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NEW YEAR’S 
by Lester J. Start 

Undated 

“There is nothing, literally nothing, no cause, no hope, no virtue, no threat of catastrophe even, 
that really troubles people’s hearts in our time. Nothing captivates them, neither heaven nor hell. 
Nothing is capable of shaking them, of setting them on fire. If anyone wants to go to battle for 
this or that cause or question or problem, the men of our time immediately draw the conclusion 
that he does it in order to profit by it, or to create a sensation, or to satisfy some secret ambition, 
or to draw attention to himself.” This is what Pierre van Paussen has to say for the temper and 
mood of the modern mind in his latest book, The Forgotten Ally. And he seems to have hit upon 
a pretty accurate description of the people of our time. Most of us are so taken up with selfish 
material benefits, that the man who looks with vision and hope to the future or the man who 
works for some ideal is looked upon with suspicion or condemned as a visionary fool. And the 
man who believes in ruling his life according to the principles of Jesus is considered to be naive, 
unaware that the world is not built for such a way of life. The man who lives according to love, 
mercy, tolerance, and gentle understanding is hard to find in a world that lives by cold 
materialism and self interest. A Chinese philosopher once said “The amazing thing about 
Western civilization is that it bears the name of Christian and acts as if mercy, love, justice, and 
brotherliness were the cardinal evils to be avoided. Why do you not do one thing or the other: 
drop the Christian name and stop insulting the name of Christ by frankly pursuing a materialist 
objective or follow Christ and take the consequences”. 

Jesus in his sermon on the Mount describes the choice open to us even more tersely when he says 
ye cannot serve God and mammon. We must choose one or the other. And if we are to follow 
Christ, there is no doubt of what we should seek in life. ” Seek ye first the Kingdom of God and 
His righteousness, and all these things shall be added unto you.” This is Jesus’ commandment to 
us, a commandment to put the first things first in our thought and endeavor. It is really a call to 
obey the first commandment of all, to put God above all things and to worship Him in love 
instead of putting up a set of materialistic idols and worshiping wealth, power, and show first. It 
is time for us individually to decide what we are seeking in life, and take the consequences of our 
decision. We should do more than look over our Christian ideals on Sunday morning, dust them 
off, and then put them back for another week. It is time that we live what we believe, worship no 
other gods, but seek His kingdom and His righteousness. 

And where do we find the Kingdom of God? The Kingdom of God is within you when you listen 
to the voice of God in your heart and follow it in your life. It is expressed by a faith in God and 
one’s fellow man and a vision of better things to come. It is characterized by a feeling of love, 
mercy, tenderness, coupled with a wisdom of the true values of life. It is the spirit of love and 
sacrifice that Jesus expressed in His life, a shining example that has been the pattern for every 
man with vision and faith. It is the spirit that made Augustine forsake his riches, give all he 
owned to the poor, and devote his energies to helping his fellow man. It is the spirit that made 
Lincoln, as a young man visiting the new Orleans slave market, make that solemn and fervent 
promise to kill the curse of slavery if ever he got the chance. It is the spirit of a man like 
Kagawa, the great Japanese Christian, who lives and works in the foulest kind of slums, sharing 
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his material possessions and the spirit of a great soul with the people who need them the most. It 
is the spirit of a man like Schweitzer, who has rejected the honor and advantages of several 
university professorships, because he feels it is more important to be a medical missionary to 
African natives. It is the spirit behind the work of Seagrade, the Burma surgeon, whose name has 
been so prominent in the news recently because of his invaluable medical work for the armed 
forces in that theater of war. His great work is not so much, however, in bringing the benefits of 
modern medicine to the peoples of Burma, but in uniting in his highly efficient nurses native 
girls of various warring tribes, all united in the common endeavor of helping their fellow man, 
united under the leadership and inspiration of the figure of Christ. 

