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“Baby Steps”  

Michael Stanfield 

 

“Be on your guard! If another disciple sins, you must rebuke the offender, and if there is 

repentance, you must forgive. And if the same person sins against you seven times a day, and 

turns back to you seven times and says, ‘I repent,’ you must forgive.” The apostles said to the 

Lord, ‘Increase our faith!’ The Lord replied, ‘If you had faith the size of a mustard seed, you 

could say to this mulberry tree, “Be uprooted and planted in the sea”, and it would obey you.  

‘Who among you would say to your slave who has just come in from ploughing or tending sheep 

in the field, “Come here at once and take your place at the table”? Would you not rather say to 

him, “Prepare supper for me, put on your apron and serve me while I eat and drink; later you 

may eat and drink”? Do you thank the slave for doing what was commanded? So, you also, when 

you have done all that you were ordered to do, say, “We are worthless slaves; we have done only 

what we ought to have done!” Words of God for the people of God. Let us pray. The grass 

withers and the flowers fade but your word, O God, stands forever. So, let the words of my mouth 

and the meditations of our hearts on that word be acceptable in your sight, O God, Amen. 

 
 

One of my favorite movies of all time is “What About Bob?” It’s the 1991 comedy that stars Bill 

Murray as Bob Wiley,  

 

 
 

a man plagued with multiple psychological disorders, one of which causes him to become so 

attached to certain authority figures that he is unable to function when not in their presence.  
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As the film opens,  

 
 

Bob is being referred by his current psychiatrist, Dr. Carswell Finsterwald, played by Brian 

Reddy, to a new one,  

 

 
 

Dr. Leo Marvin who is played by Richard Dreyfuss. What Dr. Marvin does not know is that Bob 

has already made a mess of the referring psychiatrist’s life such that the only way he could get 

Bob out of his life was to quit the practice of psychiatry altogether and then successfully refer 

Bob to someone else.  

 
 

Dr. Marvin has just written a book called “Baby Steps.”  
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It is making the rounds as he prepares for an upcoming four-week Vacation with his family at 

their summer home in the fictional town of Lake Winnepesake. So, Carswell plays to Leo’s ego 

referring to his book and then telling him that where he failed, Dr. Marvin’s brilliance would 

surely prevail. 

 

Upon hanging up the phone with the referring psychiatrist, Dr. Marvin buzzes his secretary to 

tell her, that when potential new patient Bob Wiley calls, she is to set up an intake interview with 

him after Labor Day when he returns from vacation. He promptly discovers that Bob has not 

only already called but that he is Dr Marvin’s very next appointment.  

 

 
 

In the interview, Bob reveals just how unhinged he is.  
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Dr. Marvin, in a dismissive if not outright condescending way, hands Bob a copy of his book,  

 

 
 

telling this very unstable man that he will not be able to see him now for another month, shews 

him out the door, and then notes to himself on his handheld recorder to be sure and charge Bob 

29.99 for the book in addition to his normal fee.  

 

But Leo Marvin has no idea who he is dealing with as Bob now believes he cannot survive 

without him.  

 

After several over-the-top attempts to reach Dr. Marvin while on vacation, 

  

 
 

Bob finally poses as a policeman to get in to see the women who make up Dr. Marvin’s 

answering service.  
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He tells them that Bob Wiley, the patient who was attempting to reach Dr. Marvin has committed 

suicide. Once he has their full sympathy, he is easily able to obtain the address of his vacationing 

psychiatrist.  

 
 

So, with his goldfish, Gill, in a jar tied around his neck, Bob manages to overcome his 

agoraphobia, catch a bus, and then stalk Leo and his family at the lake. 

 

Bob is desperate to connect with a guru in order to get well; Leo is desperate to be that guru that 

everyone seeks by becoming famous in his field. And what happens along the hilarious route of 

the encounters between them that ensue, is that both Bob and Leo are both transformed. 

