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 Galatians 2:1-16 

WHEN WE ARE WRONG 

Step Ten 
Continued to take personal inventory and 
when we were wrong promptly admitted it. 

 

 What a life! Not like the one out there, is it? 

 If we get a little distance and look at the spiritual pilgrimage of 
the Twelve-Step Program from an objective stance, Steps One through 
Three are about conversion – about the purpose and direction of our 
lives being radically changed. Steps Four through Nine describe the 
actions we take to realign our lives with the new awareness and the 
new direction. Steps Ten through Twelve are about how we maintain 
and continue growing in this new life in the ongoing present moment. 

 Steps Four through Nine deal with the past – with what we did, 
what we were like, what we must do to repair damage and make a clean 
break from the way we were. If we do not take Steps Four through Nine 
with sincerity and thoroughness, the past will inexorably draw us back 
into our former patterns. In the spiritual realms, we cannot cheat. 
We can pretend to have peace or love or patience, but pretending does us 
no good. Only the genuine article changes us. 

 Likewise, finding the new awareness and relationship with God 
described in Steps One through Three is marvelous – a new lease on life – 

and sometimes the only link left with life. But it will not and cannot last 
unless we claim it and make it real by building it into all our past and 
present patterns and realities. 

 Eventually, necessarily, we move past this reorientation period and 
come back into the present moment – albeit now a new present – wherein 
we attempt to live each day with the God we have discovered, with the 
God who has saved us, with a patient and steady eagerness to be helpful 
and be part of the new LIFE (Kingdom/Program/Purpose/Truth) we have 
found. I think this is not some sudden or complete change we make from 
one phase to another, like coming around some corner that separates 
us forever from the work of past steps. Bits and pieces of the past keep 

BRUCE VAN BLAIR © 2012 – All rights reserved. PAGE 1 OF 7 



STEP TEN: WHEN WE ARE WRONG 

catching up with us or coming out of shrouded memories that are no 
longer so frightening that we have to keep them locked away. So we 
don’t throw away Steps Four through Nine after we have worked them 
as thoroughly as we can for the moment. They are good friends and we 
will visit them often. But it does come time, eventually, to shift most of 
our focus to Steps Ten through Twelve, where we continually have the 
struggle – or the adventure, depending on the mood we’re in – of living 
our new Life in the present. 

 Many or perhaps all of us skip lightly through, or even leap-frog 
over, Steps Four through Nine early in our spiritual journey. We are 
longing and eager to be helpful, to participate in the Kingdom, to show 
our gratitude to God and to the community that has helped and loved 
us. So we rush to Steps Eleven and Twelve and start working there as 
hard as we can. Often we do some real good and pick up some excellent 
experience. But one way or another, we also get undone, run out of steam, 
go dry and empty. Sooner or later we must go back and work the earlier 
steps thoroughly. The later steps require a strong and solid foundation. 

 Steps Ten through Twelve are “The Song of the Servant” – the 
disciple/apostle; the converts who are happy to live for the God who 
has found and rescued them. Steps Ten through Twelve are not “The 
Song of the Smug” – those who have “arrived,” or who have no more 
problems, or who have learned to maneuver so well that they never get 
into hard or harsh situations anymore. We must keep remembering: 
There is trouble that we cause because we are wrong or don’t do things 
right. And there is trouble that comes from being faithful. One of our 
motives for leaving our old ways is to escape the trouble – the anguish – 

of our old lives, whether it’s loneliness, fear, guilt, idolatry, or whatever. 
It is therefore a shock for most of us to discover that the new Life also 
leads us into trouble, confrontation, anger, sorrow, etc. The new trouble 
is indeed different, with a very different impact on the inside. But such 
subtleties escape us early on. We are not signing up for peace on the 
outside – for wealth or fame or worldly success. We sign up to have God 
guiding our lives and to be servants of the Kingdom. A very different deal. 
We dare not forget it. Neither are we signing up to be perfect, to make 
no more mistakes, to have no more anger or confrontation or evil in our 
lives. We dare not forget that either. 

 So here we are at Step Ten – having come through so much; having 
admitted powerlessness and turned our lives over to God; having con-
fessed our sins and gotten honest about those whom we have harmed; 
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having made all the amends we could understand and design (at least 
so far). So here we are, ready to step boldly into the light – and that’s 
right where we should be. Even so, this next step is asking us to be 
instantly and eagerly ready to admit and confess all the mistakes it 
knows we are about to make and will go on making. How’s that for 
confidence? How’s that for self-esteem? Actually, it’s wonderful – if we 
have discovered that humility instead of pride is our friend. It’s reassur-
ing to know we are not expected to be flawless just because our lives are 
under new management. It will be a different layer and level of mistakes, 
but we haven’t graduated from this alienated realm, and we haven’t been 
invited to sit out our remaining time here. So get ready to make mistakes, 
and lots of them. Only, catch them fast – see them for what they are – and 
keep it clear and in the open. That is the message of Step Ten. If we let 
mistakes slip past Step Ten in the present, they will soon be building 
themselves into our pattern of life and our system of rationalizations, 
convictions, and defenses. Then they will become entrenched and start 
causing trouble from deep within. As time goes on, they will become more 
baggage from the past and we will have to do Steps Four through Nine 
to be rid of them – six steps instead of one to be rid of them. That is costly 
in time, energy, guilt, joy, love, and all the rest. There are better things 
to do with our lives, if we can learn to keep doing it the simple, easy way – 

that is, if we keep working Step Ten in the present. Continued to take 
personal inventory and when we were wrong promptly admitted it. We 
will either keep working Step Ten in the present, or forever work Steps 
Four through Nine about the past. The only other alternative is to go off 
the Program altogether (“lose our faith,” in the Christian language). 
But we’ve been there, and we don’t enjoy hell all that much. 