This is the spirit that springs from the Kingdom of God within. By their fruits ye shall know 
them, says Jesus, and those who seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, are those 
who have the vision and faith and love to do the great deeds in life which are the great proof of 
the power of the Spirit. There is no mistaking those individuals who are seeking God’s kingdom 
and His righteousness first, those people who have dedicated their lives to helping others and 
combating that the injustices that militate against the righteousness of God, for these 
unfortunately stand out in a world which considers selfish material interests to such an extent 
that those who do try to live according to God’s kingdom must be looked upon as exceptions. 

When a young man or young woman sets out in life with the ideal of doing some good in the 
world, with the purpose of helping the lot of his fellow man, some older and wiser head is sure to 
advise that ideals are all very fine and good, but one can’t live on ideals, that the successful life 
is measured by one’s financial position. This is a life of catch as catch can, we say. If you don’t 
look out for yourself, no one else will. And so the young idealist gradually loses his burning zeal 
to do something noble in the world, realizes that his school day dreams don’t quite fit in a 
competitive society, decides that maybe charity begins at home after all, and sets about to 
provide for his own security as the rest do by surrounding himself with material possessions. 
Thomas Wolfe in one of his novels discusses this situation, and it is a situation that almost 
everyone experiences at some time in his youth, although the general spirit of sophistication 
prevents him from admitting that he believes in something. Wolfe describes how the young 
idealist flounders about like an adolescent Don Quixote battling imaginary windmills. Finally, 
however, he realizes that the windmills keep turning nevertheless, that his efforts to remake the 
world even in a small degree are fruitless; he begins to see how ridiculous he appears, and then 
he forgets all about his dreams, settles down to some practical job and joins the routine of the 
rest of his fellows leading their lives of quiet desperation. The older and wiser heads look on and 
nod approvingly and say, “He has found himself at last.” But it would be more true to say that he 
has lost himself, submerged his hopes and dreams and ideals in the sea of forgetfulness that a 
busy society full of its myriad self interests can provide. His dreams can be considered foolish 
notions that he will outgrow, when he finds himself, only when we judge by the material 
standards of the world, but they are the most valuable and real things about him, when we judge 
from the true standard of value. It is a tragedy in the process of growing up, that the ideals and 
faith of the child experience a progressing deterioration and destruction, as the child understands 
more and more the conflicting selfish, material interests by which the world is ruled. And so he 
finds himself by losing himself in the general mood, absorbed in transitory material interests 
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devoid of the vision of spirit. Goldsmith, in his Deserted Village expresses a wish that fits this 
situation when he invokes a gentler spirit to: 

“Aid slighted truth with its persuasive strain 

Teach erring man to spurn the rage of gain, 

Teach him, that states of native strength possesst, 

Though very poor, may still be very blest; 

That trades proud empire hastes to swift decay, 

As ocean sweeps the laboured male away. 

While self dependent power can time defy, 

As rooks resist the billows and the sky.” 

Growth has come to be synonymous with disillusionment as the youth finds he must come down 
to earth and accept what we are pleased to call reality. And the idealism gradually deteriorates 
into the sophistication and cynicism of our time, which van Paussan refers to. This 
sophistication, which is essentially a degenerated idealism, is the inevitable result of an 
eviscerated, weakened faith. As a group we have let our religious faith die by refusing to live it 
in our everyday lives. We have restricted religion to a portion of our Sunday schedule, something 
to fit in between the Sunday paper and dinner - because we, with our weakened faith, say that 
everyone who is at all realistic understands that the world just doesn’t work according to the 
ideals Jesus sets before us. We have substituted material interests for religious living and since 
one can’t care for material interests and follow religion too closely, we say that the teachings of 
religion represent an unapproachable ideal anyway, and we refuse to believe that men can act 
with altruistic, idealistic intent. Like the philosopher who makes the whole world sick so he can 
appear well, we examine very carefully any altruistic enterprise to see how the instigator benefits 
materially and thereby prove his idealism a lie. Hence our sophistication comes because we no 
longer believe man can be inspired and implemented by a religious ideal; we have turned to the 
material values as we lose faith in the spiritual, and we expect everyone to follow the same scale 
of values. 

