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The Soul of Sponsorship explores the relationship of Bill Wilson, cofounder of Alcoholics

Anonymous, and his spiritual adviser and friend, Father Ed Dowling. Many might consider that such

a remarkable individual as Bill Wilson, who was the primary author of AA literature, would be able to

deal with many of life's problems on his own. Reading The Soul of Sponsorship will illuminate and

answer the question of how Father Ed, an Irish Catholic Jesuit priest who was not an alcoholic, was

able to be of such great help to Bill Wilson.Part of AA's Twelfth Step reminds us "to carry this

message to alcoholics," and The Soul of Sponsorship illustrates how sober alcoholics still need the

principles of the Twelve Steps brought to them by friends, sponsors, and spiritual advisers. Some of

the problems faced by Bill Wilson were: depression in recovery dependency issues whether or not

to experiment with LSD the place of money and power in AA knowing God's plan and will learning

from mistakesFather Ed taught Bill the importance of "discernment." In Father Ed's Jesuit tradition,

discernment was a gift, passed down to him from St. Ignatius, the founder of the Jesuits, who

described his own struggle with discernment in Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius. The Twelve Steps

of AA and the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius presuppose that there is a caring God whose will

can be known. The act of tuning in to God's action at one's center is discernment. The big question

is, how do you know your Higher Power is speaking and revealing Himself through your feelings

and desires?What Bill learned from Father Ed can be found in books and articles he wrote for AA.

For the good of AA and himself, Bill learned to listen to his desires, be aware of his inner dynamics,

and tune into the action of God within. Doing this meant learning to recognize and identify his

personal movements -- those inner promptings and attractions often called emotions or affections --

which are part of ordinary human experiences. The person who helped Bill grow in discernment was

Father Ed, the Jesuit priest with a cane who limped into the New York AA clubhouse one sleet-filled

November night in 1940.The two "fellow travelers," Father Ed Dowling and Bill Wilson, gave each

other perhaps the greatest gift friends can give: calling on each to know who he is -- before God.
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Anyone who's read the early history of AA knows about Father Ed Dowling, the Jesuit priest who

was sponsor & spiritual advisor to Bill W. The story of how he turned up at Bill's place one wet

winter's night, to discuss AA's 12 Steps and "Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius" (which, at the time,

Bill had never heard of), is legendary. It was the beginning of a long and wonderful friendship. From

that night in 1940, to Fr. Ed's death in 1960, he and Bill regularly wrote to each other. Bill relied on

Fr. Ed as friend and confessor; he discussed his troubles and sent him the drafts of the "Twelve

Steps and Twelve Traditions" as they were written. He trusted his insight and compassion.This

book, by fellow Jesuit, Fr. Robert Fitzgerald, is based on those letters. He could always count on Fr.

Ed to bring him down to earth, back to first principles, the first three Steps. Ed would remind him of

the need to let go of the ego; of the central place of suffering in redemption; that "God resists the

proud, assists the humble. The shortest cut to humility is humiliations, which AA has in abundance";

that the spiritual life was "not through achievement but detachment." Fr. Ed was one of the first see

that the ideas & program of AA had broader application, not only for other addictions (in his case

smoking & over eating), but problems like Bill's recurrent depression. In a short essay "A.A. Steps

for the underprivileged non-A.A." (included as Appendix A to this book) he writes about "the

application of these Steps to all our affairs".
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