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                      Pastor Mark Nieting

(Please open your Bible to Psalm 40, which is today’s Old Testament lesson and the text for the message this morning.)

Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father, and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, on this, the 2nd Sunday after the Epiphany.

I’m going to admit it right here in front of all God and all of you…..for two evenings this week I (actually “we”) have watched American Idol. Yup….instead of being upstairs working on my railroad or reading great works of theology, I have sat in front of the television as hundreds of people sang their first audition with hopes of hitting it “big” as the next American Idol. And of course, what’s so great about these first few episodes is that most of them are just plain TERRIBLE! They grind, croak, scream or warble out a few bars of their rendition of some popular song and then seem genuinely horrified and insulted when the judges either start laughing or say with complete honesty, “My friend, you cannot sing.” Some, I suppose, do it as a joke, just to end up on TV, but some? 
Later on, when the croakers are weeded out, the show becomes different, but in the first week or so it’s a living testimony to the words of Garrison Keillor, who said, “God has given the gift of music to many, but not to as many as think so.”  The person sitting next to you might well agree…..that not every one of us has the gift of singing. Not every one of us LIKES singing. Every pastor can tell you that. We sit up front, looking out at the congregation and it’s easy for us to tell who sings and who doesn’t. And that’s okay. Some of us are just not naturally inclined towards making music in the literal sense……but I suppose it would be safe to say that all of us like music of some sort or another.
For me…and maybe for you…the type of music I am listening to, literally the “Soundtrack of my Life” depends on the kind of day I am having. Sometimes it’s a “Song Sung Blue” kind of day….. anybody have them?  Or even a “Nobody Likes Me, Everybody Hates Me, I’m Going Out and Eat Worms” day? (I had one of these this week!) At other times it’s “JOY to the World” day or an “Alleluia Chorus” day…… been there lately??? Sometimes we’re singing “Rat Race” (Bob Marley) or even “Gimme, Gimme, Gimme” (an ABBA song). 

And at night, when we’re trying to sleep, our soundtrack might well include a nocturne or a lullaby…… How many of us have gone to sleep with mom or dad or grandma singing, ‘Jesus tender shepherd hear me, bless Thy little lamb tonight. Through the darkness, be Thou near me, keep me safe til morning light?” 
These, and so many more, are the songs of our lives.
Just a few moments ago we listened to the first 11 verses of Psalm 40. Like so many of the psalms in our Bible, this one is labeled a “Psalm of David.”  The Book of Psalms was put together several hundred years before Christ was born, assembled from collections of songs that were used by the Hebrews in worship, dating back to the time of David. For our “predecessors in faith,” the Psalms became literally their sound-track for living out their faith. The Psalms were the songs they used in worship at the temple and in the synagogues. They were the songs they whistled around the well and the songs they hummed at work. And while they couldn’t plug them into their ears like the i-pods and CD players we have today, they memorized them just like the songs we memorize today.
Did you LISTEN to the words of David in Psalm 40? Something terrible has been going on in David’s life. It may have been when Saul was trying to kill him, or when Absalom was at war with him or when Nathan the Prophet challenged him over his adulterous relationship with Bathsheba…..David’s “soundtrack” was probably close to “Nobody knows the troubles I’ve seen, nobody knows my sorrow.”  David doesn’t describe for us which circumstance brought him to be “in the slimy pit (literally the “pit of tumult”), the mud and the mire,” but since “pit” is often a reference for “grave,” it’s quite obvious that something or someone has brought David to the point of being close to death… either literally or figuratively. 
Anybody been there….been “in the pit?” Most of us can say we have…..some of us might say we’re there right now!  Time “in the slimy pit” can come in lots of different ways.  Someone close to us dies and the grief is overwhelming. Or we’ve had our heart set on something and realize for the first time that that particular dream is dead. The “C” word….cancer….  is used by our doctor not to describe someone else, but to describe us. It can come when the boss gives out the pink slip or we fail the one exam we really needed to pass or the finances fall apart and we’re sliding into bankruptcy. I’ve been “in the slimy pit” many times and I am sure it will happen at least one more time. The same goes for us all. It’s a tough place, even a horrible place to be. Some of us have been there so drastically….. and for so long that we think there is NO way out, ever. 
What some forget, and what it’s hard to see once we’re down “in it” is this: there is no pit so deep God cannot deal with is and bring us out of it.  David knew this, and turned his face to God…..    Not that it was easy. Notice his use of the word “patiently.” When we’re in the pit, patience is a tough attribute to come by. 

