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I.

In less than a month, twenty eight of us, mostly high school students, will be heading to Bay St. Louis on a Mission Trip to rebuilt homes destroyed in Hurricane Katrina several years ago.  We will work on homes that have already been mostly completed by others, doing the painting, installing tile, and putting up dry-wall.  While there is a lot of finishing work that our relatively unskilled labor can accomplish -- the most important part of the construction will already be completed when we get to our job sites: building the foundation.  

Foundations are mission-critical systems for homes.  They do the job of anchoring a building into the ground so that whatever is created on top of it rests on solid footing.  A strong foundation allows families not worry about the container in which they live, but instead to be free to fill that container with an abundant life of refreshment, service, nourishment, work, rest, care and love.   

Physical foundations also act as a buffer between the land upon which the house sits and the portion of the home that a family uses.  Though out of sight, foundations protect the home from water and soil erosion, and other events that would otherwise alter the condition of the land beneath the home.  On a day to day basis, wwe often don’t think about the foundations of our homes – and that’s actually part of their purpose.  They provide a sense of permanence that allows users of the building to take its constancy for granted, even when changes in the weather outside look ominous.

Like our houses, our lives are also supported by foundations – basic building blocks on top of which we create lives of meaning, purpose, and fulfillment.  Foundations like a strong education, on which we build a meaningful career; or a marriage, a foundational relationship on which some choose to build a family; or even our physical bodies, which provide the essential foundation for an active, healthy lifestyle.  When we live with these foundations firmly in place, we can rely on the value they provide as we pursue new job opportunities, watch our families grow, and enjoy full use of our bodies in whatever physical pursuits we select.

Of course, the thing about foundations is that even the best of them they don’t last forever.  Whether due to human actions, natural disaster, or just the course of time, eventually the foundations beneath our homes crack, and everything that is built upon them becomes unstable.  Similarly, the various foundations of our lives, even sometimes the parts we think are the most stable, have been known to crack.  Most  of the time, we live within the blanket of security that these foundations provide to us – and so when they do begin to fail, it can catch up by surprise and cause a sense of disorientation and fear.

II.

I remember one of the first times I realized that some of the human foundations we take for granted are succeptable to failure.  It was October 1989, and I was nine years old.  It was five o’clock in the afternoon and I was riding my bike outside in front of my house, careful to ride only on the sidewalk, as we lived in a city.  And then, with no warning, a major earthquake struck San Francisco, killing over a hundred people and destroying thousands of buildings.  Our home was not severely damaged, but in the Marina district of the city, where several of my classmates lived, block after block of homes had collapsed onto themselves – the foundations having completely given way.  What had been three story houses had become two story houses – in just 18 seconds.  The Marina district of the city was created on landfill after the 1915 world’s fair.  The landfill was tightly packed soil, not rock, which, during the earthquake, shook and underwent a process called liquefaction.  Essentially the ground turned to sludge beneath the homes.  Even the best man-made foundations could not withstand such a dramatic shift in the ground beneath.

Though my family’s home was not damaged in the quake, something else was.  We were confronted with the reality that our own power to avoid suffering and loss was more limited than we had imagined it to be.  That night, my family all slept in the same room together, and we did something that we had never done before (and have never done since, except at a holiday dinner) – we all prayed together.  It wasn’t fancy or long, but it was a sincere opening of the heart towards something larger than us.  And in reaching towards God that night, I think there was, for my family, a moment of trying to connect with a deeper foundation that would not be affected by the chaos and upheaval of this earthquake – to touch a source of stability that persists “though the mountains tremble” and “the kingdoms are shaken,” as today’s psalm describes.

III.

Sometimes the foundations of our lives are shaken suddenly and violently, when we get an unexpected diagnosis or when a marriage can no longer continue.  Other times, our foundations develop cracks more slowly, such as when our bodies’ physical limitations become more apparent to us, or when it seems that the world around us is changing in ways we just don’t know how to integrate into our lifestyles.    

Whether sudden or more gradual, as our human foundations begin to fail us, we enter a period when we need to build new foundations for a new phase of our lives.  The fact that the world, or fate, or God, or nature has cracked one of our foundations means that we can’t just try to put it back together – to repair the breach in the same way.  Creating new foundations in our lives, whether they are physical, economic, relational, or some other kind, is not just about putting back what was there before, but about imagining new types of foundations – one’s that won’t be as easily cracked, ones that are more sustainable and more just.  

So when we reach transitions in our lives and begin re-creating new foundations, we need a source of inspiration, hope, and most of all confidence that as we lay a new foundation, when the next big earthquake of our lives hits, the ground beneath it will not turn to sludge.  This kind of confidence is desperately needed – especially at those moments when our sadness, confusion or anger, paralyzes us from making a new start.  

IV.

Today’s Gospel points us, as Christians, towards our source for the inspiration, hope, and confidence we need when facing these unavoidable moments of life-transition.  And of course, that source is Jesus Christ.  In the passage, Jesus offers a proverbial story about two men who were building up their homes, one upon sand and the other upon rock.  The metaphor here is not terribly hard to uncover.  When the big storm comes, the house built upon sand falls and the house built upon rock survives.  The homes are meant to represent the faiths of the two men, more than their actual physical assets.  Building your faith on solid rock creates the hope and inspires a confidence that though the storm might wreak havoc on your life, it cannot take your faith from you, because the grounding of that faith is secure.  The question for us is, when push comes to shove, what is the rock upon which we build our faith?  

I think sometimes it is easy for us to think that the rock of our faith is our church.  At the core are our faithful actions: attendance at church, our financial contributions, our commitment to fellowship events, and our service to others through mission and outreach programs.  An active life of faith, including all these things is important, but it is not the rock – the actions of our faith are the house build upon the rock. 

For Christians, our rock is our relationship with Jesus – for no matter what, we cannot be separated from the love of God in Jesus Christ, except through our own choice.  In the Gospel, anchoring a faith strong enough to survive the big storms of life is Jesus himself.  He himself is the rock – it is developing a rich, multi-dimensional relationship with him that provides the renewing energy underneath a genuine, active, faith-filled life.  When we face those transition times in our lives when we need to build up new foundations, we must start with Jesus and build from there.  And when we make the conscious choice to start re-building with Jesus, the confidence with which we can imagine our future becomes solid and real.   

Now, I want to be clear – the kind of confidence that Jesus offers is not a naiveté that our new foundations will never crack.  When my family prayed that night after the earthquake, none of us, not even me at age 9, thought that somehow Jesus would make it so there would never be another earthquake.  Eventually, whatever new relationships or structures or bodies we create for ourselves will probably need to be re-created yet again.  Jesus doesn’t promise a life free of transition and change.  Jesus does promise his availability to us, again and again, when the chaos comes and tough choices need to be made.  He promises that nothing will keep him from walking with us, not even death – his or ours.  He remains open to us, whenever we open our hearts to him, whenever we reveal to him what we keep from everyone else.  He gives us the confidence that all the transitions of our lives are survivable – that all change brings an opportunity to continue creating the kingdom of God.  Most of all, he promises us that he will always be our solid ground on which to build – always be the place to which we can return when the world breaks our hearts, to find again new confidence and inspiration to rebuild with hope.  Amen.   

