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BEGINNING WITHIN 
by Lester J. Start 

Undated 

There is a story told by Hans Christian Andersen which is suggestive of the recent history of 
modern man. Long ago a nightingale sang so sweetly before the Emperor of China that she was 
kept at court and held in great honor. One day a gift arrived from another oriental prince, a 
marvelous mechanical bird whose songs were an almost perfect imitation of the living 
nightingale. At the first performance of this rival the real nightingale flew away. But no one 
really cared, for, as the music master said, “with a real nightingale we never knew what the song 
will be, but with this bird everything is known; we can even open him up and make the people 
understand exactly how the songs are made.” Finally, when everyone knew all about the 
mechanical songs, something happened; a spring cracked, and the music stopped - only a 
confused whir could be heard. And no one could mend the bird. Years passed and the emperor 
fell ill; the specter of death bent over him and he begged the bird to charm away the awful image, 
but the bird kept silent. Suddenly there came through the window the sound of the sweet song of 
the real nightingale. She sang of the quiet churchyard so beautifully that death longed to see his 
garden and floated away. The emperor recovered, but the bird would come to court no more. 

Somehow, the living bird has left us, and a specter hovers above and about us that no artificial 
music of our own making can charm away. Without it we wonder how we can sing the Lord’s 
songs in a strange land of machines and power. And so we look at the crisis of our times, 
observing the Decline of the West marking the end of an era, - leaving us with the Predicament 
of modern man. 

We vaguely sense the cause of our ills in our modern mechanism and naturalism, the paralyzing 
secularism which is our new word for hell. We lament with Van Doran that we no longer believe 
in angels. We see the failure of the easy optimism of the old liberalism; yet many sense also the 
inadequacy of the pessimism of neo-orthodoxy - in spite of the nostalgic comfort repeating those 
old phrases affords us, and the catharsis we bring about in our hearts by meditating on our sins. 
By some masochistic impulsion we take great pride in laying bare our pride; we feel better 
somehow, but still we do not recapture the lost song of the music of the soul. We cannot make it 
artificially for the song we need to charm away the specter hovering above us is the untamed 
song which wells up from the mysterious depths of the soul; it is the spontaneous response of the 
soul to its happiest environment, the spirit and rule of God, and it comes welling up from within. 

This is what I would suggest today: the lost song, the happy response of the soul to God, is to be 
found where it always has been found, when it is found at all - within man. We look in vain for 
the song in externals, and seeks to make it artificially in vain. This is not my own idea; I read it 
in the Gospel account. For Jesus tells us: (John 17:21) “Neither shall they say, Lo, here! or, 
There! for lo, the kingdom of God is within you.” The context indicates that Jesus is thinking 
here primarily of the belief in the final days, warning against immediate expectation of it, but the 
idea of the inner life with God implied here forms the dominant note in His teaching. It is the 
main theme running through the symphony of His life. The religion He lived and taught is 
preeminently an inner life of fellowship with God, a living experience in which the soul of man 
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measures itself against the image of the infinite. And we must recognize that from whatever 
theological or common sense point of view we take, at the point of intersection of the timeless 
with time, the mode is always personal. It must be if we are to experience it. The kingdom of 
God is within you. 

Let us think of this idea against a background of an incident from Jesus’ life, to see how it works 
out in practice. The story of the woman of Samaria at Jacob’s well is suggestive for in it we see a 
conversion in the making, the impact of Jesus’ personality at work within an individual. As the 
woman was drawing water from Jacob’s well, He said, “Whosoever drinketh of the water which 
I shall give him shall never thirst; but the water which I shall give him shall become in him a 
well springing up into everlasting life.” He told her that the water from the external well would 
not quench a man’s thirst for long, but that the living water of Christ shall become an unfailing 
fountain in man. Notice where He says this well is. It does not reside in some external source as 
Jacob’s well; rather it is found “in him”, as Jesus said, in you, in me, in all of us when we drink 
of the living water of Christ. To find the water our thirsting souls need, then, we must turn our 
eyes from the “Jacob’s wells” of external values, to the inner source of the water which satisfies, 
which is found within man. Here is the source for the lost song. 

When is it that we feel ourselves closest to God? When Jesus was suffering anguish before His 
crucifixion, He turned to God in prayer alone in the garden at Gethsemane for the strength and 
comfort He needed. And so we, in times of travail, go into our chambers and shut the door to 
seek the voice of God within in prayer. When we pray together in worship we close our eyes and 
shut our minds to the distractions about us and look within. The music in the worship service acts 
to clear our minds of cares and distractions, gently obliterating disturbing thoughts to give us a 
sense of inward rapport and intimacy with God. We find God, too, when we are absolutely alone. 
We tap the inner resources when in our solitude we are deprived of the insulation afforded by the 
thoughts and company of others, when, alone in the country, for example, with the wind and the 
sky for companions, we are forced to view our inner selves in all their nakedness, and can truly 
say of God “Whither shall I flee from Thy presence?” 

I once asked an old farmer of my acquaintance why it is that most country people believe so 
firmly in God. He said, “Well, I guess it’s because when you’re out in the fields alone all day, 
you can’t very well miss Him.” And so it is; it is much harder to find God when we are distracted 
by the activities about us, but when we look deeply into our hearts, we cannot very well miss 
Him. The kingdom of God is within you if you but look to find that there. 

