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FROM ABOVE AND FROM BENEATH 

There used to be a television show called “Allie McBeal.”  It was about some lawyers in a Boston firm who had 

some strange cases and some stranger personalities.  The show was noted for vivid sight and sound gags that were 

almost cartoonish.  When something happened to bring a character up short, there might be the sound of 

squealing brakes (with no car in sight).  If a character got embarrassed, his or her face would turn a deep 

exaggerated red that could outshine Rudolph’s nose.  When there was a major change in direction in a 

conversation, the audience might hear the loud sound of a record player stylus skipping with a screech across an 

album.  The show’s main character, Allie, had great angst about whether she would find a mate with whom to 

have children before her biological clock went off and how having children might affect her life.  Following the 

eccentric sight gag style of the show, anxious Allie would occasionally have a hallucination of a little child 

running through her office or a courtroom or a room in her house.  It was a funny-looking computer generated kid 

that vividly illustrated the possibility that her life could be very different.   

If we were to insert the “Allie McBeal” style of storytelling into the Gospel of Mark, think of some of the points 

of emphasis that would highlight what is happening in its story.  As Jesus and his disciples are on the road, he 

brings up for a second time the subject of his pending death.  On this occasion he adds the additional prediction 

that he will be betrayed.  I can almost hear the sound of squealing brakes in the disciples’ minds as Jesus brings 

this up.  Whoa!  They did not want to go there literally or in conversation.  We’re told they did not understand 

what he was saying and they were afraid to ask him.   

Their lack of understanding is aptly demonstrated in their very next topic of conversation.  It’s as if Jesus the 

teacher catches his students passing a note in class when he asks what they were arguing about on the way to their 

destination.  Perhaps their faces blush such a deep red that they could make their way through any thick fog 

except for this one, for they had been arguing about who was the greatest.  Jesus speaks first of letting go of his 

life, while the disciples can only vie for letting-me-go-first in life.  Can’t you imagine the screeching sound of a 

stylus skipping across an album to emphasize the profound contrast? 

They obviously needed something more than verbal instruction.  There is of course no computer-generated child 

that runs across the scene at this point.  Rather, Jesus reaches out and embraces a real flesh-and-blood child to put 

an exclamation point on his message.  In the ancient Middle East, children were among the most vulnerable 

members of society, given little or no standing or status.  Jesus focuses on a child as an object lesson, 

demonstrating that such a one is not to be treated as an object.  He wants his followers to stop treating others as a 

means instead of an end.  He wants their lives to be very different.   

There is an African proverb that says it takes a village to raise a child.  It does take more than just the immediate 

family.  When we baptize children, it is not just the parents who take vows on behalf of the child – the whole 

congregation does.  What gets affirmed is that it takes a whole church to raise a child.  But what Jesus seems to be 

indicating here is also the reverse – it takes a child to raise a church.   

His focus on a child in a leadership seminar undermines many assumptions by his disciples, then and now.  He 

puts the spotlight on a little one who might be thought of as being beneath them or us in order to redefine how to 

understand the first and the last.  He had seen, just as we continue to see in the world that the first are first and the 

last get left behind.  Children are the age group in our society with the highest poverty rate. 1 But Jesus says in 



order to be first in his view, one must choose to be a servant of all people.  He does not call us to be servant to all, 

in which we would be following the instructions and priorities of everyone out there.  Jesus calls us to be servant 

of all.  It’s not position or possession, but carrying out the call to be a servant that is in keeping with this different 

kind of wisdom that Jesus lifts up.  He calls us away from a self-aggrandizing focus to an openness of heart and a 

commitment of energy toward the needs of others.  He knows about the great appetite to push ahead of others, 

going after what we imagine might fill that emptiness within.  Don’t feed that appetite, Jesus says.  It will only 

grow.   

In our text from the Book of James, there is an expressed concern that individuals in the early church were still 

allowing envy and selfish ambition to set their agenda.  Such priorities, however, part company with a life 

seeking peace by gentleness, born of wisdom from above.  God’s wisdom for how we are to live can come from a 

variety of directions, some of them unexpected.  Someone who is 30 to 40 inches tall, limited vocabulary, 

unemployed, can’t carry their own weight, zero net worth, no ability to offer us status, power, or a raise – do we 

recognize such a one as God’s agent? 

Christians are to acknowledge loving-care and responsibility for those who are among the most vulnerable around 

us.  Children aren’t just fuzzy caterpillars to be tolerated until they can turn into something really beautiful or 

productive.  In fact, Jesus makes the astounding claim that when we welcome such little people who lack status, 

honor, or power, it’s the same as welcoming our Lord and our God.  It takes welcoming someone lacking these 

qualities we normally pursue to welcome God’s wisdom that can raise a church. 

True greatness in God’s eyes is different from the way the world defines it.  The highest offices within the church 

are positions ordained to serve our Lord and God’s beloved.  We can begin to work on our own greatness by what 

we do when no one is watching, when we are with someone lacking any prominence, doing something with no 

expected payback – it is then, Jesus tells us that we get ushered into the very presence of God.  If we want to truly 

welcome God into our lives, there is no one toward whom we can safely turn a cold shoulder.   

So this day, we can give thanks when a flesh-and-blood child crawls or runs across our path, or we make sure we 

put ourselves in a path of a child.  For the presence of each of God’s beloved calls us to re-evaluate how we use 

our time, energy, and our God-given talents, how we seek greatness and how we seek God.  When we see that 

child and envision him or her in Jesus’ lap, perhaps we’ll look at our calendars or our arguments, and feel the 

flow of blood rushing to our faces.  Perhaps in our encounter with a child or someone lacking prominence, maybe 

deep in our hearts, we’ll hear the sound of squealing brakes – something within us that exclaims: “Hold on here.”  

Then as we compare our priorities with those of our Lord’s, there may come the skipping sound of a needle going 

over the face of a record causing us to look again at that person.  Let’s take that extra look, let’s open up our arms 

and our hearts to welcome God’s beloved.  By so doing, it just may be the closest encounter with the divine that 

we’ll get in this life – and we don’t, my friends, we don’t, followers of Jesus, we don’t want to miss out on such a 

great opportunity.   

 

1 http://kff.org/other/state-indicator/poverty-rate-by-age/ - children 20%; adults 19-64: 13%; adults 65 or greater: 

10% 
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