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Becoming 
Willing

to our readers

Making amends is not 
easy. It is certainly not 
instinctive for us. There 

is a reason why many of us need 
to spend so much time on Step 8 
of the Twelve Steps, in which we 
become “willing to make amends.” 
We need to prepare for actually 
making amends because there is 
often a deep unwillingness in us. 

Something in each of us resists 
taking this kind of very practi-
cal responsibility for harm that 
we have done. For most of us the 
problem is simple: Ego gets in the 
way. We fear the loss of image, the 
loss of respect, the loss of pride 
that might come when the truth 
about the harm we have done is 
acknowledged. 

Some amends are, of course, 
more difficult than others. I think 
one of the most difficult amends 
is when we need to make amends 
to someone who has harmed us—
when the harm has been reciprocal. 
Our fear is that if we make amends 
then our wounds will be ignored. 
But even in the face of such fears 
we must proceed—even if it seems 
like the greater harm is the harm 
done to us rather than the harm 
done by us. Why? Because the 
daily maintenance of our spiritual 

condition depends on engaging in 
spiritual disciplines of this kind. 
And our sobriety depends on the 
daily maintenance of our spiritual 
condition. So it is in our own best 
interests to make amends—even 
in difficult circumstances. We are 
not responsible for other people’s 
spiritual condition. They may 
decide to make amends to us; they 
may not. It is certainly fair for us 
to want them to make amend, 
but whether or not they actually 
do so is something between them 
and God. It is none of our busi-
ness. Our focus needs to be on 
making amends for the harm we 
have done. Sometimes that means 
that we will “do good to those who 
hate” or “bless those who curse,” 
but that is the path that Jesus 
taught his followers to choose (see, 
for example, Luke 6:27–28)

Being “willing to make amends” 
is different from forgiveness or 
reconciliation. Forgiveness is a 
long, difficult and complex pro-
cess. We do not need to wait until 
that process is complete before 
we make amends for the harm we 
have done. And reconciliation is 
usually an even longer and more 
difficult process. Making amends 
may be a small part of the process 

of the restoration of a relationship, 
but usually it is just one step along 
a long path. Both forgiveness and 
reconciliation are good goals. And 
making amends may be an impor-
tant part of reaching those goals. 
But it is not reasonable to expect 
that making amends will result in 
complete forgiveness or the com-
plete restoration of a relationship.

When I am preparing to make 
amends I find it helpful to remind 
myself that this is something I am 
doing for myself, to help maintain 
my spiritual condition. When it 
comes to actually making amends, 
however, the focus shifts. I need to 
focus now on the needs of others. 
I am doing this for somebody 
else. It is a gift. This is impor-
tant because when I am actually 
making amends it may not feel 
like it is in my best interests. I 
may feel anxious or embarrassed. 
It may feel like I am just getting 
more shame added to my already 

Dale Ryan is the 
executive director 
of the National 
Association for 
Christian Recovery.
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Piers Kaniuka has spent the last two and a half years as pro-
gram director at the Plymouth House, a recovery center in Plymouth, 
New Hampshire. Treatment at the Plymouth House consists primarily of 
working through the AA Big Book with one of the staff sponsors, or one 
of the “monitors,” guests who have stayed on past their own treatment 
to do odd jobs around the house and help new guests work through the 
Book. Piers has his M.A. in Counseling Psychology and is a certified crisis 
clinician in the state of Maine. We interviewed Piers about the amends 
process and asked him to talk about his own experience as well as his 
experience in working with others.

STEPS: Do you remember what your sponsor told you when it was time 
for you to make amends?

Piers: My sponsor told me to make a list of the people I’d harmed, the 
guiding rule being that they had to know that I’d hurt them. If I went to 
someone I’d hurt in ways they didn’t know, I’d be harming them by trying 
to make amends. The one exception to this rule was theft. The basic guide 
was to do no harm.

STEPS: Was there anything on your list that you were particularly wor-
ried about?

Piers: The most conflicted item I had on my list was that I’d stolen money 
and drugs from a heroin dealer. I wasn’t going to pump any more money 
into the heroin trade, so I went looking for him to carry a message to 
him. 

STEPS:  How did that turn out?

Piers: I couldn’t find him. He was in jail.

STEPS: Did your sponsor give you any specific advice about how to 
approach people?

Piers: In making amends my sponsor said that I need not be too specific. 
The people I’ve harmed have a good idea of how I hurt them. There was 
no reason to hurt them all over again by dredging up the past. We needed 
to say that we know we’ve hurt them and that we want to do anything we 

Making Amends
An interview with Piers Kaniuka
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can to make it right. The most important thing we can do when making 
an amend is to shut up and let the other person say their piece. Anything 
they have to say is OK. They might talk about their drunk brother-in-
law, they might let you have it, and they might tell you that you hurt 
them in ways that you didn’t even know.

The best depiction of amends I’ve seen in movies is in the movie Flat-
liners. Kevin Bacon has to go to a woman from his past. He and some 
other boys had been really cruel to her in grammar school. When he 
approaches her, she says, “Oh, my God, I can’t believe it’s you!” He says 
that he hurt her and that he wants to make it right, but she puts up her 
hand and stops him. You can tell that he’s gone someplace really painful 
to her. She stops him and he shuts up. Then there is this pause between 
them, and the scene ends with them hugging each other and crying.

