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Part of a series on the Twelve Steps of AA.  Today: 

7.  We humbly asked God to remove our shortcomings. 

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

9. Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others. 

 
Note:  Although the Parable of the Prodigal Son actually continues through verse 32 and 

the older brother’s story, we are focusing on the younger son – the Prodigal Son’s story, 

today.  Let us listen for God’s Word to us. 

 
 There’s a popular comedy on television called My Name is Earl.  In fact, it was 
created by a native of Arlington1 who said he based the show on some of the people he 
knew growing up in Virginia.  We don’t know if Earl struggles with addictions, really, 
but the show started – like AA meetings start – with a first name introduction:  My Name 
is Earl. 
 

My grandmother might have called Earl  a ne’er-do-well.  Most of us today might 
call him a slacker.   

 
Earl was a petty thief who got by in life by taking advantage of people and 

bending – if not breaking – the law.  One day, though, his life changed forever when he 
won $100,000 in the lottery.  But before he could cash it in, Earl was hit by a car and he 
lost the lottery ticket.   
 
 While lying in the hospital, recovering from his injuries and watching television, 
he heard  about “karma” – that Dharmic concept in which things happen cosmically 
because of cause and effect.  If we do bad things, then bad things will eventually happen 
to us.  If we do good things, then good things will happen to us. 
 

As Earl lay in the hospital bed, it occurred to him that this accident had been a 
result of karma.  Because he had done bad things, something bad had happened to him.   

 
And he would never find success in life until he atoned for all his past sins.  He 

admitted that “his life was unmanageable” in the words of The Twelve Steps.  And so he 
decided to make a list of all the bad things he had done and then to make amends to all 
the people he had hurt.   

 
When – after just a few good deeds – he found the lottery ticket again, he saw this 

as “a sign” that he should continue to make up for all the wrongs he had committed.   
 
There were 267 items on his list: 

                                                 
1 Greg Garcia, who grew up in Arlington, won an Emmy Award for this show in 2006. 
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#58 – Fixed a high school football game 
#64 – Spray painted the bridge 

 
With each episode of this show, Earl tries to make amends so that he can cross something 
off his list.  I suppose the show will end when he has crossed off his last item. 
 

///// 
 

 I was reminded of this show – and Earl’s resolution to correct his past – when 
pondering Steps 7, 8, & 9 of The Twelve Steps.  Here they are: 
 

# 7.  We humbly asked God to remove our shortcomings. 

 

# 8.  Made a list of all persons we had harmed,  

and became willing to make amends to them all. 

 

# 9. Made direct amends to such people wherever possible,  

except when to do so would injure them or others. 

 
 As you can imagine, through many years of ministry, I have heard some difficult 
confessions of sin from men and women.  But many more men and women have shared 
the pain they have endured because of someone else’s sin, often because of someone 
else’s addiction. 
 
 I remember hearing the story of a woman who – as a young girl – was left in an 
airport lobby overnight because of her father’s alcoholism.  She and her father were 
traveling out of state to see a sick relative, and on their way home, while waiting in the 
airport for their flight, her father told her he was going into the bar for drink.  She was 
supposed to sit there in the lobby and wait until he came back.   
 

But he drank so much in the bar that, when it was time for his flight, he forgot all 
about his daughter.  He got on the plane without her, leaving her behind in a strange city, 
a strange place.  And he didn’t even realize what he’d done until the next day.  His 
daughter – at the time – was seven years old.  It was not the first or the last time his 
drinking put her in danger. 

 
As a 40-something woman, this daughter came to talk to me one day about her 

inability to trust men. 
 
 I remember hearing another story from a man who spent his entire life trying to 
catch his father’s attention.  His father worked all the time –  a workaholic.  He brought 
work home.  He took work on vacation.   
 

He might occasionally go to his son’s ball game or his son’s school program, but 
he would be in the back, on the phone talking to someone at work.  After his father died, 
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the son – now in his 60s – came to talk with me about the pain of knowing he never did 
get his father’s attention, and now it was too late. 
 
 Maybe we all have tales we could tell about how someone else’s addiction or 
obsession impacted our lives.  But the truth is that:  
 

we ourselves have done things that have damaged other people. 

 
And today is a good day to consider what those things might be and: 

� To ask God to remove the tendency to act in ways that hurt people 
� To make a mental or written list of the ones we have hurt, and 
� To make amends to them if at all possible. 

 
Take a moment and ponder this. 
 

///// 
 

 The Parable of the Prodigal Son is not about addiction, exactly, but it deals with 
some of these issues of hurting loved ones.   And if we want to survive, we must reach a 
point when we admit that life is unmanageable. 
 
 This story told only in Luke’s gospel never really happened.  But it’s true.   
 
 Remember that the purpose of Jesus’ parables was to shock the listeners so that 
they might be jolted into realizing something they’ve never realized before. 
 

///// 
 

 A father had two sons, and the younger son was selfish and thoughtless.  Most of 
us don’t inherit money or property until someone has died.  This son wanted to have his 
now – as if his father was dead.   
 
