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According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a 
foundation, and someone else is building on it. Each builder must choose with 
care how to build on it. For no one can lay any foundation other than the one that 
has been laid; that foundation is Jesus Christ. 
  
Now if anyone builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, 
hay, straw – the work of each builder will become visible, for the Day will 
disclose it, because it will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test what sort of 
work each has done.  
 
If what has been built on the foundation survives, the builder will receive a 
reward. If the work is burned up, the builder will suffer loss; the builder will be 
saved, but only as through fire. (1 Corinthians 3:10-15)) 
 

* * * * * 
  
Last Sunday, Pastor Laurie held up a picture of an airport runway to remind us of our need to 
align our church and our ministries with the right path, lest we miss the runway and crash. Today 
I’m going to paint a picture for you – a picture of a plane – and I have to do it in your minds.   
 
Some time ago, Bishop Sally Dyck showed a humorous video during a Jurisdictional Conference 
worship service. Originally an EDS commercial, this video shows a mammoth airplane soaring 
through the sky.1 However, as the camera zooms in you can see that it’s an unfinished plane. The 
skin of the plane is still being welded in place by workers held in place by straps and ropes. Seats 
are being bolted into place right there in the sky. Flight attendants are pouring coffee for 
passengers and it’s flying into passenger faces and all over the place. People are attempting to 
read magazines and the pages are being ripped out by the force of the wind. They’re building this 
plane in the air. As crazy as this is, what it pictures for us is what we’re called to do as followers 
of Jesus Christ. As the church of Jesus Christ, we are called to build God’s kingdom on this 
world even as we live on it. We are invited to be co-builders with God of a world of 
inclusiveness and grace, forgiveness and reclamation, God’s justice and shalom.  
  
The most powerful thing about this imaginative video is that it shows a group of people with 
passion for what they do. They have a passion because they are compelled by the vision. A guy 
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at the beginning says, “This is what I’ve always wanted to do – build planes!” And he’s psyched 
to do it. Another person, bolting the wheels on, says, “Some people like to climb mountains. I 
like to build planes...in the air!” There’s a person bolting a seat in place in the rear of the plane 
who exclaims, “These people back here, that’s why I come to work. That’s why I build airplanes 
in the sky!” 
  
One passionate worker says, “You don’t get a lot of thanks here. When I look over there and see 
that little kid, I look in his eyes. That’s all the thanks I need.” And at the end, there’s a woman 
welder who shouts out over the wind: “We don’t just build a plane here, we’re building a 
dream!” They see their mission, they see the goal; they’re not just building a plane. 
  
That’s why we’re here this morning. We’re not just building a church here; we’re building God’s 
dream for our world. We’re here because, in some way, we’ve caught the vision of God’s 
kingdom which Jesus says is all around us if we would only look.  
  
Laurie and I are true newcomers here in Birmingham, so we’re looking at First Church with 
fresh eyes. Sometimes it takes someone from the outside to see what’s here with clarity. In our 
short time, one thing has become very clear to us. You’re not just sitting in pews here. You’re 
not just showing up to be counted. You have been building a unique community of faith that 
responds to the needs of God’s world. You’re doing more than building planes here. You’re 
building a future. You’re building a unique part of the Kingdom of God.   
  
God have mercy on us if we’re here simply out of habit, or if we’re here simply because of the 
beauty of the sanctuary, or if we’re here simply for our friends, or for the power of the preacher, 
or for the glory of the music. All of these are good. But God have mercy if we’re only here for 
the benefits this church can offer. I ask you today to look deeper than the wonderful environment 
this church provides you, because I honestly believe that God has lured you here to be builders of 
God’s reign in this city and throughout the world. 
  
The Apostle Paul understood this when he wrote to the church at Corinth: “According to the 
grace of God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation, and someone else is 
building on it. Each builder must choose with care how to build on it. For no one can lay any 
foundation other than the one that has been laid; that foundation is Jesus Christ.” 
  
What is it that First United Methodist has been building? What is unique about Birmingham First 
UMC that transcends place, personality, programs and people? I think it’s this: you have a will to 
build. I think it’s this: you want to make a difference and have an impact for God. I think it’s 
this: you’re not content to rent space in a pew and feel like you’re faithful. Whatever you do, you 
want to build something to the glory of God.  
  
The Apostle Paul reminds us, and invites us, to be builders – builders on the one sure foundation: 
Jesus Christ. Let me tell you one of the things that has powerfully impacted me in my brief time 
in your midst. You are a church that remembers and honors the past. I have met so many people 
who speak fondly and personally not only of Bob Ward and Bill Ritter and Jack Harnish, but of 
Dr. Runkel and of moving here to the “new church;” of G. Ernest Thomas and Jim Wright. You 
remember them because you are aware, as the Apostle Paul wrote, that they planted and others 
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watered and others reaped. So many churches have forgotten the builders in their past. I’m so 
impressed that you are know that you stand on the foundation that others built, and that 
foundation is Jesus Christ.  
  
