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A Narrative Tool for Exploring the
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addiction treatment field supporting the

“practical wisdom” and personal experience
of recovering people and addiction counselors,
which confirms that spirituality is an essential part
of the recovery process (O'Connell, 1999). For
years the spiritual component of the recovery
process has largely fallen under the auspices of
Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and treatment pro-
grams based on the principles of AA.

More recently, there has been a growing body of
literature focusing on efforts to integrate a spiritual-
ly sensitive focus into counseling (Richards &
Bergin, 1997); social work practice (Canda & Fur-
man, 1999); and psychotherapy (Miller, 1999; Grif-
fith & Griffith, 2002) inclusive of, but not limited to
the principles and practices of the 12 Steps of AA.
This body of literature encompasses and honors the
diversity of ways people express and make meaning
of their spirituality. The Circle of Meaning is a narra-
tive tool developed by this author to help people
explore their spiritual lives. This article provides a
conceptual framework for the Circle of Meaning
and, also, gives practical guidance to addiction
counselors, psychotherapists, and other clinicians
on using the Circle of Meaning to help them focus
their conversations with clients about their spiritual
lives in a respectful and culturally sensitive way that
honors and celebrates the diversity and complexity
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of peoples’ own meanings, intentions, values and
commitments in recovery and in life.

Development of the Circle of Meaning
Responding to concerns regarding its growing
substance problems, in September 2002, the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China, the World Health Organiza-
tion, the Peking University Institute of Mental
Health, the International Center for Health Con-
cerns, and the New England Institute of Addiction
Studies co-sponsored a training institute that
brought an international panel of trainers and
experts from the addiction field to China with the
goal of educating and training medical personnel in
the prevention and treatment of substance abuse,
and to expand newly established 12-Step Programs
and facilitate their integration into a comprehensive
treatment model (Powell, Kawabe, Shinfuku, &
Edwards, 2002). As a result of the interest in inte-
grating a 12-step approach (with its emphasis on
spirituality) into the Chinese substance abuse treat-
ment model, the conference organizers invited two
faculty members (Nakken & Burke, 2002) to offer a
seminar on Spirituality and Addictions. The Circle of
Meaning was developed by this author, as part of
the seminar, with the intention of creating a respect-
ful and culturally sensitive means by which to place
the people receiving substance abuse services in
the center of the conversation regarding their own






