
A L i t t l e  Lower  than  God  

Rev. Eugene N. Nelson, Jr. 
The Community Church of Sebastopol  

May 26, 2013 

Psalm 8 

     A pastor, Brian Jones, shares this rather unusual wedding story: “I’ve performed more wedding 

ceremonies than I can count, but there is one wedding that I will never forget. A woman who was not 

connected to our church had begged me to officiate at her wedding. She was six feet tall, with spiked hair 

and thighs like a professional football player’s. ‘Please,’ she pleaded, ‘it’s going to be a small ceremony, 

just friends and family at our house.’ 

     “When I showed up on the day of the ceremony, dozens of ‘choppers’ were parked in the front 

yard. Men with long handlebar moustaches wore black leather jackets covered with leather straps, and 

German-style helmets with spikes on top. The women with them looked as if they’d been picked up from a 

Las Vegas showgirl convention. People streamed into the house with a case of beer in one hand and a 

food dish in the other.  

     “Inside I was greeted by heavy-metal music and a haze of cigarette smoke. A woman noticed 

that I was the only one wearing a suit and screamed over the music, ‘You must be the pastor. Take a seat 

and we’ll start in a minute!’ I looked around for a chair, avoiding the couple that was making out on the 

couch. Soon after I sat down, the best man stumbled into the chair next to me and passed out. 

     “Forty minutes and five beers later, the bride’s sister called everyone into the living room. A few 

guys propped the best man up against the wall and someone hit the tape player – Led Zeppelin’s, ‘Misty 

Mountain Hop’. As the bride walked into the room, the guys hollered to one another. The lace of the 

wedding dress covered her massive arms, but couldn’t hide the tattoos that stretched from her wrists to 

her shoulders. I quickly delivered my standard wedding sermon and pronounced the couple husband and 

wife. Then someone screamed, ‘Let’s party!’ 

     Within seconds everyone in the room swarmed the couple with smiles and hugs and kisses. I 

waited my turn in line to congratulate them and then explained that I needed to leave. But the father of the 

bride overheard me, grabbed my arm and yelled, ‘Let’s make a toast!’ Someone handed out bottles of 

wine. 

     “The bride said, ‘I want to make a toast myself. I want to toast you guys. You are just like family 

to me.’ She looked over at her maid of honor and said, ‘Jackie, you are just like a sister.’ 

     “Jackie immediately stopped her and said, ‘No, you’ve always been like a sister to me. Do you 

remember when I lost my baby three years ago? I wouldn’t have made it without you.’ Then she turned to 

the group and said, ‘Or without all of you. I wanted to die. You gave me a reason to live.’ 

     “The bride continued, ‘Richard, when my brother passed away, you were there for me. You 

were driving a rig cross-country at the time, but you still came over every weekend.’ 

      “Someone interrupted her. ‘You’ve been there for us too. When I lost my job, you brought 

groceries over to my house and bought school clothes for my kids. I’ll never forget that.’ 

     “This went on for about ten minutes. People shared stories of friends in the group who helped 

them buy cars when they couldn’t get to work, who watched their children when they were in a pinch. One 

man told how two guys in the room picked him up from jail and let him live with them until he was able to 

afford his own place. After everyone finished, the bride looked around the room, lifted her beer and said, 

‘To friends.’ 

I looked around the room and thought, church should be like this.” 

      I guess you just never know when or where you might encounter the image of God, even in 

seemingly the unlikeliest of people, in some of the strangest places: “When I look at your heavens, the 

work of your fingers, the moon and the stars you have established; what are human beings that you are 

mindful of them, mortals that you care for them?  Yet you have made them a little lower than God, and 

crowned them with glory and honor.”    

     What an amazing thing to say. It’s hard for me to believe that the Psalmist is talking about one 

such as me with such lofty words. And it is really hard for me to believe that the Psalmist is talking about 

some other people I have encountered from time to time. Him?  A little lower than God?  You can’t be 

serious!  But that is exactly what our text says. Of course, we don’t often act like it, often seeming to do 

everything we can to deny it. . As one colleague says, “You take the expression, ‘You have made us but 

little lower than God.’ And then hold it up beside the daily newspaper and it doesn’t seem to fit. Left a 

baby in a trash bin? Hit a pedestrian and didn’t even stop? Took people’s money that was supposed to go 

for Medicare?  It doesn’t seem to fit.”  But I don’t have to read the newspaper. I only need look in the 

mirror. This is made a little less than God?  This, with all my shortcomings, missteps, anxieties, and so 



many failed efforts to be the person God has called me to be?  The Psalmist cannot be talking about me. 

And yet, once in a while… “Gene, when Mom called and told me Dad had died I was just lost…scrambling 

for something to hold onto. Then I remembered something you once said in a sermon, and I found a way 

to get through.” Really…something I said? You just never know. Just never when and in whom the image 

of God might suddenly appear; when we might actually encounter each other as beings created just a 

little lower than God.   In church? Even at a biker wedding? In you…in me?  You just never know. 

