
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Rolling Up Your Sleeves 
 

1 Corinthians 3:9-17 
 

Brett Younger 
Senior Minister 

 
 

May 19, 2019 
 

The Fifth Sunday of Easter  
 
 

 
 
  

 



We are God’s servants, working together.  
You are God’s field, God’s building.  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.  

Don’t you know that you are God’s temple 
and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?  If anyone 
destroys God’s temple, God will destroy that 
person.  For God’s temple is holy, and you are 
that temple.  

                                      1 Corinthians 3:9-17  
 



I was the pastor of Central Baptist Church in 
Paoli, Indiana, a town of three thousand with three 
Baptist churches—at least two more than was 
needed.  The people at Central had gotten angry at 
the pastor of First and started their own church, 
even as the people at Eastview had gotten angry at 
the pastor of Central—not me, the one before me.   

Central bought the Methodist building when 
the wealthiest Christians moved a half-mile to the 
suburbs.  The sanctuary they left behind was 
prettier than most, but the education building was 
an application photo for Fixer Upper.  The 
building had a mostly flat roof—which in Indiana 
shows remarkable shortsightedness.  Each winter 
the snow would pile up on the roof, freeze, crack, 
and melt from five different directions to leak into 
the fellowship hall and two of the children’s 
classes.  Each year on the first Saturday in April, a 
group would climb up on this forty by twenty foot 
section of the roof to lay tar.   

I was a seminary student commuting to 
Louisville Tuesday through Friday.  I spent every 
Saturday at the church frantically writing the 
Sunday sermon.  I did not know about the annual 
tarrin’ party until my first one.   

I got to church about 8:30 and heard Danny 
Hickman yell, “We’ve been waiting on you.”   



Danny, a fireman, Loy Doenges, a factory 
worker, and Tony Martin, a horseshoer, were 
waving for me to climb up on the roof.  I had real 
work to do, but I did not want to give them the 
satisfaction of telling everyone that I was afraid of 
heights or hard work or some such foolishness, so 
I climbed up for what I hoped would be a quick 
perusal of their work, a few heartfelt words of 
appreciation, and a speedy exit to my office to 
study First Corinthians or some other important 
text. 
 When I got to the top of the ladder they had a 
three-bristle brush waiting for me.  I wanted to say 
“no,” but I knew I would never hear the end of it, 
and I would rather be tarred and feathered than put 
up with that.  I had no choice but to roll up my 
sleeves and lay tar.  What became my annual trip 
to La Brea does not sound like a big deal, but this 
is one of the clearest memories I have thirty years 
later.   

Three things about this experience made it 
memorable and miserable.  One is that you are a 
tar wars casualty for more than just one day.  You 
heat the tar with a torch before you dip and smear 
it on to the fiberglass that covers the cracks.  The 
tar is hot, gooey and sticky.  As anyone whose 
read Uncle Remus knows, at least as much tar 



sticks to your hands as makes it into the cracks.  
The tar gets in your hair and takes your hair with 
it when it goes.  Tar hands, tar hair, and tar heels.   

And it was pretty high and there was nothing 
to keep you from falling to a horrible death.  
Worse than the first problem was the second 
problem.  Whenever anyone showed up to help, or 
walked by on the street, they would inevitably 
shout something clever like:  

“I never saw a preacher working on Saturday.”   
“How does it feel to do some real work?”   
“What in tarnation do you think you’re doing, 

actually earning your pay?”—which was, by the 
way, fourteen thousand dollars a year.   
 While my loving congregation offered these 
feeble attempts at humor I was thinking, “I’ve got 
to get off this roof and get to work on the sermon 
or I’ll be here all night.  How will my people 
survive if Sunday comes and I don’t have the 
inspiring thoughts they’ve come to expect?”   
 But the third problem is worse than the second 
problem.  What I have not been able to shake is 
the fear that they were right, that, in some ways, 
church work is a way for me to avoid rolling up 
my sleeves and doing real work.  Maybe that is 
true for you, too.  We are tempted to believe that 
our job is to describe the work that needs to be 



done, share this knowledge with one another, and 
keep our sleeves buttoned.   

It has been that way for a long time.  The 
church at Corinth has lots of people giving advice 
who have never picked up a three-bristle brush.  
They love to talk.  They deliberate, estimate, 
evaluate, calculate and debate everything—
business meetings, committee meetings, and 
council meetings.  Some of the people who talk 
the most in the meetings at Corinth care the least 
about loving God and loving their neighbors.    
 Paul is in Ephesus when he reads the latest e-
news and shakes his head.  They are always 
looking for something to argue about. The church 
at Corinth argues about sex, marriage, and how 
those two are related, whether you can eat a 
hamburger at a pagan restaurant, whether humility 
is the best gift of the spirit and who has the most 
humility.   

They argue over which small group is the best: 
“I’m in Apollos’ book group.”  
“But Peter’s group has barbecues.”   
“But Paul’s group is planning a mission trip.”   

More than anything else, they are arguing over 
who is smartest.  They love the idea of being 
smart.  They know who is in the know and who is 
being misled by watching the wrong news.  They 



have learned to substitute talking about what is 
right for doing what is right.  They would rather 
talk about God than serve God.   
 Paul sits down at his desk and writes First 
Corinthians.  He starts gently, “I always thank 
God for you,” but by the top of page three, Paul 
stops being nice: “You people are so immature.  
All you do is talk.  It’s paralysis by analysis.  You 
think you know a lot, but you don’t know how to 
do the work.  All you really know is how to 
argue.”  
 According to Paul, what we think matters, but 
what we do matters more.  Paul says their pseudo-
intellectualism is a poor excuse to share their 
unlimited and unhelpful opinions.   