As a matter of fact there are some who just can’t understand how anyone would want to do 
something just for the sake of helping another. Once a young man at a summer work camp 
decided to use some spare time by lending a helping hand in the next town. He spent most of a 
Saturday morning going along the main street, trying to find someone who would appreciate 
some work done. But when he would explain to someone what he wanted to do, he always met 
the question, “what’s in it for you, what are you getting out of it?” It took so long to try to 
explain to a suspicious listener that he just wanted to help someone, that he gave up in despair 
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and went back to camp. He couldn’t convince anyone that he was merely trying to live his 
religion, 

This is the spirit of cynicism and sophistication that has permeated the world, a degenerating 
spirit which comes when people lose their faith in God and their fellow man. And in order to 
compensate, for man must put his faith in something, we have turned to a worship of material 
gods. The trouble with these gods, however, is that they are not unlimited, as is God’s Spirit, 
with the result that there is not enough to go around - and so the world fights over the pieces, 
and, worse still, develops tight nationalistic religious and social theories that destroy the unifying 
kingdom of God. And even in the common struggle, there is room for pressure groups and 
special interests to seek their own material advantage by strikes and profiteering, instead of 
cooperating in a common effort to build a world in which the kingdom of God may rule. We still 
seek our own material self interests first. 

But if we but put God first in our thoughts, seek his kingdom first, we will have our own reward, 
for, as Jesus says, then “all these things shall be added to you”. This does not mean that the true 
worshiper of God will acquire great material possessions; what it does mean is that the 
satisfactions we usually associate with material things will come about when we put God first. 
When we follow material gods, and give our attention to material things, it is not with the idea 
that these have value in themselves; rather it is because we feel that through these we may 
acquire happiness, security, freedom, - values which are totally different from the specific 
material objects sought. We all realize that things in themselves have no intrinsic worth - and yet 
for the most part, we remain a thing-minded people, looking for satisfaction in things rather than 
in the spiritual values which come from God. A life which follows after material gods is like a 
house without a tenant - no matter how magnificent the building is, it is useless, with no purpose, 
and essentially dead. But a life that seeks first of all to follow the values which Jesus taught, a 
life that follows God’s principle of love, is like a house turned into a home, a house 
harmoniously inhabited with a loving family, which can make the humblest dwelling, infinitely 
preferable to the empty house. 

The happiest people are often those who have little material benefits, but ample faith that God 
knows their needs and will care for them. And the unhappy are often those who have their fill of 
wealth and still find their lives impoverished because they cannot find in things the values of the 
Spirit. The values that really satisfy are those that come from a devotion to the ideals of the 
kingdom of God. The happy man is he who lets his life be ruled by the principles of love, 
righteousness, mercy, and justice. The man with a vision of God in his mind’s eye develops that 
serenity of mind called happiness, which is essentially a freedom from fear, anxiety, for he 
knows that God is and He is good. 

We are now celebrating the end of the old and the beginning of the new year. This is a time when 
we like to pause and take stock, to look back to the experience of the past and learn from our 
mistakes, and to look forward with hope into the future. This is the time, too, when we like to 
make resolutions, to make a decision to avoid a particular evil or pursue a particular good in the 
coming year, to decide to stand for what we know is right. This is the time to decide to seek the 
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first things first, to put God’s kingdom and His righteousness uppermost in our minds, to dare to 
follow the light of Christ in a world dark with cynicism and despair. 

There is an old Chinese proverb, which reads: it is better to light a candle than to curse the 
darkness. Let us in this New Year’s season resolve to light our lives by seeking the light of God 
in our hearts and living His kingdom. It is easy to curse the darkness and materialism and despair 
of our age, but how much better it is to dispel the darkness by bringing the light of God to our 
lives. It is better to light a candle than curse the darkness. Let us let the light of our faith shine 
forth in the world, - and by putting God first in our lives help to realize our common prayer for 
the future - Thy kingdom come. 

 


