? Does it require a particular kind of listener — a therapist, for example, rather than a
layperson?

Honest assessment of whether your listener is the right person for this specific material...
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What is the cost of continuing to carry this material alone and undisclosed? How is it affecting
your recovery, your peace of mind, your relationships, your relapse risk?

Be honest about what continued secrecy is costing you...

Write a statement of intention about this material. You don't have to disclose it here. But write
what you intend to do with it — carry it alone indefinitely, disclose it in Step Five, or something in
between. And write honestly about why.

Your honest intention about the hardest material in your inventory...

A Note on the "Unforgivable"
The thing you believe makes you uniquely unforgivable has almost certainly been heard before —
by sponsors, by therapists, by clergy, by the recovery community. The specific event or behavior
that feels most monstrous to you is, in the experience of those who receive Step Fives regularly,
almost always something they recognize from their own story, from someone else's story, or from
the full range of human failure they have witnessed. The belief that your specific history places
you beyond forgiveness is almost always incorrect — and it is the belief most worth testing.

How does this perspective land for you? Does any part of you believe it, or does the shame insist
you are the exception?
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PART 4 OF 6 · READING

Choosing Your Listener: The Most Important
Decision in Step Five
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: Choosing Your Listener: The Most Important Decision in Step
Five

Choosing Your Listener: The Most Important Decision in Step Five
The Alcoholics Anonymous Big Book suggests that the person chosen for Step Five should be
someone who understands confidentiality and who will not be adversely affected by what they
hear. Beyond these minimum requirements, the choice of Step Five listener is among the most
consequential decisions in early recovery — and it deserves careful, unhurried consideration.

The most common choice is a sponsor. A sponsor who has worked their own Step Five brings
several important qualities to the role: they have personal experience with the courage required
to take this Step, they are unlikely to be shocked by what they hear, they understand the
framework within which the disclosure is taking place, and the relationship is specifically
designed for this kind of intimate honesty. A sponsor who has truly "been there" serves not just
as a receiver but as a living proof of concept — evidence that Step Five can be survived, and that
the relationship between sponsor and sponsee can deepen rather than fracture under the weight
of honest disclosure.

A therapist or counselor is another appropriate and sometimes preferable choice for Step Five. If
your inventory contains material related to trauma, abuse, mental health, or experiences that
require clinical support, a licensed professional can provide both the witness function and the
therapeutic containment necessary to process what emerges. The therapeutic relationship, with
its explicit commitment to confidentiality and its training in receiving difficult material without
reactive judgment, creates a formal safety structure for the disclosure.

A clergyperson, spiritual director, or religious figure is the traditional context in which confession
and disclosure of wrongs has been practiced for millennia. If your spiritual orientation includes a
relationship with a priest, minister, rabbi, imam, or other religious leader, and that relationship is
characterized by genuine trust, this can be a powerful context for Step Five — particularly for the
dimension of the Step that involves admission to God or a Higher Power.

What makes a good Step Five listener? First, trustworthiness — not just in the abstract, but
demonstrated. Someone who has shown, through their behavior over time, that they keep
confidences, that they do not gossip, that what you tell them stays with them. Second,
non-reactivity — the capacity to hear difficult material without visible shock, disgust, or judgment.
Third, genuine presence — the ability to be fully there with you during the sharing, not distracted,
not mentally composing their response while you are still talking. Fourth, experience — either
with their own recovery work or with the professional skills of receiving painful disclosure. Fifth,
and perhaps most important: someone who will not be harmed or destabilized by what they hear.

Your partner, your parent, or your closest friend may love you deeply and still be the wrong
choice for Step Five, because the material you share may damage your relationship with them or



The Recovery Files  ·  12-Step Deep Dive The Courage to Be Known

© The Recovery Files Page 20

create pain that serves neither of you.

The geography of the meeting matters too. Step Five should take place somewhere private,
uninterrupted, and with enough time — most Step Fives take several hours. Being rushed,
interrupted, or physically uncomfortable undermines the quality of the experience. Your listener
should have blocked off the time, silenced their phone, and communicated their full availability.
You should be nourished, rested enough, and not under any time pressure. These are not luxuries
— they are conditions for the kind of deep, unhurried honesty that Step Five requires.

Reflection Questions
1. Who in your current life might be an appropriate Step Five listener? List the people you are
considering, and for each one, evaluate them honestly against the criteria described:
trustworthiness, non-reactivity, genuine presence, experience, and whether they could be
harmed by what they hear.

2. If your sponsor is your chosen listener, what is the quality of your relationship with them right
now? Do you have enough trust built that honest disclosure feels possible? If not, what would
need to change?

3. What specifically makes you trust — or distrust — your chosen listener? Can you point to
specific behaviors or experiences that built or undermined that trust?

4. Have you actually had a conversation with your intended Step Five listener about taking this
Step? If not, what is stopping you from initiating that conversation?
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5. What conditions — time, place, preparation, emotional state — would you need to create the
best possible environment for your Step Five? Describe your ideal setting in concrete terms.