The reason I mention the movie is that I knew someone who had 
exactly that experience. She’d taken this girl and flushed her head in the 
toilet in grade school. When my friend made amends to her, the woman 
said, “It happened so long ago. We were only kids.” My friend stayed 
quiet and waited, and they both ended up in tears.

This process is really about creating a space where someone else can 
heal. The most difficult part is that we have to succeed in demonstrating 
that this is really about the other person and not about us getting out of 
a jam. I can only do that if I pray.

STEPS: So, what do you say to the idea that amends is really about clear-
ing our own conscience and getting rid of our guilt?

Piers: I would say those are wonderful secondary gains, but that the pri-
mary focus has to be on the other person. When they say this is a spiritual 
disease I think that means that it is interpersonal. In order to get better, 
we have to follow up the consequences of our disease in the lives of other 
people. Like that part in the Big Book where it says that this disease 
involves other people like no other disease can. Warped lives of blameless 
children and all that.

STEPS: You and your sponsor worked directly from the Big Book?

Piers: Yes.

STEPS: Did you find it lacking anything? Or do you find it lacking 
anything now that you’ve had some more experience in working with 
people?

Piers: One thing that’s confusing in Alcoholics Anonymous is in meetings 
when we read the Ninth Step promises out of the context of the Ninth 
Step. It says all those things will happen if we are painstaking about this 
phase of our development, meaning the amends process. And then in the 
Tenth Step, the Book says that we will be freed from mental obsession. In 
other words, you can’t really hope to be recovered unless you get past Step 
Nine. I wish Bill [Wilson] had been more explicit about that.
STEPS: So if you had to rewrite the Big Book…?

This process is really 
about creating a space 
where someone else 
can heal.
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Piers: I would place more emphasis on the Ninth Step as the step that 
separates the grown-ups from the children. The Ninth Step is the biggest 
faith-building and faith-developing Step. For someone in the Steps, faith 
is not belief. In the New Testament Greek the work faith is pistis.  One 
way to say it is that it is belief plus action. And in this action you won’t 
know what the result is going to be. So you have fear, and you have to 
pray. Then you take action in walking though the fear, and this leads you 
to a spiritual experience. Fear comes up again and again in these Steps. 
The Fifth Step is totally scary.

STEPS: Can you tell us about the first amends you made?

Piers: My first amends involved a book I stole from a bookstore. I pro-
crastinated until the pain of procrastinating was unbearable. I tried to 
rationalize not doing the amends. I thought maybe I could return the 
book to the shelf while the owner wasn’t looking, or maybe add another 
book next to it so that I’d be even with the store owner. I told my sponsor 
that I should avoid the owner because he knew my father and it might be 
embarrassing for him. I basically whined to my sponsor, and my sponsor 
just looked at me and said, “Is that what we do?”

So I went to the store, and I prayed. I pretended to be a customer until 
everybody left the store. I went up to the owner and said, “My name is 
Piers; I’m an alcoholic and a drug addict. In order to get better I have to 
go back and right the wrongs that I’ve done, and I’ve wronged you by 
stealing this book.”

There was a pause and a real Kodak moment. He just looked at me and 
said, “You don’t owe me anything. I respect what you are doing. Good 
luck.” It was powerful. It was powerful because I was afraid, I’d prayed, I 
did the right thing even though I was scared, and afterwards I knew there 
would be no stopping me from finishing my amends. I knew I could do 
the difficult ones.

STEPS: What was your most difficult amends?

Piers: My most difficult amends was to the mother of an ex-girlfriend 
who I had treated poorly. Actually, I had to make amends to three genera-
tions of women all in the same day. First I went to see the daughter. Then 
I went to the mother. I knew I’d harmed her by hurting her daughter. I 
also was dealing drugs with the brother, who ended up going to jail. After 
seeing the mother, I went out to the grave of the grandmother.

The grandmother and I had gotten along well, actually. On her death-
bed, they said that she was asking for me, and I kept saying, “Yeah, I’ll get 
there, I’ll get there.” Meanwhile I was chasing drugs. 

I went to the grave alone and prayed. There was a strong sense of peace 
and presence. Mostly what I felt was a freedom because I knew that I 
wouldn’t have to treat anybody that way again.

STEPS:  Any other amends that stand out to you?

What I felt was a 
freedom because I 

knew that I wouldn’t 
have to treat anybody 

that way again.
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Piers: I made three amends to people who later got sober by following the 
Big Book. I think the amends really made an impression on them. One 
of my friends just made an amend to an ex-girlfriend who he had treated 
just awful. She said, “Who are you and what did you do with my friend 
Joe?”

STEPS: If you had to sum up what you learned by making amends, what 
would you say?

Piers: I’d say what I learned from Steps Eight and Nine was that this 
process is about becoming other-centered. This is where we really begin 
to experience freedom from the bondage of self. Making amends showed  
me that getting close to God is about getting close to other people. This 
is not a solitary path. I am not meant to be a hermit or a monk.

I have not had the mental obsession to drink or use drugs since I’ve 
made amends, so in some sense I’ve been “recovered” for the last eight 
years. It’s a condition that could change, but it’s based on my spiritual 
condition. So as long as I stay close to God…. I did experience the obses-
sion while working the Steps, but not after making amends. Also, amends 
seem to generate a lot of enthusiasm.

STEPS: The Tenth Step talks about continuing to admit when we are 
wrong. What is your experience with Tenth Step amends?

