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Foreword

By John Abendroth

This delightful book is a celebration of both the joy of golf and the satisfac-
tion of good living. For pro golfers and amateur players alike, these chapters 
provide a unique perspective on what golf and life teach us about character.

Character and integrity are the true rewards of the spirit of competition. 
They easily surpass money, fame, endorsements, and trophy cases. Andy’s 
little jewel of a book provides the key to honesty on the links and whole-
someness in life.

About Andy Mecca

I met Andy Mecca in 2002. Andy was chairing the Olympic Club Foundation 
that I had just joined. The foundation is dedicated to supporting athletic 
opportunities for young people throughout the Bay Area, and what struck 
me first was his friendliness and his commitment to young people. We also 
shared many similar interests, and delighted in talking about people we 
knew in common, causes we have each championed, and aspirations dear 
to our hearts.

What impressed me next about Andy was his fiercely healthy spirit of 
competition, the same drive that has powered my success in golf and life. 
Immediately, we became fast friends.

You may already know Andy as a much-esteemed leader in the world’s 
recovery movement. He spent a decade, the ’90s, as California’s highly 
regarded drug czar, having been appointed by Governor Pete Wilson to 
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revamp and revitalize the state’s multipronged commitment to putting an 
end to substance abuse and building personal self-esteem.

Andy’s competitiveness and discipline carry over into everything he does. 
He got into running in the ’70s and was one of those who thought the more 
miles the better. Logging regular eighty-mile weeks, Andy ran in fifty mara-
thons, did the Ironman, and then ran across America . . . twice.

Even though he did not start playing until he was fifty-five, he has done the 
same thing with golf. Picking up his first club at Hualalai, Hawaii, soon Andy 
was hitting a thousand balls and playing thirty-six holes a day.

So given Andy’s career in the addictions field (and his personal addiction 
to golf), how appropriate that, in the pages of this book, he would draw on 
the wonderful Twelve Steps of personal recovery, and, with a bit of humor, 
apply the Twelve Steps to the wondrous game of golf ’s eighteen holes and 
all that they metaphorically represent in life.

Applying Golf’s Lessons to Life

Twelve Steps to Eighteen Holes applies the insights of the Twelve Steps to what 
has come to be known as the futility of golf and, by extension, the powerless-
ness we frequently discover in our daily struggles off the golf course. Andy’s 
wry humor and colorful storytelling clearly demonstrate how the lessons 
and triumphs we may achieve on the golf course spill directly into the same 
kinds of challenges we face in real life. In the voluminous literature of golf, 
I have never encountered this approach to both sport and life.

What is brilliant about Andy’s book is that it shows how golf ’s challenges 
can enhance and elevate our performance in real life. If you show great 
character on the golf course by following the rules, keeping accurate score, 
and being a true gentleman and sportsman to your friends, then it is an easy 
transition to see how your life will improve where it truly counts—living 
each day with class, dignity, and integrity in the real world. In life and on 
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the golf course, two frequently lonely excursions, character is what happens 
when nobody else is looking.

Drawing on Your Inner Strength

A great teacher gives the student the power to draw truth from within one-
self. If my meager grasp of Latin is correct, the word  educate means precisely 
that—“to draw from.” Once that mechanism clicks in, there is no stopping 
the student. This is the power of Andy’s book. It doesn’t cover all the minute, 
highly detailed blueprints and golf lessons other golf books provide, but 
it does offer something much more powerful—the inspiration to help the 
reader love and like himself. That is probably the most addictive ingredient 
in life, one that is really, really hard to attain—the power of self-esteem.

Golf is a game of finesse. I love the sport for its ceaseless need for dedication 
and discipline. Come to think of it, any successful pursuit of worthwhile 
goals in real life simply cannot be attained without dedication and discipline, 
so it doesn’t really matter whether you are sporting a bloodied football jersey 
or a GQ ensemble of golf ’s finest fashions. Without those fires that burn 
within and which come to fruition through the application of dedication 
and discipline, you may as well hang up your tattered jersey or retire your 
spiffy checkered golf slacks.

This book makes this pursuit fun and life enhancing. Andy helps you take a 
look at yourself without running in shame from the mirror. He makes golf 
even more exciting than it already is, and he makes our constant search for 
self-improvement both fun and attainable.

