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TEXT: Psalm 40:8 "I delight to do thy will, O my God; thy law is within my
heart."

Those who keep track of such things may have noticed that on most Sunday
mornings I choose the Unison Reading from the Old Testament and the Scripture
Reading from the New. But this morning I have reversed that order and for a very
specific reason. The Scripture Reading provides the text for the morning sermon,
and James' admonition, "Be doers of the word and not hearers only," might seem
to some as just one more burden laid upon the shoulders of the faithful. I would
much rather use as my text Psalm forty, verse eight, "I delight to do thy will, O
my God; thy law is within my heart." In fact, this morning I want to present those
first eight verses pf Psalm forty as a model for what the late Harry Emerson
Fosdick called, The Essential Elements of a Vital Christian Experience.

In these eight verses we find four such elements, so universal that all
Christians, from Quakers to Roman Catholics recognize their importance, and so
powerful that in spite of institutional failings, the Christian Church has survived
for nearly twenty centuries. They are: 1) a great need, 2) a loving answer, 3) a
profound gratitude, and 4) a grateful service.

First let us look at the need. No one ever has a really vital Christian
experience without a deep sense of need. Without that, religion remains but a thin
veneer, a more or less mechanical part of what we may see as "the decent life."
We may go through the motions and even become leaders in our church. But
without a deep sense of need, our religious life almost certainly remains cold and
impersonal.

For different people that need may come in different ways. There are those
for whom it appears in the form of a major life crisis. We all know the old, time-
worn saying: "There are no atheists in foxholes." But life has many foxholes, not
all of them military. At one time or another, most of us find ourselves facing
situations that are more than we alone can handle. It might be a critical illness,
our own or that of someone we love. It might be the loss of a job, with all the
financial and psychological problems that entails. It might be a death in the
family, or a moral failure, or a painful separation of some sort.

Whatever it is, sooner or later life presents most of us with situations and
circumstances beyond our own strength, and then, like Abraham Lincoln, we
find ourselves driven to our knees in prayer by the profound recognition that there
is simply no place else to go.