YOUR EXERCISE
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: Choosing Your Listener: The Most Important Decision in Step
Five

Exercise 2: Choosing My Step Five Listener
The most important decision in taking Step Five

The Listener Is the Medicine

The therapeutic power of Step Five operates through the relationship between the person
disclosing and the person receiving. Your listener is not a passive container — their qualities, their
presence, and their response are active ingredients in the healing process. This exercise helps
you evaluate potential listeners honestly, so that the person you choose gives Step Five its best
chance of doing what it is designed to do.

Step 1: List Your Candidates
List every person who might potentially serve as your Step Five listener — sponsor, therapist,
counselor, clergyperson, trusted recovery peer. Don't pre-screen. Just list.

List names and their relationship to you (e.g., 'James — my sponsor,' 'Dr. Torres — my therapist,' 'Father Michael —
priest at my parish')...

Step 2: Evaluate Against the Criteria
For your top one or two candidates, work through each criterion below honestly.

Demonstrated Trustworthiness
Has this person shown — through behavior over time, not just words — that they keep
confidences? Can you think of specific evidence?

How does your primary candidate score on this criterion? What specific evidence supports your
rating?
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Is there anything about this criterion that gives you pause or concern about this person as your
listener?

Non-Reactivity
Can this person hear difficult, painful, or disturbing material without visible shock, disgust, or
reactive judgment? Have you seen them receive difficult information calmly?

How does your primary candidate score on this criterion? What specific evidence supports your
rating?

Is there anything about this criterion that gives you pause or concern about this person as your
listener?

Genuine Presence
Can this person be fully present and attentive — not distracted, not mentally composing their
response while you're still talking? Have you experienced their quality of listening?

How does your primary candidate score on this criterion? What specific evidence supports your
rating?

Is there anything about this criterion that gives you pause or concern about this person as your
listener?

Experience with This Kind of Disclosure
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Has this person worked their own Steps, received formal training in receiving difficult disclosures,
or had significant experience as a spiritual director, counselor, or sponsor?

How does your primary candidate score on this criterion? What specific evidence supports your
rating?

Is there anything about this criterion that gives you pause or concern about this person as your
listener?

Not Harmed by What They Hear
Is there any material in your inventory that could damage your relationship with this person — or
cause them significant personal pain — if shared? Is this the right person for those specific items?

How does your primary candidate score on this criterion? What specific evidence supports your
rating?

Is there anything about this criterion that gives you pause or concern about this person as your
listener?

Availability and Time
Is this person able to set aside several uninterrupted hours for your Step Five? Do they have the
schedule flexibility to give it the time it requires?
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How does your primary candidate score on this criterion? What specific evidence supports your
rating?

Is there anything about this criterion that gives you pause or concern about this person as your
listener?

Step 3: Decision and Next Steps
Based on your evaluation, who is your chosen Step Five listener? Why this person above the
others?

Name them and explain your reasoning...

Have you spoken with your chosen listener about taking your Step Five with them? If not, what
will you say when you reach out?

Write out what you will say, or what you said...

Describe the ideal setting for your Step Five: location, time of day, duration, any special
preparation or conditions.

Specific, practical, realistic...
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What is your specific target date for taking Step Five? What is the first concrete action you will
take this week to make that date happen?

A real date, not "soon" or "when I'm ready"...

YOUR EXERCISE
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: Choosing Your Listener: The Most Important Decision in Step
Five

Exercise 7: Preparing My Step Five Sharing
Practical preparation for the conversation

Preparation Is Not Procrastination

Preparing for your Step Five is not the same as postponing it. Thoughtful preparation — knowing
what you want to share, how you want to open, what context your listener needs, what you most
need from them — makes the actual Step Five richer, more complete, and less likely to be
derailed by anxiety or avoidance in the moment.

How will you open your Step Five? Write the first two or three sentences you will say to your
listener when you begin.

"I'm here to take my Step Five with you. I've been working on my Step Four inventory for [timeframe], and I want
to share it fully and honestly. I want to start with..."

What structure will you use to share your inventory? (Reading directly from your written Step
Four; organized by category — resentments, then fears, then harms; chronological; around
themes?) Describe your approach.

Describe the organizing structure that makes most sense for your sharing...
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Will you address the hardest material first or work up to it? What is your reasoning for the order
you have chosen?

Different people approach this differently — there is no single right answer, but there should be a conscious
choice...

What do you specifically need from your listener — and have you communicated that to them? Do
you need them to just listen without comment? To ask clarifying questions? To share their
experience afterward? To be specific about confidentiality?

What you need, and whether your listener knows they need to provide it...

What will you do if you become overwhelmed with emotion during the sharing — if you cry,
freeze, or feel the urge to minimize and rush through the hardest material? What is your plan for
managing strong emotion in the moment?

A specific plan: "If I start to freeze up, I will..." "If I want to minimize, I will remind myself that..."

What does a "complete" Step Five look like for you — how will you know when you have shared
enough? What would signal that you have truly shared the full inventory rather than the edited
version?

Your definition of completion — not perfection, but genuine, thorough honesty...