A Final Word on the American Spirit

I travel extensively across this great country, and I never get tired of meeting 
new friends. From my vantage point I watch with pride and admiration as 
Americans strive to improve their lot, keeping food on the table for their 
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loved ones and creating fresh opportunities for their children to receive a 
quality education.

I firmly believe that our current financial crisis is also a wonderful growth 
opportunity. My fellow citizens have never run from a challenge, and I can 
tell you that Americans are not flinching now. I love them for this.

Who would have thought that a book about golf would be an instrument 
of the personal growth and social improvement we need these days? But 
that’s how highly I regard Andy’s book. It is a breezy, refreshing tool that will 
surprise you with its power to make you feel better as a person.

 — John Abendroth, 2009

John Abendroth is a native San Franciscan, a former PGA Tour 
player, and the course record holder (62) on the Lake course at 
the Olympic Club in San Francisco. He is the co-founder of Celtic 
Golf Management in San Francisco and the co-host, since 1994, 
of Hooked on Golf (Fox Sports Bay Area).
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Preface

I’ve been working on this book, off and on, for some time now. Once in a 
while it will come up in conversation with my golfing buddies. Knowing me 
well, and not mincing words, they get right to the point, and ask:

What’s the Point of This Book?

Good question. Is it a guide to improving your golf game? Can it help you 
be successful in your marriage? How about improving your career? Your 
personal life? I say yes to all of the above. I also say this book, in all its light-
heartedness, can create a little bit more happiness in your life.

That’s the overarching purpose. Happiness doesn’t come easily in this often-
crazy world. We aren’t necessarily born with it. We certainly aren’t given 
a guidebook to help us attain it. We are very capable of losing it; that’s for 
sure. Happiness is elusive, baffling, fickle, complex, and sometimes seems 
downright impossible.

So you could say that my point is to lead you to a little bit of happiness. 
Happiness can be a fine addiction. Little ripples of joy help us forget and let 
go of the dark clouds of self-doubt and worry that hover above us way too 
long and serve only to impede our progress in life. Those same little ripples 
of joy expand and enrich our lives and the lives of those we love—and those 
who just happen to be nearby. If, by writing this book, I can spread a little 
happiness to people in places broader than my normal reach, that result 
more than justifies the time I’ve spent away from my loved ones—and from 
the golf course! And the process has been a wonderful outlet for me: I flat 
out love this game in all its forms, including writing (and talking) about it 
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and its place in my universe. If I’ve succeeded in sharing my sheer awe of 
the pleasures in golf and the multitudinous ways in which golf can stand as 
a metaphor for so much in life, I’ll consider it a good round.

Why Me?

Am I an expert on golf? Not by a long shot. Just ask any of my golfing part-
ners. But I do firmly ascribe to what the golf great Arnold Palmer had to say 
about the game: “Golf is deceptively simple and endlessly complicated. It 
satisfies the soul and frustrates the intellect. It is at the same time rewarding 
and maddening. And it is without a doubt the greatest game mankind has 
ever invented.” Consider Twelve Steps to Eighteen Holes: Let Go, Let Golf my 
homage to the game—and to more.

My qualifications to write this book come less from my skills on the course 
(sometimes debatable, often unpredictable) than from my professional life. 
In forty years of working in addiction recovery, youth recovery, and the 
youth development movement, I have been honored to work elbow to elbow 
with remarkably courageous, inspirational, and deeply committed people—
adults and youths alike—who have helped make my life a constant stream 
of joy and revelation. To see change occur in a life that has been damaged, 
stalled, severely detoured, or deeply wounded is one of the most gratifying 
feelings a person can have. Making a difference to better the lot of a fellow 
human is really one of the loftiest meanings of life. To my way of thinking, 
helping another is at the core of what it means to be thoroughly human. A 
great lyric from the musical drama Les Miserables comes to mind: “To love 
another person is to see the face of God.” For me, that sentiment, that goal, 
pretty well wraps up the meaning behind the phrase “a life well lived.” If I 
discover nothing more in my entire time on earth than this, I’ll have played 
my whole round smiling. To live well on the golf course and in life and spread 
that pleasure around? Now that’s my idea of heaven.
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What’s Here?

Much of the structure of Twelve Steps to Eighteen Holes: Let Go, Let Golf is 
hidden in plain sight, right there in the title. I freely admit that golf can be an 
addiction. Does it need its own twelve-step program? See what you think as 
you read the book. And along the way, you’ll enjoy some vicarious golf and 
a few stories, have some laughs, and have some insights about life along the 
way. Really, it’s golf without the greens fees or the bag of clubs—and without 
needing to scan for lightning.

