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Dedication

To all of us with the courage

to climb out of the darkness of addiction

into the sunlight of the Spirit.

Sober Play

Using Creativity for a More Joyful Recovery

Creativity is a gift to every human being.

It is never used up and is always available.

No one knows where it is, or where it goes.

One only needs to trust, and there it is!

—Pamela K. Metz, The Creative Tao


Introduction

 I got
sober at 43. I had been a shy and frightened child, an angst-ridden
teenager, a codependent lover, a driven student, a demanding
college professor, a self-proclaimed intellectual, and a confirmed
cynic. And for the 20 years before I entered a treatment center in
Lynchburg, Virginia, a high-functioning drunk. But I had never seen
myself as a creative or as an artist.

Today, 23 years later, creativity and artmaking are a
central part of my life—and, somewhat surprisingly to me, a crucial
part of my ongoing recovery from alcoholism. Many things have
helped me stay sober: working the 12 Steps, thousands of meetings,
working with sponsors, prayer, meditation, therapy, and perhaps
most importantly, a mysterious Grace that I do not understand. But
nothing has made me happier in sobriety than being actively
creative.

For the last decade, as creative self-expression has
become more and more of what I do and how I live, I’ve been struck
by the parallels between successful recovery and the creative
process. How the values that lead to one are just as important in
the other. How when I coach writers who are stuck, I use techniques
from recovery. And how when I sponsor women in recovery, I use
creative process techniques to help them strengthen their
sobriety.

This book is a compilation of my thinkings and
learnings about the two processes: recovery and creative
self-expression. I am heavily indebted to the work of Eric Maisel,
Julia Cameron, Pamela K. Metz, and dozens of others including major
contributor Bridget Benton*, who have taught me so much about
myself and what a life can be if we open our hearts to the
creative.

My hope is that the ideas and exercises in this book
can open a door for you into that creative place that can
strengthen sobriety and bring you some of the peace and happiness
that I have found in artmaking.

*Bridget’s name appears on her contributions.


Part I

 Creativity as a Part of the Recovery Puzzle

When creativity is practiced, there is contentment in
the world.

—Pamela K. Metz, The Creative Tao
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1 We are each creative.

Each of us is born creative. It’s a fundamental part
of being human.

No one really knows what we are born with. While we
are born with a tangible, physical body that can be measured and
tested, nobody knows all that our minds, let alone our souls, bring
when we come into this life. But among the many capacities we human
beings have potential for, I believe creativity is at the
center.

2 Creativity is a natural part of who we are as
human beings.

Creativity is not a special skill or a talent. It is
a part of being human. But like a skill or a talent, we can develop
it.

Although we don’t fully understand what creativity is
or how it occurs in our minds or souls or bodies, none of that
really matters. What we do know is what creativity lets us do.
Creativity helps us respond to life and our environment in new
ways. Because of our creativity, we can learn, we can change, and
we can get sober 1

3 Addiction is a way to respond to life.

Some of us come into life with a propensity for
addiction. There are many ideas about why this is so, but the
why doesn’t really matter. What does matter is whether that
we act on that propensity, whether we respond to life in that way,
for addiction is a response. It is a response of the body, of the
mind, and perhaps even of the soul to our circumstances and to our
feelings about those circumstances.

4 Addiction can be a response to
dissatisfaction.

At my first beer party in college, I don’t remember
enjoying being tipsy or liking the taste of beer. But I didn’t stop
drinking until I left the party, drunk and fading in and out of
blackout. My body’s response was to want more. I couldn’t get
satisfied.

I didn’t know then that I was already an addict. I
don’t mean from that one beer party. I mean from the decade before
of eating candy and other sweets with the same gobbling abandon,
the same lack of satisfaction.

I was 19 the first time I got drunk, but I had
already had a lifetime of restlessness and anxiety. Other people
seemed happy and contented, but I just couldn’t find those
feelings. Nothing seemed to satisfy me, and if it did, the feeling
didn’t last. Alcohol seemed to promise satisfaction, so I went on
drinking and trying to get satisfied. The drinking didn’t satisfy
me either, but it made me not care that I wasn’t satisfied.

5 Perhaps some of us need more satisfaction than
others.

Lack of satisfaction is, for me, a critical piece of
my relationship with addiction. Finding satisfaction is at the
center of my relationship with creativity.