Piers: After having made amends, I still have to write a lot of inventory, 
but I don’t have to make as many amends. I also seem to make them in 
a timely fashion, and I don’t have to go into the whole routine about 
explaining that I’m an alcoholic trying to get better, because mostly I 
harm the people closest to me and they already know that I am an alco-
holic. Most of my amends now are because of my tongue. I say things 
that hurt people.

STEPS:  I’ve heard you talk about different kinds of amends, transac-
tional and living. Could you explain what those are?

Piers: Living amends are with people who have been a big part of our 
lives and will continue to be a big part of our lives—parents, partners, 
children. For these people it won’t suffice to make verbal amends. There 
is nothing we can say to make things better. Amend means to change, 
so I’ve got to figure out how I’ve been hurting the people in my life and 
stop doing it. This may involve a conversation and it may not. Usually 
the other person will clue you into that. Some of my sponsees have gone 
about making amends and their spouse will come up to them and say, 
“What about me?” In situations like that I think it’s perfectly appropri-
ate to say, “I know that I’ve hurt you really bad, and I figured that I had 
better change before I said anything to you.”

Transactional amends are more frightening. They involve finding 
someone from the past and trying to make things right with them. This 
involves making dates. Something has to happen in the interaction to 
allow healing. At best it allows the other person to heal. At worst, at least 

Making amends 
showed me that 
getting close to God 
is about getting close 
to other people. 
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we assume responsibility for our actions.
There could be something of a third category involving theft. But 

sometimes it gets mixed in with the other two. Like when we steal from 
our parents. And you don’t have the money to make the amends. A lot of 
people get stopped by that.

STEPS: People say they don’t have the money as a way to dodge making 
amends.

Piers:  Right.

STEPS:  What other dodges have you heard?

Piers: “What if I have to go to jail?” “I don’t know where they are.”  “They 
are in some other part of the country.”

When the person is in another part of the country, we have to consult 
our conscience and ask if a letter will suffice or do we have to make a trip. 
I had to make a trip to Washington State from Maine. Some people have 
to drive great distances to do this. On the other hand, if I’m never going 
to make it to Greenland, maybe I’d better write a letter.

STEPS: What if you really can’t find the person?

Piers: It happens. I think we have to stay in constant readiness. One, for 
people to cross our path whom we couldn’t find, and two, for people that 
didn’t make our list due to oversight or forgetfulness. The only reason I’d 
have someone wait to take action is if they couldn’t find the person.

STEPS: What if there is real danger of going to jail?

Piers: It’s ultimately a matter of conscience, which demands that we be 
honest. Some people have families and children, and it may cause more 
harm to go to jail. Other times restitution is in order. My take on the 
Steps is that it’s about putting someone in relation with God through 
their conscience. I don’t pretend to be someone else’s conscience. Por-
nography, Republicanism, and being a vegetarian are all matters of con-
science. I don’t want to get into any of that with people. That’s why I think 
the Steps are not a moralism. If they were, or if somebody approached 
me with the Steps in a moralistic way, I don’t think I could have taken 
them.

Another dodge that you hear is “waiting for your amends to come to 
you.” In other words, not doing anything at all. And “the Step says not 
to make amends if it will harm them or others, and I’m an other.” So I 
was me when I was doing the harm, but I’m an other when I’m making 
the amends.

STEPS: That’s weird.

Piers: You hear that in AA.

My take on the Steps 
is that it’s about 

putting someone in 
relation with God 

through their 
conscience. 
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STEPS:  You spoke about your own experience of visiting a grave. What do 
you recommend to people who have to make amends to the deceased?

Piers: I say they should visit the grave, preferably alone. If they can think 
of some gesture that would have some meaning, then they should do it. 
And I suggest that they don’t talk much about it, at least not right away. 
Talking about it seems to cheapen the experience. It’s like if I see a deer 
in the woods and I tell you about it, you will probably say, “Oh, cool.”  It 
takes some of the power away from the moment. It’s an experience that is 
hard for other people to appreciate.

Anyway, part of this process is learning to have spiritual experiences 
and not wear them like a badge. I’m not particularly good at that.

STEPS: Last question: What do you notice that is different between 
people who have made their amends and people who decide they’d rather 
not?

Piers: People who make amends are proactive in the Steps, and they 
generate enthusiasm. The enthusiasm is contagious and it builds on 
itself. Amends is one of those places in the Steps—the Twelfth Step is 
another—where people really catch fire. People with a passive relation-
ship to the Steps, people who sit and wait for good things to happen, 
don’t do nearly as well.

This spirituality is synergistic. The way my sponsor’s sponsor would say 
it is that this isn’t a cheap grace. If you want to know God, you need to 
know and help his children.

This experience is not just for me. There was a time when they were 
thinking about calling AA the James Group, after the book of James, 
because of the sentiment that faith without works is dead. I think that 
was one of the books Luther wanted to remove from the Bible.

People who make their amends have a disproportionate effect on 
people around them when compared with those who rely solely on meet-
ing attendance or the A.A. slogan “meeting makers make it.” They have 
an enthusiasm that comes from having had a real experience.

There was a woman who came through the Plymouth House. Alco-
holic, heroin addict, cocaine addict. And her father was dying of cancer. 
She was also a mother. Her family life was in complete disarray. She left 
the Plymouth House with her Eighth Step list written and ready to make 
amends.

She was able to make amends to her dad and helped him feel at peace 
when he died. She was able to support her mother through her loss and 
become a mother to her own children, all at once. She left the Plymouth 
House and walked right into all of that. I can’t think of a better demon-
stration of what this process is all about.