Each of the chapters (no surprise: there are twelve of them) includes a sec-
tion I call Musings Between Holes, a more contemplative moment or two 
from the end of one hole to the beginning of another. And then, before each 
chapter’s closing quotation from a wide range of golfing greats, there’s The 
Secret. No, not that secret, but a tiny piece of the kaleidoscope of learnings, a 
little secret about the art of living that you, as a golfer, as a citizen, can impart 
to those coming up in your charge, either at your course or in your orbit.

The essence of secrets is that they aren’t supposed to be told. In this case, 
I’d like to make an exception; actually, a lot of them. My secret, and one 
that I need to reveal right up front, is that most of these “secrets” are tips 
I’ve learned from my wife. They are based on the secrets she always shares 
with her students at the school she started in 1976 and has led since then. If 
they seem simple to you, you’re right. Most are child-sized lessons, and easy 
enough—one at a time. It’s the putting them together and into daily use that 
can take a lifetime of practice. Sounds like golf, doesn’t it?

Much like your local golf pro who assesses your swing, then gives you a tip 
on how to improve your game, you can let these secrets flow into your game 
and let them work to enhance your life. Just as in Alcoholics Anonymous 
(AA), where the twelfth step is not really the final step, there’s more after 
Chapter Twelve. There’s an Epilogue and then a Nineteenth Hole—really 
a glossary of a few golfing terms and translations for life. So tee up, have 
some fun, and enjoy!
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S t e p  O n e

We’re Powerless?

F or veterans of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), one of the more 
vexing concepts to absorb arrives right at the very beginning, with 

Step One’s whole notion of powerlessness. Powerless. It’s at the very core of 
the very first of the Twelve Steps.* And look at that step. It’s not just huge; 
it’s colossal: We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had 
become unmanageable.

Colossal, indeed. The word is closely connected to colossus (a statue of 
gigantic size and proportions) and hence to one of the seven wonders of 
the world: the Roman Colosseum, built nearly two thousand years ago. If 
you’ve been there—to Rome to see the Colosseum itself—or even if you’ve 
been in any of today’s mammoth amphitheatres, you know how the enor-
mity can take your breath away. How you can feel nearly microscopic beside 
something so massive.

More to the point, if you’ve faced an addiction of any sort, you know. You 
know overwhelming and huge. Even if you haven’t, if your experience with 
addiction is all third-hand, chances are you know that alcoholics and addicts 
are fiercely strong-minded and extremely willful individuals. Powerless? 
Who’d have thought? It absolutely slays alcoholics and addicts to have to 
admit their powerlessness over their drug of choice. But until they do so, 
they will never free themselves from the fatal chains of addiction.

*All Twelve Step quotations are from Alcoholics Anonymous, Alcoholics Anonymous: The 
Big Book, 4th ed. (Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, 2001).

1
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And much as I make light of the addiction to the game that comes over 
golfers, I know well what a negative addiction is. And how quickly and 
completely it can overtake an individual. I’ve seen it in settings and people 
all over the world. And in people whose backgrounds and circumstances 
absolutely defy the stereotypes of addiction.

Imagine, for example, a young soldier from the farm in Nebraska. Fresh 
faced, crew cut, polite, well-spoken, good at following orders. His com-
manding officer was thrilled when Derrick re-upped for a second tour. 
It was not until Derrick wound up in our hospital, severely addicted to 
heroin—China white heroin, 98 percent pure and unrelenting—that his 
real reasons became clear. Nineteen, maybe twenty when I first met him, 
Derrick was so deeply addicted that he had re-upped simply to stay where 
the drugs were plentiful and cheap—even if it meant continuing on as a 
rifle-carrying grunt, all too often in the Vietcong’s gunsights. For Derrick, 
the heroin masked the overwhelming powerlessness he felt, living on the 
other side of the world, apart from all he knew, isolated from everyone he 
knew, left with the very clear knowledge of the danger that awaited out on 
patrol. Then he was left utterly powerless before an addiction that controlled 
every moment of his day. Despite his upbringing, despite his grounding, he 
had been at serious risk for addiction, probably from the moment he left 
the States. His was a perfect storm of powerlessness. Not something a farm 
boy—or a soldier—anticipates.