I don’t know if some of us are born needing more
satisfaction than other people. Or if those others just find
satisfaction more easily than we do. But long before I picked up
the first dozen beers, long before I crossed the line into an
unstoppable craving for alcohol, I was searching for something I
couldn’t find.

Some believe that our use of addictive substances is
a substitute for a relationship with God/Spirit/Higher Power, that
we alcoholics and addicts have a “hole in the soul” that we try to
fill with substances. That well may be. All I know is that I have a
kind of chronic anxiety and restlessness that is often unbearable.
And for five decades I used sugar, then alcohol, then sugar again
in an attempt to soothe it.

6 Creative self-expression can be a support for
sobriety.

The program’s readings say that the missing piece is
a connection to God and that service—in and out of the meetings—is
the answer. I would agree that it is certainly an answer and
a very important one. At the same time, for some of us or maybe
even for all of us, service may be only part of the answer. I found
another puzzle piece to a happier, more satisfied life in recovery:
creative self-expression.

7 Artists vs. creatives

I am not suggesting you drop everything in your life
and become a full-time artist. In fact, this book isn’t about
becoming an artist at all. It is about becoming a
creative.

Artists: Those with sufficient persistence and
encouragement to develop their creativity to such an extent that
they can sell their work in the marketplace. A professional
creative.

Creatives: Every one of us who finds the
courage to follow our own path into our creative selves.

8 Many of us are reluctant to become a creative—and
for good reason.

I think each of us comes into life with much more
creativity than we usually recognize. But in our culture as it has
evolved, we are expected to use our abilities, including our
creativity, to be successful in a very narrow way. That cultural
idea of success is to make a lot of money (or at least enough to
support yourself and your family) and to become famous. When
creative self-expression is seen through this lens, only artists,
those who get paid to express themselves creatively, are seen as
creatives.

In earlier times, people used creative
self-expression to entertain themselves, their families, their
neighbors. They gathered to sing and dance and tell stories. They
didn’t have to be professionals to do this. They did it for fun.
They also made beautiful and useful objects to use in their daily
lives or for spiritual rituals. I suspect they did it because it
was natural to do so, because it was meaningful and joyful and
satisfying.

Most of us are reluctant to do this. Our vast and
steady exposure to professional singers, dancers, painters,
sculptors, musicians has set a high standard of performance, one
that makes our own efforts seem poor, perhaps laughable, perhaps
impossible.

9 Original creativity: The creativity
we are born with 2

Everyone has original creativity or creative
potential. It includes our abilities to learn, to solve problems,
to make connections, to imagine, to create new things, and to
change what doesn’t work in our lives, like addiction. It also
includes the potential for creative self-expression.

In addition, some of us come in with certain talents.
Perhaps we were born with ears already set to musical ability, like
perfect pitch, thus making singing easier. Or perhaps we were born
with a very wide finger span, making playing the piano easier.
Maybe we were born with a certain flexibility of body, an enhanced
sense of balance or gracefulness that makes dancing easier. Or we
have a heightened sensitivity to color or shape or line that makes
drawing and painting easier.

Some of us don’t seem to have any discernible talent
for self-expression. But we still have creativity. Everybody has
original creativity; everybody has creative potential.

10 Original creativity is hard to measure.

It can be hard to discern our original creativity. We
don’t have conscious memories of ourselves at birth, and when we
are very young, we don’t have verbal language to describe our
feelings and our abilities. So, on the one hand, we may have to
have faith in the existence of our original creativity, in its
being a natural part of who we are. On the other hand, nearly every
small child will sing and dance and draw and make things at the
drop of a hat. They don’t need a class or an apprenticeship or
their face on a magazine cover or their name on a large check to
know that they are creative.

An oft-told anecdote: If you ask a classroom
of first-graders who’s an artist, all or nearly all hands go up. If
you ask a classroom of eighth-graders the same question, one or two
hands will go up.

Original creativity doesn’t get lost, but it can fade
from our awareness.

11 Our past influences our formed
creativity.

Formed creativity is the relationship we have
developed with our creative selves through our internal and
external experiences.

If we’re lucky, there was room for our creative
selves in our families when we were growing up. We had access to
crayons or colored pencils, paper or a coloring book,
connect-the-dot workbooks to help us learn about line and shape. We
had parents who expressed joy and confidence in our abilities. We
had elementary school teachers who had received some training in
art or in a philosophy of teaching that encouraged the development
of original creativity even if they didn’t call it that.

