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The Tenth Sunday after Pentecost
Ecclesiastes 1:2, 12-14, 2:18-26

August 1, 2010

According to Time Magazine, we are experiencing a new cultural phenomenon:  atheism is on the rise, or, at least that’s what they say.  To be honest, I don’t know if it is a matter of atheism gaining in popularity or number as much as it is that certain, prominent atheists have just become more vocal.  With evangelical fervor (which I am sure is an insult to an atheist) they are attacking religion and mocking those who believe in a god.  In the last five or so years, a number of books promoting atheism over religion have actually managed to make it on to the New York Times Best Sellers list.  Two of the more widely known, Christopher Hitchens, “god is Not Good, How Religion Spoils Everything” and Richard Dawkins and his book “The God Delusion” both go to great pains attacking something that ultimately they believe doesn’t exist.  In and of itself, at least to me, that seems a waste of effort.  

But, as for this being something new, in truth it really isn’t.  While I am sure that both Hitchens and Dawkins think themselves clever in their attacks, they’re really not.  In fact, both of their books reflect a rather amateurish and pedestrian understanding of religion; in particular Christianity.  However, they are not particularly original either.  Back in the 1800’s a new strain of philosophical thought emerged called “nihilism.”  Championed by the likes of Soren Kierkegaard, Friederich Nietzsche and Martin Heidegger (all of whom were depressed and miserable human beings) nihilism (which comes from the Latin nihil meaning “nothing”) simply states that life has no objective meaning.  Basically, according to nihilists, we are born, we live a life of frustration and suffering, we die and that is it.  There is no point to our existence.  Is it any wonder, with this being your frame of reference, that most nihilists are sad, gloomy and morose people?  Hanging out with these guys makes going to funeral seem like a good time!

So, why do I bring this up to you today?  Well, it is because of our Old Testament reading from Ecclesiastes which, I suppose, with a quick glance we might want to conclude that good King Solomon was a bit of nihilist.  Just look at the way he begins his book, “Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities!  All is vanity . . .”   Granted, when we hear the word “vanity” we don’t equate it with “meaningless.”  For our modern ears, “vanity” carries the idea of self-centeredness and excessive pride in one’s appearance.  I think that “Snookie” and the “the Situation” from the cast of Jersey Shores comes to mind.  However, the true meaning is, “worthless, unsubstantial, pointless, purposeless or . . . meaningless.”  Actually, the cast of Jersey Shores still comes to mind!  Regardless, Solomon seems to see the world and this life as meaningless.  However, there is an important qualifier for Solomon:  it is only life without God that is meaningless.

Now, by way of preparation and background, let me clarify a couple of things.  First, when you read the Book of Ecclesiastes, you had better prepare yourself to be depressed.  Often coming across as the quintessential pessimist in need of some serious antidepressants, Solomon pulls no punches.  He does not couch his language.  He is bold to hit each and every one us right between the eyes with the truth that “life under the sun” (which is his code for life without God) intrinsically has no meaning whatsoever.  Even the pursuit of all the varied and manifest things this world has to offer, without God, are, as he puts it, “chasing after the wind.” So, all those things in life on which you and I tend to focus (our jobs, our wealth, our pleasure), without God, they are at best temporary experiences that vanish like the mist in the morning.

Second, we also have to understand this:  Solomon knows of what he speaks.  We believe that he wrote Ecclesiastes when he was aged.  With his life behind him, Solomon could look back and see some of the colossal mistakes he made.  Now, King Solomon started off well but ended very badly.  He started off always seeking God’s will and his wisdom but ended up living life as if God either didn’t exist or was at most an afterthought.  Solomon pursued meaning in life apart from God.  In many ways, Ecclesiastes is Solomon’s book of regrets.


Take for example, as he tells us on the back of the bulletin for today, the toil of his hands.  Solomon was a workaholic.  He expanded Israel’s territories beyond even that of King David his father.  He worked tirelessly to secure the peace, undertaking huge building programs and working to amass huge amounts of wealth.  What did he come to realize?  “I hated all my toil in which I toil under the sun, seeing that I must leave it to the man who will come after me, and who knows whether he will be wise or a fool?”

What was the point of all his hard labor?  What was the point of all his work?  Solomon saw that he was ultimately going to die and all that he had would be left in the hands of someone else.  And, who knows what kind of job he would do?  His successor could be a fool.  He could squander all of it and all of Solomon’s efforts would be for naught, which, by the way, is pretty much what happened with the kings that followed Solomon.  His efforts were so much vanity.  Meaningless.  The whole thing was meaningless.


Solomon doesn’t stop with his toil though.  Later he recounts his other pursuits.  He tried to find meaning in pleasure and amusement.  “I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure.”  With a life of wine, women and song, or I suppose in our day and age, “sex, drugs and rock and roll,” Solomon pursued self-indulgence.  During his life he collected for himself 700 wives and 300 concubines.  He was the modern day equivalent of rock star.  But, what did he conclude after seeking fulfillment in pleasure? “Everything was meaningless; a chasing after the wind; nothing was gained under the sun.”