Practical logistics: When, where, how long have you blocked? Do you have food, water, and
comfort? Have you let people know you are unavailable? Are you and your listener truly
undistracted?

The practical container for your Step Five...
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PART 5 OF 6 · READING

"The Exact Nature of Our Wrongs": Going Deeper
Than the List
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: "The Exact Nature of Our Wrongs": Going Deeper Than the List

"The Exact Nature of Our Wrongs": Going Deeper Than the List
The most clinically sophisticated phrase in the entire text of Step Five is not "admitted" or "to
another human being" — it is "the exact nature of our wrongs." This phrase is doing a tremendous
amount of work, and most people miss it. They prepare for Step Five as if it were primarily a
confession of specific bad acts: "I lied here, I stole there, I hurt this person, I did that thing."

But the phrase "exact nature" is pointing at something deeper — the underlying character
patterns, the core defects of thinking and responding, the structural features of the addicted self
that produced those specific behaviors.

The Big Book makes this distinction explicit in its instructions for Step Four. The inventory is not
meant to be merely a list of sins — it is meant to be a diagnostic tool that reveals patterns. The
resentment columns, properly completed, reveal not just who you resented but where your
self-esteem, your security, your personal relationships, and your ambitions were threatened. The
fear inventory reveals not just what you feared but what those fears say about where you were
relying on yourself, on control, or on other people rather than on a Higher Power. The harms
inventory reveals not just what you did but the characteristic ways you operated — selfishness,
dishonesty, self-seeking, and fear — that made those behaviors predictable, even inevitable,
given who you were.

The "exact nature" of the wrongs is the common denominator across the specific wrongs. It is the
answer to the question: "Not just what did I do — but what in me produced this pattern?"

If you lied repeatedly, the exact nature might be fear — you lied because you were terrified of
consequences, of abandonment, of not being loved if people knew the truth. If you manipulated
people, the exact nature might be control — the deep conviction that you could not trust anyone
else to meet your needs, so you had to engineer outcomes. If you were chronically resentful, the
exact nature might be a grandiosity that expected the world to treat you fairly and was
perpetually outraged when it didn't.

This depth of examination is not self-punishment. It is the most precise possible description of the
problem — because you cannot address what you cannot name. Knowing that you lied tells you to
stop lying. Knowing that you lied out of paralyzing fear of abandonment tells you what you
actually need to work on. The specific behaviors were symptoms. The exact nature is the
condition.

There is also a significant clinical benefit to this level of depth in Step Five disclosure. When you
share with your listener not just the events but the patterns — not just "I did this" but "I see now
that I did this because of this" — you are engaged in the kind of narrative meaning-making that is
central to psychological healing. You are transforming a collection of painful facts into an
understood story with internal logic. That transformation — from chaos to meaning — is one of
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the mechanisms through which Step Five produces its most lasting effects. And it is the beginning
of the work of Steps Six and Seven, which ask you to become willing to have the exact nature of
your wrongs removed.

Reflection Questions
1. Look at your Step Four inventory. Beyond the specific events and behaviors, what patterns do
you see? What themes recur across resentments, fears, and harms?

2. What is the "exact nature" of your most recurring wrong — not just what you did, but the
underlying character feature, belief, or wound that produced it? Can you name it in one or two
words (e.g., "fear," "grandiosity," "people-pleasing," "dishonesty," "control")?

3. If someone who knew you well and loved you honestly looked at your patterns during active
addiction, what would they say drove most of your harmful behavior? What character traits or
wounds would they identify?

4. How does looking for the "exact nature" change the experience of preparing for Step Five?
Does it feel more or less threatening, more or less useful, than a simple behavioral list?

5. What specific part of your Step Four inventory do you anticipate being most important to share
with depth and context — not just the event itself but the pattern it represents?

CHECK YOURSELF · CHECK-IN 3 OF 5

Inventory Depth & "Exact Nature"
Scale: 1 = Not at all · 2 = A little · 3 = Somewhat · 4 = Quite a bit · 5 = Very much
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1. My Step Four inventory goes beyond a list of events to identify underlying patterns and
character themes

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

2. I can identify the recurring character defects (fear, dishonesty, self-seeking, control, etc.) that
drove most of my harmful behaviors

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

3. I have been honest about my part in resentments — not just how others wronged me but how I
contributed

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

4. My inventory includes material about sexual conduct and harms related to relationships
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

5. I have included fears not just in a separate section but throughout, understanding how fear
drove most of my wrongs

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

6. I am aware of the things in my inventory I have been most tempted to minimize, rationalize, or
omit

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

7. I can speak about my inventory with enough clarity and language to actually share it
meaningfully

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

8. My inventory includes material I have never disclosed to any other person
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

CHECK YOURSELF · CHECK-IN 4 OF 5

The Spiritual Dimension
Scale: 1 = Not at all · 2 = A little · 3 = Somewhat · 4 = Quite a bit · 5 = Very much

