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A TRUST TO HOLD 
by Lester J. Start 

Undated 

Text: I Timothy 6:20a. “0 Timothy, keep that which is committed to thy trust.” 

Since this is Father’s Day, it is fitting that I address my remarks this morning to the fathers in the 
congregation. It is always puzzling to know what sort of remarks Father’s Day should require–it 
is an anomalous kind of holiday anyway, fitted in so far as I can determine in recognition of the 
fact that it’s poppa who pays the bills, and, incidentally, to provide shopkeepers with another 
excuse for selling gifts. In the hope that on Father’s Day there might be a larger representation of 
the fathers in church, I have prepared to address them chiefly, not to praise them, nor to eulogize 
fatherhood, but to talk about a dangerous attitude which is prevalent everywhere, even in Old 
Forge. This is the attitude that the church is a wonderful and important institution-we wouldn’t 
be without it- but it should be attended only by women and children. It is the attitude that the 
church deserves all the support that it can get, that we should all contribute our money for it, but 
only women and children need attend it. It is sort of foolish to talk from the pulpit about going to 
church, because those who hear you are usually not the ones who need to be told, but in the hope 
that the message may pass on indirectly, it seems good to think together about this problem and 
see why the church needs active support in attendance from everyone who considers himself a 
Christian. My text for this morning is that appeal read in the scripture lesson, an appeal we 
should take to heart in threatening times: “0 Timothy, keep that which is committed to thy trust.” 
It is an appeal to take seriously and to regard and protect that heritage which we have enjoyed 
through the sacrifices of our forefathers, to preserve it, lest we rob our children of its full 
possession. 

That many of us do not take their religion seriously is too apparent to require comment. The 
important question is, why don’t they? One possible and perhaps very probable answer might be 
that the churches do not provide the type of religious leadership that is needed. The church is 
often attacked because it does not keep up with the times, because it does not meet the needs of 
the people, because it is too otherworldly. But if the church is at fault, it does not help the 
situation to desert it; and, more important, it in no way relieves one of the obligation to keep the 
heritage of his faith. It is the people who make the church; it is the people who remake it when it 
needs it, as in the time of the reformation. If the church is at fault, that is all the more reason for 
attending and exercising one’s efforts to improve it. By staying away nothing is gained. Another 
very popular excuse that many use is that there are plenty of good people who don’t go to church 
and plenty of people who attend regularly on Sundays and regularly forget all they heard during 
the rest of the week. The implication seems to be that you are in better company if you don’t 
attend, that you have attained to such a spirit of enlightenment that you are superior to the pious 
churchgoers and no longer feel the need for going to church. This is a very popular attitude and 
one which I can understand, because I had it myself. That was when I was in high school, 
however, and I outgrew it. I had a very nice private religion which I didn’t want to spoil by going 
to church where one found so many who did not practice their religions. And then I thought, if 
those who are sincere in their religion do not attend church, if the good people refuse to soil their 
skirts by associating with the few insincere in the churches, what is to become of the churches? 
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Is it fair to condemn it because of the few who don’t live up to what it stands for? These private 
religions are not the great things they are supposed to be anyway. They are almost always myths 
and frauds. “I can find God out in the open air” we often hear someone say. “I don’t believe you 
have to go to church to find him”. This not only sounds like a good excuse to the person who 
uses it; it somehow makes him feel virtuous in a superior way as if he had a secret pathway to 
God all his own. But this sort of religion is nothing more than a vague aesthetic feeling which 
has no meaning. If you ask such a person to describe his religion, he is stumped. He is like the 
little boy in a classroom who knows the answer to the question asked but somehow can’t express 
it. I had a teacher once who would say in such a case, “Send it by freight then.” The fact is, if 
you can’t express it you haven’t a clear idea to express; for if you have a clear idea you can make 
it clear to others. When you can’t describe it, it isn’t clear to yourself, as any school teacher will 
tell you. I am not suggesting that you can express clearly every aspect of a genuine religion–it 
goes beyond our limited thought powers and capacities for feeling. There are some, however, 
who think that it is possible to put down in the form of propositions what religion is, who can tell 
you in a few minutes just exactly what God means, but I can’t do it. I am suggesting, though, that 
one’s religion needs constant attention and thought and prayer; that going to church is the way in 
which one can formulate his beliefs and build his religion; that religion does not grow in a person 
of its own accord. And even if we were to assume that one could gain in a private religion a state 
of revelation superior to what the church has to offer, it might be well to remember that Jesus 
came down from the mount of Transfiguration to the people. 

