
 

Search for Survivors Continues at Florida Building Collapse 
Site, but Many Still Unaccounted For 

The Wired Word for the Week of July 4, 2021 

In the News 
On Thursday, June 24, at approximately 1:20 a.m. EDT, two major sections of Champlain 

Towers South, a 12-story beachfront condominium building in the Miami suburb of Surfside, 

Florida, suddenly collapsed. About 35 people were rescued from the uncollapsed part of the 

building, and two more were pulled from the rubble. Eleven injured survivors were treated at 

hospitals. As of this writing (on Wednesday), 16 people have been found dead and 147 are 

unaccounted for. (Check national news for updates on these numbers.) 

Search and rescue work continues around the clock, but the likelihood of any more people being 

found alive in the rubble diminishes as time passes. No survivors have been found since the first 

day. Rescuers are hampered by the sheer volume of debris, and by the fact that the debris is 

shifting and some is still falling from the portion of the building that remains standing. 

Rescue crews from all over Florida have been helping. The U.S. Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA) has sent assistance, and crews from Israel and Mexico are also 

working at the site. But Col. Golan Vach, the commander of the Israeli National Rescue Unit 

that's assisting in the search, told CNN's Wolf Blitzer that people who were sleeping in their beds 

when the building fell in "are under four or five meters [13 to 16 feet] of concrete."   

Vach said that of all the places he has done similar work -- Turkey, Haiti, Albania and Mexico, 

for example -- this site is the most difficult because of the way the building pancaked on itself. 

As of Tuesday, crews had removed about 3 million pounds of concrete -- over 850 cubic feet -- 

but much more is still in place. 

The last link in the list below takes you to a surveillance video that captured the building's 

collapse, which came down in two sections. As seen on the video, the large north-central portion 

of the 40-year-old building fell first, isolating the northeast section, which dropped about nine 

seconds later. There were 136 units in the building and 55 were destroyed as the two sections 

pancaked.  

What is striking as you view the video is how quickly it all happened -- so quickly that most 

people in the first section likely never had a chance to even get out of bed. And the second 

section fell so soon afterward that those occupants had no chance either. It appears from the 

video that one or two lights came on in apartments in the second section, but those were quickly 

snuffed out as that portion collapsed. 



While a 2018 inspection of the building found some deficiencies and cracking, which were since 

scheduled for repair, it's unclear at present what caused the building to give way. It is known that 

one woman in the building was on the phone to her husband moments before the collapse, 

telling  him that a crater had appeared in the pool deck. That woman is now among the missing. 

A six-person team from the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), is 

conducting a preliminary investigation of the collapsed building's materials, history and 

applicable building codes at the time the structure was built, the ground surrounding the building 

and numerous other factors. The team includes scientists, structural engineers and a geotechnical 

engineer. 

As the search for more survivors and victims continues, so does the work to explain the cause of 

this disaster, in hope that knowing that may help head off similar catastrophes.  

More on this story can be found at these links: 

Death Toll Rises to 12 in Surfside Building Collapse as Search and Rescue Teams Hold Onto 

Hope of Finding People. CNN 

After the Collapse of Surfside's Champlain Tower: a Day of Dread, Helplessness, Heroism. 

Miami Herald  

Miami Condo Collapse: Woman Told Husband on Phone She Saw Pool Cave in Before Building 

Fell, Report Says. Fox News  

These Are the Challenges Rescuers at the Collapsed Building in Surfside Are Facing. CNN 

Video Shows South Florida Building Collapse. Fox 13 Tampa Bay  

Applying the News Story  

Although it is likely to be several months before we will have conclusive answers about the 

cause -- or causes -- of the building collapse, a structural engineer TWW consulted said that 

among the possible factors that will need to be investigated are these: 

• Poor maintenance leading to loss of capacity in lower floor columns.  
• Design mistake that led to a failure 40 years later.  

• Improper construction, whether unintentional or due to fraud.  
• Geotechnical issues, such as ground settlement or even a sinkhole.  

• Improper structure modification, such as removing a column to change the layout of a 

floor.  

• Intentional malicious act. 

While the answers are not yet available, we know that buildings need to be constructed on 

suitable sites and with good foundations. It's not a stretch to apply the same principles -- laying 

solid foundations on good sites -- to our lives. In one sense, the importance of this is so obvious 

that it can seem trite to even talk about it, and in another sense, spelling out what this means in 

one's life can be so nebulous as to spur an unwillingness to spend time on the topic. But good 

life-foundations is a topic the Bible takes seriously, and that's an important reason for us to 

discuss it in this installment of The Wired Word. 
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The Big Questions 

1. What sorts of qualities do you consider essential to make a good foundation for one's life?  

2. How are the qualities you named in #1 gained and assimilated in one's life? 

3. If you somehow missed getting a good foundation when you were young, what can you do 

about it now? 