For more information about the Plymouth House, visit their website at 
www.theplymouthhouse.com or call toll free 1-800-428-8459.

This isn’t a cheap 
grace. If you want to 
know God you need 
to know and help his 
children.



the Challenge of 
Clergy Amends

It is difficult for clergy persons to 
be the ordinary human beings 
they really are. The universal 

inclination in our churches is to 
place pastors on pedestals. Words 
like anointed, gifted and special are 
used to describe them. Their careers 
place them as honored members of 
every church family at births, bap-
tisms, weddings and funerals. They 
have the inside track to both the 
secret pain and the great celebra-
tions of the people in the congre-
gation. Pastors stand in the pulpit 
regularly to speak for God into the 
lives of flawed humans. 

The peril, of course, is in the 
perception that clergy are some-
how “above,” “better than” or “not 
as tempted” as earthlings. Look-
ing to the pastor on the pedestal, 
churchgoers too often see super-
heroes who don’t sin, don’t fail 
and don’t feel pain like ordinary 
people. 

This heightened expectation 
about clergy behavior can have 
very important consequences for 
clergy in recovery. No “fall” elicits 
the whispering or stokes the flames 
of gossip quite as much as clergy 
failure. But clergy do fail. And, 
like everyone else, they need to do 
inventory and to make amends.

Making amends is a normal 
part of any recovery journey. It is 
a spiritual discipline that forces 

us to face the humbling truth 
that our personal failure has hurt 
others. When it is a clergyperson 
who is making amends there are 
potential benefits for the entire 
Church. 

Making amends requires look-
ing long enough and carefully 
enough at one’s failures, addic-
tions, abuses, behavior and sins 
to determine what appropriate 
amends are required. Making 
amends follows telling the whole 
truth to another human being 
about the nature of our wrongs. 
The process is a powerful antidote 
for the pedestal thinking that can 
be such a powerful toxin in the 
life of the recovering pastor.

Making amends grows out of 
acknowledging one’s wrongs. It is 
rooted in a heart that seeks to feel 
the impact that those wrongs have 
had on others. The resulting feel-
ings are often called guilt, which is 
a kind of down-and-dirty human 
emotion. It is reserved for people 
who have hurt others through 
their failure. It is not the emotion 
of superheroes or idealized icons. 
It is for real people. When clergy 
own appropriate guilt and act on 
it by making appropriate amends 
the humbling, humanizing impact 
can be significant.

The full impact of grace cannot 
be experienced until we feel the 

pain our errors have caused others. 
Making amends frees a recovering 
pastor to feel the guilt and experi-
ence the grace about which he or 
she has preached.

To be sure, when a pastor 
is guided by a sponsor toward 
appropriate amends the pastor 
will not be broadcasting the 
goodness of the amends publicly. 
Doing this could easily  feed the 
destructive pedestal paradigm we 
fight against. But the experience 
of fully owning one’s failure and 
carefully and humbly making 
creative amends has a powerful 
impact. Pastors who make amends 
feel their humanity, come to know 
humility in new ways and join the 
congregation in the struggles of 
real life. Making amends requires 
us to get off the pedestal, to feel 
the guilt that as resulted from our 
behavior and to accept the posture 
of the penitent. Although painful, 
this is a process that is profoundly 
good for us. And it will be felt by 
all who come into contact with 
us. Making amends makes a dif-
ference. 

Dale Wolery is the 
executive director 
of the Clergy 
Recovery Network.
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A 
s a child growing up in Paisley, Scotland, Jimmy 
K., widely recognized as the founder of Narcotics Anonymous, 
struck up an unusual friendship with a man named Mr. Crook-

shack. “My very, very close friend was the town drunk. And he was a great 
guy, you know? He was so good to me in so many ways, and he was such 
a louse in so many others. He used to fall down the stairs and break him-
self open, break his head open, and blood would be running down two 
or three flights of stairs. When I was seven and a half, he fell down and I 
found him. I found him and went running in to get my mother. We got 
him into a hospital. I used to keep saying to her, ‘When can we see Mr. 
Crookshack?’ and she said, ‘Next week, next week.’ This kept going on. 
Finally, I said, ‘I have to see him.’ So she took us up to a place called Crow 
Road. This was the nut house. And here he was sitting in a wheelchair, just 
staring straight ahead. I couldn’t understand why he couldn’t see me and 
wouldn’t talk to me. I said, ‘What’s wrong with him?’ She said ‘He drank 
too much and got hurt too much over the years.’ I said, ‘When I grow up, 
I’m gonna help people like Mr. Crookshack.’ I’ve never forgotten that. I 
had to become an alcoholic and addict to fulfill my destiny.”

Jimmy K. considered his family as close knit and happy. “My father was 
a comedian on the stage, a headliner. We had a lot of fun in our life. We 
had a lot of laughter, a lot of singing. I became a dancer when I was very 
very young.” Being onstage at such an early age influenced Jimmy’s life-
long desire for attention. “I always had to be up front. I had to be number 
one. I think maybe it’s still that way. I don’t think that’s necessarily bad or 
wrong, but I think it’s something I have to be careful of. Because, like so 
many people, my ego is pretty strong. I’ve got a lot of pride. I hate to be a 
loser because I felt that I was a failure for so many years.”

