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M Nonreligious alternative -
to AA helps members get
through the holidays

By Theresa Harrington
TIMES STAFF WRITER

WALNUT CREEK — The hol-
iday season can be dif-
ficult for people struggling to,
overcome alcohol or drug addic-_
tions. :
In the Bay Area, hundreds of’
men and women in recovery
have found help getting through
the holidays — and the rest of
the year — through LifeRing, a
support group that offers a non-
religious alternative to Alcoholics:
Anonymous.

Named for the round flotation
device used to save lives, the
nonprofit international organi-.
zation grew out of a group,
known as S.0.S. in the East Bay
in 1999. Like AA, participants at-
tend weekly meetings. Currently
there are 21 groups in several,
Contra Costa, Alameda and
Sonoma county cities, including
Walnut Creek, Pleasanton, Rich-
mond, San Pablo, Oakland and
Vallejo.

While some members also
participate in AA, others prefer
LifeRing because it does not rely
on prayer, belief in a higher
power, a “12 step” type of ap-
proach or sponsors, said Jeff
Blair, a Kaiser case manager.

“LifeRing uses the power of
the groups,” said Blair, who rec-
ommends LifeRing to clients in
Kaiser’s chemical dependency re-
covery program along with AA
and several other programs. “It
has become pretty popular.”
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At a recent Thursday meet-
ing in Walnut Creek, six men
and one woman candidly dis-
cussed their trepidation about
attending holiday parties, their
fears about relapsing into drunk-
enness and their daily victories
in beating their addictions. A Fri-
day group focuses on “holiday
survival,” a women'’s group talks
over lunch on Mondays, and
people recovering from chemi-
cal dependency meet at several
Kaiser Permanente Medical Cen-
ter locations.

LifeRing participants create
their own plans for sobriety,
with encouragement and posi-
tive reinforcement from each
other.

“It’s necessary and possible to
work out your own way of stay-
ing clean and sober,” said Mar-
tin Nicolaus, 63, who helped
found the Oakland-based group.
“It gives you a sense of invest-
ment and ownership in your pro-
gram because you've made it
yourself.”

As the name implies, LifeR-
ing members sit in a circle and
share their ideas and experi-
ences freely in “cross-talk” dia-
logue, asking questions and
making connections to their
own lives.

At the Walnut Creek meeting,
group members shared their joys
and frustrations from the previ-
ous week and talked about chal-
lenges they would face in the
week to come. Each day of so-
briety was a victory, and group
members celebrated each other’s
achievements as much as their
own.

“The group has been suc-
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Call 510-763-0779 or visit www.un-
hooked.com.
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cessful because there’s a real
sense of caring, security, safety
and openness,” Nicolaus said.
“For many people, it's the high-
light of the week.”

Other group members, who
did not want to be identified,
agreed, saying they'respect the
different paths individuals choose
to sobriety. They shared cama-
raderie based on a common
problem, but came from differ-
ent backgrounds and offered a
variety of insights into their own
addictions as well as possible so-
lutions to issues raised by oth-
ers.

Resolved never to sink back
into old habits, some members
recalled the bad times they had
been through with drugs and al-
cohol, noting that LifeRing has
kept them afloat.

“I owe it my life,” Nicolaus
said. “I probably would not be
here today if it didn’t exist.”

Reach Theresa Harrington at
925-945-4764, or by e-mail at
tharripgmn@ccﬁmes.com‘