 

 
 

As our morning text opens, the disciples, it would seem, are also desperate. They have now been 

with Jesus for quite a while. They have watched him heal incurables; they have watched him awe 

crowds with his teaching; they have watched him put the religious authorities in their place. They 

consider Jesus then to be a kind of quintessential guru – a rock star of faith, if you will. But now 

Jesus makes the high demands of leadership in his kingdom community clear to them.  
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The disciples want the ability to do what Jesus says, but perhaps even more, they want the 

accolades that will surely come with a job like that having been completed. So, they immediately 

make the demand:  

 

 
In other words,  

 

 
 

And Jesus’s answer in effect?  
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All it takes where faith is concerned is a baby step. He tells them that what they need, they 

already have – faith the size of a tiny mustard seed – and that alone is enough to move 

mountains. A little bit of faith goes a long way. That’s not the problem. “The problem,” says 

Jesus “is that you are looking for something in return. You are thinking as if you can finally get 

to a place where you can say, ‘Man, I have arrived! Now I am somebody. Now I am on top of the 

faith game.’”  

 

“But to desire more faith in order to be a star is to negate the faith you have. On the contrary, for 

faith to be effective it takes a servant mentality – that of someone who simply does the bidding 

of his or her master (who is God) without any expectation of any kind – especially not praise or 

fanfare.”  

 

Kingdom people, Christ’s people do not go looking to make a big splash nor do they need their 

work legitimized by words of thanksgiving as if their work has an ending. If that is an over-

riding desire, then one should take a much closer look at one’s innate sense of worth.  

 

So why do it then? One does it because one has already found one’s worth and one’s wholeness 

in serving the ultimate loving master – Christ. Kingdom people – Christ’s people – are in touch 

with both their worthlessness AND their infinite worth. They know they feel worthless when 

they act apart from their master and center of wholeness – and feel infinitely worthy when they 

act to stay connected to and follow the direction of that same master.  

 

Christ’s people therefore gladly take the next baby step of service that may be required, with the 

small bit of faith they have –  

 
 

Faith the size of a mustard seed – with trust in the master and with no expectation of reward – 

because the reward is in the connection itself  
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and living and serving out of that connection becomes an unquestioned part of what it means 

simply to be human.  

 

Jesus is not calling his disciples – that is, us – worthless here. He is calling us to be in touch with 

the parts of us that we feel are not worth much. And there is a huge difference. Our connection to 

our ultimate worth is by way of our felt unworthiness – the place we believe holds our greatest 

brokenness and shame.  

 

It is interesting that, in “What About Bob?” the central character of Bob Wiley never pretends to 

be anything but broken and in need. Here is how the initial interview goes… 

 

 
 

Bob says: “Why don't I start huh? The simplest way to put it? I have problems. I worry about 

diseases, so I have trouble touching things - in public places it's, it's almost impossible. I have a 

real big problem moving.”  

 

 
 

(Dr. Marvin with the finger on the side of his face, doctor pose says, “Talk about, moving.” 
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Bob says, “All right. As long as I'm in my apartment I'm OK but when I wanna go out I get…. 

weird.”  

 

 
 

Dr. Marvin says, “Talk about… weird.”  

 

 

 
 

Bob replies, “Talk about weird… well I get dizzy spells, nausea, cold sweats, hot sweats, fever 

blisters, difficulty breathing, difficulty swallowing, blurred vision, involuntary trembling, dead 

hands, numb lips, fingernail sensitivity, pelvic discomfort.”  
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Dr. Marvin then says very seriously, “So, the real question is what is the crisis, Bob? What is it 

that you are truly afraid of?” 

 

 
 

Bob: “What if my heart stops beating? What if I'm looking for a bathroom, I can't find it and my 

bladder explodes?” Bob, indeed is in a bad way. 

 

Now, compare poor Unworthy Bob with the self-important Dr. Marvin.  

 

 
 

In an early scene in the film, Leo is in his office. His secretary, Claire – seen here – buzzes him 

and says, “Dr., it's your wife on the phone.”  

