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Take the substance out of a life and there's a hole where it used to be. Not just the hours it filled,

though those are real, but the jobs it was doing: company when you were alone, meaning when the

days felt pointless, a social world with its own people and rituals, something to organize a week

around. Using was, among everything else it was, a full-time relationship and a full-time job. Quitting

ends both at once, and nothing automatically replaces them. A recovery that never fills those jobs

stays fragile no matter how strong the willpower, because loneliness and pointlessness are both

proven relapse drivers. People rarely return to use because they forgot it was bad for them. They

return because the sober life they built was empty enough that the substance started to look like

company again.

This session is about filling those jobs. We will look at what research says connection actually does

for staying sober (the findings surprise most people), take an honest count of who is in your corner

right now, and then work the deeper layer: purpose, the reason your sobriety is FOR something. That

part has spiritual pathways and fully secular ones, and this group holds both with equal respect; the

research cares that you have a source of meaning, not which one. By the end you will have a

connection plan with names on it and a purpose direction with a first step attached.

What is in this session?

This session has four parts, usually covered over two group meetings:

CLASS 1   1. The Hole    2. Connection Is Treatment

CLASS 2   3. Purpose: What It's All For    4. Your Pathway

After this session you will be able to

Name the jobs substance use was doing in your life beyond the high

Explain what the research says social connection does for staying sober

Audit your current support network honestly and plan its next hire

Identify a purpose direction, spiritual or secular, with one concrete step

What will be asked of you?

Honesty about loneliness, which is harder than honesty about using for a lot of people. Nobody will be

pushed toward any religion or away from one; spiritual and secular pathways get the same respect

here, and yours is yours to choose.

R E C O V E R Y  I N  F O C U S M E A N I N G ,  P U R P O S E  &  C O N N E C T I O N

Authored 2026 · May be copied for group use S E S S I O N  PA C K E T



Part 1: The Hole

WA I T,  R E A L LY ?

When researchers dug into WHY 12-step involvement helps people stay sober, the biggest measured

ingredient wasn't the steps or the slogans. It was the change in social network: fewer using

friends, more sober ones. The meetings work largely because of who you end up knowing.

Connection isn't a nice extra in recovery. In the data, it's a main active ingredient.

The jobs the substance was doing: list what using actually provided and the list is long.

Companionship (the using friends, the bar, the dealer who always answered). Structure (scoring,

using, recovering: a full schedule). An identity (the party guy, the functional one, the outlaw). Relief

from the question "what's the point?", because the substance delivered a point, chemically, every day.

Early recovery takes all of those jobs away without filling them, which is why the hardest part for many

people is not craving but the silence: evenings with nobody to call, weekends with no shape, a life

that is clean and empty. The Boredom session covered the empty time. This session covers the

people and the point.

EXERCISE 1

Answer yes or no:

1. Using gave me a social world, whatever else it cost.  Yes  No

2. Since getting sober, I've felt lonelier than I expected.  Yes  No

3. There are days I'm not sure what my sobriety is for.  Yes  No

EXERCISE 2:  THE JOBS IT WAS DOING

What jobs was the substance doing in your life, besides the high? Check all that applied, add

your own:

 Company / social world     Structure for my time     An identity    
 Something to look forward to

 Relief from "what's the point"     Belonging to a group     Other: 

The job it did best, honestly: 
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Part 2: Connection Is Treatment

A famous long-running study followed hundreds of men for over eighty years to see what predicts a

healthy, satisfied old age. The winner wasn't wealth, fame, or even cholesterol. It was the quality of

close relationships in midlife. For recovery specifically the findings stack the same way: people with

sober support networks stay sober at meaningfully higher rates, and loneliness measurably raises

stress hormones, worsens sleep, and feeds the exact emotional states (the H.A.L.T. list's L) that

precede relapse. Here's the practical point: connection is a skill and a schedule, not a personality

trait. Introverts recover too. The research doesn't require you to become a hugger; it requires a

handful of real relationships where you can tell the truth, and those get built the unglamorous way:

showing up, repeatedly, at the same places where sober people gather, until familiar faces become

known ones.

EXERCISE 3:  WHO IS IN MY CORNER

Who is actually in your corner right now? Names (or initials), honest count:

People I could call at 2 a.m. in a crisis: 

Sober people I talk to in a normal week: 

People who knew me using and still know me now: 

The next hire (one person or one place to show up repeatedly):

EXERCISE 4

Answer yes or no:

1. My 2 a.m. list is shorter than I'd like.  Yes  No

2. I've turned down a connection (invite, meeting, call) in the last month because
showing up felt like work.  Yes  No

3. Someone in this room is already on my list, or could be.  Yes  No
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End of Class 1. Talk it out:

What job did the substance do best for you, and what's doing that job now?