4. For the individual, Christian faith can begin in any of several ways: an "ah-hah" moment, 

accepting its claims as one grows up in the church or by the gradual persuasion of what one 

studies, or by a determined pursuit of the truth, or by other routes. How do one's foundational 

values fit into all that? 

5. How do your foundational commitments help when having to make a decision where the right 

thing to do is not obvious? or where the way forward seems to call for making an exception 

regarding your foundational commitments? 

6. What can cause erosion in the good foundations of a Christian life? How do you maintain your 

life foundations? 

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope 

Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion: 

Matthew 7:24-27 

Everyone then 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! (The whole Sermon on the Mount -- Matthew 5-7 -- is the context 

for these verses.) 

Jesus told this parable at the end of his Sermon on the Mount. In the parable, neither man is 

chided for not starting with a good foundation. As far as we can ascertain from this short 

account, both men built equally well. They may even have used the same house plans and same 

sort of building materials. Neither one cut corners. 

But then bad weather hit. Rains fell, floods rose, winds blew and beat on the whole area. And 

only one of the two houses survived. The reason? The house that endured had been built on rock; 

the other had been constructed on sand. That builder had made a fundamental mistake in site 

selection.  

So with the parable, Jesus tells us that having a good foundation for our lives is not the whole 

story. We also need to build our lives on good sites as well. 



But what does that mean? Jesus actually tells us. This story of the two builders comes at the end 

of the Sermon on the Mount, in which Jesus talked at length about godly attitudes and behaviors. 

He began with the Beatitudes, which call for his followers to hunger and thirst for righteousness 

and ask them to be peacemakers. He went on to say that murder is evil, but so is the hate and 

unrestrained anger that leads to it. Adultery is wrong, but so is the lustful spirit. Loving our 

neighbors is good, but loving our enemies is even better. Coming to the altar is good, but only if 

you've first made peace with your brothers and sisters. Turning the other cheek, withholding 

criticism, doing good without seeking credit, living without greed -- all of these things are part of 

the way of life he called for. 

This parable then, is a fitting conclusion, for Jesus begins it by saying, "Everyone then who hears 

these words of mine and acts on them will be like a wise man who built his house on rock." In 

other words, those who take Jesus' teaching to heart and live their lives accordingly are building 

on solid ground. 

More than just a good foundation or upbringing, Jesus is getting at the things to which we 

commit ourselves. Where is it that we have planted our spiritual feet? Jesus says that those who 

first, listen to his words and second, act on them, are like the wise man who builds on rock. 

Questions: To what degree are listening and doing at the heart of Christianity? At this point in 

your life, is your need to learn more or to put into practice what you already know? or both? 

Deuteronomy 6:4-7 

Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD alone. You shall love the LORD your God with all 
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. Keep these words that I am 
commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about them when 
you are at home ... (For context, read 6:1-9.) 

Proverbs 22:6 

Train children in the right way, and when old, they will not stray. (No context needed.) 

These passages are both about providing the stuff of good foundations to our young people. The 

Deuteronomy verses are explicitly about giving children what they need for a good religious 

foundation, but the proverbs verse can be applied more broadly. 

It's characteristic of children not to take the long view. They want to do something now because 

of the immediate benefit. The fact that there may be unpleasant consequences down the road 

generally does not come into the picture. We expect that of children, and we try to help them 

grow in perspective. But it's also characteristic of many adults.  

Questions: Whose responsibility is it to help children learn life values? learn religious values? 

find faith? Why? In what ways is the willingness to take the long view a foundational value? 

Psalm 28:1 

To you, O LORD, I call; my rock, do not refuse to hear me, for if you are silent to me, I shall be 
like those who go down to the Pit. (For context, read 28:1-9.) 



Here, the psalmist calls God "my rock," which is a common image in the Old Testament for God 

(see, for example, Deuteronomy 32:4; Psalm 18:31; and Isaiah 17:10, but there are many more). 

As used in these verses, "rock" seems to denote the eternal strength and unchangeableness of 

God (i.e., "Rock of Ages"). At the same time, the Rock that is God is a place of shelter from the 

wind and in the rock's shadow, from the heat (see Isaiah 32:2). 