       In the words of one pastor, “What we have most in common is not religion but humanity…I 

have learned that encountering another human being is as close to God as I may ever get – in the eye-to-

eye thing, the person-to-person thing – which is where God’s beloved has promised to show up. 

Paradoxically, the point is not to see him. The point is to see the person standing right in front of me, who 

has no substitute, who can never be replaced, whose heart holds things for which there is no language, 

whose life is an unsolved mystery.” “A little lower than God…”  “The lace of the wedding dress covered 

her massive arms but couldn’t hide the tattoos that stretched from her wrists up to her shoulders.”  “A little 

lower than God.”   

     Again, I am well aware that such a description of us does not always seem to fit.  But again, 

once in a while…A Fred Craddock story: “When I was a minister in the mountains of east Tennessee, the 

church had vacation Bible school in the summer. It lasted two weeks. I had a class of third and fourth 

graders, about twelve kids, all day. I was ready at the end of one day to call it quits.  The lesson that year 

was on nature. I used up all the prepared material in one day. Now what was I going to do the rest of the 

time?  I decided to send them out into the woods. Find something in nature that reminded them of God 

and bring it back. Told them to return when they heard the bell. I dismissed them and they scattered. I 

thought about never ringing the bell, but I did. I rang it and here they came. I said to a young girl, ‘And 

what do you have?’ 

     “ ‘A flower,’ she said. 

     “ ‘And what does that tell you about God?’ 

     “ ‘That God is beautiful.’  

     “I asked another child, ‘And what do you have?’ 

     “ ‘A rock.’ 

     “ ‘What does that tell you about God?’ 

     “ ‘God is stout and strong like a rock.’ 

     “ And what do you have?’ 

     “ ‘Huckleberries.’ 

     “ ‘What do they tell you?’ 

     “ ‘That God is good and feed us and feeds the animals.” Another very good answer.” 

     And then here came Jim East, the meanest kid I ever saw. He was always there. You didn’t 

always want him there, but there he was, so I said, ‘Well Jimmy, what do you have that reminds you of 

God?’ He was holding the hand of his sister from the kindergarten class. I said again, ‘What did you bring, 

Jim?’  

     “He said, ‘My sister.’ 

     “And I realized, that’s it…that’s it! This mean little kid recognized there wasn’t a thing in the 

forest that told him as much about God as his sister. That’s it.”   

     The Psalmist wonders why God bothers to pay any attention to us. After all, as we read in a 

later Psalm, we are like grass in the field – here one day and gone the next. Our time here is so brief. It is 

true of everything we do. And yet, as Fred Craddock reminds us, when God made the duck, God said, 

‘That’s good!’ And when God made the elephant, God chuckled and said, ‘That’s good!’ When God made 

the redwood tree, God said, ‘That’s good.’ When God made the rainbow trout, God said, “That’s very 

good.” And so on with all of creation. But it wasn’t enough. So finally God said, ‘I’m going to make 

something more like me, something in my image. I’m going to make something so that when others look 

at it they will say, ‘That looks a lot like God.’” And so God made me and God made you. If only we could 

see that image in every encounter, if only we could see the holiness in our daily encounters, I think we 

would be forever changed.   

     I have always loved one scene in Graham Greene’s classic novel, The Power and the Glory. 

The whiskey priest, having been pursued and finally captured by a hostile government finds himself in a 

filthy Mexican prison cell, surrounded by the sad dregs of humanity – drunks, cheats, thieving scoundrels 

and vicious killers. But in that moment he sees none of this. All he sees around him is the broken and 

battered body of Jesus. And Greene writes, “At the center of his own faith there always stood the 

convincing mystery…that we were made in God’s image; and something resembling God dangles from 



every cross…” And we might add, is found in every prison, lurks under every grimy face, attends every 

biker wedding or even Sunday worship at The Community Church of Sebastopol. 

     I read the Psalm, I work my way through the Gospels, and I begin to think I understand where 

lay much of Christ’s transforming power. Confused men, bewildered women, those with no hope or good 

reason for living, all said about him, “This man likes us; he sees something worthwhile in us; he does not 

treat us like the refuse of life. He sees immensely hopeful things about us and seems to think we can be 

better that we’ve been.” And people – indeed a world – were changed. Do you suppose we could possibly 

do that for each other?  See each other as Christ sees us? 

     Mary Luti, a worship and preaching professor, shares this reflection: “In some parts of the 

Orthodox church, it’s the custom to crown the newly-baptized. In my class on the sacraments I show a 

video of a baptism of adults in a Russian Cathedral. Invariably some of my students start to cry when the 

priest reverently places a circle of lilies on each new Christian’s head. I think it may be because that 

gesture awakens something we know is true, even if some families, religious doctrines, schools, 

relationships, advertising, and life’s many blows have tried to kill it. That baptismal gesture unmasks the 

lie too many of us believe that we are not worthy.  It declares instead that we are glorious, that the 

flowered crown God weaved for us in the beginning is a perfect fit, that our dignity is immense, and that 

our glory astonishes the angels.”   

     A little lower than God…imagine that! 


