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Prayer Song 

My hope is built on nothing less that Jesus’ blood and righteousness; 

I dare my trust the sweetest frame, but wholly lean on Jesus’ name. 

On Christ the solid rock I stand; all other ground is sinking sand. 

All other ground is sinking sand. 

 

 

Thomas Lynch is a well-known author and funeral director in Milford, Michigan, and is the 

brother of Pat Lynch of Lynch and Sons on Crooks Road in Clawson. In his latest book, The 

Good Funeral, which he wrote with Thomas Long, Professor of Preaching at Candler School of 

Theology in Atlanta, Lynch says that his grandmother grew up as a Methodist. Early in the 

1920’s she fell in love with and married an Irish-American Catholic. Although her family was 

not too pleased, his grandmother became a Catholic to appease her husband and his family. 

 

Lynch writes: 

 

My grandmother would describe her conversion experience to us, saying, “Ah the 

priest splashed a little water on me and said, ‘Geraldine, you were born a 

Methodist, raised a Methodist, thanks be to God, now you’re Catholic.”’ 

 

Some weeks after the eventual nuptials she was out in the backyard of her 

bungalow in Northwest Detroit, grilling beefsteaks for my grandfather on the first 

Friday in Lent, when a brother-knight from the local Knights of Columbus leapt 

over the back fence to upbraid her for the smell of beef rising over a Catholic 

household during the holy season. 

 

And she listened to the man, nodding and smiling in her quiet, formerly Methodist 

way, and when he had finished with his sermonette, she went over to the garden 

hose, splashed water on the grill and pronounced, “You were born cows, raised 

cows, thanks be to God, you are now fish.” Then she sent the nosy neighbor on 

his way. 

 

“Ah, surely we are all God’s children,” she concluded her narrative, “the same but 

different, but all God’s children, either way.” 
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Tom Lynch continues: 

 

This notion that we are all ‘the same but different’ struck me, on the one hand, as 

quite impossible – like being short but tall, thin but fat, old but young, this but 

that – and on the other it rang entirely true. It remains among the most serviceable 

wisdoms of my life. As does the bromide advanced by my other grandmother, to 

wit: “The ridiculous and the sublime belly up to one bar.”
i
 

 

As you and I travel on the Way, each one of us has to build a foundation for our life. What are 

the core values that guide our words and actions? Thomas Lynch’s grandmother gave her family 

a great gift by sharing her story and then saying, “Ah, surely we are all God’s children; the same 

but different, but all God’s children, either way.” How can we keep from singing that we are all 

the same but different, for our hope is built on nothing less than Jesus and his righteousness? 

 

Our scripture for today from Matthew is at the very end of the Sermon on the Mount, which 

begins in chapter five with the Beatitudes and contains the most challenging and radical 

teachings of Jesus. You can’t serve two masters. Do not judge. Beware of your anger. Don’t 

parade your piety in front of others. Do not store up treasures on earth. Don’t worry. Turn the 

other cheek. Love your enemies…and so on.   

 

Now here, at the end of chapter seven, Jesus says, “Okay, you’ve heard all my teaching, but if 

you don’t put my words into practice by how you live your life along the Way, and if you don’t 

have a solid foundation for your faith, it’s all just a house of cards built on sand that will collapse 

at a moment’s notice.” 

 

“Everyone who hears these words of mine and acts on them will be like a wise man who built his 

house on rock. The rain fell, the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it 

did not fall because it had been founded on rock. And everyone who hears these words of mine 

and does not act on them will be like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain fell, 

and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell – and great was 

its fall.” 

 

This parable represents a typical situation in ancient Palestine where a house is built during the dry 

season when there is no rain at all. The house is just fine until the rains come. Then the wind, rain, 

and floods rush down the dry wadis, overwhelming the house that was built on sand. A wadi is a dry 

bed of a seasonal river. When the rainy season comes, a wild torrent rushes down from the hills and 

slams into the house.   

 

This scenario still happens all over the world when houses are built on flood plains, too close to the 

ocean, or on a dry river bed in the desert. It happened when Gary and I moved back to Michigan to 

the Traverse City area in the early 1980’s. We remember how several large homes fell over eroded 

bluffs because of historically high water levels in Lake Michigan. It happened in 2012 when 

Hurricane Sandy battered the New Jersey shore. And it happened in Colorado just last fall, when 

torrential rains spawned flash floods that swept down the canyons, washing away dozens of homes.   

 

 



By contrast, Jesus says, there is another house that is built on rock, away from the wadis. This house 

is secure because it has a solid foundation.  Both houses look fine. The difference is not in the 

construction practices but in the choice of sites. The builder of the house on sand chose an easy site 

without thinking ahead. 

 

By putting this story at the very end of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, Matthew gets to the heart of 

the matter for wannabe disciples of Jesus Christ. Are you a hearer or a doer? Will you give lip 

service to Christianity, or will you obey my teachings by how you treat other people and embody 

my love? What is your foundation?    

 

The apostle Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 3:11, “For no one can lay any foundation other than the one 

that has been laid, the foundation of Jesus Christ.” How can we keep from singing that there is only 

one foundation that has been laid, and that is Jesus Christ, for our hope is built on nothing less than 

Jesus and his righteousness? 

