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How Guest House  
saved my life

Guest House

by  Father Bill*
As told to Julie L. Rattey
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Father Bill (left) with 
Pope John Paul II 
at the Vatican in 
November 1991
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In part 1 of this story, Father Bill’s 
bishop confronted him about his 
addiction to alcohol and told him 
he was sending him to Guest House, 
a treatment center for clergy and 
Religious. The day after his arrival, 
he found himself in the hospital, 
fevered and shaky.

G uest House had put 
me in the hospital to 
make sure I 
was detox-

ing properly. I also 
had to be treated for 
pneumonia and bron-
chitis. But once I had 
made up my mind 
that I was an alcoholic, 
the following day I 
actually had no desire 
to take a drink. That 
was a great grace; not 
everyone is that lucky.

There are no shortcuts to 
treatment for alcoholism. You 
just have to work with nature and 
pray for some kind of recovery. I 
was in treatment from June until 
September, during which time I 
received a lot of encouragement, 
especially from the sober priest 

*last name withheld for privacy

from Chicago who was appoint-
ed my “guardian angel” for eight 
weeks and visited me during my 
time in the hospital. The more I 
surrendered to the process, the 
more peace came into my body 
and mind. Everyone at Guest 
House was so respectful and lov-
ing and kind that I began to relax 
and understand how sick I was. 

Every priest, Brother, or nun 
who goes through 
Guest  House pro-
grams — including me 

— becomes an expert on 
alcoholism and addic-
tion. At the same time 
that I was learning, I 
was attending AA meet-
ings where I would learn 
strength and hope from 
other people’s experi-
ences. I’d learn how to 

deal with it a day at a time by not 
taking that first drink, by going to 
my meetings, by getting a sponsor, 
by doing what I was told. 

I learned to follow that routine 
on a daily basis. I would eat 
properly, go to AA meetings, 

see my doctor, keep my appoint-

  
The 

following 
day I actually 

had no 
desire to 

take a drink.
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ments, interact with the other 
priests in treatment, and learn to 
get to my true feelings. I still had 
a certain amount of shame and 
remorse. Guest House has helped 
me to deal with that through 
group sessions. I’d often been told 
that alcoholics were bad people, 
but at Guest House, I learned 
that I wasn’t a bad person; I was 
a sick person trying to get well. 
A big turning point came when 
I received the Anointing of the 
Sick through a Guest House pro-
gram. I felt that God was work-
ing with me, not against me; that 
God wasn’t going to 
judge me. I just had to 
focus on getting well 
and staying well one 
day at a time by living 
the principles of the 
program. Over time, I 
began to live a healthy 
emotional, physical, mental, and 
spiritual life. 

That takes time, though, and 
I ended up needing more treat-
ment than I’d thought. I went back 
to my diocese in early September, 
but they put me in the chancery, 
which was a mistake. I’m not a 
chancery person. I went into a 
depression again, so I returned to 
Guest House in late February and 

stayed until June of 1976. After 
that, my diocese sent me to a won-
derful parish with a pastor who 
understood alcoholism and was 
very supportive and understand-
ing. I was able to get my head on 
straight, develop a routine in my 
priestly life, and then take my 
recovery one day at a time.

My last drink was on June 
12, 1975. I’m now in my 
35th year of sobriety. 

Over the years since my time 
at Guest House I’ve been giving 
back through my involvement 

with the National 
Catholic Council 
on Alcoholism and 
Related Drug Prob-
lems (Guest House 
has a policy that each 
person who finishes 
its program receives a 

membership). I went to my first 
NCCA conference in 1977, and 
it just blew me away. They were 
talking about developing policies 
to intervene for alcoholic priests. 
When I came back to my diocese, 
my bishop said, “Bill, do what 
you can to establish a health care 
policy to help other priests who 
are sick.” After eight years of eval-
uation and study, we established a 

  
I’m now in 

my 35th year 
of sobriety.
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people didn’t think that was pos-
sible. That’s what AA has done for 
our country. I’ve lived without a 
drink for 34 years. That’s a long 
time for an alcoholic to go with-
out a drink. That’s a miracle. And 
it’s not just me: Through Guest 
House, through the NCCA, we’ve 
restored so many priests to ser-
vice. It’s a very great privilege to 
be part of that. 

