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What’s New?  Everything, and nothing at all 

  “What’s new?” someone asked me the other day.  It’s a trite question, one we hear too often, it 

seems, yet feel obliged to answer.  Surely the question isn’t new, nor are most responses to it.  What 

answer could I give that would actually be new?  Then it hit me: “Nothing . . . and everything!” 

 The questioner’s face contorted.  “What do you mean by that?” 

 I couldn’t immediately say, for my extemporaneous answer had been a subconscious 

summation of several ideas, which I had yet to compose into a comprehensible utterance.  “Just a little 

philosophy leaking out!” I fumbled lamely. 

 It had been an intuitive flash, the initial “Ah” in an “Ah-Hha!” moment, which can last anywhere 

from a split second to a lifetime.  In this case, the final “Ha!” came shortly afterward, when my conscious 

brain had connected the dots:  Nothing, not a particle of matter or a photon of energy, is new; it’s all as 

old as the universe itself.  So far as living things are concerned, it’s all the same old carbon, hydrogen, 

and oxygen atoms chasing each other about, linking up, splitting apart, and storing or releasing energy in 

the process. 

 What’s new is the arrangement of all this ancient matter and energy.  The arrangement changes 

from second to second, day to day, year to year.  The same atoms that made up atmospheric carbon 

dioxide and ground water last week might be free oxygen and the sugars in a kernel of grain today, 

chicken feed next month, a meal for a growing child in six months, a memory network in the adult’s a 

brain years later.  And when that person’s remains are either cremated or laid to rest in the earth, all 

this is ultimately reduced once again to carbon dioxide and water, ready for another go-around with the 

aid of sunlight and photosynthesis. 

 Yet there are other things, not material, but no less real.  Relatives’ and friends’ memories of the 

departed linger perhaps for a generation or two before fading, and any enduring works continue for as 

long as they’re of use or interest.  These are also part of the arrangement, though manifested in the 
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minds and hearts of others.  For those who believe in immortal soul, this also can be added to the 

backdrop against which the perpetual rearrangement of the same old physical stuff plays out. 

 Granted, many changes are incremental, predictable, repetitive.  It’s usually the odd ones that 

alter the course of history, spark new insights and discoveries, make or ruin fortunes and reputations, 

enslave or liberate nations, build barriers or bridges, start or end wars, inspire people to hate or love.  

These are the agonies and ecstasies of life, which, for better or worse, transform mere existence into an 

hour of passion, a lifelong adventure, even a multi-generational epic. 

 Each new arrangement may present an opportunity, either to advance or to retreat.  Humanity’s 

future depends on our judgment, individually and collectively, to discern the one from the other, and to 

choose the appropriate one for the circumstances.  ¶It’s a judgment we’d do well to practice more often 

and more wisely, considering civilization’s current backward slide toward tribalism.  If enough people of 

good will would take this opportunity to consider and plan how we might make that future brighter for 

all, that could well be the next “what’s new.” 

* * * * * * * * * * * 

 