Now let me tell you one other thing that has greatly impressed me here. You honor a great past, 
but you do not worship it. You are not mired in it. You love the foundation that has been built for 
you to stand on here, but you know that like “skilled master builders,” God wants you to build on 
it. And so I have found you to be a forward-looking church. You have built wisely using the 
findings of the Next Generation report. And what a powerful template it has been for growth, 
guiding you in radical hospitality, joyful stewardship, new worship choices, and faith formation.  
There’s a ways to go to complete this ministry template, but I’ve got to tell you, you are blessed 
to have had such a visionary document. More churches should have such a plan. You’ve had a 
spiritual architecture to guide you, and it’s a design we can fruitfully build upon in the future.  
  
You have been skilled master builders. You remember, honor and build on your past. You 
envision, dream and yearn for an even more fruitful future. You yearn to be fruitful, to have an 
impact for God, because you are passionate about your church and your God. So many of you 
here don’t simply like this church; you love this church. And you love it because God has loved 
you through it. For many of you, your lives have been changed, even saved, because of this 
church. And so you earnestly build upon the only foundation that can be laid, that of the grace, 
the love, the forgiveness of Christ Jesus our Lord. It’s what God wants us all to do, and with 
urgency.  
  
Do you remember the story of Jess Lair? Jess was a 38-year-old, very successful public relations 
man in Minneapolis, Minnesota. He had the largest public relations firm there when we had a 
massive coronary. And his cardiologist said, “Jess, unless you change radically how you’re 
living, you’re not going to live to be 40!” Jess described himself as “a man of big appetites.” He 
ate too much and too rich, smoked and drank too much. Had a pretty wife, five kids, and worked 
too much. Six bedroom home, two $60,000 sports cars when cars sold for less than $10,000. And 
Jess was dying. This cardiologist scared him and his wife, and they decided to do whatever it 
took for Jess to get hold of himself.  
  
They weren’t religious; neither one of them had ever been a part of the church. So Jess figured, 
“Who’s got the answer?” Maybe a psychologist. So they sold the big house, sold the business, 
sold the two cars, moved to a place they could afford for Jess to go back to school. He got a 
degree in psychology, trying to figure out who he was and how to stay alive. He got a masters 
degree, then a Ph.D. All the time, he was reading “How do people stay alive?” The cardiologist 
was telling him what to eat, what not to eat and how much to exercise. But Jess was looking for 
other answers. 
  
Now our Census Bureau feeds all kind of information into computers, and Jess saw one study 
that said people seemed to live longer in middle-sized communities; not little bitty towns or great 
big cities, but middle-sized communities, 25 to 75 thousand in population. Another study Jess 
read said, “People live longer in sight of mountains; you don’t have to live on top of one or under 
one, just in sight of one, you seem to live longer.” 
  
So here was Jess, now a Ph.D., ready to teach psychology; he’s looking for a little university 
town, between 25 to 75 thousand people, where he can see a mountain out the kitchen window.  
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And he goes to Boseman, Montana, to teach. And in his first semester of night courses there is a 
72-year-old man whom Jess said taught him more than he taught that man. One night the man 
kept standing around, and finally he walked over to him and said, “Dr Lair, you impress me as a 
man who’s afraid he’s about to die.” And Jess said, “Is it so obvious?” And this man said, “Yes.” 
 
This man said, “I’m 72; I know I’m not too far away. I know I’m about to die. So you know, 
Jess, that means you and I don’t have time to waste. You and I don’t have time to talk about the 
weather. We don’t have time to talk about the weather. Everybody in Boseman is talking about 
the weather! You go to the post office, you go get a cup of coffee, that’s all they want to talk 
about – the weather. We don’t have time, Jess, we don’t have time. Let’s you and me talk about 
things that really matter.” 
  
He said to Jess, “I have discovered that if you mention the weather, other folks will talk about the 
weather. But if you will speak to five people from your deepest heart, one of them will break and 
run but four of them will come back from their deepest heart. And if you have four people who 
will come to you right from their deepest heart, you’re a rich man indeed.” And then he said, 
“Jess, you just need three more. I’ll be one of yours. Jess, we don’t have time to talk about the 
weather.” 
  