 The father let his younger son have his share of the inheritance, let him go off to 
live the high life “in a distant country.”   
 

And there he squandered his property in dissolute living. 
 
 If you’re wondering what this “dissolute living” involved, the Greek word used 
here is “asotos” which basically means “recklessly extravagant” or “shamelessly 
immoral.”  Luke doesn’t spell this out – are we talking about Drunkenness?  Gambling?  
Gluttony?   
 
 Who knows?  Maybe all of the above.  And more. 
 
 After the younger son had lost everything, a famine hit and he found himself 
“hitting rock bottom.”  He had to support himself by feeding the pigs – which was an 
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especially heinous chore for a Jewish boy who’d been raised to avoid having anything to 
do with pigs.2  While the pigs ate their pig feed, the younger son starved. 
 
 And then something happened:  we are told that the young man came to himself.   
 
 This is a marvelous term:  he came to himself.  It’s as if he returned to his senses.  
He returned back to being the person he was born to be.   
 
 This is what spiritual maturity is all about.  All the self-improvement books in the 
world cannot help us if we fail to notice that there are some things – shortcomings – we 
must change.  The younger son made his move: 
 

- he got up 
- he would go to his Father 
- he would confess:  I have sinned; I am not worthy to be called your son 

 
He recognized that he had hurt his father and he went to make amends.  He would live – 
not as a son – but as a hired hand at his father’s house. 
 

///// 
 

 But here comes the shocking part:  before the younger son even got all the way 
home, his Father saw him in the distance, stopped whatever he was doing and RAN to 
him, put his arms around him, kissed him. 
 
 To the son’s credit, he didn’t take all this attention to mean he could ditch his 
original plan.  The son still confessed to his Father: 
 

Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you;  

I am no longer worthy to be called your son. 

 
 But the Father, being merciful – and if you haven’t figured it out yet – being GOD 
called his other servants to bring gifts to this Prodigal Son.   
 

- a robe – which was a party garment, not a worker’s garment 
- a ring – which symbolized authority 
- sandals – to support his worn bare feet 
- the fatted calf – a luxury fit for an honored guest 

 
It was more than this Son ever could have hoped to have.  He had reached a point when 
he recognized the depth of his mistakes.  And was willing to do whatever it took to make 
amends. 

///// 

                                                 
2 Leviticus 11:7; Deuteronomy  14:8 
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 Confession is not easy.  It’s not merely a matter of thoughtlessly saying, “I’m 
sorry.” 

 
 It begins with the recognition that we have been wrong about something.  Now, 
we don’t like to admit we are ever wrong, perhaps.  But the sins of the Prodigal might 
spark some memory of wrongdoing in our own lives: 
 

• Maybe there was a time when we’ve been utterly thoughtless and ungrateful. 
 

• Maybe we’ve demanded “our fair share” whether it was fair or not. 
 

• Maybe we wandered far from the people who love us – and I don’t just mean 
geographically. 

 

• Maybe we’ve wasted our resources, maybe wasted our time on foolish things. 
 

• Maybe we’ve hurt people along the way. 
 
If people have been truly damaged by our actions, we can only hope they forgive us.  It 
helps to make amends if at all possible.  Our Roman Catholic brothers and sisters call it 
“penance.”  There’s the kind of penance in which you go say three “Hail Marys.”  But I 
prefer the kind of penance that Earl tries to make if at all possible.  
  
 - Return what was taken, if at all possible. 
 - Change what once happened, if at all possible. 
  
And if there is no tangible way to make up for what we’ve done, we can at least say 
something like this: 
 

 I have sinned against heaven and before you.   
I am not worthy to be called your son,  

daughter, mother, father, sister, brother, friend. 

But I have come to try to make it up to you if I possibly can. 

And to say I will never make this mistake again. 

 
And mean it. 

///// 
 

  Generous souls will be able to forgive us, perhaps, but here is the problem with 
karma.  Yes, there are consequences when we do the wrong thing.  But here is the 
unbelievable part: 
 

God does not punish us according to our sins if we are truly repentant. 

  
If we return to our Father, if we – on our knees, on our feet, in our darkness, in 

these pews – confess what we have done and turn from it, we are forgiven.   
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And we find that we are blessed far more than we are cursed. 
 
Only God can do this.  Only God can heal the places that are impossible for us to 

heal.  Only God can smooth the rough places.  Only God can do this.  But we must do our 
part. 

 
My name is Jan, and I am in utter need of God’s forgiveness and grace.  What 

about you? 
 

Let us pray:  

God grant me the serenity  
to accept the things I cannot change;  
courage to change the things I can; 
and wisdom to know the difference.  

Living one day at a time;  
Enjoying one moment at a time;  
Accepting hardships as the pathway to peace;  
Taking, as He did, this sinful world 
as it is, not as I would have it;  
Trusting that He will make all things right 
if I surrender to His Will; 
That I may be reasonably happy in this life  
and supremely happy with Him 
Forever in the next. 
Amen.  

(The Serenity Prayer by Reinhold Niebuhr) 

 
 

 
 

  
 
 

 
  
 
 


