
 

Ash Wednesday I John 1:5-2:2 
 Luke 18:10-14 

THE EIGHTH STEP 
 

Made a list of all persons we had harmed, 
and became willing to make amends to them all. 

 

 All human beings feel guilt. The polite word is “remorse.” The 
dictionary definition of remorse is “the keen or hopeless anguish 
caused by a sense of guilt.” All human beings feel guilt. For all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God – the state of perfection or total 
wholeness we long for, yet have never experienced. (Romans 3:23) 
Some people seem to “make us feel guilty”; some people think the church 
produces guilt; some people play off our guilt more than others; some 
people try to use our guilt to get us to react or perform as they want 
us to. But they do not produce the guilt; it is already there and they 
merely use it. Neither does the church produce guilt; it is already there. 
The church focuses either on helping to heal the guilt or on using it to 
control its people. 

 The question is not, “Should we feel guilty or not feel guilty?” – 
though it is often put that way. Many statements imply we have such a 
choice. But our choice is whether to deny it or deal with it: whether to 
pretend it’s not there, or go through the process of cleaning it up – of 
healing. The fact that guilt is such a huge reality in human existence 
suggests that the Creator designed us with this potential for guilt, and 
that its purpose is to guide us toward important corrections and neces-
sary changes. In this sense, guilt is good – if it warns us about wrong 
directions and helps us turn in new directions. But we all know that 
guilt unprocessed is a killer. Guilt is spiritual acid. Mixed with other 
things – such as sorrow, confession, repentance, penance, the receiving 
of forgiveness – it is wonderful. But guilt unmixed – guilt just sitting there 
by itself – like acid, it eats through and destroys everything we try to 
become or accomplish. 

 This Lent, we are talking about steps to take – things we must 
actually do – if we want to make spiritual progress. We are not talking 
about being saved; that is God’s part. We are not talking about making 
God love us, persuading God to love us, earning salvation, or forcing our 
way into grace. But it should be no secret that after any person is truly 
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converted, they change: their life changes; they start being different; 
they start doing things differently and for different reasons. If not, the 
conversion was a fake – a misfire. It’s no surprise that our world is full 
of false starts, and no surprise that much which passes for religion is 
counterfeit – intended or unintended. Nevertheless, some steps charac-
terize the spiritual path. People who are serious about their religion take 
steps – they do something about it. The majority of members in any well-
established religion always seem not to take steps: nothing much happens 
for them; eventually they quit, or settle for just going through meaning-
less motions. Every established religion is covered with the dust of inertia 
and the debris of people who no longer take it seriously. Always we must 
get beneath the surface, back to where the power and beauty and 
excitement are. 

 There are many ways of listing the steps of the spiritual path. 
All of them share some similarities. The wars between the various ways 
to line out the spiritual path are mostly futile – a problem of semantics, 
a quarrel over turf. Most any step we take in sincere devotion to God will 
lead us on – give us growth – even if we don’t do it perfectly, and even if 
the step itself is flawed or faulty. The only thing that does not lead us on – 
that gives us no growth, or even sets us back – is doing nothing, taking 
no steps, not bothering to try to incorporate our faith into our practice. 
So the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous – the Twelve-Step Program, 
as it is often called today – is only our jumping-off place, and it’s a very 
good one. Just a reminder: We are not studying AA or taking an objective 
look at a Twelve-Step Program. Our purpose for being here is to walk a 
spiritual path: to not just talk about spiritual growth, but to take steps 
toward spiritual growth. 

 Ash Wednesday begins Lent. Every year for hundreds of years, 
Ash Wednesday has begun Lent. It is interesting that Ash Wednesday, 
and even Lent itself, is neglected or nearly neglected by more and more 
Christians. Look around you. It doesn’t look much like Christmas or 
Easter, does it? Not very many people think it’s important to take the 
step represented by Ash Wednesday. Every celebration and ritual of 
Christianity represents a spiritual step the saints of the past have found 
most useful, even crucial, to their spiritual growth. What often looks to 
us like dull ritual or mere habit was once the dynamism of faith in action – 
faith being practiced. Sometimes we have to dig, almost excavate, some 
of the rites and rituals of our religion to find what the valuable step was 
all about. Sometimes it is just sitting there waiting for us, and all we 
have to do is see past the veil of our familiarity. 
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 Ash Wednesday is about remorse (guilt) – feeling sorry for all that 
is wrong, and especially about our own personal contribution to what is 
wrong or evil in life. Some of the anguish of Ash Wednesday is the sheer 
awareness of the wrongness of this realm – all the alienation from God, 
and all the cruelty, stupidity and pain that come out of that. But even-
tually it comes down to us, and to specifics: our own mistakes, our own 
stubbornness against God, our own blunders and alienation. 