But golf? Who’s powerless over golf? Is there anyone—anyone who has tried 
and been tempted by the game—who isn’t? Hence the first of our steps:

We admitted that golf is so damn difficult that we have 
absolutely no power over our ability to do anything we want 
with our swing, our putting, our score, or, as a matter of fact, 
our very lives, lives we had hoped to enhance with a great 
day on the links.
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If we have no power, what do we have? How can we even start the day, let 
alone a round of golf, or a long-term goal of golfing well? Members of AA 
often rely on the phrase “Let go, let God.” And in fact, they have no corner 
on the phrase. Google “Let go, Let God,” or “Let go and let God,” or any 
variation, and in a fraction of a second you’ll have anywhere from eight 
million to eighty-four million possibilities. But in talking abut golf, how 
about simply this: Let go, let golf!

A side note to a factoid I discovered in writing the previous paragraph: even 
an episode from the first (and, it would seem, the last) season of the 2007 
television show “In Case of Emergency” was called “Let Go, Let Golf.” Not 
something I’ve seen. But, in the course of this book, I will tell a few stories 
of the upside I’ve seen and felt in using the phrase myself—and encouraging 
others to do the same.

“I Get My Strength from Powerlessness.” Who Knew?

If one of the keys to overcoming addiction is powerlessness, where else does 
this key work? Turns out, golf and life are also about powerlessness. Where 
does the courage come from to think such audacious thoughts as even 
attempting to drill a ball into thin air against insurmountable physical odds 
and have it spike like a dart next to (or even in!) a tiny hole thousands of feet 
away? In life, how do we summon the courage to lace our shoes each morn-
ing when so many hazards of daily living howl in our faces like wind-driven 
golf flags laughing at our plight? How do we succeed when we are basically 
powerless? That is the ultimate question about life, golf, and addiction.

Powerless. When you think about all the things that can possibly go wrong, 
it’s a wonder we attempt the sport at all. A golf swing is perhaps the oddest of 
all athletic functions. We wield a club, which we try to make an extension of 
our limbs, smoothly functioning with our very imperfect bodies. We strive 
to mesh all the movable parts of our physiques into a symphonic testament 
to discipline so that the ball can be struck cleanly, squarely, and with a high 
degree of power and accuracy.
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Powerless. Consider the external physical properties of our endeavor. Maybe 
we are teeing off early in the morning. Perhaps it’s foggy, drizzly, and cold. 
Maybe the wind is sporadic and unpredictable. Sometimes the elements are 
so fickle there’s not much even a perfectly crafted swing can do to combat 
Mother Nature. And, oh yeah, there you are perched above a tiny ball, hoping 
to demolish it cleanly while—and here’s the greatest challenge—the planet 
on which you are standing is spinning furiously and wildly through its orbit. 
Okay, that last challenge is a bit far-fetched, but I did watch a playing partner 
once whiff a tee shot entirely. When asked what happened, he smiled sheep-
ishly and said: “Frankly, guys, when you consider that the Earth is spinning 
and I have a killer hangover, I think I came pretty damn close!” We gave 
him a mulligan. (A mulligan? The back of the book includes a glossary of 
definitions for any nongolfers and a sampling of golf giggles, for those who 
are looking for a few extra laughs.)

There is an absolutely wonderful paragraph in the book The Legend of Bagger 
Vance, by Steven Pressfield. Absorb the words. “The path of beating balls 
defeats the player, as it must, until he surrenders at last and allows his swing 
to swing itself. The path of study and dissection leads only to paralysis, until 
the player likewise surrenders and allows his overloaded brain to set down 
its burden, till in empty purity it remembers how to swing.”

Imagine it. Imagine the pure freedom of just allowing your “swing to swing 
itself.” In golf and in life. For now, I invite you to think about golf in that 
way. Take it easy, for a day, for a round, and see how it works. Golf is such an 
all-embracing arena of difficulty that the overloaded mind can easily become 
the player’s worst nightmare. Instructional books and videos too numerous 
to count are legendary for the litany of physical drills, drills that then flood 
golfers’ minds as they prepare themselves for the sport.

Serious golfers setting themselves up for the shot are a sight to behold. You 
can almost see the checklist of mental drills sparking from their minds. Their 
body language is a severely coiled intricacy of wiggles, waggles, clenching, 
tightening, loosening, swiveling of hips, wriggling of toes. Just to watch them 
in action can be exhausting.
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Let go of all those checklists and corrections. Approach the ball. Breathe 
deeply. Feel good about the day. Strike the ball. Feel good about yourself as 
that tiny little golf ball splits the fairway in half. Put your driver back in the 
bag and start walking. Breathe deeply. Feel good. Repeat, changing the club 
as appropriate. Stroke that ball right into the cup.