 

I’d like to share a few reflections on this story based on our trip to Africa. Gary and I just returned 

late yesterday afternoon, so we’re feeling a bit disoriented right now because of the change in time 

zones. Even though it was pretty intense at times shepherding thirty-eight people, we had a 

marvelous time. 

 

In Africa, choosing to become a Christian sets one apart in a way that is not quite so evident here in 

the United States. You and I pretty much blend into the population, but in Africa, deciding to build 

the foundation of your life on Jesus Christ means a radically different lifestyle from those around 

you who are not Christians.   

 

African Christians take the words of Christ seriously and are very intent on living out and sharing 

their faith with others. That’s why The United Methodist Church in Africa is growing so rapidly. In 

many ways the church in the United States has become indistinguishable from our culture, whereas 

in Africa, the church witnesses to the culture.   

 

That’s also why our United Methodist Africa University is so important to the entire African 

continent. Africa University is unabashedly Christian and unapologetically United Methodist and is 

investing in Africa’s future through its mission statement, “Living our vision in faith, embracing 

diversity, and developing leaders for Africa.”   

 

Last Wednesday we dedicated the forty-six bed Ubuntu Retreat Center. Five hundred dignitaries 

from around the world gathered to celebrate the potential of this building to enhance Africa 

University’s mission. It was one of the most amazing and spiritual experiences of my life. A cutting 

edge program at AU, as the university is called, is a master’s degree in peace, leadership, and 

governance. One of many visions of the Ubuntu Retreat Center is to host conferences where groups 

all across the African continent who are in conflict with each other can come to AU for mediation 

and to learn how to live in peace and harmony with each other.   

 

There is no better foundation for reconciliation than a Christian retreat center where the Holy Spirit 

is present and where people live together, eat together, dialogue together, pray together, and realize 

that their enemies are God’s children as well. It’s a paradox, isn’t it? By building their foundation on 



Jesus Christ, African Christians as well as you and I are set apart in order bring all people together 

in faith and hope. How can we keep from singing that our call as Christians is to change the world, 

for our hope is built on nothing less than Jesus and his righteousness?   

 

The second observation is this. Gary and I have a friend, Eric Mulanda, who was the student body 

president at Africa University when we took our first trip in 2010. Our AU Task Force that raised 

the money to build the Ubuntu Retreat Center sponsored Eric to come to Garrett Evangelical 

Theological Seminary, where he is a second year student. Eric was ordained in the South West 

Katanga Annual Conference in the Congo in 2012. 

 

A few weeks ago, I asked Eric what this particular scripture means in an African context. He said 

that for African Christians, there is no compartmentalization. In other words, what you hear cannot 

be separated from what you do. If you are a Christian, you take your calling with you wherever you 

are. When people look at you, they ought to see that the foundation of your life is built on Christ.   

 

Then he said that this scripture exemplifies the African concept of ubuntu, which is actually the 

name of our retreat center. The word ubuntu means, “I am because you are.” I am not a whole 

person unless you are a whole person. If you suffer, I suffer. We are all in this together. Many of our 

speakers last week at the dedication commented on the importance of ubuntu for our world.  

 

Eric said that in an African community, choosing where to build your house is not just an individual 

decision, it’s a community decision. In other words, the success of a person depends on the support 

they receive from the rest of the community. We are who we are because of each other.   

 

In the United States, we pride ourselves on individualism. Success is measured by how well we 

make it on our own. Individualism is our default mode. However, in much of the rest of the world, 

community is the default mode.    

 

I have here a soapstone sculpture that is called “Family of Three.” Soapstone sculptures are very 

popular in Zimbabwe, especially ones that express the concept of community and ubuntu. You can 

find sculptures like this that have four, five, six, or even two figures. But notice, each figure is 

connected to the others; they are embracing each other. Eric shared a few African sayings related to 

the idea of community: 

 

 One man’s road does not go far without meeting another’s. (Ghana) 

 A person is a person because of other persons. (Lesotho) 

 If two trees stand apart, they won’t rub each other. (Ghana) 

 One person does not build a town. (Congo and Ghana) 

 It is one man who kills the elephant, but the whole town eats. (Congo and Ghana) 

 As long as you stay in a group, the lion will stay hungry. (Nigeria) 

 And my favorite, found on billboards all around the Johannesburg, South Africa, airport, 

“If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together.” 

 

How can we keep from singing, “I am because you are,” that we are made for each other, for our 

hope is built on nothing less than Jesus and his righteousness? 

 



What is the foundation of your life? Are you a doer as well as a hearer? Will you hear the words of 

Jesus and then act on them by carefully building your house and your hope on nothing less than the 

bedrock of Jesus and his righteousness? Knowing that this foundation is deep enough and wide 

enough and high enough and broad enough and strong enough for everyone, will you invite others 

to be followers of the Way and experience fullness of life? Will you embody Christ’s love by 

honoring differences and practicing ubuntu?  

 

Whether you were born a Methodist or a Catholic, an American or an African, or whether you eat 

cow or fish during Lent, “Ah, surely we are all God’s children, the same but different, but all 

God’s children, either way.”    

 

Prayer Song 

When he shall come with trumpet sound, O may I then in Him be found. 

Dressed in his righteousness alone, faultless to stand before his throne. 

On Christ the solid rock I stand; all other ground is sinking sand. 

All other ground is sinking sand. 
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