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MADE DIRECT AMENDS 

Step Nine 
Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, 

except when to do so would injure them or others. 
 

 In THE SECRET OF THE GOLDEN FLOWER (A CHINESE BOOK OF LIFE), 
Carl Jung wrote one of the best descriptions of grace and conversion 
available in nonreligious language: 

The greatest and most important problems of life are 
all in a certain sense insoluble. They must be so because 
they express the necessary polarity inherent in every 
self-regulating system.... They can never be solved, but 
only outgrown. This “outgrowing,” on further experience, 
was seen to consist in a new level of consciousness. 
Some higher or wider interest arose on the person’s 
horizon, and through this widening of his (or her) view, 
the insoluble problem lost its urgency. 

It was not solved logically in its own terms, but faded out 
when confronted with a new and stronger life-tendency. 
It was not repressed and made unconscious, but merely 
appeared in a different light, and so, did indeed become 
different. What, on a lower level, had led to the wildest 
conflicts and to panicky outbursts of emotion, viewed from 
the higher level of the personality, now seemed like a 
storm in the valley seen from a high mountain top. This 
does not mean that the thunderstorm is robbed of its 
reality, but instead of being in it, one is now above it. 

 We come today to Step Nine of the Pilgrimage, according to the 
Twelve-Step Program of Alcoholics Anonymous: “Made direct amends to 
such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them 
or others.” 
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 What happened to Step Eight? We need it for context: “Made a list 
of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to 
them all.” Actually, this series started with Step Eight, back on Ash 
Wednesday (The Eighth Step). Suddenly we have several irons in the fire. 
A list of all people we have harmed? Who has time to keep up with the 
present moment – the demands and interests and responsibilities that 
come pounding in each day – never mind trying to pick up the pieces of 
the past? And it is a convoluted affair, this business of people we have 
harmed. We didn’t mean to harm most of them. Or did we? Some of them 
harmed us a lot more than we harmed them. Some people seem sure we 
harmed them a lot more than we think we did. What is harm? What is 
an amend? How can we make up for water that has long since flowed 
under the bridge? We don’t even know where some of the people are now. 
Some of them may even have passed on. It is a convoluted affair, this 
business of making amends. 

 A great many people jump track when it comes to Steps Eight and 
Nine, whether on the Christian Pilgrimage or the Twelve-Step Program. 
If you are presenting your gift at the altar and suddenly remember that 
your brother has a grievance against you, leave your gift where it is 
before the altar. First go and make your peace with your brother; then 
come back and offer your gift. (Matthew 5:23-24) Did Jesus belong to AA? 
People of integrity and justice have known throughout all times and 
cultures that they must right at least their own wrongs or the world will 
keep getting worse. If we do damage and do nothing to counterbalance 
that damage, not only will the world keep getting worse, but we ourselves 
will keep getting worse. It does seem, sometimes, that our culture and 
recent generations have lost sight of this truth. Perhaps in reality we 
are no worse than the generations that came before us. Perhaps the 
sheer weight of numbers and the way the media operates today serve to 
obscure how many honorable people still walk the earth. Nevertheless, 
the amount of resistance we encounter when dealing with Steps Eight 
and Nine – inside, or watching those around us – is enough to make us 
wonder what has happened to the love of justice and the sense of honor. 

 On the one hand, the love of justice seems to have gone public. 
That is, there seems to be great concern about the larger issues of 
justice. We read constantly about the flaws, or possible flaws, of public 
figures. We hear of major efforts to right vast wrongs: wrongs against 
nature, against the poor, against gays, against the homeless, against 
education, against the home, against women, against racial minorities. 
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Perhaps part of the problem is that we are so used to being confronted 
with a vast and general injustice that the subject no longer registers with 
very much power. As a friend of mine said in a recent letter: “We used 
to have to go to church to be made to feel guilty. Today I can get my guilt 
almost anywhere. Read any newspaper; watch public television; go to 
a Rotary Club luncheon; open my bulk mail; talk to a friend at work. 
Everybody knows something I should be doing that I’m not, and it’s 
amazing how many of the world’s problems I am responsible for.” 

 Christianity is no refuge from life. Neither is the Twelve-Step 
Program. On the other hand, both of them really are. A religion that 
offers no different way to live is not a religion. Anything that offers a 
different reason for living and a different way to live is a religion. 
Nobody is interested in religion as long as the life (in general) going on 
around them seems fairly pleasant and satisfying, or at least that these 
are possible. Religious people all have one thing in common (and it’s 
not the way they worship or understand God): they try to live in a way 
that is different from the normal life going on all around them. 

 Somewhere the mayhem, confusion, aimlessness, greed, self-
centeredness, and inner anarchy have to stop. We go onto a path that 
has focus, that draws us. Immediately, and inescapably, that means 
limitation. The focus and direction bring expansion – new levels and 
experiences. But it also limits, by definition. Some things are now 
forbidden. Some things we have no more time for. That is always the 
cost of focus and aim. That is why Jesus calls the WAY straight and 
narrow. Some people forever mix and mess this up with judgment and 
damnation. Yet it is simply the nature of a path – of any focused way – 
that it narrows the options in order to make progress in a desired 
direction. Straight is the way, and narrow the gate, and few there be 
who find it. (Matthew 7:14) 

 What happens to all the other people, the ones who don’t choose 
a path? Nothing happens to them – if you mean do they get thrown 
somewhere, like into a lake of fire. They just go on living normal lives. 
They stay on the same plane and wander about doing all the things that 
normal people do: They work. They eat. They go to movies and games. 
They make love and have children and do things with friends. They pay 
bills and take trips and get sick, and are sometimes sad, sometimes 
happy. They do some good and do some harm, and surely God loves 
them as much as he does you or me. But they do not consciously choose 
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a Christian WAY, devote their lives to Christ’s Kingdom, give themselves 
to the disciplines of prayer, study, tithing, obedience, evangelism, 
reconciliation, sanctification. Nor do they walk the Twelve Steps, which, 
some of you are noticing, have a lot more in common with Christianity 
than most people realize. 