 

 
 

Leo says, “Thank you, Claire. (he presses a key on his phone and says) “Faye, are we sitting 

down? My publisher thinks it's gonna happen. He thinks Good Morning America is coming up to 

Lake Winnipesaukee next week to interview me.” 
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(this statement is followed by self-satisfied laughter). “It's a tremendous shot in the arm for my 

book. No, it's very unusual. Well, I think, I think they did visit Doctor Ruth's house once but 

other than that… (we hear a buzz from the phone and Dr; Marvin says, “Hold on a second, 

honey,” as he presses a phone key). 

 

We hear his secretary say, “Yes, excuse me doctor but there's a Doctor Carswell Finsterwald on 

the phone. Leo says, “Thank you”, presses the phone button again and says, “Faye, I have to go. 

There's another colleague on the phone. Boy, they sure do come out of the woodwork when 

you're famous. (he then laughs that self-satisfied on top of the world laugh again). “Good-bye, 

Dear.” He presses the phone button again and says, “Carswell!”  

 

 
 

And, of course, Carswell is Bob Wiley’s soon to be former psychiatrist. We hear from Carswell, 

“Leo!, long time no see huh? You got a big book out. Things are really clicking huh? 

 

To which Leo responds rather smugly, “That's the way I planned it.” 

 

“Listen Leo” says Carswell, “I'm quitting my practice for a while. I'm leaving town and I have 

one patient I'd like to refer to you.” To which Leo responds, “Exactly what kind of case is it 

Carswell? He's not psychotic is he?” 

 

“No no,” says Carswell, “nothing like that. No, listen his name is Bob Wiley; he pays early, he 

comes on time, and he just needs someone brilliant, Leo. You know, I know that you don't like 

flattery but if there's anyone I know who could win the Nobel Prize it’s you.  
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The obvious flattery works, and Leo says, “Well I suppose I could find an hour for him 

sometime after Labor Day. OK I'll work him in for an interview.” (and that’s the end of the 

scene) 

 

Bob Wiley is in touch with his sense of worthlessness and is ignorant of where his ultimate 

worth is to be found,  

 

 
 

while Leo Marvin is not at all in touch with his own unworthiness; he instead believes he is 

already worthy because he is a cut above the rest of humanity – smarter, more compassionate, 

with greater self-control than both his family and especially his patients.  

 

The characters of Bob and Leo thus remind me of the great but simple poem by Edward Sanford 

Martin. 

 

 
 

 It’s called, “Legion.” It goes like this: 

 

Within my earthly temple, there’s a crowd; 

There’s one of us that’s humble, one that’s proud; 
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There’s one that’s broken-hearted for his sins; 

There’s one that unrepentant sits and grins; 

There’s one that loves his neighbor as himself 

And one that cares for naught but fame and self. 

From much corroding care I should be free 

If I could once determine which is me. 
Edward Sanford Martin, (1856-1939), "My Name Is Legion," in Masterpieces of Religious Verse, ed. James Dalton Morrison (New York: 
Harper, 1948), 274. 

 

The truth is that all of us are both – both Bob Wiley and Leo Marvin. And neither of these parts 

are whole until they come together in Christ. 

 

 
 

But the way we usually deal with these parts is to identify with one over the other – apart from 

any consideration of God. Bob and Leo each represent not only two inner parts of ourselves but 

two large portions of our population. When we are like Bob, we have a negative inflation. We 

are only in touch with our frailty and unworthiness while at the same time we remain 

disconnected from the natural source of life and infinite worth that flows through us from the one 

who made us. We are convinced that there is something wrong with us – that we are less than 

human. 

 

On the other hand, if we are more like Leo, we are plagued with a positive inflation. We are not 

in touch with our un-worthiness at all but. It is there; it’s just that it’s been walled off and 

compensated for with an inflated sense of almost God-like self-importance. One is living 

disconnected from the source because one really believes that one IS the source – that without 

me, the whole world would be a lot worse off. We are convinced that it’s the rest of the world 

that has problems – not us. We are more than or better than human. 