*          *          * 

 How do you feel about the Apostle Barnabas? He is one of the men 
I am exceedingly eager to meet when I get to the other side. His name 
means “Son of Encouragement.” Not many are called apostles, but 
Barnabas is (Acts 14:14). He was an incredible man – a good man, full 
of the Holy Spirit and faith, the Scripture says. So I want to ask him: 
“Which one of you was wrong and unwilling to admit it?” Of course, 
by now he knows. Was it Paul or Barnabas who missed an important 
Tenth Step? 

 Barnabas is the fellow who sold an estate and gave the money to 
support the poorer members of the church at Jerusalem (Acts 4:36). 

BRUCE VAN BLAIR © 2012 – All rights reserved. PAGE 3 OF 7 



STEP TEN: WHEN WE ARE WRONG 

Barnabas is the fellow who, when nobody else would have anything 
to do with the converted Paul, befriended him and introduced him to 
the apostles at Jerusalem. Barnabas is the fellow who was sent by the 
Jerusalem church to look into the reports that Gentiles were being 
accepted into the church at Antioch. When Barnabas arrived, he was 
thrilled by what he saw happening, and not only did he encourage it, 
he took a journey to Tarsus to see if he could find Paul. Paul, meanwhile, 
had spent eight or nine years getting his Fourth through Ninth Steps 
taken care of. The two of them came back to Antioch and worked together 
for a year in what quickly became the most dynamic center of Christian 
growth and ferment in the world of that time. After a trip to Jerusalem 
with an offering for the church there, Paul and Barnabas, along with 
a cousin of Barnabas’ named John Mark, were soon ordained (set apart) 
by the church at Antioch to carry the Christian Message into Turkey 
(Asia Minor), on what we call the first missionary journey. 

 Paul and Barnabas were a great team. Clearly Barnabas (a Levite 
from Cyprus) was a man of generous spirit. He was largely responsible 
for Paul’s acceptance into the Christian community, and the earthly 
reason Paul was drawn into the missionary movement. They had great 
respect and love for one another. They went through hell and high water 
together. It is one of the great sadnesses of the early record that this 
incredible bond of Christian love was broken. The dispute was so sharp 
that they parted company. (Acts 15:39) They never worked together 
again, in this lifetime. As far as we know, they never met or spoke with 
each other again. Neither one broke with Jesus; both went on serving the 
Kingdom. But this great separation, rift, alienation (sin) dwelt between 
them. Never mind the Ten Commandments; where was the Tenth Step? 

 This is not how we think it should be. Doubtless it was not how 
they thought it should be either. How judgmental some of us might have 
been, had we been there to watch: “And you call yourselves Christians? 
I certainly want nothing more to do with you or your faith, if this is how 
you act.” We sometimes say such things to each other. Would we say 
such things to apostles like Paul and Barnabas? Every day they risked 
everything in their love and devotion for Jesus, yet they came to this 
dispute with each other that they could not resolve. They parted company, 
yet each went on working and living and dying for the Christian WAY. 

 These were not neophytes. It is not an easy world. There have always 
been arguments. This one is all the more poignant because it was not 
between enemies, but between two of Christendom’s best friends. Most 
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of us carry in our heads an idealized picture of how Christians ought to 
act – how “real” Christians should act – and for many people there is an 
unexamined belief or expectation that, back when the faith was young 
and the early church was pure, people lived above the petty quarrels and 
immature behaviors that so disturb us today and maybe even disqualify 
us from calling ourselves “true Christians.” 

 Well, no such age of harmony and faithful enlightenment has ever 
existed on the face of the earth. I don’t think that means it shouldn’t. 
I don’t think that means we want harmony and love between us any less, 
or that we are any more content with our imperfect behavior, poor 
communication skills, or impatience with each other’s differences. But 
it does mean we are not disqualified for our imperfections. It does mean 
we face the same challenges and foibles as all the other servants of God, 
even the best we have ever known. And that’s what tells us how much 
we need this Tenth Step – and how constantly we need to work it – or 
things will get a lot worse than they already are. 

 Peter and Paul argued (and Barnabas sided with Peter, in Galatians 
2:13) and, stunningly, Peter did a Tenth Step to save the day that time. 
James (the brother of Jesus) and Paul were great adversaries. It is clear 
that there were various schools or factions of Christianity from the very 
beginning. Some were for Apollos; there were Chloe’s people; some fol-
lowed Paul; there was a Johannine cult – and then things started to 
proliferate. When we stop to think about it, it was inevitable that the 
church would grow and develop in various cities and regions. And when 
these different “pockets” of faith ran into each other, they would enrich 
each other – when it was positive. But sometimes they would quarrel 
about who was doing it right or better, or who was understanding it 
more correctly or more helpfully or more faithfully. 