He tried everything under the sun to find some meaning in life and with each attempt he came to the same conclusion.  What about the pursuit of knowledge and wisdom?  Meaningless.  What about seeking career advancement?  Meaningless.  What about seeking fame and recognition?  Meaningless.  What about the pursuit of riches and wealth?  Meaningless.  What about the pursuit of a lasting legacy so that all generations will remember you?  Meaningless.  It is all meaningless and pointless because, and here really is the crux of the matter, there is nothing permanent in this world including you and me.  
If you jump ahead to chapter 9, that is what Solomon concludes.  We strive and we try, we amass things and pad our bank accounts, we seek our own amusement and pleasure but in the end what happens to all of us?  We join the dead.  That is Solomon’s sobering conclusion.  We all die and there is no escaping that fact and this is true whether you are rich or poor, popular or unpopular, powerful or weak.  Back in the 1980’s there was a popular bumper sticker which read, “He who dies with the most toys wins.”  That’s cute but not true.  The truth is “he who dies with the most toys . . . still dies!”  All we have done or collected is left behind.  Even memories that others have of us will fade within a couple of generations.  For most of us, the world will forget us.  No one will know we even existed.  It’s all meaningless.  A chasing after the wind.

That’s pretty depressing, isn’t it?  Welcome to nihilism.  And,  if Solomon were truly a nihilist, Ecclesiastes would drive most people to suicide.  But he is not a nihilist.  My dear friends in Christ, Ecclesiastes is not meant to be a major downer for us but a book graciously given us by God to literally slap us across the face to wake us up that we might stop living as though this world is all there is and all that matters.  Solomon, through the pages of this book is shouting to you and me who, let’s face it, always lean toward pursuing the transient things of this world.  He is saying “Wake up people!  Learn from my mistakes.  I’ve already tried it all.  I’ve tried putting God on the backburner.  I’ve tried to find meaning in all the world has to offer.  It doesn’t work.  It is meaningless.  Nothing on earth will satisfy.  Nothing in this earth will bring you peace.  Nothing in this world will make you happy.”   

On the pages of this little book, Solomon imparts the true wisdom of God.  In fact, Ecclesiastes is probably one of the easier books of the bible to understand.  The message is so very clear:  life without God is meaningless.  However, it also tells us that if life without God is meaningless, what then does life with God bring?  It brings meaning.  

The question then, I supposes, is:  why then do we not heed his warnings?  Why then do so many of us, actually all of us, try to live life as Solomon did, with God as an afterthought?    How many of us are making the same mistakes in our lives that Solomon made, trying to live apart from God?

We may feel that this does not apply to us but Ecclesiastes demands that we take a second look.  I have cited these statistics before but they are worth visiting again.  Eighty-five percent of all Americans own a bible.  Only 18% of them open it up at least once a month.  There are 168 hours in a week.  The average Christian sets aside 30 minutes a week for God.  Assuming that time is spent in worship and that the average worship service is 60 minutes long, that means the average Christian attends worship only every other week.  Do you know what percentage 30 minutes is of your time?  .005 percent.  Compare that to everything else we do.  Work.  Pleasure.  Television.  Sports.  We may not be living life apart from God but it sure seems that many of us are trying!

My dear friends in Christ, Ecclesiastes exists has warning because God knows that this is a danger and problem we all have.  He doesn’t do it to depress us or to make us feel guilty.  He does it because he loves us and he already knows that life without him his meaningless.  Do you know what life without God is?  It is the endless repetition of sunrises and sunsets.  It is at best a random series of fleeting triumphs and impending tragedies all strung together with no purpose, no point, no meaning.  It is the steady march of our days toward death and the greatest tragedy of all --- eternal separation from God.  Is that harsh?  You bet.  But, more importantly, is it true?  Without a doubt.  


And so there you have it; Ecclesiastes in all its glory.  Challenging?  Unnerving?  Depressing? Or, is it meaningful?  I choose meaningful.  In fact, I love the book of Ecclesiastes exactly because it is so straightforward.  It addresses a problem we all have and its message is simple and earnest:  the world without God is fast fleeting.  What is here today will be gone tomorrow . . . except God.  He is the one thing permanent and he is that which gives our lives meaning.  Nothing else will satisfy.


Mathematician, physicists and philosopher Blaise Pascal once wrote, “There is a God-shaped vacuum in the heart of every person, and it can never be filled by any created thing.  It can only be filled by God, made known through Jesus Christ.”  Solomon, in Ecclesiastes puts it this way, “God has set eternity in the hearts of men.”  Meaning, we are made to long for eternity with God and only he can satisfy that longing.  It’s in our genes.  But we cannot on our own fill that vacuum.  That’s the problem.  Our sinful nature makes us incapable.  However, with an undeserved love, God fills it for us.  Wondrously demonstrated on the cross, in what sure from an “under the sun” perspective seemed a meaningless and senseless death, Christ Jesus won eternity for us and restored our relationship with our Creator.  He rescued us from our lives ending in meaningless by pouring into our hearts forgiveness, salvation and life.  He fills the restless void left by sin and permits us to live our lives in both the hope and the knowledge that what awaits us at the end of our journey here on earth is rest in the eternal presence and love of Jesus our Savior and God our Father.  

And that, my dear friends, changes everything.  For the Christian, life is not meaningless.  We are not like hamsters that furiously run on a wheel in cage getting nowhere.  Our destiny is with God; a destiny we witnessed being fulfilled for Noah today in the waters of Baptism.  God filled the vacuum in her heart today with himself and he has poured into her life . . . meaning.  Noah is not part of that nihilistic view that we are born, we live, we die and that’s it.  No, for Noah and all who believe, we are born, we are reborn in Christ Jesus and we live for all eternity.  Our destiny is with God and so our life is for him.  We live with meaning knowing that God is working amidst that which seems purposeless for his good purpose.  We live with meaning declaring his wondrous deeds to all men and women everywhere who are seeking meaning so that they too, like us and like Noah, might find meaning in Christ our Savior, our God of all hope.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.