Paul writes, “You’re supposed to be building 
something.  You keep thinking you’re the 
inspectors, but you’re supposed to be the 
carpenters.  Bring what you have to offer, and get 
to work.  You aren’t starting from scratch.  You’re 
building on what Jesus has done, working on the 
foundation he laid, building God’s church.  You 
have to stop talking about it and do it.” 
 I know we are supposed to be on Paul’s side, 
but Paul sounds harsh to me.  We should get some 
credit for having wonderful ideas and good 
intentions.  It is only natural that we talk about 



church more than we do church.  Many of us are 
more gifted at sharing our opinions about other 
people’s carpentry than we are at hammering our 
own nails.  We want to believe that thinking good 
things is enough, because we talk a better game 
than we play.  It is hard to connect what we think 
with what we do.    
 Don’t you know people who say they love 
their family, but never get home for dinner?  Who 
say they are not prejudiced, but only have friends 
who look like they do?  Who think our society is 
too violent and buy tickets for John Wick 3?  Who 
despise what we are doing to the environment and 
cannot be bothered with recycling?  Who think 
that sexism is horrible and do not miss The 
Bachelor?  Who say this is their church, and 
seldom give a real offering?  We would rather be 
judged by what we think than what we do.   

Out of Africa is Danish author Karen Blixen’s 
memoir of her seventeen years on a coffee farm in 
Kenya.  A boy named Kitau knocks on her door 
and asks for a job.  He is a wonderful servant, but 
after only three months he asks for a letter of 
recommendation to work for a Muslim sheik who 
lives nearby.  She offers to raise Kitau’s pay in 
order to keep him, but his concern is not money 
but faith.  Kitau explains that he decided to 



become either a Christian or a Muslim, and his 
purpose in working for Blixen has been to see, up 
close, what Christians do.  He has been observing 
her actions for three months. Now it is time for 
him to see what Muslims do, then he will decide.   

Blixen writes, “I believe that even an 
archbishop, when he’d had these facts laid before 
him would have said, or at least have thought, 
‘Good heavens, you might have told me that when 
you came!’”  

If someone wanted to talk about what a 
Christian believes, we could do that.  But if they 
wanted to watch us to see what a Christian does, 
that would be scary.  Sometimes we think there 
are not enough people who think the right things, 
but there are.  There are not enough people who 
do what God calls us to do. 
 “The road to hell is paved with good 
intentions” (Samuel Johnson).  It is easy to live 
thinking good thoughts, without ever acting on 
them.  It is easy to think we should care more for 
the poor, and do little for the poor.  It is easy to 
hate the way we neglect children in this country 
and do nothing to help children.  It is easy to live 
with great benevolence towards people we will 
never meet, and ignore the ones we see every day. 



It is easy to attend a worship service, without 
promising God anything new. 
 It is easy, but the gap between what we say we 
believe and the work we actually do has a name.  
It is called sin.  Deep down we understand that our 
good thoughts do not do any good for the people 
who need our help.   

Barbara Brown Taylor writes, “There’s not a 
mission statement in the world that is worth one 
visit to a sick friend or one cup of water held out 
to someone who’s longing for it.” 

Doing nothing about what we believe will 
finally break our hearts.  We cannot claim to love 
God and not love others without damaging our 
souls.  God invites us to stop drawing up plans 
and start building.  With God’s help, we can stop 
dreaming of the church we would like to be part of 
and work to make it a reality.   

When we think about the people who really 
give themselves to caring for the hurting, is it not 
clear that they have something we should want?  
We should envy those who live with passion, who 
actually do things that matter.   

This is Marge Piercy’s poem, To be of use. 
I love people who harness themselves,  
an ox to a heavy cart, 
who pull like water buffalo,  



with massive patience, 
who strain in the mud and the muck  
to move things forward, 
who do what has to be done, again and again. 
I want to be with people who submerge 
in the task, who go into the fields to harvest  
and work in a row and pass the bags along, 
who stand in the line and haul in their places, 
who are not parlor generals and field deserters 
but move in a common rhythm 
when the food must come in  
or the fire be put out.  
A person cries for work that is real. 
 What does it mean to cry for work that is real?  
What does it mean to roll up our sleeves and do 
what Christians do? 
 It must mean at least this:   
hold the door for someone who needs help,  
send a text to someone who could use a friend,  
take flowers to someone who is not our type,  
listen to children,  
talk honestly with teenagers,  
volunteer in the Thrift Store,  
pack groceries for Brooklyn Delivers,  
make committees work,  
change the government,  
stand with the ones who are losing, 



care for those who have made terrible mistakes, 
give money that we would like to keep, 
take our faith to work and do our work differently 
because of our faith, 
talk about faith when we would rather be silent, 
do good for people who will do no good to us in 
return,  
go to the places where people are in need,  
act with kindness to those who have forgotten 
what kindness is.    
Be the joyful people who live their faith.  

Before the next pastor came to Central 
Church, they put a new roof on the education 
building.  Maybe it was his good fortune that he 
never had to pick tar out of his fingernails.  But I 
am not sure, because all of us need to find ways to 
roll up our sleeves and build God’s church.   
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