I just came from spending a few days with my granddaughters.  Karina is 1 and Kaylee is 3. When Karina wants your attention she cries. But when Kaylee wants it, she reaches out, grabs your face, and MAKES you look at her. We all do that when we want attention…..in fact, I’m trying to do it with you right now!
What David tells us is that God DOES pay attention to us, EVEN, and maybe ESPECIALLY when we’re “in the slimy pit” of some part of our lives.  
In verse 1 of our Psalm the NIV English isn’t a particularly good translation. It sounds stilted, but literally David wrote: “God INCLINED to me and heard my cry.” God “tilted His head” toward David and listened to what he had to say. Sounds personal, and caring, doesn’t it? That’s how GOD IS! 

When David was in need…..and when David cried out to God…..and in His time, God acted graciously toward David, and David give us the results:
· He lifted me out of the slimy pit, the mud and the mire.

· He set my feet on a ROCK…..a good place to be after the pit,

· He gave me a firm place to stand…..a redundancy for emphasis,

· He put a new song in my mouth, a hymn of praise!

And all this, David says, God did for him so that others too, even 3000 years later, will put their trust in God as well.
No matter where we are in life….no matter what’s going on, whether it’s good or bad, hard or easy, young or old, whatever the situation in which we find ourselves at the moment,  to all of us who know Christ, to all of us who have been baptized in the faith, God has given the gift of a NEW SONG! We have a SOUNDTRACK for living. Even from down “in the pit,” we are able to look at life differently because the song in our hearts is no longer a dirge, but is a song of praise to God for His love, mercy and forgiveness.

Almost 10 years ago now I was in a deep, slimy, muddy, horrible pit. It was, as most of you know, the pit of divorce, from which I never thought I would recover. But God “inclined Himself” as David put it, to me…..in His own way and in His own time, according to HIS plans, which are always greater, better, and more amazing than anything I can come up with. Yes… God still had me go through the divorce, but God DID everything for me that He did for David. He set my feet on a firm foundation. He was with me as my ROCK. He was…and still IS….my Redeemer, and He re-taught me a song of praise once again, and that song of praise is a wonderful part of the “sound-track” of my life. 
If we think about how soundtracks function in a movie, we realize that as we get drawn into the plot and into the drama and into the characters, most of the time the music kind of fades into the background. We don’t really pay all that much attention to it. But it’s always there. It contributes to the emotional “punch” of the movie, just as the New Song God has placed into our lives contributes to the strength and joy that He brings to us every single day…….and when we really need it….when we really need HIM….. like the trumpets proclaiming His resurrection on Easter Sunday, Christ is there with us, and for us.

The SOUNDTRACK for LIVING THE CHRISTIAN LIFE isn’t always “up-beat.” Christmas was, that’s for sure, and that’s part of why we love it so much. Now, moving through Epiphany,  Lent is just around the corner and we know what that entailed for Jesus…and His cross reflects the crosses each of us bear in our own lives. But after that come the TRUMPETS of EASTER SUNDAY and the joys that follow. 

The SOUNDTRACK for LIVING the Christian faith reflects the ups and downs, the hills and valleys, and even the Pits and Mountaintops of our lives. But it’s also a soundtrack for ALL our days, including that LAST DAY, when we hear, as the apostle John did in Revelation 15, the great crowd around the Throne of the Lamb  singing His praises forever, and ever. Amen.
That IS the SOUNDTRACK for our LIVES, forever. And to that, the people of God say AMEN!