1. I have a working understanding of my own Higher Power — something I can genuinely orient
my Step Five toward

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

2. I can approach the "God" or "Higher Power" component of Step Five with sincerity, whatever
my beliefs

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

3. I have done the internal admission — I genuinely acknowledge to myself, not just intellectually
but emotionally, the nature of my wrongs

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

4. I understand the difference between self-condemnation and genuine self-admission
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5
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5. I have begun to develop a sense that honest self-examination is a spiritual practice, not a
punishment

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

6. I understand the purpose of Steps Six and Seven, and I am beginning to become willing for
what Step Five reveals to be addressed in those Steps

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

7. I experience some degree of spiritual relief or clarity as a result of the work I have done so far
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

8. I believe that the self-disclosure required in Step Five is consistent with — not contradictory to
— my spiritual values and beliefs

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

YOUR EXERCISE
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: "The Exact Nature of Our Wrongs": Going Deeper Than the List

Exercise 3: The "Exact Nature" Deep Dive
Moving from the events to the patterns underneath

The Events Were Symptoms

Your Step Four inventory lists specific events, specific harms, specific resentments. But Step Five
is about the 'exact nature' — the underlying character patterns, the recurring defects that
produced those events consistently. This exercise moves beneath the surface of the inventory to
identify the structural features of how you operated during active addiction. This is the material
that Steps Six and Seven will address.

Fear & Self-Protection
How present was this pattern in your addicted self? (1 = rarely; 5 = this was central)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

How did fear operate in your addicted self? Fear of what? What actions did fear produce? Where
did fear produce dishonesty, avoidance, control, or harm?

Where did this pattern come from? Was it learned, adaptive, or both? What need was it originally
trying to meet?
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How is this pattern still present — even subtly — in your recovery today? How is it showing up in
your current behavior, thinking, or relationships?

Selfishness & Self-Centeredness
How present was this pattern in your addicted self? (1 = rarely; 5 = this was central)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

In what ways did you consistently put your own needs, comfort, or desires above others? What
did that cost the people around you? Can you see this pattern clearly in your inventory?

Where did this pattern come from? Was it learned, adaptive, or both? What need was it originally
trying to meet?

How is this pattern still present — even subtly — in your recovery today? How is it showing up in
your current behavior, thinking, or relationships?

Dishonesty & Deception
How present was this pattern in your addicted self? (1 = rarely; 5 = this was central)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

What forms did your dishonesty take — outright lying, omission, exaggeration, impression
management? Who were you most dishonest with, and what were you protecting?
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Where did this pattern come from? Was it learned, adaptive, or both? What need was it originally
trying to meet?

How is this pattern still present — even subtly — in your recovery today? How is it showing up in
your current behavior, thinking, or relationships?

Resentment & Grievance
How present was this pattern in your addicted self? (1 = rarely; 5 = this was central)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

What is your characteristic resentment pattern? What kind of situations, people, or perceived
injustices trigger resentment most reliably? How has carrying resentment justified your using?

Where did this pattern come from? Was it learned, adaptive, or both? What need was it originally
trying to meet?

How is this pattern still present — even subtly — in your recovery today? How is it showing up in
your current behavior, thinking, or relationships?

Control & Manipulation
How present was this pattern in your addicted self? (1 = rarely; 5 = this was central)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much
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How did you attempt to control people, outcomes, or circumstances? What manipulation
strategies did you employ? What need was the controlling behavior trying to meet?

Where did this pattern come from? Was it learned, adaptive, or both? What need was it originally
trying to meet?

How is this pattern still present — even subtly — in your recovery today? How is it showing up in
your current behavior, thinking, or relationships?

Grandiosity & Entitlement
How present was this pattern in your addicted self? (1 = rarely; 5 = this was central)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

In what ways did you expect special treatment, exemption from ordinary rules, or recognition you
hadn't earned? How did grandiosity operate as a cover for the shame underneath?

Where did this pattern come from? Was it learned, adaptive, or both? What need was it originally
trying to meet?
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How is this pattern still present — even subtly — in your recovery today? How is it showing up in
your current behavior, thinking, or relationships?

People-Pleasing & Dependency
How present was this pattern in your addicted self? (1 = rarely; 5 = this was central)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

Did you sacrifice your own truth to manage others' reactions? How did the need for approval
shape your behavior? Where did people-pleasing generate resentment or inauthenticity?

Where did this pattern come from? Was it learned, adaptive, or both? What need was it originally
trying to meet?

How is this pattern still present — even subtly — in your recovery today? How is it showing up in
your current behavior, thinking, or relationships?

Avoidance & Escapism
How present was this pattern in your addicted self? (1 = rarely; 5 = this was central)

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

Beyond using substances, what did you consistently avoid — difficult conversations,
responsibilities, emotions, relationships, truths about yourself? How did avoidance compound
your problems?
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Where did this pattern come from? Was it learned, adaptive, or both? What need was it originally
trying to meet?

How is this pattern still present — even subtly — in your recovery today? How is it showing up in
your current behavior, thinking, or relationships?

Exact Nature Summary
1. Which of the eight patterns scored highest? Which one or two are the most central to the
"exact nature" of your wrongs?

