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The Rev. Dr. Janet Waggoner 
St. John | San Juan Episcopal Church, Olympia, WA 
Sunday, August 3, 2025 
Year C – Pentecost VIII – Proper 13 – Colossians 3:1-11; Psalm 49:1-11; Luke 12:13-21 
Step 8 – Make a list of all persons we have harmed, and become willing to make amends to them 
all. 
 
I speak to you in the name of our loving, liberating, life-giving God. Amen. 
 
As we move through the 12 Steps, especially if you have been reflecting on them during the week, 
working the steps with even a small amount of intention, you may start to notice that you are 
sinning a little less regularly or at least a little less freely. Starting to clean things up makes us more 
aware of when, where and how we are making a mess. And though that does not always feel good, it 
IS good. If you have started working the Steps and you are discouraged, keep going. It’s a process. 
It’s a process that pays off. 
 
Working through the 12 Steps is spring-cleaning, the kind spring-cleaning my grandmother used to 
do after long winters. On the first sunny spring Monday – it had to be Monday, because Sundays 
were for church and family dinner, and spring-cleaning would take about 12 hours a day for an 
entire week – she would fling wide the windows, strip the beds, air out the mattresses, and begin the 
process of cleaning the whole house top to bottom. The final step was washing the windows, inside 
and out, wiping them with newspaper to prevent streaks. After all, once the house is clean, you sort 
of want the neighbors to be able to see inside! 
 
Spring cleaning was a lot of effort. If you are using this sermon series as part of your own work 
through the 12 Steps, you might be thinking, wow, these steps are a lot of work. And they just keep 
getting more challenging! That is why those in 12 Step groups – Alcoholics Anonymous, Nar-Anon, 
Al Anon, Overeaters Anonymous, Emotions Anonymous, and others – do not work the steps within a 
specific timeframe. It took time to commit all these wrongs, to develop these shortcomings. It takes 
time to clean them up. 
 
Actually doing the work – not just thinking about it – is essential. Take it from someone who knows, 
the apostle Paul, who is the author of the first Scripture lesson we heard this morning. 
 
Before his conversion, Saul was the boldest of sinners, the self-righteous kind. The kind who is 
wrong, wrong, wrong, but so convinced that he is right, right, right, that his sins are out there for all 
the world to see. Saul was professionally trained in the Law of Moses by a famous rabbi, Gamaliel. 
New Testament scriptures and other historical accounts confirm that Saul was a violent man who 
persecuted and imprisoned followers of Jesus. There is some debate about whether Saul actually 
murdered anyone. He was present when Stephen was stoned. The Book of Acts notes that Saul was 
a bystander, holding the coats of the people who threw the stones that killed Stephen. Does that 
make Saul less culpable? 
 
You may remember that Saul becomes a follower of Jesus after he is knocked off his horse by a 
bright light, probably a lightning bolt, and hears Jesus voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you 
persecute me?” Saul is blind for several days before Ananias, a disciple of Jesus, is sent to explain 
to Saul that God himself has stopped him in his tracks because he’s persecuting people sent by 
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God to love and serve others. Acts chapter 9 tells us that, at this, the scales fell from Saul’s eyes, 
and he saw the truth of what Ananias was saying. Saul is then filled with the Holy Spirit, baptized, 
starts working FOR Jesus rather than against him, and gets a new name, Paul. This was a process. It 
didn’t happen overnight. It took time for Paul to adjust to new ways of thinking, new ways of being, 
new ways of acting. 
 
Today, I find Paul’s story encouraging, because Paul was a mess. Really, really blowing it big time. 
He was proud of hurting people and claimed to do so in the name of God. I have to confess that 
recently I have been tempted to pray that certain oppressive tyrants get wiped off the face of the 
earth. But then I turn to Scripture and God calls me to heel: “Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord.” 
And reminds me that “the prayers of the righteous are powerful and effective.” My brothers and 
sisters, we must act, and we must pray. Any oppression breaks God’s heart even more than it 
breaks ours, so do the next good that you know to do, and pray, pray, pray. 
 
In the story of Paul, we see that a bad person whose heart is turned to God for good, can change the 
world for the better in the present and down through time. Paul travelled widely, helped establish 
many churches, and, while he travelled, wrote letters to the congregations he planted. Paul sent a 
letter to the Colossians to set them straight. 
 
The Colossians had started arguing among themselves about theology. What Paul probably wanted 
to say to them was, “Hey! Knock it off! Are you serious? Get your act together!” Instead, Paul starts 
his letter by greeting them warmly and giving thanks to God for them. Then he instructs them to 
focus on what’s important – which, to be specific, is knowing and following Jesus. 
 
“So,” Paul says, “if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above . . . Set your 
minds on the things that are above . . . Put to death, therefore, whatever in you is earthly: 
fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed (which is idolatry) . . . get rid of . . . anger, wrath, 
malice, slander, and abusive language . . . and . . . do not lie . . .” 
 
Reading this passage this week made me chuckle. In case we’re having trouble thinking of whom we 
might have wronged, Paul gives us a list of things we might have done wrong, so we can use that as 
a jumping off place to remember whom we wronged in the process of doing those things. 
 
In STEP 8, we make a list of all persons we have harmed and become willing to make amends to 
them all. The list of people we have harmed AND the willingness to make amends are both key. 
 
Usually, the first thing that happens when we think about making amends is that we start coming up 
with a list of reasons why we cannot make amends (e.g. someone we have wronged has died) or 
should not make amends (e.g. someone has probably forgotten the wrong we did, and we do not 
want to re-injure them by bringing it up again). Defensiveness is simply a sign that our ego thinks it 
needs to protect itself. But we will not grow if we protect ourselves from doing the right thing. And all 
we are doing in Step 8 is making a list of those we have harmed and becoming willing to make 
amends. Becoming willing to let go and let God be in the driver’s seat rather than our ego. 
 
Now, you might be asking, how does the Gospel lesson fit . . . the story about the man asking Jesus 
to divide the inheritance, is she just going to skip that? Oh no! 
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Because the bottom line regarding all the steps is made clear again in the parable that Jesus tells to 
the man asking Jesus to tell his brother to divide the inheritance. Scripture does not tell us the story 
behind the man’s request, but it is worth noting that the cultural standard in Jesus’ day was for the 
eldest son to inherit everything. It was then the responsibility of the eldest son to take care of the 
rest of the family. So why is this younger brother coming to Jesus? Perhaps the man believed that 
his older brother was not going to fulfill his duty to provide for the whole family. Or perhaps the 
younger brother simply wants to be in control. 
 
Jesus seems to at least suspect that the younger brother has greed or control issues, because 
rather than equipping the man to demand justice from his older brother, Jesus says, “Take care! Be 
on your guard against all kinds of greed.” 
 
What is the big problem with greed? According to the passage we just read from Paul’s letter to the 
Colossians, greed is to be put to death in us because it is idolatry. Idolatry is putting something in 
the place of God that is not God. Idolatry is trying to control things when God is the only One worthy 
of being in control. God is God, and we are not. God is God, and you are not. God is God, and I am 
not. 
 
Every day, we are giving ourselves, our wills, our attention, our resources over to that which we most 
value. Our only hope for salvation is to give all that we have and all that we are over to God, to be, as 
Jesus invites us to be in the last words of this parable, “rich toward God.” 
 
Today and every day, may we be rich toward God, giving everything over to God. May we let let go 
and let God, that we may receive grace to name those whom we have wronged and to become 
willing to make amends, that we may know more freedom and peace, one day at a time. AMEN. 