Though Jimmy K. came from a Catholic background, he struggled 
with his own beliefs. “When I was a kid, I never, never played hooky from 
school. I loved school because I could learn there, but I played hooky 
from church every chance I got. I couldn’t stand all that stuff they were 
telling me because I didn’t believe it.” Though he had rejected his Catholic 
upbringing, Jimmy K. went on to prep school in Pennsylvania to study 
for the ministry. There he had his first experience with addiction. “Well, 
I lasted there for about three years. I couldn’t make it. I stole all the wine 
I could get my hands on. With 17 altars down one side and three in the 

“You Shyster, You!”
A profile of Jimmy K.

by Heidi Weston

Profiles in Recovery
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front, half the time there was barely enough wine for the priest to say mass. 
And of course, you know the job I had. I worked in the sacristy.”

After years of alcoholism and drug addiction, Jimmy K. attended his 
first Twelve Step Meeting. “How afraid I was. I still case every place I walk 
into. I want to know where the nearest door is out and where the nearest 
window is. And I sit facing the door, ‘cause I want to get out in a hurry if 
anything happens. I’ve always been that way. I don’t turn my back to the 
door yet, you know? I guess that’s self-survival.” Jimmy K. attended several 
meetings weekly and though he was sober, he had a hard time coping with 
daily life. “I didn’t know how to change. I didn’t know how to have any 
affection for me as a person. I hated myself so much I’d look in the mirror 
and I’d spit in the mirror in the morning. This was even after I was clean 
and sober for a while. I didn’t know what to do. I went along like this, 
staying clean, and I got a cake after one year. But I wasn’t sure if I could 
accept it or not because I didn’t know whether I’d been clean all the time. I 
said to a guy I knew, ‘I don’t think I can go up and get that cake.’ He said, 
‘Why not?’ And I said, ‘Because I don’t think I’ve been on the program for 
a year.’ He said, ‘Where have you been every night and sometimes during 
the day?’ I said, ‘I’ve been at meetings, two, three times a day. Fourteen 
meetings in a weekend, from Friday night to Monday evening.’ He said, 
‘Well, would you come to a meeting if you were good and loaded?’ I said, 
‘Hell, no!’ And he said, ‘Then you got a year in!’ That was the basis that I 
took my cake.”

At these frequent meetings, Jimmy K. began working the program. 
“The steps are everything in my life today. I don’t have to consciously 
work them, but I have to work them. This program becomes such a part 
[of your life] after a while, that you work it naturally. When I first came 
around I had to work it because there was no other way to go. That’s where 
I was. Back then I was an abject failure in every department of life. And I 
mean that completely and fully. There was nothing left, and I had to sur-
render. I had to give up.

“I tried to stay clean one day at a time and tried to help somebody else. 
You know, all the other Steps will fall into place. But I ran into a lot of 
trouble. I ran into trouble with my family. I couldn’t sit down and eat a 
meal with my family for two and a half years. I turned out emotionally ill, 
incomplete, ill-equipped to live. I could scarcely work, but I kept going to 
meetings. I kept talking to people. I kept going on Twelfth Step calls. 

“I had more fear in me then than I had ever had previously. I was afraid 
to leave the house. I had nothing to depend on. I hadn’t found any kind of 
Higher Power that I could depend on. And I didn’t want what the religion-
ists had been trying to give me all my life.”

Even after a year and a half of firm sobriety, Jimmy K. found himself 
falling deep into an incapacitating depression. “I’d reached this point where 
nothing was going to make any change in my life. I got so bad one time 
that I couldn’t get out of my bedroom, and I couldn’t talk. I sat there like 
a vegetable. I couldn’t open my mouth. My wife at the time came in and 
she said, ‘What’s wrong? You want a cup of coffee? You want a cigarette?’ 

I hated myself so 
much I’d look in the 

mirror and I’d spit 
in the mirror in the 

morning. This was 
even after I was clean 
and sober for a while.
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And I sat for three days like that on the side of the bed. I couldn’t leave 
the house. I was terrified. There is this thing in the Twelve Steps where we 
seem to have some kind of experience that alters the inner workings. It 
alters us somewhere down deep so that we take a different course. 

“Third day, I’m trying to go to sleep late at night in my own bedroom. 
I fell asleep for a little while and I woke up in complete and abject terror. 
I didn’t know what was wrong. I’d had many experiences like that at dif-
ferent times—night terrors—but this was different. I didn’t know what I 
was afraid of. I didn’t have any idea what was happening. And I couldn’t 
move, which was the worst part. I was actually immobile, like a piece of 
wood laying there, and I couldn’t think. I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t ask 
for help. And I saw a great big round glow of light ahead of me. It was like 
what hammered silver looks like. And there were two big posts on each 
side with a caduceus [symbolizing a physician] around them, and some 
steps. And if you think I was afraid before, you can imagine how afraid I 
was then. ‘Cause now I knew they were going to get me.

“And a voice out of nowhere said, ‘Don’t be afraid.’ Don’t be afraid? I 
couldn’t move! But as soon as it hit me, the impact hit me, I loosened up 
and I wasn’t afraid. The voice told me what to do. And I said, ‘I can’t do 
that. I can’t do that.’ And the voice then said something to me that told 
me just how deep this was that was talking to me, how deeply it knew 
me. Because it laughed and it said, ‘You shyster, you!’ And I knew exactly 
what it meant. In my whole life I’d never faced anything head-on.

“The only thing I can tell you is that that voice is the Higher Power, 
the first Higher Power I’d ever really known. Somewhere deep inside me 
where I am connected to this universe, something came through. Part of 
the reason that there is this program was because I was told what to do.”

