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‘You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, “You shall not murder”; and 
“whoever murders shall be liable to judgement.” But I say to you that if you are angry 
with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgement; and if you insult a brother or 
sister, you will be liable to the council; and if you say, “You fool”, you will be liable to the 
hell of fire. So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your 
brother or sister has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and 
go; first be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift.  – 
Matthew 5:21-25 

“I’m sorry. I was wrong.” Those are some of the hardest words for people to 
say. Even in small, insignificant situations it is not easy. I can remember 
being amazed at how hard it was for my kids when they were young to say 
sorry when they were caught red-handed shoving their sister or stealing 
their Halloween candy, and it only gets more difficult as you get older. Our 
instinct is to preserve our self, preserve our reputation and avoid 
punishment — and to avoid at all cost the thought and possibility that we 
might not be good.  

“I am here because the first step of my penitential pilgrimage among you is 
that of again asking forgiveness, of telling you once more that I am deeply 
sorry. Sorry for the ways in which, regrettably, many Christians supported 
the colonizing mentality of the powers that oppressed the Indigenous 
Peoples. I am sorry. … I humbly beg forgiveness for the evil committed by 
so many Christians against the Indigenous peoples.”   Pope Francis – July, 2022 

You likely recognize those words as the words of Pope Francis earlier this 
week.   

For 160 years this country ran Residential schools for Indigenous children 
that were funded by the government and run by churches, including the 
United Church of Canada and more than 150,000 children attended these 
schools.   

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission in Canada had an extensive 
process of listening to the stories of survivors of Residential schools as well 
as collecting information. Out of the TRC came 94 Calls to Action — 94 
concrete steps that they recommended be made to help repair the 
enormous damage caused by Residential Schools. Call to action number 
58 was:  

“We call upon the Pope to issue an apology to Survivors, their families, and 
communities for the Roman Catholic Church’s role in the spiritual, cultural, 
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emotional, physical, and sexual abuse of First Nations, Inuit, and Métis 
children in Catholic-run residential schools.”  

Acknowledging when we have done wrong, saying sorry and asking for 
forgiveness is a core practice of followers of Jesus. Last week our worship 
service had prayer as the theme and we saw Jesus teaching the disciples 
what we call the Lord’s Prayer. Part of that prayer we pray weekly says: 
“Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.” 
The scripture that was read today from the Sermon on the Mount also 
speaks to the need to be reconciled to other people.  

Hurting each other, causing offence, pain and injury to other people and 
therefore the need to fix the hurt and the harm is as old as time. In the Bible 
humanity barely makes it into the second generation when Cain kills his 
brother Abel. As we go through the stories of the Bible, we see countless 
stories of people hurting other people. Think of Jacob who stole his 
brother’s birthright, think of Jacob’s sons who sold their brother Joseph into 
slavery, think of King David who had one of his best military leaders killed 
in order to cover up the fact that he had slept with Bathsheba and that she 
was now pregnant with his child. I could go on and on and on.  

Think of your life. I know you have people who have hurt you. I bet you 
could easily make a list of people who have hurt you. I’m also sure that at 
some point you have caused injury to others. Our call as Christians is to be 
aware of this, to have the courage to say sorry and to do what we can to 
repair the damage done.  

The 12 Steps of AA include several steps that have to do with 
acknowledging and listing the specific instances where we have hurt 
someone. I am not a member of AA, but I have come to deeply appreciate 
what the program has to offer not just to people in recovery from alcohol 
and/or other addictions, but to everyone recovering from life, and for 
everyone wanting more life and healing.  

Step 4: Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.                   
Step 5: Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the 
exact nature of our wrongs.  

Steps 4 and 5 are about becoming aware of where we have been wrong 
and done wrong and bringing these out in the open in a safe space. They 
are about awareness and truth telling. Sometimes we know right away our 
faults — our sins — and sometimes it takes years to admit to ourselves or 
perhaps to listen and learn from others the truth about our flawed self. It is 
maybe counter-intuitive, but nevertheless true that if you want to heal from 
the wounds others have inflicted on you, being aware of and truthful about 
how you have hurt others is an important part of the journey. 
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Once you have the truth, then you have to do something with that truth. 
You need to repair the damage and make changes so that it doesn’t 
happen again. Steps 8 and 9 are about making those reparations.  

Step 8: Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to 
make amends to them all.                                                                                             
Step 9: Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except 
when to do so would injure them or others. 

What I like about step 9, (as terrifying as that whole step is) is that it shifts 
ever so slightly from being about us to being about the person we have 
harmed. Bill W., the primary author of the Big Book of Alcoholics 
Anonymous, was wise to insert the last clause: “except when to do so 
would injure them or others.” He had the understanding that even when we 
are trying to do the right thing, we can end up doing the wrong thing or 
making things worse. Most of the steps have ourselves as a focus, but 
Steps 8 and 9 shift the focus from what we need to what others need. 
That’s important.  

In AA there are different ways of making amends, and how you make them 
has more to do with the other party than it does with you. It’s a good idea to 
pray about making amends. Pray and talk to a trusted and wise person 
about the best way to make amends. The most common way is to have a 
face-to-face talk where you meet with the person and simply say you are 
sorry for what you’ve done, for how you hurt them, and ask for forgiveness. 
Then ask if there is anything you can do to make it up to them.  