In this age of collective action, collective responsibility and collective salvation, such an 
emphasis upon the individual seems out of place, yet it is the emphasis we need. We are mightily 
impressed today with the way a man’s fate is tied up inextricably with society, with the paradox 
of moral man in an immoral society. And so we tend to scorn individual actions which struggle 
against the inevitable as irresponsible or Utopian. And yet Jesus in another collectivistic age 
showed man the way to liberate the song of the soul, by teaching a new kingdom within and His 
followers found a new life and a new freedom. [Power of individual]. There is a tyranny in the 
crowd which is likely to strangle the individual’s inner relationship to God by drawing his 
attention to the externalities. Wilhelm Sollman, one of our convocation speakers, sounded a valid 
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note of warning when he said that our worship of world organization, of the symbol of the big 3, 
is likely to destroy individual responsibility. The crowd consciousness, with its emphasis upon 
worldly reputation, wealth, and power crowds out the individual, and the voice within is stilled. 
["The world is too much with us."] When the individual is merged into the social context to the 
extent he becomes submerged, then we no longer have a check on the crowd, and the crowd 
becomes a mob. And in the clamor the voice of God is not heard; for He speaks to the individual. 
Remember it was a mob that spat upon Jesus - no individual could have done it. (Aesop?) And it 
is the mob that spits upon the values from God, for these are found only within man. 

Thus it is that Jesus teaches the kingdom of God within, and tells the Samaritan woman that the 
living water becomes a wellspring of everlasting life within man. There is a further reason found 
in the story. Notice what the woman said to her people as she went back now a naive proselyte 
bringing the good news. She said “Come and see the man who told me all things that ever I did.” 
This is the result of the impact of Jesus’ personality upon her. He furnished the light to make her 
see herself as she was, to uncover not only the core of the eternal within, [(quote)], but also the 
festering sins within her breast. The individual wellspring within again is the point at which we 
gain a true picture of our nature and destiny; it is here where we measure ourselves against the 
yardstick of the eternal, under the eyes of Jesus follow the light we see reflected there, and 
partake of the living water which He gives us. From this inner source springs the lost song of the 
soul. Here is where salvation takes place. 

This inner core, illumined by Christ, is the telescope through which we see ourselves in all 
humanity in relation to God. This is the source for the fruits of the Spirit. It is significant that 
Dostoevski gives his profound insight that we are each responsible for all of the sins of 
humanity, in the words of an aged elder who spent his life in meditation. He writes: “There is 
only one means of salvation, to make yourself responsible for other men’s sins, that is the truth 
you know friends, for as soon as you make yourself responsible, for everything, for all men, you 
will see at once that it is really so, and that you are to blame for everyone and for all things.” It is 
equally suggestive to observe that those people most concerned with the inner life develop the 
strongest social consciousness. The kingdom within is the prerequisite for any external 
manifestations of it. 

The ancient Greeks had a theory that all learning was a process of remembering things that had 
long ago been forgotten. This is the basis for the old adage “Know thyself,” and for Socrates 
strange insistence that he could not teach, but acted only as a midwife to bring out the truth 
within man. This was easily proved - because we cannot know what we do not seek, and we 
cannot seek what we do not know. Thus man must look within and remember. Like 
Nebuchadnezzar, whose dreams from God had gone from him, man must be reminded of what 
he once knew. 

This is the method we must follow to find God, and to recapture the lost song. We must reveal 
ourselves; with the light of Christ find the wellspring of the eternal within, for here we find our 
true home. And most important we must learn to trust the voice within, have faith in it, and to not 
be distracted by the clamor outside. 
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Justice Holmes was by no means a great hero of faith and yet his writings illustrate what I have 
been trying to say. He decided after a long career that about the only thing he could affirm about 
life was that it is conflict. He once defined truth as the majority vote of the nation that could lick 
all others. And yet in a letter to William James he said that truth was something from within 
which he couldn’t help believing. This was the basis of his faith, an inner compulsion to believe, 
a compulsion he couldn’t wholeheartedly accept. Yet on the basis of it he could believe that man, 
like the worm which weaves a chamber for the winged insect he has never seen but is to be, may 
have cosmic destinies he cannot understand. And so beyond the vision of battling races and an 
impoverished earth he caught a dreaming glimpse of peace. 

He pictures this dream for us. He writes: “The other evening I was walking homeward on 
Pennsylvania Avenue and as I looked beyond Sherman’s statue to the west, the sky was a flame 
with scarlet and crimson from the setting sun. But, like the note of downfall in the Wagner’s 
opera , below the skyline there came from little globes the pallid discord of the electric lights. 
And I thought to myself the Gotterdammerung will end, and from those globes clustered like evil 
eggs will come the new masters of the sky. It is like the time in which we live. But then I 
remembered the faith that I partly have expressed, faith in a universe not measured by our fears, 
a universe that has thought and more than thought inside of it, and as I gazed, after the sunset and 
above the electric lights there shone the stars.” 

This is the lost song of the soul - this faith which surges up spontaneously from within man, the 
voice within which we must learn to cultivate and trust in spite of the clamor outside. We cannot 
make this song artificially outside here or there, for the kingdom where it is at home, is within 
you. Let us look within to seek it out - I am afraid there is no substitute for piety. 

The nightingale did return to the dying emperor. She charmed away the specter of death, but she 
would not come to court any more for as she said, “I love your heart more than your crown.” 

 