The reason why the church is needed is expressed very succinctly in the words of Hegel, one of 
the world’s great philosophers. He said the “Spirit must give itself existence”. The ideals of 
religion need the agency of the church to give them reality, to be the vessel in which they may be 
caught and formulated and communicated. No ideal can live in a vacuum; it needs a particular 
real object to give it meaning. The color red can exist in our minds but it needs an object to give 
it real existence. Religious instincts can exist in an incipient form in the minds of men, and they 
do so exist for man is incurably religious, but it needs the agency of the church to give form and 
reality to these instincts, to formulate them into beliefs and point the way to their use in the 
practical activities of man. Without the church to point up these religious feelings and give them 
direction, they spread out and disappear like water poured on the sand. They fan out into little 
private religions which die a natural death with no institution around which to build. 

We can not minimize the importance of the church and its influence in the community. When we 
point to the good people who don’t go to church and imply that the church is not necessary, we 
forget that these people probably had a thorough training in the Christian tradition in their 
younger years which has left a residue. Then, too, the influence of a church is indirectly felt by 
those who don’t attend because of the general moral level of the community. If you would 
examine a fair test you would examine some of those communities where there are no churches 
and examine the manner of life, and then ask yourself whether you would like to live where there 
are no churches. Then perhaps you will heed that appeal, “O Timothy, keep that which is 
committed to thy trust” as you see how valuable this heritage is. 

Religion must be taken seriously for it is a potent power in life. If some of us do not realize it, 
men with position and influence do, and recognize it as a power they must always consider. One 



3 

 

of the first concerns of Hitler when he came into power was to gain control of the church and 
rule its voice, but with all his efforts at establishing a Volksreligion, a religion based upon 
German nationalistic feelings, he has been unable to throttle the voice of truth and freedom and 
justice of the church. The church is the only institution which did not bow down to the tyranny; 
throughout the conquered countries it raises its voice in protest against oppression, defending 
valiantly what it holds as right. It is a small voice but a courageous and powerful one. We must 
realize that it would have been stronger, strong enough to drown out the raucous voice of a 
dictator, if more Christians had taken seriously the obligations of their religion “to keep that 
which had been intrusted to them”. 

The power of our religion lies in the fact that the basic principles taught by our Lord, equality, 
brotherhood, concern for one’s neighbor, redemption through faith, are the basic principles upon 
which our Western world has been able to build such a great civilization. Do you think it an 
accident that the great scientific advances of the world stem from the period of the Reformation 
when Martin Luther broke with the Roman church and began Protestantism with its emphasis 
upon freedom? Is it mere chance that Democracy was born in a Protestant America? Is it just 
luck that our public schools with their Protestant spirit of freedom of inquiry are the best in the 
world? Notice what happens in the countries that lack this spirit, where there is no spirit of 
enlightenment but superstition and ignorance and decay. A good case in point is that of India, a 
land of contrasts, in which live the richest men in the world and where street cleaning crews in 
the large cities nightly clear the streets of those who have died of starvation and disease during 
the day. I recently enjoyed a violent argument with a lawyer friend of mine about what should be 
done with India. He is of the opinion that all India needs is industrialization, that if a country like 
Russia would go down there and build industries, give the people work and a chance to eat, the 
diseased conditions could be cured. I disagreed because he did not consider the need for 
changing the religion of India first, a religion which teaches that the world is essentially evil and 
practices flight from reality, a religion full of superstitions and fear so far as the common people 
are concerned. You see, this fellow doesn’t think religion very important. Nonsense, he said, 
give a person a chance to eat and he will follow any direction you lead him in. But he did not 
know that the people of India will starve rather than eat one of their sacred cows which run about 
impoverishing the crowded impoverished land even more, the sacred cow which is of no use to 
anyone. The people have even forgotten why the cow is sacred, but they will die rather than eat 
this sacred beef on the hoof. 