 It is interesting that in our culture, remorse – being sorry or feeling 
apologetic – has become a step so out of style. We are a culture that 
considers it a weakness to apologize. We are a nation that thinks it is 
negative to admit faults or make amends or even to admit the dark side 
of life. Lent has a hard time in our culture, and Ash Wednesday has a 
hard time even in Lent. We begin Lent by facing our guilt and sin. We 
don’t get consoled. We don’t get forgiven. We don’t get told it wasn’t our 
fault or it doesn’t matter or that everybody does it. We just begin by 
facing our guilt and sin (alienation). So not many people come to Ash 
Wednesday. 

 But we are here. That is, we have come to Ash Wednesday on 
purpose. And so it is our purpose to take this step of remorse – to be 
sorry for our sins and to end up penitent and willing to make amends. 
It is a step to take – actually something we are intending to do. It may not 
sound like a very earthshaking or momentous undertaking – to make 
a list of what we are sorry about, and to get willing to make amends. 
Its repercussions, however, are sometimes enormous. 

*          *          * 

 In the Twelve-Step Program, spiritual steps are usually distilled 
into even more specific and focused procedures. What is lost in breadth 
is made up for in clarity. The hard part is in getting started, not in trying 
to understand all the applications and innuendoes of all the theories. 
So the step says, “Made a list of all persons we had harmed.” That’s the 
first thing. You need to do that. Start it in your head right now. Just 
enough to taste it. Just enough to know you will continue it after this 
service or early tomorrow morning. Made a list of all persons we had 
harmed. That’s a specific assignment for remorse, for sorrow, for 
admitting our sins. 

 “Well,” you say, “I have done a lot of harm that was not directly 
related to specific people I could name.” But you can get to that some 
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other time. “Well, a lot of other people have done some harm to me.” 
And maybe someday you should take paper and pencil and deal with 
that too, but for right now, how about a list of people you have harmed? 
“Well, I have harmed myself.” To be sure, and you can each put yourself 
on your list if you want to. You are a person you have harmed, without 
a doubt, but that is actually a more advanced step. Keep it simple: make 
a list of all people you have harmed. A seemingly clear, simple and direct 
assignment, but how hard we often make it – and how seldom we actually 
get to it. “Well, define harm. Well, how recently are we talking about? 
Well, some of these things I can’t do anything about or I don’t even know 
where the people are anymore, so why bother with them?” 

 Who said anything about doing anything about it? All we said for 
this step was “make a list.” Is that so hard? You bet it’s hard! Hard to 
sit and look at the harm we have done. Hard to connect that with real 
people, no matter what we may think of some of them. Hard to realize, 
since we insist on jumping the gun, that much of the harm we have done 
is irreparable. And hard to realize that if we start taking steps, probably 
one will come along telling us to do something about this list. But we can 
never get anywhere taking all the steps at once. How many places can 
your feet be at one time? So we take it slow – one at a time. Made a list. 
Forget everything else. Make the list. 

 Are you thinking yet about some of the people you have harmed? 
It isn’t fair to ask, I know. Just wanted you to taste a little of all the 
dodges we try to make, so they won’t surprise you when you do sit down 
to make your list later this evening or early tomorrow morning. If you 
start to go to sleep tomorrow night and have not yet made your list, then 
you know you are dealing with some heavy shields and denial. I told you 
about only a few, just enough to warn you. Do you know where I came 
up with them? They are all ways I have tried to avoid, duck and dodge 
taking the Eighth Step. 

