
Finding Your Own Higher Power:  
A Path to Recovery That Honors Your Beliefs 

When we first encounter the Big Book and the 12 Steps, many of 
us have mixed feelings about the frequent references to God or a 
Higher Power. If you are an atheist, agnostic, from a faith tradition 
other than Christianity or Judaism—or if you have felt hurt or 
shamed by religion—these words can sometimes feel like 
roadblocks rather than a road map. It’s important to know that 
the idea of a Higher Power is deeply flexible and personal. It 
doesn’t require you to change your beliefs; it invites you to widen 
your understanding and explore a source of strength beyond 
yourself that supports your recovery.


What Bothers You About the Higher Power?

Before we explore the many ways to understand a Higher Power, 
pause and think about what feels uncomfortable or upsetting 
about the idea.

• Is it too religious?

• Does it sound like a fairy tale or a cult teaching?

• Do you feel insulted or want to defend your beliefs?

• Do you feel others are imposing their beliefs on you?

• Are you afraid of seeing other possibilities because it would 

mean you would lose yourself? (A form of cognitive 
dissonance)


• Is being “right” more important than your freedom?

Often, the urge to be “right” comes from our ego—the part of us 
holding tightly to an identity built over years. That sense of self 
was shaped largely by forces outside of us—our parents, 
communities, media, and culture. These influences created 
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stories about who we are and what life should be, many of which 
conflict with our deeper feelings and experiences.


What Is a Belief?

A belief is an idea we hold onto to feel safe or make sense of the 
world. Like childhood beliefs about Santa Claus, many of our 
beliefs change over time. But some become biased, coloring 
what we are willing to see or accept. For example, feeling “I am 
unlovable” or “I’m not enough” can become deeply held and 
harmful beliefs that keep us stuck.

Recovery means questioning these biases and inviting a broader 
truth. We don’t have to surrender our identity, but we can open to 
seeing parts of ourselves and the world in new, healing ways.


Why a Higher Power?

The Big Book describes a Higher Power as “a power greater than 
ourselves.” This is not about religion or dogma—it’s about finding 
a source of strength that helps us let go of destructive control 
and find hope and freedom.

Science and psychology affirm that connection, meaning, and 
purpose support mental health and recovery. Having faith in 
something greater—whether that’s community, nature, love, or a 
universal spirit—helps us move beyond isolation and self-will.


Practical Steps to Finding Your Higher Power

• Reflect on what strength beyond yourself can look like—it 

could be a force, idea, energy, principle, or community.

• Notice your feelings about “God” or “Higher Power.” 

Welcome discomfort with curiosity, not judgment.

• Experiment with meditation, time in nature, fellowship, or 

contemplation.
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• Know that your Higher Power can evolve as you grow.

• Choose openness and freedom over the need to be right.

• Experiment with “acting as if” and see if something unusual 

happens.


Recovery Is Possible for Everyone

You may be an atheist, agnostic, Christian, Muslim, Hindu, 
Buddhist, Taoist, Pagan, or anything else. There is room in the 12 
Steps for every belief system. Recovery honors your unique 
spiritual or secular path because it values one thing above all: 
freedom from addiction.


Different Higher Power Perspectives and How the 12 Steps Work 
with Them

• Buddhism: The Higher Power can be seen as 

interconnectedness, compassion, or Buddha-nature within 
all beings. Steps emphasize mindfulness, ethical living, and 
compassionate service.


• Taoism: The Tao, meaning “the way” or natural flow of the 
universe, serves as the Higher Power. Surrendering to and 
aligning with the Tao reflects the Steps on letting go of self-
will and living harmoniously.


• Hinduism: Brahman (ultimate reality) or personal deities 
embody the Higher Power. Steps relate to karma, dharma, 
surrender (sharanagati), prayer (dhyana), and service (seva).


• Paganism / Nature Spirituality: Nature itself—the seasons, 
earth, and life cycles—is the Higher Power. Steps become a 
practice of honoring life’s rhythms, balance, and 
interconnectedness.


• Atheist / Secular: The Higher Power can be the collective 
strength of the recovery group, the process of recovery 
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itself, or human connection and resilience. Steps focus on 
personal responsibility, mindfulness, and commitment to 
transformation by surrendering to a higher truth.


• Healing Power: The Higher Power is understood as a 
universal healing energy or force that transforms and 
restores. Steps focus on opening to this life-giving healing 
source and allowing it to guide recovery.


• Love or Generosity: Higher Power is the ideal of 
unconditional love or generosity. Steps are about 
embodying these virtues and letting them inspire change 
and self-rearrangement.


• Reality: The totality of existence, the laws of nature, or 
universal truth is the Higher Power. Steps call for 
acceptance of reality and alignment with its wisdom and 
flow.