2. Is there a common thread across your top patterns — a single word or phrase that captures the
core character feature that drove most of your addictive behavior?

3. Looking at these patterns honestly: Were they entirely of your making, or were some of them
adaptations to circumstances that were outside your control? How do you hold both truths at
once?

4. How will you describe the "exact nature" to your Step Five listener — not just the events, but
the patterns underneath them? Practice that description here in a few sentences.
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YOUR EXERCISE
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: "The Exact Nature of Our Wrongs": Going Deeper Than the List

Exercise 4: Patterns & Themes Across My Inventory
From a collection of events to a coherent story

The Inventory as a Diagnostic Map

A thorough Step Four inventory is not just a confession — it is a diagnostic map of how you
operated during active addiction. This exercise helps you read that map systematically,
identifying the recurring patterns that will be the primary focus of your Step Five sharing and the
targets of Steps Six and Seven.

Resentment Patterns
Looking across all your resentments, who or what categories of people appear most frequently
(authority figures, intimate partners, family members, employers)?

Look for the types, not just the individuals...

What is most frequently threatened across your resentments — self-esteem, security, personal
relationships, sexual and social ambitions, or financial security?

The column that keeps appearing tells you something important...

What is your characteristic role in the resentments you carry — victim, wronged party,
unrecognized person? How does that role serve you?

Be honest about what the victim position provides...

For what percentage of your resentments can you identify your own part — something you did,
wanted, or feared that contributed to the situation?

This is not self-blame — it is honest assessment of your contribution...
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Fear Patterns
What is your most foundational, recurring fear — the one that underlies most of the others?

Often: fear of abandonment, fear of failure, fear of not being enough, fear of loss of control...

How did fear produce most of your harmful behaviors? Trace the path from fear to the specific
behavior it drove.

Fear of [what] → produced [what behavior]...

Where were you relying on yourself, on self-will, or on others rather than on a Higher Power —
and how did that failed reliance generate fear?

The Big Book's analysis of fear as self-reliance failure...

Harms Patterns
Who appears most frequently in your harms inventory? What does that tell you about which
relationships were most affected by your addiction?

Family, partners, colleagues, yourself...

What types of harm do you find yourself having caused most consistently — financial, emotional,
relational, physical, reputational?

Be honest about the categories that recur...
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Are there harms in your inventory that feel particularly heavy — ones you return to repeatedly
because they cause the most guilt or shame? What makes those specific harms feel different?

The harms that seem the hardest to accept or acknowledge...

Sexual Conduct Patterns
Have you been honest in your Step Four about sexual conduct that caused harm? Is there
anything in this area you have been avoiding or minimizing?

This may be the most difficult section of the inventory to be fully honest about...

What patterns appear in your sexual conduct during active addiction — selfishness, dishonesty,
using people, fear of intimacy, acting out?

Look for the recurring pattern, not just the individual events...

Patterns Synthesis
1. Across resentments, fears, and harms, what single word or phrase best captures the "exact
nature" of your wrongs as a whole? This is the core of what you will share in Step Five.

2. Write a paragraph describing the pattern of your addicted self — not the specific events but the
character. Who were you during active addiction? What drove you? What can you now see that
you couldn't see then?
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3. What is the relationship between your patterns and your original wounds? Where did the
defects of character begin as adaptations to real threats before they became problems
themselves?

4. Having seen the patterns clearly, do you feel more or less ready to take Step Five? What has
this exercise changed about your readiness or your understanding of what you are carrying to
your listener?

YOUR EXERCISE
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: "The Exact Nature of Our Wrongs": Going Deeper Than the List

Exercise 6: The Three Admissions
To God, to ourselves, to another person

Each Admission Does Something Unique

Step Five is not one act performed three times in sequence. It is three distinct admissions, each
addressing a different dimension of the problem. Admission to a Higher Power situates your
honesty in a spiritual framework. Admission to yourself completes the internal reckoning.
Admission to another human being breaks the secrecy that shame requires to survive. Skipping
any one of the three leaves the healing incomplete.

Admission One: To God or a Higher Power
What is your current understanding of a Higher Power? It does not need to be conventional or
religious — describe what works for you as the concept you are admitting to.

Your working understanding of HP, however simple or complex...
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What does it mean to you to admit the exact nature of your wrongs to your Higher Power? What is
the function of this admission — absolution, humility, alignment, surrender?

What specifically does this admission accomplish in your spiritual framework?

Write a brief, honest admission to your Higher Power as you understand it — not a prayer
necessarily, but a statement of acknowledgment. What are you admitting, and what are you
asking for?

"I acknowledge that I have lived in ways that caused harm. Specifically, I have operated from fear, from
dishonesty, from selfishness... I am asking for..."

Do you have any resistance to this dimension of the Step — the spiritual one? What is its source,
and how do you work with it given where you currently are in your spiritual life?

Honest engagement with whatever resistance exists...

Admission Two: To Ourselves
Is there a gap between what your Step Four inventory says and what you have been willing to
fully acknowledge internally? Are there items you have written down but not yet truly admitted to
yourself?