Jess wrote a book: I Ain’t Much, Baby, But I’m All I’ve Got! And in the book he says, “I may not 
be much, but I promise you this: what I bring to you will be the real Jess, it will be the real Jess.” 
His second book was I Ain’t Well, But I Sure Am Better! And the third book he wrote was Ain’t I 
A Wonder? Ain’t You A Wonder, Too? 
  
And Jess didn’t die when he thought. He went on to live 35 more years. Then at 73, he died. But 
he had come to know the Lord during that time, to know that God is the one who helps us be 
transformed. God is the one who makes this changing for the better entirely possible. When we 
talk about where we really are, what makes us sad, what makes us happy, what hurts us, what 
helps us, we’re talking about what really matters – and it gives us life.   
  
I’m not equipped to show you the video of those aircraft workers building a plane rocketing 
through the air in mid-flight, but I wish I could. It does such an imaginative job of showing us 
our task. Amazingly, it shows a group of brave workers building a plane while it’s flying. That’s 
impossible, right? But do you know what that key-image is saying? It reminds us that we can’t 
wait until some future time to build what God is calling us to build. Now is the only time there is.  
And we don’t have time to talk about the weather. God didn’t put us here for that. We’re to catch 
the vision of God’s kingdom here on earth and we’re to work for God’s reign here and now.  
   
That crazy video also reminds us that “we are a work in progress.” That plane wasn’t perfect, it 
wasn’t completed, but it was all they had – and they built it as they went. And so we don’t start 
out perfect. We don’t start out “fully formed.” As John Wesley said, we are always going on to 
perfection. We don’t start out perfect. We can only aim for it. We just keep pursuing love’s 
perfection, and we continue to build God’s Kingdom as Christ would have us do. 
  
And isn’t that what you’ve been doing in the amazing ministries and mission of this church?  
When members of First Church travel to Costa Rica to build a church, or to Estonia to build 
there, or travel to Zambia, or to Haiti to help with the devastation there, or to Henderson 
Settlement in Appalachia, or McCurdy Ministries in New Mexico – you’re actually extending the 
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dream of God’s kingdom to all people and bringing healing to God’s world. You’re building 
positive futures not just for yourselves but for others, because you have a vision of God’s 
kingdom which includes all people. What you build is not just for us.   
  
And here’s what Laurie and I have seen, which we hope you see: you are the most fertile soil for 
mission involvement we’ve ever seen. But you’re not throwing money at this program or that. So 
many of you are personally involved in building relationships, building new lives and building 
futures. When you work to create dynamic ministries for area youth or open the Christian Life 
Center for the community to use, or build the ministry that goes on at Cass Community, or revive 
the ministry in the Brightmoor area, or Baldwin, or feed area students through “hungry?”, or 
support missions through the UMW Rummage Sale, or provide mid-week assistance for people 
in need, or pack lunches for Central Methodist, or provide housing through the South Oakland 
County Shelter, or help Native American children through Spirit Journey, or invent creative 
ministries like StreeThreads and “Art and Soul” – and on and on – you do so not because you 
love the convenience of it all, but because you are led by a vision that leads you to give our lives 
for others.  
  
Birmingham First: you are uniquely blessed. You are a unique congregation, a unique church. As 
you have built upon the foundation of Jesus Christ, you have been so blessed. But God’s blessing 
is never one that we can just take and stuff away somewhere to take out when we want to savor 
or enjoy it. God’s blessing is for building. God told us through old father Abraham, and through 
Christ Jesus and the Apostle Paul: you have been uniquely blessed, so that you can be a blessing 
to others. And that’s what you do. You bless so many others through what God is doing through 
you.  
  
Let’s you and me talk about things that really matter. Let’s cast the vision of God’s healing, 
God’s wholeness, God’s love for all people. That is what First United Methodist Church is meant 
to do: to build God’s kingdom on earth while we are yet living on it by healing its suffering and 
pain.  
 
You’re not just building a plane here, my friends. You’re not simply building a church. You’re 
building God’s dream, God’s Kingdom, in the ongoing creation of God’s world. 
  
 
 
May we pray? Dreaming God, you have made us in your image. You have given us a passion for 
the possible, a restlessness which abides as long as any child goes hungry, any woman weeps, 
any man casts his eyes without hope to the ground. You have given us the spiritual vision to 
imagine a world where no one fears his fellow and no one betrays her friend, where there are no 
strangers, only neighbors, and your love reaches even to the hearts of the most violent among us.  
Teach us simple faith, Lord, that we might follow you. Show us where we need to take the next 
step. Let us enjoy and encourage each other and find joy in our shared mission. Then help us to 
rise and keep building, for Jesus’ sake. Amen.  
 
 
    
                                                 
1. http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=L2zqTYgcpfg 