Yet it can also mean something like "a solid place on which to stand," indicating that trusting 

God means that the ground does not get yanked out from beneath one. As the psalmist says 

above, if God is silent, "I shall be like those who go down to the Pit [the place of the dead]," but 

his confidence is that God does hear him. 

Jesus declares that those who hear and practice his words are like a man who builds his house on 

the firm foundation of a rock (Matthew 7:24-27). Jesus renames his disciple Simon to be "Peter" 

(petros, a piece of rock) in acknowledgment of his confession that Jesus is "the Christ the Son of 

the living God," which he proclaims the "rock" (petra, mass of rock) upon which he will build 

his church (Matthew 16:16-19). 

Elsewhere in the New Testament, the apostle Paul applies the rock image to Jesus (1 Corinthians 

10:4). 

Questions: Read Jesus' remarks in Matthew 7:24-27 (above) about the house built on sand 

versus the house built on rock. How does the Old Testament "rock" image for God add to your 

understanding of his comments? When have you experienced God as a rock? 

Ephesians 2:20-22 (CEB) 
As God's household, you are built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets with Christ 
Jesus himself as the cornerstone. The whole building is joined together in him, and it grows up 
into a temple that is dedicated to the Lord. Christ is building you into a place where God lives 
through the Spirit. (For context, read 2:11-22.) 

In this passage, Paul is addressing people who grew up without the knowledge of God and Christ 

(see vv. 11-12) but who now through Christ have become part of "God's household." As such, 

Paul says, "you are built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets with Christ Jesus himself 

as the cornerstone." 

With those words, Paul seems to put to rest the notion that you can't gain a foundation later in 

life. In terms of the Christian faith, meeting Christ is enough to start one's life over -- which may 

be why we sometimes call it being "born again" -- and thus we are "young" enough to start 

foundation building at that point. Paul is saying that a certain amount of foundational material 

comes along with receiving Christ. 

Questions: When has your commitment to Christ caused  you to make a decision you would not 

have made otherwise, or agreed to do a task you would not have done otherwise? What was the 

outcome? How do you feel about that decision or task now? Assuming Christ is the chief 

cornerstone, what other building materials go into our lives of faithfulness? 



For Further Discussion 

1. The possible death toll from the building collapse is 163 (the 16 known dead plus the 147 still 

not accounted for). That's a high number, but less than the number lost in some plane crashes. 

Why do you think that this particular tragedy has garnered so much attention and empathy? 

2. Comment on this: There's an old story about a dying Scotsman who was alone with his 

daughter in their cottage when a ferocious storm hit. There was strong wind and heavy rain, and 

the daughter thought her father might be worried. Thinking to put him at ease, she offered to read 

the Bible to him. But he said it wasn't necessary. "I thatched my roof before the storm began," he 

told her.  

3. Respond to this, from TWW team member Mary Sells: "I live in Bay Harbor, adjacent to and 

within 1/2 mile of the collapse. I was awakened at 6 a.m. on Thursday to a text and phone call 

from our 'red alert' that comes whenever there is something people in the three communities of 

Bay Harbor, Bal Harbour and Surfside need to know. I have more or less been in shock ever 

since.   
              "I do not know anyone personally who lived in the building, yet friends of friends are 

among the dead and missing. The young boy pulled alive from the rubble is the baseball 

teammate of my landlord's son and, tragically, his mother was killed. Another knows the family 

from Puerto Rico who came to attend their grandfather's funeral and now six family members are 

lost. Another is a longtime friend of an elderly woman who is lost.  

              "To watch and listen and read news and consider the families and friends, what they are 

experiencing, is beyond words ... it seems to me the experience of these survivors, and maybe of 

those of us in the area, will be a shared grief." 

4. Here are a couple of additional articles that may be of interest regarding the building collapse: 

Miami Is Used to Disasters. The Surfside Collapse Felt Different. TIME  
A Devastated Jewish Community in Surfside, Florida, Begins Burying Its Dead. Religion News 

Service  

Responding to the News 

Pray for all those involved in the building collapse, whether they be victims, survivors, family 

members, emergency workers, administrators or investigators. 

This is a good time to listen to the hymn "On Christ the Solid Rock I Stand" or "How Firm a 

Foundation." 

Prayer 
We pray for your merciful presence with those keeping watch in hope their loved ones may yet 

be found alive. Strengthen the rescue workers, comfort those who have lost friends and family 

members. Be with all who do your work of mercy and care, in whatever form they are charged or 

able. In Jesus' name. Amen.                     Copyright 2021 Communication Resources 
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