 Some people actually come onto the Christian Path or into the 
Twelve-Step Program with a conscious awareness that they are giving up 
their great passion for justice on one level. A strange reversal, many say. 
They are not giving up all passion for justice, just reducing it way down. 
On a serious spiritual path, we give up our efforts to right all the wrongs 
of the world. Instead, we get serious about righting our own wrongs. 
Steps Eight and Nine are an amazing awakening. Focused on vast and 
general wrongs, we had somehow overlooked many of our own. Thinking 
about how other people, companies, groups, organizations, bodies, 
and/or countries should be more just, we somehow missed seeing all the 
injustices we have ourselves let go without recourse, apology, or amends. 

 Take the beam out of your own eye, says Jesus (Matthew 7:5), 
and then you will perhaps see more clearly how to help the teeming 
millions solve all the earth’s problems and injustices (to paraphrase a bit). 

 But the truth is that, once started, Step Nine is a marvelous 
adventure. The truth is that, costly as it is and nervous as it makes us, 
properly executed Ninth Steps make an enormous difference to us. 
Regardless of the reaction and response of those we make amends to, 
a Ninth Step well done changes our lives. It lifts great weight off of us, 
weight we often didn’t know we were carrying. It changes our self-esteem 
dramatically. The inner impact surpasses all normal logic. There is 
simply something very clean and healthy and uplifting about trying to 
apologize for and then undo, or compensate for, the damage one has done. 
Life is not about the bright and beautiful only; some of it is dull and ugly 
(as Monty Python once said). It is no good to just ignore it – to leave it 
as it lies. 

 People in Twelve-Step Programs tell endless stories of their experi-
ences doing Ninth Steps. It is far better to be in a fellowship of people 
working a similar program, if we mean to take these steps. The thing 
about further injury is serious business. Making amends is no task for 
people who are unclear about their own motives, who are careless in 
their approaches, or who are in some kind of hurry to get through their 
list. An amend worth making is worth making prayerfully, and after 
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thinking through the possibilities and implications. Often an amend is 
made for the harm we have done, though the true situation is far larger 
than that. It can be perilous to be sincere in our amends for the harm 
we have done, without getting drawn into the harm others have done or 
the injury we ourselves have sustained. The task calls us to clean our 
side of the street and leave others to decide when or if they will make 
amends for the damage they have done. 

 It is an excellent thing to have a sponsor or spiritual mentor with 
whom to check an amend before it is made. We are endlessly capable 
of unbalanced thinking in situations where we are directly involved. 
Again and again, a friend can see where we are about to be too hard 
on ourselves or too easy on ourselves, or where we have missed a 
dynamic that would make our amend offensive or harmful, even after we 
have sincerely tried to design it appropriately and well. A poorly done 
amend is frequently worse than none. Of course, many situations allow 
us to invite the injured party to help us decide on the proper amend. 
When this is appropriate, it is an excellent way to proceed. But we 
should come with at least some offers and suggestions. On the other 
hand, some people are vindictive or have an exaggerated view of the 
damage we have done. If you allow them to suggest the amend, you will 
soon be back into a whole new incident. 

*          *          * 

 We do tend to thank God for very limited parts of life – for that 
which we have judged and found worthy or pleasant, at least from our 
own perspective, at this moment in time. In Step Nine, we include our 
failures, our wrongs, our evil, our blunders, and our mistakes, and we put 
them right in the middle of our spiritual walk. God can be wondrously 
healing and loving in the middle of our wrongness – when we get honest 
and repentant. 

 The true mystery of the Ninth Step is that while we are busy 
making amends for past damage we have done, God is busy too, 
without our realizing it. God is busy lifting us to a new level of life and 
awareness, where problems that have long stymied and stopped us – 
problems having nothing to do with our amends, that we know of – 
are suddenly manageable. The Ninth Step has nothing to do with it, or 
so we think. Yet doing the Ninth Step seems to change us in some subtle 
way that allows this to happen. 
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 As Jung was saying: Sometimes the answers to life’s most baffling 
and painful problems are not found in any logical confrontation with the 
problems themselves, but are suddenly answered almost effortlessly 
when we move to a different level of life ourselves. Such is the grace and 
mystery of God’s mercy. 

 Or as Paul puts it: For if, when we were God’s enemies, we were 
reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, now 
that we have been reconciled, shall we be saved by his life! But that is 
not all: we also exult in God through our Lord Jesus, through whom we 
have now been granted reconciliation. (Romans 5:10-11) 

 And: He rescued us from the domain of darkness and brought us 
into the kingdom of his dear Son, through whom our release is secured 
and our sins are forgiven.... For in him God in all his fullness chose to 
dwell, and through him to reconcile all things to himself, making peace 
through the shedding of his blood on the cross – all things, whether on 
earth or in heaven. (Colossians 1:13-14, 19-20) 

 For any of us who wish to lighten our load, get new clarity, make 
progress on the pilgrimage, experience new dimensions of the grace and 
mercy of God – we can make a list of all the persons we have harmed and 
become willing to make amends to each one of them. Then we can make 
direct amends to each in turn, whenever possible (or as God makes it 
possible), except when to do so would injure them or others. 
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