And if we were lucky, we were encouraged to draw and
color, to sing and dance. To make leaf ash trays, even if nobody in
the family smoked, or a paper candy cane for the Christmas tree.
Most parents delight in the simple efforts of their children. They
save those first drawings, those first scribbles, that first
three-sentence story. My mother did. In my bathroom hang two
circles of plaster painted brown, my 5-year-old hands captured in
art from a kindergarten project.

Some of us weren’t so lucky. There was no money for
creative materials at home. Our parents were poor or didn’t care or
struggled too hard just to survive. Maybe we had a parent who drank
and we never spent much time at home. Maybe we went to poor schools
in poor neighborhoods where teachers struggled with too-large
classrooms and teaching art was the last thing on their minds.
Whatever the circumstance, we didn’t get any exposure to art when
we were young and full of original creativity.

12 What came next for most of us

Whether we had early happy experiences with creative
self-expression or not, what forms our beliefs about our ability to
express ourselves creatively was mostly not very encouraging.
Certain kids got singled out in school for their ability to draw
realistically. That became the standard. Our own efforts looked
strange or paltry next to theirs and our enthusiasm faded. Or our
singing voice wasn’t strong enough or on-key often enough to make
the chorus. Some of us tried out for the school play but we weren’t
good-looking enough or popular enough. Even our parents, once so
eager to post every effort on the refrigerator, weren’t willing to
pay for music or dance lessons if we hadn’t shown “talent.”

During a summer school class after 8th
grade, the teacher told me that my drawings were too timid, my
photographs too weird to be successful. I should find something
else to do, he said. I took his words to heart, and my creativity
went into studying and surviving, into battling my emotional
demons, not into expressing all of who I was.

13 Creativity doesn’t go away, but we can squelch
it.

Like many of us, as a young person I was drawn to
crafts. I took up knitting, crocheting, even needlepoint. And while
I completed some ambitious projects, I was never able to value
them, to see them as worthwhile. Maybe this was because I didn’t do
them to express myself, but rather just to pass the time. At the
same time, the warped and limited ideas I’d absorbed from my family
and teachers helped me belittle those efforts. They weren’t
perfect. I couldn’t sell them. I was not an artist. My formed
creativity got more discouraged and more repressed. I think this
happens to a lot of us.

14 Creativity can come out sideways.

This does not mean I was not creative. I was. I was a
good student in high school and college. I was a good worker at my
jobs. I was a good problem-solver. But as I moved into adulthood,
those things were not meaningful enough for me. And for all the
complicated reasons that are familiar to many of us, I began to
drink.

For the next 20 years, a great deal of my creativity
went into drinking. That may sound strange: alcoholism as a
creative undertaking. But my drinking was. I’m not talking about
inventing new umbrella drinks or organizing drinking contests. I’m
talking about the creative energy it takes to drink all the time
and still function in life. I used my creativity to live my life in
a state of drunkenness. I drank every day and sometimes all day.
During this time I went to graduate school and got a PhD. I taught
hundreds of classes to university students. I directed a community
college program for refugees. I had relationships with friends and
lovers. Those were good things, but it took extra energy and
cleverness to do them drunk.

Then there was maintaining my drinking habit. It took
creativity to figure out how to make sure there was always enough
to drink, to figure out how to dispose of the empties or deal with
the blackout from the night before. What had I said and done? What
damage did I need to repair?

Mostly, I used my creativity to lie, to myself and
others. I convinced myself it was okay that my partner had other
women and I washed down my jealousy with more bourbon. I pretended
to be sober when I was anything but. And I hid from everyone the
fact that alcohol was making me increasingly ill, mentally and
physically. Some of my creativity went into giving acting
performances. I was a great pretender.

15 Creativity may help us survive.

As I look back, all those strivings seem a pathetic
way to use my creativity. But at the time, it was all I could do. I
was in the grip of alcoholism and I didn’t know any way out. (When
I got sober in 1989, 12-Step programs and treatment centers weren’t
common knowledge as they are today.) So I had to keep drinking and
going to work and driving carefully (both drunk and hung-over) and
negotiating relationships with my family and my boyfriend and my
coworkers, all the while completely impaired. My creativity helped
me do that.