Example of Using Reality as Your Higher Power

Many people struggle with the traditional language of “God” or 
“Higher Power” in the 12 Steps, especially if they identify as an 
atheist, agnostic, or come from different faith backgrounds, or if 
they have felt hurt by religion. One deeply inclusive way to 
understand the Higher Power is to see it as Reality itself — the 
totality of existence, the natural laws, the immutable truth that 
underlies everything we experience.

Reality is the ultimate power because it always is, beyond wish or 
denial. As Byron Katie famously said, “Argue with reality and you 
lose. But only 100% of the time.” This lens grounds recovery not 
in dogma but in honest, lived experience.

Here’s how Reality can work through the Steps:

• Step 1: We admitted we were powerless over the reality 

of our addiction and that our lives had become 
unmanageable. 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This works because it grounds recovery in honest 
acceptance of the undeniable truth about the addiction’s 
impact, breaking denial and opening the way to 
transformative action.


• Step 2: Came to believe that reality could restore us to 
sanity. Step 2 offers hope rooted in the natural process of 
healing—whether through personal growth, support 
systems, or cause and effect—inviting trust in something 
greater than self-will.


• Step 3: Made a decision to turn our will and our lives 
over to the care of reality as we began to honestly see it. 
This invites surrender to life’s truths, choosing to align with 
reality rather than fight or deny it—enabling cooperation 
with the recovery process beyond ego control.


• Step 4: Made a personal moral inventory of the reality of 
ourselves and our lives. This invites honest self-reflection 
to identify patterns, character defects, and past behaviors 
that have contributed to addiction. By facing these truths 
without judgment, we lay the foundation for healing and 
responsible change.


• Step 5: Admitted to reality, to ourselves, and to another 
human being, the reality of our wrongs. This is about 
facing facts honestly — no denial or distortion, just clear 
acknowledgment of the impact of our actions.


• Step 6: Became willing to have reality remove all the 
defects of character. This means opening to change by 
accepting that harmful patterns exist and must be 
transformed in alignment with truth and natural 
consequences.


• Step 7: Humbly ask reality to remove our shortcomings. 
Here, humility is recognizing that transformation often 
happens beyond ego will, through the unfolding of natural 
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laws, universal wisdom, or simply the lived process of 
recovery.


• Step 8: Made a list of all persons we had harmed and 
became willing to make amends to them all. This step 
works by fostering accountability and compassion, helping 
us recognize the real impact of our actions and preparing us 
for genuine repair of relationships.


• Step 9: Made direct amends to such people wherever 
possible, except when to do so would injure them or 
others. By making amends grounded in reality, we practice 
true honesty and responsibility, promoting healing and 
restoring trust where possible.


• Step 10: Continued to take personal inventory within the 
reality of our daily lives, and when we were wrong, 
promptly admitted it. This step encourages ongoing self-
awareness and humility, keeping us rooted in the truth of our 
actions and relationships as life unfolds.


• Step 11: Sought through contemplation and meditation 
to improve our conscious contact with reality, praying 
only for the knowledge of reality’s will for us and the 
power to carry that out. (Prayer here can be secular 
reflection or mindfulness—not necessarily a religious act.)


• Step 12: Having had a soulful awakening as a result of 
these steps, we tried to carry this message to other 
media addicts and practice these principles in all our 
affairs. This awakening transcends dogma and speaks to a 
profound inner transformation—an opening of heart, mind, 
and life that moves us toward deeper connection, purpose, 
and freedom.


Many misunderstand the idea of a Higher Power as requiring a 
specific deity or religious belief. But the 12 Steps invite you to 
find your own understanding—a power greater than yourself that 
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resonates with your truth, comforts you in struggle, and 
strengthens your recovery.

Whether you embrace Reality, love, nature, universal mind, 
healing energy, or a personal god, what matters most is that you 
discover a source of strength beyond your own limited will. This 
source invites you to stop fighting what is and instead live in 
harmony with the truth of your life.

In embracing reality—the part of ourselves and the world that 
simply is—we find peace and freedom. We learn to accept 
ourselves and others as they are, letting go of impossible ideals 
and control. We move from defiance to curiosity, from isolation to 
connection.

Within this vast and neutral reality, some find an ineffable, 
intuitive guidance—a quiet, soothing voice that feels like a true 
compass. This acknowledgement is not religious; it is deeply 
personal and adheres only to what truly feels authentic.

This interpretation wraps the 12 Steps in a framework accessible 
to all, acknowledging that recovery is a universal journey toward 
truth, healing, and belonging.


Final Thoughts

No two Higher Powers look the same because each is as unique 
as the person who embraces it. The 12 Steps are a framework, 
not a dogma—they offer a path from isolation and despair to 
connection and freedom, no matter where you begin or what you 
believe. Your Higher Power is waiting to be discovered within 
your heart and healing journey. Will you take the first step?
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