The difference between intellectual acknowledgment and genuine internal admission...

What specifically are you still protecting yourself from — what truths about yourself are you still
softening, rationalizing, or maintaining some distance from?

These are the places the admission to yourself is still incomplete...
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Write a complete, unguarded admission to yourself — in the second person ("You did...") or the
first person — that leaves nothing softened or rationalized. This is the internal acknowledgment
that Step Five requires.

Write as if you are telling yourself everything you know to be true about the exact nature of your wrongs, without
minimizing or amplifying...

After writing that admission, how do you feel? What emotional response accompanies genuine,
unguarded self-acknowledgment?

The feeling quality of genuine self-admission — guilt, grief, relief, fear, or something else...

Admission Three: To Another Human Being
Why is telling another person necessary — beyond just acknowledging things to yourself and your
Higher Power? What specific function does the human witness perform that neither of the other
admissions can?

Your understanding of why the human dimension of Step Five is not optional...

What is your intention going into the Step Five conversation with your listener? What are you
hoping to experience, achieve, or release?

Your intention — not just the action but the spirit in which you are approaching it...

How will you begin the conversation? What will you say to open the sharing, to set the context, to
communicate what you need from your listener?

Write out how you might open: "I'm here to take my Step Five. I want to share my inventory with you completely.
What I need from you is..."
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After the sharing, what will you do to care for yourself? Who, if anyone, will you call? What will the
next few hours look like?

Your post-Step Five self-care plan...
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PART 6 OF 6 · READING

After Step Five: The Relief, the Integration, and
What Comes Next
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: After Step Five: The Relief, the Integration, and What Comes
Next

After Step Five: The Relief, the Integration, and What Comes Next
The Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous contains one of its most striking passages in the directions
for Step Five. After describing what should happen during the sharing, it says: "We pocket our
pride and go to it, illuminating every twist of character, every dark cranny of the past. Once we
have taken this step, withholding nothing, we are delighted. We can look the world in the eye. We
can be alone at perfect ease. We feel we are on the Broad Highway, walking hand in hand with
the Spirit of the Universe."

These are bold claims. They deserve scrutiny — and they deserve to be taken seriously.

The phenomenon described in the Big Book — the relief, the lightness, the sense of being seen
and not destroyed — is one of the most consistently reported experiences in recovery literature
and in the testimony of people who have completed Step Five. It is not universal, and it does not
always arrive immediately. But the structural conditions for it are well-established by psychology:
when you disclose the material that has been maintaining your shame, when you experience the
listener's continued presence and acceptance, when the secret is no longer a secret — the
psychological architecture of shame collapses. The relief that follows is not a spiritual reward for
good behavior. It is the natural consequence of the shame structure being dismantled.

But the experience after Step Five is not only relief. For many people, there is also an initial
period of exhaustion, vulnerability, and emotional rawness. Step Five is emotionally and
physically taxing. The act of sustained, honest, unhurried disclosure — particularly of material
that has been carefully concealed for years — draws on deep reserves. It is entirely normal to feel
spent, emotionally tender, and even slightly disoriented afterward.

The Big Book recommends sitting quietly after Step Five, reviewing what has been done, and
giving thanks. The emphasis on quiet integration time is clinically wise — it is the beginning of
processing and metabolizing the material that has been disclosed.

The aftermath of Step Five also commonly includes a period of recalibration in relationships. Your
sponsor or listener may have a different perspective on you now — and you may have a different
perspective on yourself. The relationship has been fundamentally changed by what was shared.
In healthy recovery relationships, this change is experienced as deepening — greater trust,
greater intimacy, greater mutual respect.

It is normal to feel somewhat exposed or raw in the days immediately following Step Five. It is not
normal — and is worth discussing with your listener or counselor — if the disclosure produces
lasting shame intensification, depression, or significant worsening of cravings.
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Steps Six and Seven follow directly from Five, and they depend on it. Step Six asks: "Were we
entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character?" Step Seven: "Humbly asked
Him to remove our shortcomings." These are not possible without the precision that comes from
identifying the exact nature of your wrongs in Step Five. You cannot be ready to have something
removed if you haven't named what it is.

In this sense, Step Five is not an ending — it is the beginning of the deepest work of character
change in the Twelve Step process. It is the moment when the inventory becomes actionable,
when the patterns become visible, and when the possibility of genuine transformation moves
from aspiration to practical possibility.

Reflection Questions
1. What do you imagine you will feel immediately after completing Step Five? Have you talked
with your sponsor or someone who has taken the Step about what they experienced afterward?

2. The Big Book says that after taking a thorough Step Five, "we feel we are on the Broad
Highway." What would that experience mean to you personally — what in your daily life, your
relationships, or your sense of yourself would change?

3. What will you do immediately after your Step Five to care for yourself — to allow the
experience to integrate? Do you have a plan for the hour, the evening, and the day after?