 There has never, ever been a time when the church was not in 
argument. Do you expect it to be a mark of your sainthood that you will 
never, ever be in another argument? Step Ten is not an emergency 
measure. It is a daily necessity for those who intend to walk the WAY 
in the present moment. 

 What about Jesus? He was the man of love, and some even say He 
was “sinless.” Nevertheless, there is one way in which Jesus was a lousy 
role model: When did He ever say He was sorry? (The Syro-Phoenician 
woman?) When did He ever apologize or make amends to anybody? 
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Some say He made amends for everybody, but when did He make 
amends to anybody? 

 Jesus quarreled with almost everyone: from King Herod to the 
rich young ruler; from Samaritan harlot to Nicodemus, who sat on the 
Sanhedrin. He quarreled with His mother and brothers. He quarreled 
with Pharisees and priests. He quarreled with Peter (Get thee behind me 
Satan, you are a hindrance to me), with Martha, with Judas, and, indeed, 
with all of His disciples (O ye of little faith; will you also go away?). 
He quarreled with John the Baptist and with Pilate and with Moses 
(It was said by the men of old ... but I say unto you ... ). He quarreled 
with Satan and with the demons. He quarreled with disease and poverty 
and even with death itself. Many times, we suspect, but one time we are 
sure: in a garden, He quarreled with God – and took His only known 
Tenth Step. Nevertheless, not my will but thine be done. 

 Was Jesus sinless? We have a problem with terminology, don’t we? 
Sin is a condition of alienation, not a specific deed. Jesus was caught in 
the middle of an alienated world far more than any of us are, because 
His awareness of the Kingdom was far clearer than ours is. And so 
His life was a constant quarrel with all the compromises, half-truths, 
capitulations, and surrenders that seem “normal” to us, but that grated 
on His awareness of God’s Kingdom – on His awareness of authentic love 
and reconciliation. No pretend peace or harmony soothed or comforted 
Him. Death was better than cooperating with the way things are run here. 

 Jesus, it seems, seldom if ever apologized; He never demonstrated 
the Tenth Step on a human level. An amazing number of His followers 
follow Him in this one way with unerring and consistent dependability; 
seldom thinking themselves wrong, they never admit when they are. 
The church itself sets this example, ensconcing itself in creeds and state-
ments that it then defends as if the worth of Jesus’ life or ministry were 
somehow dependent upon these statements being right, down to the last 
letter. 

 Sometimes there are faint signs of hope. Galileo was recently 
exonerated after only 359 years of condemnation. Four centuries ago, 
he was forced to kneel before a great assembly, with his hand on 
the Gospel, and renounce as heresy the truths he had maintained. 
(Essentially, he championed the Copernican theory, which suggested, 
among other things, that the earth moved around the sun.) Galileo was 
then sentenced to the dungeons of the Inquisition for an indefinite 
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time, and every week for three years he was required to repeat the seven 
penitential psalms of David. Galileo deserved it, of course, having 
declared that the literal understanding of Scripture with regard to 
physical phenomena led to absurdities. I suppose they felt that with 
Galileo in prison, recanting, the earth and the sun would be forced to 
behave themselves. Despite the recent Tenth Step of the Catholic Church 
regarding Galileo, I still sometimes hear of issues based on discrepancies 
between Scripture and evolution, and I wonder if we will have to go 
through it all over again. 

 In any case, the church has not yet officially admitted that it has 
been wrong about the virgin birth or the second coming of Christ, or 
about birth control, the nature and purpose of hell, or what is required 
to receive the mercy and love of God. Consequently, it continues to mute 
and garble its primary message about God’s love, the presence of the 
Holy Spirit, the power of grace, and the true function and purpose of the 
church itself – which is a support community for pilgrims, not a political 
movement, a morals SWAT team, or a museum of ancient history. 

 I suppose that every one of us who takes any spiritual path or way 
seriously finds some step or requirement or discipline more odious or 
difficult than the rest. So I have hated the Tenth Step, finding myself 
among those who say: “Seldom am I wrong, never shall I admit it, and 
promptly isn’t even relevant.” 

 On the other hand, it beckons with both peace and promise toward 
a better and calmer life, one wherein we expect ourselves to make mis-
takes and find forgiveness, and so we are able to learn from all that we 
experience. The Tenth is also a step that promises we can keep clearing 
our relationships from the debris of resentment and anger that constantly 
threatens to bury them. 

 I find it clearest in contrast. When we are wrong, do we: Go hide in 
shame? Feel really guilty and worthless? Resign? Try to blame others? 
Run away? Not at all! It is really very simple: Promptly admitted it. 
That’s it? If we catch it fast, before the damage sinks in and takes root, 
it’s that simple? That’s incredible! 

 Yes it is. The spiritual pilgrimage is incredible. 

 Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong 
promptly admitted it. 
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