The religion of a people is important, for whether we realize it or not, it is the basis of the 
philosophy of life by which they live. We can not ignore the influence or minimize it–good or 
bad it will make up the very fiber of the society. That is why we must heed that appeal to 
Timothy, “keep that which is committed to thy trust” for our religion is a heritage upon which 
our very lives depend. 

That is why, too, our missionary endeavors are of such importance, and why the growing interest 
toward a world faith is so essential. In a common religion is our hope for a world unity, a 
common religion in the sense of a common ideology. We cannot understand each other directly 
ever. We can do so only with respect to a third object outside ourselves. Just as primitive man 
could make himself understood by his neighbor only by pointing to a third object which they 
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both could see and understand, so the peoples of the world today can understand each other only 
by pointing to a common ideal or faith, such as a common belief in God, which they can all 
understand. Our surest defense against a world state is to develop a world morale. 

There is another reason why we should all support our religion actively. That which we have 
inherited we must strive and labor to possess. This sounds paradoxical but it is true. We must 
work to possess that which has been handed down to us. There are few things we inherit which 
require no effort on our part to possess. Even material inheritances, legacies of money, require 
some effort on our part to keep. But how much more true with respect to our spiritual 
inheritance! This must be earned by each person by his own efforts; he cannot keep it unless he 
values it and works to make it his. Let us take, as an example, the inheritance of some ability or 
virtue from our parents. Suppose a person inherits a feeling and an ability for music. He has a 
heritage which is real, but unless he works to develop this ability, unless he values it and makes 
it a part of himself, he will lose his inheritance. Jesus taught us this fact in the parable of the 
talents we were discussing last week. Neglect not the talent within you else it will be taken from 
you. If we fail to possess our spiritual heritage, if we do not make our religion a part of us and 
strive to make it ours, we will have lost it, and what is worse, have nothing to pass on to our 
children. I think it is a good question to ask ourselves: Can we hand down to our children the 
same rich religious heritage we learned from our parents? If we cannot do as well or improve on 
what we have inherited, we will not be living up to our obligation to “keep that which is 
committed to our trust”. 

It is unfortunate that we are not so likely to value highly that which comes to us easily. That is 
why we neglect the task of striving to possess our heritage. We see that this rule works with 
respect to our other inheritances too. We are beginning to realize today by necessity that we must 
work to possess the heritage of our democracy. Perhaps we must work so hard now because the 
preceding generations were not so zealous in striving to possess it, and so let the seeds of discord 
grow up unnoticed until they threatened the very life of our democracy. History is full of 
examples of what happens when people do not value their heritage, when it comes so easily that 
they forget they must work to keep it. It is interesting to note how strong the early Quakers were 
in Pennsylvania when Penn first founded it when they all realized they had to work and struggle 
to preserve that they believed, and then note how they weakened when persecution no longer 
threatened them, when they proved honesty is the best policy by becoming prosperous, and 
became more interested in outer riches than the inner light, thinking they already had their 
inheritance of religion. The old motto “easy come, easy go” is true in more ways than one. If we 
do not value our religious heritage because it comes to us so easily, it may go just as easily. We 
must work to possess that which we have inherited; we must keep that which has been 
committed to our trust. 

In conclusion I should like to mention briefly the practical personal reason why we all should 
support the church actively by attendance. It is because there come times of crises in life when 
one feels a terrible need of the help of God, and if we have neglected Him at those times when 
the sun was shining and the sea smooth, we find it hard to find Him when the storm breaks lose 
and threatens to engulf us.* Our young men are finding their need of God today on the battle 
fronts of the world. It is encouraging I suppose to see that they do, to hear that the most hardened 
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sinner prays when he sees the specter of horror and death before him. But this is to be expected 
and is not surprising. What might better give us cause to stop and think is the fact that so many 
of these young men do not have the full inheritance of the faith of their fathers, the knowledge 
that God is indeed their refuge and strength. And so they pray for some power to stop the horror, 
but many have not learned to pray to the God of Jesus; they pray in desperation but without the 
calm conviction that God knows and hears their voices. That is why we must help them and pray 
for them; if we never prayed before we must learn now. That is why we must work for our 
religion and our God, labor to possess that heritage which has been our strength in ages past and 
is our hope for today. O Timothy, keep that which is committed to thy trust! 

* Confucius long ago warned: he who offends God has no one to whom to pray. 

 