4. After Step Five, Steps Six and Seven ask you to become willing to have your character defects
removed. Based on what you already know about your "exact nature," what character defects do
you most need to become willing to release?
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5. If you have already taken Step Five, describe what happened. What was the experience like?
What changed? What relief arrived? What remained to be worked? What would you tell someone
approaching Step Five for the first time?

CHECK YOURSELF · CHECK-IN 5 OF 5

Integration & Post-Step Five Health
Scale: 1 = Not at all · 2 = A little · 3 = Somewhat · 4 = Quite a bit · 5 = Very much

1. I have a plan for self-care in the days immediately following my Step Five
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

2. I understand that emotional rawness, exhaustion, or vulnerability after Step Five is normal and
expected

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

3. I have someone to talk with about my Step Five experience in the day or two after it occurs
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

4. I am aware of the relationship between completing Step Five and my relapse risk
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

5. I understand that Step Five is the foundation for Steps Six, Seven, Eight, and Nine
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

6. I can articulate how completing Step Five will concretely change my daily recovery experience
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

7. I have discussed my post-Step Five care plan with my sponsor or counselor
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

8. I believe that the relief described by people who have taken Step Five is genuinely available to
me

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

YOUR EXERCISE
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: After Step Five: The Relief, the Integration, and What Comes
Next

Exercise 8: After Step Five — Processing the Experience
For use after your Step Five has been completed

Note: This exercise is designed to be used after you have completed your Step Five. Return to it
within 24–48 hours of your sharing to process and integrate the experience. If you have not yet
taken Step Five, you may read the questions as preparation for what to reflect on afterward.
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Integration Is Part of the Step

Step Five is not complete when the sharing ends. The experience requires integration — quiet
reflection, self-care, honest examination of what emerged, and the deliberate process of moving
from what was disclosed to what will be addressed in Steps Six and Seven. This exercise guides
that integration.

In the immediate aftermath of completing your Step Five, what were you feeling? Describe the
emotional quality of the experience as specifically as you can.

Relief, exhaustion, rawness, unexpected emotion, surprising calm — describe what actually happened...

Did you experience the "relief" that the Big Book and recovery testimony describes? If yes,
describe it. If no, describe what you experienced instead — and what you make of that.

Honest description of whether and how the relief arrived...

How did your listener respond? What did they say, and how did their response affect you — either
positively or in ways that were less than helpful?

Their actual response and your reaction to it...

Was there anything about the experience of taking Step Five that surprised you — about yourself,
about your listener, about the material, about the experience of saying things aloud?

The unexpected elements of the Step Five experience...

Is there anything you held back — anything you chose not to share that you had intended to? If
so, what stopped you, and what is your intention about that material now?

Honest assessment of whether the sharing was truly complete...
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How do you feel different — about yourself, your past, your recovery, your relationships — after
having completed Step Five? What has shifted, even slightly?

The ways you notice yourself to be different after the experience...

Looking at the exact nature of your wrongs as you articulated it in Step Five, what are you now
most willing to have removed in Steps Six and Seven? What character defects feel most ready for
genuine surrender?

Your emerging willingness for character change based on what Step Five clarified...

What do you need in the next week to care for yourself and integrate this experience? Who will
you check in with, what will you do to protect your emotional wellbeing, and what recovery
activities will you prioritize?

Your specific integration and self-care plan for the post-Step Five week...

YOUR EXERCISE
12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: After Step Five: The Relief, the Integration, and What Comes
Next

Exercise 9: The Promises of Step Five
What the Big Book says becomes possible

The Promises Are Not Guarantees — They Are Invitations

The Big Book's descriptions of what follows Step Five are not automatic rewards dispensed by a
vending machine for correct behavior. They are descriptions of what becomes possible when the
shame structure maintained by secrecy is dismantled through honest disclosure. They require the
completeness the Step demands — 'withholding nothing' — and the time necessary to integrate
what the experience produces.

We pocket our pride and go to it, illuminating ev...
"We pocket our pride and go to it, illuminating every twist of character, every dark cranny of the
past."
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Meaning: Humility as the door through which Step Five is entered — pride as the last defense of
the false self.

Where specifically does pride appear in your resistance to Step Five? What would "pocketing" it
actually require you to give up?

On a scale of 1 to 5, how much do you believe this promise is genuinely available to you — not
theoretically but personally?

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

Once we have taken this step, withholding nothing...
"Once we have taken this step, withholding nothing, we are delighted."

Meaning: Completeness — the relief is conditional on genuine thoroughness, not a partial or
edited disclosure.

What does "withholding nothing" mean for your Step Five? Is there anything you are planning to
withhold? What is your honest answer to that question?

On a scale of 1 to 5, how much do you believe this promise is genuinely available to you — not
theoretically but personally?

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

We can look the world in the eye."...
"We can look the world in the eye."

Meaning: The restoration of dignity and self-respect — the experience of no longer carrying a self
that must hide.

What would it feel like to be able to "look the world in the eye"? Who specifically in your life do
you currently have difficulty looking in the eye, and why?

On a scale of 1 to 5, how much do you believe this promise is genuinely available to you — not
theoretically but personally?