Sometimes it might not be possible to have a face-to-face meeting, but you 
might write a letter or send an email. If the person is no longer living you 
might write a letter to them and read it out loud by their grave or in a place 
that feels right. Another way is to make a living amends. This is a creative 
way to make restitution, so if it’s not possible or advisable to directly make 
it up to the person you harmed, you do something selfless that will benefit 
others — perhaps donating money to a related cause or volunteering your 
time.  

Here’s the complication: when you make amends, there is no guarantee of 
how it will turn out. There is no guarantee of a warm and fuzzy reception or 
a sitcom ending where years of hurt are resolved in 30 minutes.  

Do you remember the story of the Prodigal Son where the younger brother 
asks for his share of the inheritance and then wastes it all recklessly? He 
returns to make amends. He says “‘Father, I have sinned against heaven 
and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like 
one of your hired hands.’” (Luke 15:18-19) He simply apologizes without 
excuses. He offers to undo the damage by becoming a hired hand for his 
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father. It turns out his father was longing for his returning and he forgives 
him fully for the great harm and offense he has done. His older brother, on 
the other hand, may never speak to him again! There is no guarantee for 
how things will turn out.  

You might remember that the United Church of Canada apologized for its 
role in colonization and harm to Indigenous people 36 years ago, in 1986. 
The Indigenous community received the apology but did not accept the 
apology. When you apologize, you have no control over how the other 
person will receive it.  

Here in Canada the response by Indigenous 
peoples to the Pope’s apology has been 
mixed. Some have been moved by it. Some 
want no part of it, and some are deeply 
critical of what the Pope said. The Honorable 
Murray Sinclair, who headed up the TRC, 
was very critical of the apology. This is some 

of his response to the apology:  

“Despite this historic apology, the Holy Father’s statement has left a deep 
hole in the acknowledgement of the full role of the Church in the 
Residential School system, by placing blame on individual members of the 
Church. It is important to underscore that the Church was not just an agent 
of the state, nor simply a participant in government policy, but was a lead 
co-author of the darkest chapters in the history of this land. … It was more 
than the work of a few bad actors — this was a concerted institutional effort 
to remove children from their families and cultures, all in the name of 
Christian supremacy.”  

It is clear that Pope Francis’ apology was far from perfect and that it missed 
the mark of what many were hoping for. 

I pray that that in spite of the great imperfections that some healing will 
come from Pope Francis’ visit. I also pray that it is just the beginning – that 
more action and reparations and deeper healing will come.  

When we make amends, they will never be perfect, and how they are 
received is out of our control. But as we think of others before ourselves, 
especially others whom we have hurt, we need to apologize and make 
amends anyway.  

Why? You can’t change the past, but you can change the present and the 
future. In the case of the harm caused by the Residential School system 
you may not feel that you are in any way responsible, but as Canadians we 
are responsible for how things are today — and for imagining and working 
towards a better future. 
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In this incredibly broken and fractured world, saying “I’m so sorry for what I 
did” can go a long way to helping people to heal. And healing always grows 
so that more and more healing can come to people and to communities 
and to the world. The healing may not be instant — healing rarely is— but 
by the grace of God, seeds of healing and new life can be planted. Making 
amends is not a once and done thing, it is the beginning of something new.  

The 12 Steps bring with them a series of “promises”. The most famous set 
of promises comes after step 9:  

“If we are painstaking about this phase of our development we will be 
amazed before we are halfway through. We are going to know a new 
freedom and a new happiness. We will not regret the past nor wish to shut 
the door on it. We will comprehend the word Serenity and we will know 
peace. No matter how far down the scale we have gone, we will see how 
our experience can benefit others. That feeling of uselessness and self-pity 
will disappear. We will lose interest in selfish things and gain interest in our 
fellows. Self-seeking will slip away. Our whole attitude and outlook on life 
will change; fear of people and economic insecurity will leave us. We will 
intuitively know how to handle situations which used to baffle us. We will 
suddenly realize that God is doing for us what we could not do for 
ourselves. Are these unrealistic promises? We think not. They are being 
fulfilled among us sometimes quickly, sometimes slowly. They will 
materialize if we work for them.”   

“God is doing for us what we could not do for ourselves”. That’s grace! 
Reconciliation – healing relationships between us and God and between us 
and other people is at the very center of who God is and what God is doing. 
God became human to reconcile himself to us, to mend and restore all that 
is broken. Jesus did this through his life, through dying on the cross and 
through defeating death in rising to life again to bring you and this world 
healing and life.  

Does the world need healing from hurt? Oh yes. Do you need healing from 
hurt? Is someone you know hurting? Friends – there is healing found in 
Jesus.   

There is a balm in Gilead to make the wounded whole. 
There is a balm in Gilead to heal the sin-sick soul. 

May we experience and share this healing. Thanks be to God.  

**Corinthians 5: 17-20: 17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, they are a new creation. 

The old has passed away; behold, the new has come. All this is from God, who through 
Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in 

Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against 
them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation. Therefore, we are 

ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us.  