Musings Between Holes

Golfers know these musings well. They are the moments between lifting 
one’s ball out of the cup and completing the trek toward the next tee. Some-
times the walk is brief; sometimes it is a twisting, visually pleasing little hike 
through hillocks, over creeks, past lakes. This interval in golf ’s unending 
drama has always fascinated me. Sometimes fellow players use the time to 
comment—no, complain—about the preceding hole; often the time is spent 
in small talk, gossip, or boasting.

I like to think of these moments as clearing experiences for the mind, cleans-
ing moments for the soul. A chance to breathe deeply, without focusing on 
the ball. Or that tiny little cup at the end. We will take these walks together 
in each of the Twelve Step chapters. With luck, we’ll learn some things about 
being better players and, more importantly, being better people.

My wife used to always be amazed when I’d come home from golfing with 
some friends and I couldn’t answer her questions about how my friends 
are, how their kids are, how work is—basic stuff. My response that “we 
talked about GOLF” left her shaking her head. After untold hours on the 
course and years of her disbelief, I have made more of an effort to check in 
on a more personal level. I now get some of the important details of how 
life is going. I’ve found that the golf course gives plenty of opportunity for 
conversations about life—and I do feel more enriched by these interactions. 
That’s not to say that Golf Talk doesn’t happen—I still love talking golf and 
all that goes with it, including the banter. Fact is, I love all the conversations 
walking a golf course.
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There is something disarming about sharing a round of golf and the conver-
sations that emerge on the course and afterward. I have a regular Saturday 
morning round with two friends, Rob and Pat, that includes some unabashed 
banter, trash talking over the $5 Nassau, and constant expressions of sheer 
joy for this shared time. This is all part of the total golf experience that I so 
love and appreciate getting to participate in now and forever.

The Secret

As I mentioned in the Preface, the essence of secrets is that they aren’t sup-
posed to be told. But the secrets at the end of each of these chapters are 
secrets that could benefit all of us, so why not cast them broad and wide? 
In fact, generations of children have learned most of these secrets early on, 
in my wife’s school. Still more of us have picked them up along the way. 
And, at least in my mind, they all warrant consideration and refreshers, 
throughout life.

Think of these as little nuggets of truth that can enhance your life. And 
unlike the nuggets about the mechanics of your golf game that your local 
golf pro doles out after assessing your swing, these secrets won’t leave you 
paralyzed above the ball. You don’t have to think about your grip, or your 
feet, or your swing. Just let these secrets work to improve your game, in life.

As I’ve learned in forty years of working in the youth recovery and develop-
ment movement, and considerably fewer years on the golf course and the 
practice green, helping (and being helped) requires honesty. Honest words; 
honest actions. On the small scale of the golf course, had I stuck only to 
the golf banter and not opened my ears and heart to more, my life and the 
ripples I have made would have been entirely different. I try, in my actions 
and in this book, to pass on some of the secrets and tips, many of which 
(just as in my golf game) I’ve learned (and sometimes relearned) the hard 
way, over time.
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The first secret? Be honest. Now how hard is that? No harder than the perfect 
golf game.

Growth, growth toward honesty, starts with truthful acknowledgment about 
who you are, where you are, what you are feeling. You don’t always have to 
be the one who casts the happy smile in the room, the person most eager to 
please. Embrace your humanity, because it’s all of you that is worth giving. 
Some of the most engaging characters I’ve met on the golf course are those 
struggling, coarse-spoken, mumbling—and lovable—personalities who 
show all their faults and some of their virtues with each swing. The more 
vulnerable you are, the more eager will be the Gods of Golf to lift you from 
misery into occasional glory.

And, yes, just like golf, honesty requires practice. Practice, practice, practice. 
The good news is you can practice every day, every moment, through all 
kinds of weather. Which takes me to the first of a series of quotes to live, and 
golf, by. With one obvious exception—trust me, you’ll know it when you 
see it—these are all from championship golfers or champion golf writers.

“One of the most fascinating things about golf is how it reflects 
the cycle of life. No matter what you shoot, the next day you 
have to go back to the first tee and begin all over again and make 
yourself into something.”

 — Peter Jacobsen