Today, I’m a retired priest. I 
was diagnosed with Parkinson’s 
about six years ago, and it has been 
much less stressful to simply deal 
with the spiritual aspect of being 
a pastor (Mass, Confession, etc.), 
than to deal with the administra-
tive responsibilities of the role. I 
also give a lot of serenity retreats 
to recovering alcoholics. I’m 73 
and Parkinson’s is progressing my 
age, so it’s getting a little harder for 

health committee. 
I was really deter-
mined to help.

My involve-
ment with NCCA 
has been one of the 
great joys of my 
life. In 1985, I was 
working at a sab-
batical program 
in Rome and was 
asked by Cardinal 
Fiorenzo Angelini to give a talk at 
the first conference of the Pontifical 
Council for the Pastoral Assistance 
to Health Care Workers, estab-
lished that same year by Pope John 
Paul II. Mother Teresa was sitting 
right in front of me, which made 
me more nervous. But when I fin-
ished my testimonial she thanked 
me for my talk; I was thrilled to 
death. Cardinal Angelini invited 
me to tell my story again at the 
Vatican in 1991 and I was intro-
duced to Pope John Paul II. In that 
same year I became certified for 
substance abuse counseling and 
have maintained my certification 
ever since. 

We take it for granted in 
this day and age that 
an alcoholic can live a 

sober life, but for years, many 

Prayer for an addicted 
loved one  ▶  To request a 
free copy of the prayer booklet 
Prayers for Addicted Persons and 
Their Loved Ones, or for more 
information about the National 
Catholic Council on Alcoholism 

and Related Drug Problems, call 800-626-6910 ext. 
1200 or visit nccatoday.org
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me to get around. But I’m a joy-
ful person despite my struggles. I 
get by with a little help from my 
friends, as the Beatles say. It helps 
to live closer to my family, who are 
thrilled about my sobriety, and my 
doctor.

My faith helps keep me going. 
Along with a sense of humor. A lot 
of people don’t understand how 
alcoholics can laugh about their 
sickness. They think, How can they 
laugh about getting drunk? This is 
serious. But at AA, we all know 
that. The point is that the alcohol-
ic has survived. When I went to 
Guest House, I was in an advanced 
stage of alcoholism, a sickness that 
had progressed over a period of 
10 years. Alcoholism was taking 
my life, but with the help of Guest 
House, I took it back. CD

Julie Rattey [jrattey@catholicdigest.com] 
is managing editor of Catholic Digest.
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Looking on the bright side
A large two-engine train was crossing America. After it had gone some 
distance, the engines failed and the train came to a standstill. The engineer 
made the following announcement: “Ladies and gentlemen, I have some 
good news and some bad news. The bad news is that the engines have 
failed. The good news is that you decided to take the train rather than fly.”

The story of Guest House   
▶  In 1956, Austin Ripley, a Catholic 
layman and recovered alcohol-
ic, founded Guest House to treat 
Catholic clergy and Religious suffer-
ing from alcoholism. Since then, it 
has been the means for more than 
7,300 priests, Brothers, Sisters, dea-
cons, and seminarians to be released 
from the ordeal of active alcohol-
ism and drug dependency. Today, 
many of these men and women 
lead sober and productive lives. Dan 
Kidd, president and CEO of Guest 
House, quotes one participant: 
“Guest House made me the priest I 
always wanted to be.” 

The National Catholic Council 
on Alcoholism and Related Drug 
Problems is now an affiliated pro-
gram/service of Guest House. For 
more information on Guest House, 
visit guesthouse.org or call 800-
626-6910.