And I survived and went into a treatment center and
began to get sober. Many things may have contributed to my
survival. I know now that creativity was one of them and I am
grateful.

16 After sobriety, then what?

In early sobriety, we mostly spend our time learning
new responses to life and not drinking, going to meetings, working
the Steps, living life in as low key a way as possible to reduce
stress and anxiety. We do therapy, resurrect a work life, make
amends with family. But the restlessness doesn’t always go away. I
went back to sugar as my fastest and surest way to take care of
myself. I knew something else was going on, something was still
missing, but I didn’t know what.

I did a lot of service work, but I remained anxious
and fidgety. I discovered Buddhism as a spiritual path and learned
to accept my anxiety and my restlessness, but I still wasn’t
satisfied. I began to assume I never would be. I didn’t necessarily
want a different job or more money or another boyfriend or even
more sex. But I wanted something and I didn’t know what it was, and
I read and I read and I couldn’t figure it out, and being drunk
hadn’t worked and now eating a ton of sugar wasn’t working
either.

17 Creativity in sobriety: available
creativity

I did not yet know then what I do now about
creativity: in addition to original creativity and
formed creativity, there is a third kind, available creativity, and that in active addiction, I had
used it to survive, and in sobriety I could use it to be more at
peace.

Available creativity is the courage and willingness
to try new things, and most alcoholics and addicts in recovery are
blessed with a great deal of this. Otherwise, long-term sobriety
would be nearly impossible. For getting sober is hard work, and
staying sober even harder.

Creativity began to happen to me without me even
realizing it. But I didn’t yet know that my need for life to be
meaningful was part of the puzzle.

18 Meaning as the missing piece

In his book, Natural Psychology, psychologist
and creativity coach Eric Maisel says that some of us have a
heightened relationship with meaning. Lots of people go
through life and they are seldom if ever curious about what life
means. For them, life just is, and they go about living that
life—going to school, going to work, raising their kids—without
being in a conversation about meaning. Others of us want to know
what life means, sometimes desperately. I think this is a very
plausible description of the hole in the soul some of us feel, of
our restlessness and anxiety.

Somehow I knew all along there was something I was
missing, that that sense of satisfaction, of the meaningful was
possible. But I couldn’t figure out how to get it and I drank to
not care that it was missing. Now, after some years sober, I began
to wonder. What if my addictive behaviors weren’t just an escape
from my painful childhood and unhappy relationships with men? What
if my addiction wasn’t only genetic, wasn’t just a physical
response to alcohol that affected 10% of the population who, like
me, couldn’t stop once they started? What if it was also a response
to a frustrated search to have life be meaningful?

This idea began to intrigue me.






Sober Play

 Sober
Play suggestions are a chance to do something creative right
now. They’re easy, simple, and fun. In Part V, you’ll find a recap
of the full Sober Play activities list, suggested materials
for the artmaking experiences, and ways to take these exercises
deeper.

Writing

Spend a few minutes with a family photo album and
choose a photo of a person whose face intrigues you. It may be of a
relative you don’t know well or at all, it may be of an old friend,
it may be of someone loved and lost. Write a letter from that
person to you and a letter back from you (make up any details you
need).

Open a drawer in your bathroom and take out any three
objects. Write a conversation between the objects in which they
discuss you.

“When Sally opened the door, a very tiny man stood
there holding a very large duck.” Write a one-page story that
starts with this sentence.

Artmaking

Make something ugly! Challenge yourself to make
something really UGLY! Choose only the ugliest colors of crayons
and draw only the ugliest things. Glue down cut out shapes or
collage images that will make it even more hideous. Then ask
yourself, “What would make this even uglier?” Have fun with
this!

Make a collage self-portrait by piecing together
images that represent different parts of who you were, who you are
and who you want to be. It doesn’t have to look like a person: it’s
just a collection of images that represent who you are.

Make an ink blot critter. Using watercolors or thin
tempera paints, dribble several colors of paint on a piece of
paper. Before the paint dries, fold the paper in quarters. Then
open it up and let it dry flat. Once it’s dry, find crazy animals
or creatures in the paint, just like you would find characters in
the clouds. Use a pen, pencil, or even crayons to outline the
animals, flesh out the shapes (real or imaginary), and add details
like eyes, fangs, or whiskers.
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