 

There is antidote for this – that is over-identification with either part – and that is connection to 

the source of all life and love – Christ – and then contact from the part of you that has over-

identified itself with one pole – either better than, or worse than – with its opposite.  
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So far, the disciples have only seen the upside of following Jesus. These are heady times for 

them. But their sense of worthiness is coming more from the crowd’s response than from Christ. 

The crowd will soon turn on Jesus and anyone who followed him and then what? If their worth is 

not firmly founded in their faith in Christ, then their sense of worth will flee upon his arrest – 

which is exactly what happens. 

 

 
 

Whenever we are more conscious of one side of ourselves and over-identify with it while being 

unconscious of the other, we are not whole. We have walled ourselves off from something very 

important. But the good news is that just a little faith can get us there. Putting ourselves on the 

road to being whole again will entail a small but significant act of faith in Christ – the courage to 

make contact with, and have compassion for, those who appear to be the opposite of how we 

view ourselves. It’s what Jesus did. Even as he stood dying on the cross, he would say, 

concerning the very people who were crucifying him, “Father forgive them for they know not 

what they do.”  

 

 
 

Bob Wiley identifies only with his unworthiness; his wholeness therefore is to be found in an 

equal relationship with one who is worthy. Leo Marvin identifies only with his own more than 
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worthiness through an attitude of superiority; his wholeness will therefore be found in an equal 

relationship with one whom he judges as inferior.  

 

But just as the down and out, the marginalized and those deemed inferior responded better to 

Jesus’ gospel message than the self-righteous pharisees and powerful Romans of the first 

century, so too does Bob over Leo.  

 

 
 

Bob is taken in by Leo’s whole family and loved for who he is. While for Leo, it all feels more 

like he is losing something – which of course he is – his place of high and mightiness and his 

illusion of control. On the eve of Leo’s big interview, and to Leo’s chagrin, Bob is invited by 

Leo’s family to dinner and then even to spend the night because of a thunderstorm. Leo is thrown 

completely off his game by this.  

 

Then, despite his best efforts to get rid of Bob before the interview the next morning, The Good 

Morning America crew arrives. The result, to Leo’s horror, is that Bob, as a patient is invited by 

the interviewer to participate.  

 

 
 

The stronger Bob gets, the weaker Leo gets until finally Leo has a complete breakdown  
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and Bob becomes the rallying point and place of strength around which the family rallies.  

 

 
 

It is most interesting that a wedding takes place at the end of the film between Leo’s beloved 

sister and Bob. Marriage is, of course, the quintessential symbol of the union of opposites and 

therefore of wholeness. Bob has now been healed by the loving connection with what is the best 

part of Leo – his family. And it is the marriage that finally snaps Leo out of his now catatonic 

state and seems to bring a kind of healing. The film ends with Leo’s family embracing him and 

Bob kissing him as Leo smiles. 

 

 
 

The late great writer Parker Palmer says: “… for some of us the path to humility goes through 

humiliation – being brought low, unable to function, stripped of pretenses and defenses, feeling 

fraudulent, empty, useless – that allows us to regrow our lives from the humus of common 

ground.” 

 

“The spiritual journey is full of paradoxes, and one of them is that the humiliation that brings us 

down – down to ground on which it is safe to stand and to fall – eventually takes us to a firmer 

and fuller sense of self…. and it can be like coming home for the first time.” Parker J. Palmer, "All the 

Way Down," Weavings, September-October 1998, 40.  

 

That’s what wholeness feels like: coming home, right where we are, as if for the first time. And 

the way we get there is by way of one baby step of faith and one giant leap of humility as we 

make friends through Christ with what feels like our adversary. 

 

Let us pray. Gracious God, give us the courage and the humility to put the little faith we have 

towards the way of wholeness that you would lay before us.  

 

And now bless these gifts and who we are that our wholeness in you may help pave the path to 

wholeness for others. We pray in Christ’s name, Amen. 

 