*          *          * 

 Ashes are what we get when something has been destroyed, when 
something has gone up in smoke. In ancient times, people poured ashes 
on their heads to show their sorrow at having destroyed something, lost 
something, ruined something – at having experienced the loss of some-
thing dear. So ashes are what we use symbolically to show our sorrow 
and remorse. But how empty a ritual this is if we use the ashes but they 
stand for nothing – if we claim the sorrow but it is not real. 
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 Willingness to change – to be changed, to let God in, to give God 
some say in our affairs – comes most often out of pain, remorse, sorrow. 
Waking up to the fact that we don’t like things the way they are is usually 
the prerequisite for us to make any significant change. So the second 
part of this step is to become willing to make amends. Not to make them; 
just to become willing. Many people skip lightly over this part because, 
again, it doesn’t seem very significant on the outside. But everything 
hinges on our willingness, and our willingness is never as automatic or 
complete as we assume at first glance. We have reasons to keep our sins, 
or they would be gone already. Every single one of them is attached to 
views we hold, resentments we cherish, excuses we have set up, and 
even certain opinions we have constructed about how life cannot get any 
better than it is or we cannot be any different than we are. To become 
willing to make amends invites all kinds of things to be readjusted, or 
perhaps to come tumbling down. Even if joyful in the end, the return 
of a hope is a most disconcerting and messy affair, causing terrible 
restructuring of our way of living. 

 I was looking for an illustration to cut through the theory and 
thought I would tell you about peanut brittle or some of the other stories 
I have been told. But for this one, I better tell you what I know. In October 
of 1982, I came out of the alcoholic treatment center in Cabrini Hospital. 
I thought my marriage was probably over. I assumed my career was over, 
as soon as we could make some arrangements for my replacement. 
Of course, the biggest change was that the whole system of denial and 
rationalization that had grown up over the years was crumbling. No 
system can handle it all at once, but I was starting to see the wreckage – 
what I had been doing with my life and relationships – only without all 
the excuses. 

 It was too much. I either had to start drinking again or I had to get 
through it, but I couldn’t stand it like it was. So I started running every 
day. And I started saying a mantra as I ran. It came out of the tradition 
somewhere, and just started repeating in my mind, over and over, to the 
cadence of my feet: Jesus Christ forgives your sins, relieves your present 
suffering, restores you to wholeness and strength. Mile after mile, day 
after day, month after month I ran. Often I couldn’t see the path for the 
tears streaming down my face. I ran, and I repeated that mantra. 

 I didn’t believe it, of course. That is, I believed in all the truth of it 
and behind it – in the power of Christ, etc. – but I didn’t believe I was 
forgiven, or ever could be. I didn’t know if the pain would ever lessen, or 
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if I would ever get back any of the inner power I had once known. But 
I said the mantra, and I wept, and I ran. It was mostly desperation – 
the only way I could make it through the days. 

 But because I was working the step, not even realizing what I was 
doing, Christ was able to work also. Months later, I began to realize that 
the forgiveness had started to come. I don’t know how else to say it. 
Forgiveness was out of my hands; it was beyond me. But I could feel it 
when it came. And I was no longer interested in being coy or holding it 
off or theorizing about it. I simply took it, like a thirsty man in a desert 
takes water that is offered. 

 Jesus Christ forgives your sins, relieves your present suffering, 
restores you to wholeness and strength. Slowly it sank in, and got real. 
I believe it today, incredible though it seems to me. But I don’t think the 
Christ could ever have reached me with this offered forgiveness if I hadn’t 
stumbled my way into the step of remorse – into Ash Wednesday. 

*          *          * 

 It is Ash Wednesday. In worship together, and more thoroughly 
when alone, we take the step of remorse – sorrow over the sin (alienation) 
of the world, and more specifically, sorrow for the ways we ourselves are 
caught in it and contribute to it. Very specifically, we make a list of the 
people we have harmed, and we seek the Spirit’s guidance and help in 
becoming willing to make amends. We do not make amends yet. The 
sorrow has to do its work. The willingness has to sink in and get very 
real and authentic. We do not wish to procrastinate on our pilgrimage, 
but neither are we in a hurry so that we take the steps carelessly or 
go so swiftly that the steps have no time to do their work within us. 

 Make a list – get willing. That is sufficient for the time being. Do it. 
Do it well. Don’t just know about it. Don’t just understand it. Take the 
step. Do it. Do it well. 

 So now we commemorate this step by putting ashes on our 
foreheads – the mark of our sorrow, the mark of our remorse. Even our 
sorrow and despair are shown in the sign of the Cross, which stands 
for our eventual healing, our salvation and our hope. But none of it is 
activated unless the remorse is real. 
 