With his newfound belief in a Higher Power, Jimmy K. went on to 
recover from his depression, co-found NA and begin what he consid-
ered a more manageable life. “I once heard that that SOB Kruschev was 
coming to Los Angeles. I got so incensed when I heard that, I went home 
and I said to my wife, ‘Tomorrow afternoon I’m coming home from 
work early. I want you to have some bags packed and we’re taking off. 
I won’t breathe the same smog as that SOB.’ So the result was, anyway, 
that we took off. 

“It shows you the manageability that I had gotten into my life. I could 
cope with things and make decisions. It seemed a long, long ways away, 
in the background at that time, the First Step, when I’d had to admit I 
was powerless and that my life had become unmanageable.”

Some may have wanted a less eccentric person to have been the founder 
of NA. The reality is that it takes a wide variety of people to support a 
growing recovery movement. Jimmy K.’s work has helped thousands of 
people to come into recovery.

All quotations in this article are taken from an audio file of a talk by Jimmy 
K. in Santa Monica, CA in 1982. Audio available at: http://mwbr.net/
narchive/realaudiodir.htm

Quotable Quotes

We found that prayer was a vital 
part of the [amends] process, es-
pecially in coping with relation-
ships that had been part of our 
lives during the addiction and 
were still with us in our sobriety. 
We asked daily for God’s help in 
making our contribution to each 
relationship…. We prayed to be 
freed from the bondage of self, 
so that we could honestly and 
without reservation do whatever 
was possible to free each person 
in our lives from whatever pain 
and deception we had caused. 
We tried above all to be scru-
pulous in monitoring ourselves, 
while causing others no further 
grief.
Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous 

(Fellowship-Wide 
Services, Inc., 1986)

Because of the humility and 
selflessness so necessary in mak-
ing our amends, we may be 
surprised at the way Step Nine 
enhances our self-esteem. One 
of the most paradoxical aspects 
of our recover is that by thinking 
of ourselves less, we learn to love 
ourselves more. We may not have 
expected our spiritual journey to 
lead to a fresh appreciation of 
ourselves, but it does. Because of 
the love we extend to others, we 
realize our own value. We learn 
that what we contribute makes a 
difference, not just in NA but in 
the world at large.

It Works: How and Why 
(Narcotics Anonymous 
World Services, 1993)

steps 1�
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Aristotle Nikolaou

T 

he first amends I made was 
to a restaurant where I used 
to work in New Hamp-

shire. In my head I was expecting to 
get relief from making the amends. 
I wasn’t thinking about what I could 
do for my former boss. I was only 
thinking about how I was going to 
feel coming out of it, because I was 
expecting a spiritual experience. I 
was all excited about how it would 
make me feel.

My sponsor drove me down to 
the restaurant and I was filling my 
pants. I was wicked scared, dude. 
I stole money from this guy. I was 
his head chef; he had me running 
the kitchen. He trusted me to the 
point that he would ask me who to 
hire and fire. He even asked me if 
I would someday want to start up 
another business with him. He liked 
me a lot.

I stole money from him. I shot 
dope in his bathroom. I stole booze 
from him. I called in sick a lot 
because I was going to buy dope. I 
told him that I had a prostate infec-
tion; once I said that I just ran with it. 
I’d call him up and say, “I can’t come 
in. I’m in Boston at the doctor’s and 
they want to do some tests.” After a 
while, I’d use that excuse often.

When I applied for work there 
he said he didn’t need anybody but 
I convinced him to hire me by talk-
ing about how I was in recovery. I 
talked all this stuff to him about 
the Steps, and I was still getting 
jammed. When he hired me he said, 

“I’m only hiring you because you’ve 
been so honest with me.”

We pulled up to his place. It wasn’t 
open yet, but I saw that his car was 
there. My sponsor said, “Just keep 
praying.” When I opened the front 
door he was standing right there in 
front of me, and he was a pretty big 
guy, too. I said “Hi, Ed.” He shook 
my hand but didn’t say anything.

So I said, “As you know, Ed, I’m a 
drug addict and an alcoholic in recov-
ery. I have to do certain things to get 
better, and one of those things is to 
right my past wrongs. I’ve wronged 
you. I stole from you. I used drugs 
on your premises. I drank on your 
premises. I was a bad employee.” I 
said, “If there’s anything I can do to 
make this better, I’d be more than 
willing.”

He just looked at me and said, 
“Ari, there isn’t anything you can 
do to make this better. I don’t care 
about the money. You came in here 
and you lied to me from the begin-
ning. You broke my trust. You stole 
from me. My son looked up to you 
like a big brother,” and he went on 
and on. He said, “We’re not friends 
anymore. I don’t want to talk to you. 
I don’t want to see you, and that’s it.” 
Then he asked me how my parents 
were. He said, “How’s your mom 
and dad?” I said, “Good.” He said, 
“Good. Now get out of here.”

I walked out of there feeling really 
bad. I went out to the car where 
my sponsor was all smiles and said, 
“How’d it go?” I said, “It sucked, 
dude. He told me to screw.”

We talked and my sponsor told 
me that I went in there with the 
wrong attitude. He said, “Well, this 
process isn’t about you anymore. You 
went in there expecting to feel good, 
and that’s not what this is about. 
You are supposed to go in and try to 
make the other person feel good.”