The loneliness of early recovery: who else expected it to be easier?

What's one place you could show up at repeatedly, starting this week?
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Part 3: Purpose: What It's All For

Sobriety that's only FROM something runs on fear, and fear fades. Sobriety that's FOR something runs

on meaning, and meaning compounds. The research here is blunt: people who report a sense of

purpose live longer, handle stress better, and in recovery populations show stronger retention and

lower return-to-use. Purpose doesn't have to be grand. It reliably comes from a short list of sources:

people (kids, family, the ones who need you upright), work (paid or not, something you build or fix or

grow), service (the recovery world runs on it for a reason: helping keeps the helper sober), and

something larger (for some that's God or a higher power, for others nature, justice, music, the long

chain of people who got sober before you). Notice what's NOT on the list: feeling motivated. Purpose

mostly arrives after action, not before it. You show up, you contribute, and the sense of meaning

builds up behind you over time.

Ray
Ray, nine months in, has the mechanics of recovery down: meetings, job, curfew, clean tests. He

also wakes up most days with a flat gray feeling he can't name until his sponsor asks what he's

building. Nothing, Ray realizes. He's maintaining. On a whim he says yes to setting up chairs

before the Tuesday meeting, which becomes making coffee, which becomes being the guy

newcomers get pointed toward because he remembers names. Six months later someone asks

Ray how he stays sober and he surprises himself with the answer: "Tuesdays need me." The

chairs weren't the point. Being needed was.

EXERCISE 5

1. What was Ray's flat gray feeling, in this session's language?

2. Purpose arrived after action, not before. Where did that show in his story?

3. What's your version of "Tuesdays need me," current or possible?
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EXERCISE 6:  THE FOUR SOURCES

Rate each source of purpose in your life right now, 0 (empty) to 5 (strong):

People who need me upright:     Work I build or fix or grow:

Service to others:     Something larger than me: 

The emptiest one, and one action that would feed it:
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Part 4: Your Pathway

The spiritual question splits recovery rooms, so let's handle it straight. Some people's recovery runs

through faith: prayer, a congregation, a higher power doing for them what they couldn't do alone.

Some people's recovery is fully secular: science, community, self-respect, SMART Recovery's tools, no

deity required. The outcome research doesn't crown either side; it finds that having a pathway you

actually practice beats having the "right" one you don't, and that hostility toward other people's

pathways helps nobody's sobriety. So the assignment is not to adopt anyone else's answer. The

assignment is to name yours honestly, and "still looking" is a legitimate answer as long as the looking

stays active. A pathway needs three things: something you believe about why staying sober matters, a

practice that renews that belief (prayer, meditation, meetings, service, early morning runs, honest

self-inventory), and people who share the road with you. Build all three and the hole from Part 1 starts

to fill.

EXERCISE 7:  MY PATHWAY, DRAFTED

What I believe about why my sobriety matters (your words, nobody else's):

A practice that renews it, that I'll actually do: 

The company on my road (who shares it, or where I'd find them):

My first step, dated: 

EXERCISE 8

Answer yes or no:

1. I've been maintaining more than building.  Yes  No

2. My pathway (spiritual or secular) has a practice I actually do weekly.  Yes
 No

3. There's a form of service, however small, with my name on it.  Yes  No
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S K I L L  O F  T H E  DAY :  O N E  C H A I R

This week, do one act of service so small it can't fail: set up a chair, text a newcomer, make the

coffee, pick someone up for group. Purpose arrives after action. Give it something to arrive

after.

Take it to the group

Which of the four purpose sources is strongest for you? Which is empty?

Spiritual, secular, or still looking: where are you, without defending it?

Ray's "Tuesdays need me": what would need YOU, if you let it?

Who in this room could be on your 2 a.m. list by next month?

Session summary

Substance use was doing jobs in your life: company, structure, identity, a daily answer to "what's the

point." Recovery takes those jobs away, and this session was about filling them. Connection is a main

active ingredient in staying sober, built by showing up repeatedly where sober people gather.

Purpose comes from people, work, service, and something larger than yourself, and purpose arrives

after action, not before it. Your pathway, spiritual or secular, needs belief, practice, and company. You

drafted all three.

Words used in this session

The hole: the empty space left by the jobs substance use was doing. Its two main parts are

loneliness and pointlessness.

Your corner: an honest count of your 2 a.m. people. The next person you add matters more than

the current count.

The four sources: people, work, service, something larger. Purpose's reliable suppliers.

Pathway: belief + practice + company, spiritual or secular. The research backs the one you'll

actually walk.

Takeaway: Nobody stays sober for the absence of something. Fill the jobs the substance left open:

people to call, work to build, somebody to serve, a reason that is yours. Start with one chair.
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