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much



The Recovery Files  ·  12-Step Deep Dive The Courage to Be Known

© The Recovery Files Page 49

We can be alone at perfect ease."...
"We can be alone at perfect ease."

Meaning: The end of the haunting — no longer being ambushed in quiet moments by the material
you have been concealing.

Are you able to be alone at ease right now? What happens in the quiet — what comes up that
prevents peace? How is that connected to undisclosed material?

On a scale of 1 to 5, how much do you believe this promise is genuinely available to you — not
theoretically but personally?

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

We feel we are on the Broad Highway, walking hand...
"We feel we are on the Broad Highway, walking hand in hand with the Spirit of the Universe."

Meaning: The spiritual dimension of Step Five's relief — the experience of alignment, belonging,
and connection with something larger than the isolated self.

What does the image of a "Broad Highway" mean to you? How would your daily life look different
if you were walking on it rather than carrying the weight of undisclosed inventory?

On a scale of 1 to 5, how much do you believe this promise is genuinely available to you — not
theoretically but personally?

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

Returning home, we find we can face up to our res...
"Returning home, we find we can face up to our responsibilities with a new spirit of fortitude and
good will."

Meaning: Practical courage for ordinary life — the discovery that facing what you've been
avoiding opens up rather than closes down your capacity for daily functioning.
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What responsibilities, relationships, or daily situations do you currently approach without fortitude
or good will? How might completing Step Five change your capacity to face them?

On a scale of 1 to 5, how much do you believe this promise is genuinely available to you — not
theoretically but personally?

○ 1 Not at all ○ 2 A little ○ 3 Somewhat ○ 4 Quite a bit ○ 5 Very much

Promises Summary
1. Which promise do you find most difficult to believe is available to you? What does that
skepticism say about the depth of your shame, and what would need to change for it to become
believable?

2. Which promise do you most desperately need — which one would change your life most
significantly if it arrived? How does that answer illuminate what you are most carrying right now?

3. Have you spoken with anyone who has experienced the relief described in these promises after
taking a thorough Step Five? What did they describe? How did their testimony affect your
willingness?

4. Write a statement of what you are reaching toward by taking Step Five — not just the
completion of a Step but the specific change in your lived experience that you are working
toward.

YOUR EXERCISE
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12-Step Deep DiveStep 5Reading: After Step Five: The Relief, the Integration, and What Comes
Next

Exercise 10: My Step Five Action Plan
From preparation to completion

Willingness Needs a Date

Willingness without a plan is a sentiment. Step Five becomes real when it has a specific date, a
specific person, a specific location, and a specific set of actions between now and then. This plan
is your commitment to yourself — the document of your intention translated into concrete action.

Part 1: Where I Am with My Step Four Inventory
What is the current status of your Step Four inventory? (Complete and ready to share / Mostly
complete with some gaps / In process / Not yet started)

Honest assessment of where your inventory actually stands...

If there are gaps in your inventory, what are they? What sections, relationships, or experiences
are still incompletely addressed?

Specific gaps: "I haven't finished the harms section," "I haven't addressed my sexual conduct," etc...

If your inventory needs additional work before Step Five, what is your specific, realistic timeline
for completing it?

A real date — "I will have the inventory complete by [date]"...

Part 2: My Listener and Setting
My Step Five listener is:

Name, relationship, and whether they have confirmed their availability...
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My Step Five is scheduled for:

Specific date, time, and location...

The setting will be:

Location, privacy, duration, any special conditions...

What has my listener been told about what to expect? What preparation have I asked them to do?

What your listener knows and has agreed to...

Part 3: Action Steps Between Now and My Step Five
List the specific actions you will take between now and your Step Five date — each with a target
completion date.

Action 1:

Complete the harms section of my inventory

By when:

Action 2:

Call [listener name] to confirm our Step Five date
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By when:

Action 3:

Discuss my fear of [specific topic] with my counselor

By when:

Action 4:

Read pages 72–75 in the Big Book

By when:

Action 5:

Write about the "exact nature" themes from my inventory

By when:
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Action 6:

Prepare how I will open my Step Five sharing

By when:

Part 4: My Post-Step Five Care Plan
Immediately after my Step Five (the first hour):

Quiet time, food, a specific place, a specific practice...

The rest of the day after my Step Five:

Who I'll be with, what I'll do, what I'll avoid...

The week following my Step Five:

Extra meetings, extra check-ins, self-care priorities, continuation toward Steps Six and Seven...

The person I will check in with in the 24–48 hours after my Step Five:

Name and what I will tell them...

My Step Five Commitment Statement
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Write a personal commitment to yourself about taking Step Five. Include: your understanding of
why it matters, who you are taking it with, when you intend to complete it, and what you are
reaching toward on the other side.

I, [your name], commit to taking my Step Five by [date] with [listener name]. / / I understand that this Step matters
because... / / I have been carrying my Step Four inventory for [timeframe], and I know that continuing to carry it
alone is costing me... / / I am afraid of [specific fear], and I am choosing to take this Step anyway because... / / On
the other side of this Step, I am reaching toward...