I thought I blew it, but my spon-
sor said that it actually was a power-
ful experience, because now I knew 
how to approach the rest of my 
amends.

Amy Barber

I had to make an amends to my 
cousin. He’d worked the Steps 
and been in recovery ahead of 

me. I’d seen him grow and change, 
and that was part of what motivated 
me to be interested in recovery. In 
the meantime, I was staying in a 
place where what I was most inter-
ested in was myself. I had all this 
weird baggage in my head, and I 
would take it to him hoping that he 
would talk to me about it and that 
I would get answers. My approach 
to the relationship was, “What can I 
get out of it?”

When it came time to make 
amends I talked to someone else 
and got advice on how to go about 
making amends. My cousin was on 
my list, and it turned out that he 
was the first amends that I made. 
I told him that I had been selfish. 
I focused on two things that I had 
done that stood out to me. At the 
time I thought that making amends 
was about telling people where I 

Amends Stories
Stories from Three Recovering People About Their Amends

Stepwork
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had lied, stolen, or cheated and to 
be as specific as possible about what 
I’d done. So I brought those two 
things to my cousin, and I said, “If 
there is anything I can do to make it 
better, tell me.” He was supportive 
and friendly. We spent some time 
together after that, so I felt that I was 
able to make something of a living 
amend.

I’d already told him that if there 
was anything I could do to make 
things right, for him to tell me. 
I learned that once that’s said, a 
response might not happen instantly. 
I’ve imagined how I would react if 
someone made amends to me and 
asked me what they could do. I don’t 
think I’d be able to say right on that 
heartbeat what was really going on 
for me. It would take time.

My cousin and I wound up talk-
ing on the phone later because I had 
some other amends to make, and 
he offered his insights based on the 
amends I had made to him. He told 
me that he had completely forgot-
ten about the two things I’d made 
amends for. What I thought was way 
off the mark. He told me that my 
self-centeredness had caused him the 
most harm in our relationship. He 
gave me the opportunity to listen to 
what he had to say. It was a hum-
bling experience, but it felt really 
good. It was not uncomfortable or 
painful. He had made amends him-
self, so he knew how it felt. To have 
someone who has that kind of hon-
esty to offer and to be in a place to 
accept it felt good. It opened up an 
opportunity to change.

That conversation erased the 
awkwardness that I felt around him. 
I had always been on guard, won-
dering why I didn’t get the response 
I wanted. Guessing that he seemed 
tired or that something was going 
on with him, I used to worry about 

that, but now I can just be there 
with him. This comfort came from 
two things: (1) I learned that I 
don’t always know how I’ve harmed 
people, and (2) this process enabled 
us to be honest with each other.

James Ryan

I had one amend that I conve-
niently forgot to put on my 
Eighth Step list. Two years later 

I remembered that one night me 
and my buddy got high and climbed 
the roof of the local mall. We had 
some spray paint, and we messed up 
the mall’s roof really bad. When I 
remembered that, I thought of the 
mall manager who had to go up there 
and look at the mess we had made. 
The mall was losing money then, 
and the guy probably had enough to 
worry about without having to deal 
with that mess. It’s the kind of thing 
that could make you give up hope in 
people. At least, that’s the image that 
came to mind.

I didn’t want to make that amend, 
but I was sponsoring a guy through 
the Big Book, and it was eating at 
me. How was I going to tell him 
to make hard amends if I couldn’t 
make one to the mall? I was afraid 
I’d go to jail and that they’d sue 
me for everything they could get. I 
kept “forgetting” about that amend, 
trying to push it out of my mind. 
I’d tell myself, “Yeah, I’ll get to that,” 
and then put off calling for weeks. 
But not calling made me feel bad.

I told myself that if I had to 
go to jail or pay a lot of money, it 
would hurt my wife and son. When 
I finally got around to talking to 
my wife about it she just laughed. 
She said, “Do it. It would be funny 
if you went to jail.” I thought, “So 
much for that excuse.”

I got the phone number for the 
mall off their web page and carried 

it around in my pocket for a month. 
I was just hurting myself, but I was 
scared. Then when I did call, they 
said, “Call back on Monday. The 
lady you need to talk to isn’t in.” So 
I called Monday, and they said Tues-
day. The same thing happened Tues-
day and all week.

Eventually, I got hold of the lady 
about two weeks before Christmas. 
By this time she must have had a 
bunch of notes on her desk saying 
that some drug addict had been call-
ing her all week.

I told her who I was, and before I 
could say anything else she stopped 
me. She said, “I think it’s wonder-
ful what you are doing, and I know 
what I want you to do. The toy drives 
have been hurting this year because 
the troops are in Iraq, so I want you 
to buy some toys and donate them 
and we’ll call it even.”

I said, “That’s it? Great!” Maybe 
I shouldn’t have been too excited 
about getting off easy, but I was.

I called the toy drives, and they 
had just stopped picking up toys. 
That meant I had to go into Christ-
mas rush shopping to get a bag 
of toys and then take the subway 
downtown to the toy drive’s office 
before they closed. On any other 
Christmas, standing in those lines 
would have been enough to ruin my 
day, but I was just happy to be there 
thinking about what kids might 
like. We dropped the toys off and 
then I thought, “Some of those toys 
need batteries.” So we went out and 
bought batteries, too.

Afterward, my wife and I both 
thought that this was something we 
should do every year. We had that 
much fun doing it. And why only 
do something good when you’re 
making up for something bad? 
Sometimes it takes a long time for 
simple ideas to sink in.



Out of the Truth 
and Reconciliation pro-
cess in South Africa, 

a story has emerged that is told 
and retold as a parable of the ten-
sion between reconciliation and 
truth, between easy forgiving and 
authentic forgiveness and restitu-
tion. The phrase “What about the 
bike?” has become shorthand for 
issues of truth in the process of 
seeking reconciliation. 

James, a fourteen-year-old 
newsboy, has saved his earnings 
for three years to finally buy the 
new bike of his dreams. Two days 
later he is accosted in an alley by 
Eric, the white neighborhood 
bully whose father is a capo of 
the local mob and whose uncle is 
the corrupt chief of police. Eric 
pushes James from the bike with 
a “Give it up, kid!” and rides off. 
Powerless to do anything about 
the theft, James often sees Eric 
riding his beautiful bike while he 
returns to his old rusty junker. 

Three years later, Eric, having 
gone through his own series of 
tough experiences, approaches 
James and says; “Uh . . . kid, could 
we talk?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Hey, come on. Chill out. Just 
listen to me for a minute.”

“I don’t want to talk with you. 
You don’t have anything to say 
that I want to hear.”

“Yes I do. There’s something I 
gotta say to you, OK?”

“I can’t imagine what.”
“Hear me out. Look, uh…(Eric 

is stammering.)  I, uh…I know I 
was mean to you. I, uh…I think 
about it when I see you. I uh…I 
don’t know quite how to put it. Its 
just  that…well, I  uh…I wanted  
to say that I’m sorry. I apologize.”

(James is incredulous.) “You…
you are apologizing to me? (Then 
he’s suspicious.) What’s this all 
about?”

“This may sound weird, but 
since my dad got killed, my whole 
life has been turned upside down, 
and I’ve been trying to sort things 
out. Well, actually, I’ve been going 
to church again and, well, I’m 
trying to make things right with 
people I hurt…. So, if I hurt you 
in any way, I want to ask your for-
giveness.”

“If you hurt me in any way, you 
say?”

“Yeah. Will you forgive me?”
“Forgive you?” (There’s a long 

pause.) “You’re asking me to for-
give you?”

“Yes.”
“That sounds nice and all that. 

I mean, it may be good for you, 
but I have a question to ask before 
we talk about forgiveness.”

“Yes?”
“What about the bike?”
“The bike? This isn’t about the 

bike; it’s about you and me. I 
don’t have the bike anymore. It’s 
long gone. Bikes? Hey, they come 
and they go. This is about you and 
me, about us, you know?  About 
relationship—”

(James breaks in.) “About rela-
tionship? What relationship?”

(Eric continues.) “…And that’s 
why I’ve come to ask. Will you 
forgive me?”

“You think that’s all there is 
to it? You just say ‘I’m sorry’ and 
you say some nice stuff to make 
everything OK again, and then 
we forget about the past and act 
like nothing’s happened?”

“Well…yes.”
“I have just one thing to say.”
“Yes?”
“What about the bike?”

by David Augsburger

Adapted from a story reported 
by a Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 

observer Samuel Paul

 A South African Parable: 
What About the Bike?



Want to help the church become 
a healing place for people in recovery?

The School of Theology at Fuller Theological Seminary offers a Master of Arts in 
Recovery Ministry, an M.Div. with a Specialization in Recovery Ministry and a 
Certificate Program in Recovery Ministry. We are committed to training leaders 
for the Christian community who understand the profound importance of addic-
tion, abuse and trauma for all aspects of Christian life and ministry. If you are 
looking for postgraduate training that is serious about being part of the solution, 
we invite you to consider the Fuller Institute for Recovery Ministry. 

Bill needs a pastor 
who knows something 

about addictions

Beth is looking for 
a church that understands 

about childhood trauma

John is hoping the church 
has some resources 

for families of addicts

Mary is praying her 
pastor knows something 

about sexual abuse
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The National Association for Christian Recovery,
Lake Avenue Church and

the Fuller Institute for Recovery Ministry
invite you to

STEPS 2005
Spirituality and the Healing Journey

June 23–25, 2005
at Lake Avenue Church in Pasadena, California

(Preconference workshops on Wednesday, June 22)

Details and registration online at 
www.nacronline.com.

A time for nourishment, support and celebration.
A time for sharing experience, strength and hope.

Put it on your calendar today! 

You are invited to attend

STEPS 
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“The smallest package in the world is a person all wrapped up in himself.”

enormous stash of shame. But 
rather than focus on my feelings 
at the moment, I need to develop 
the discipline of empathy. It was 
the absence of empathy that most 
characterized my behavior when I 
did the harm for which I am now 
making amends. So, disciplining 
myself to be empathic is critical to 
successful amends making. I need 
to listen to whatever the other 
person has to say and to thank 
them for any response they give. 
I can’t expect every response to 
be healthy or to be “just what I 
needed to hear.”

The focus in Step 9 is similar 
to that found in Step 12. It is a 
way of practicing the principles. 
It is carrying the message in a 
very practical way. Sometimes 
the result of an amends will feel 
wonderful. Sometimes it will not. 
But no matter how it feels, we will 
have taken the next step in secur-
ing our own recovery and we will 
be reaching out to another person 
whom God loves.

In this issue of STEPS you 
will find serveral perspectives on 
making amends. May God grant 
you the serenity, courage and 
wisdom you need to make your 
amends.

Continued from page 3


