10th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 8.1.10

Scripture:
Ecclesiastes 1:2, 12-14; 2:18-23



Luke 12:13-21

Remember that friend you had back in school, the one none of the rest of your friends really liked?  They didn’t understand why you hung out with him.  They didn’t understand why you spent so much time with her.  She’s such a downer, they’d say.  He’s so out of step with everyone else, they’d tell you.  And you’d defend her.  You’d say, “She’s not a downer.  It’s just that she has her feet on the ground rather than her head in the clouds.”  You’d defend him.  You’d say, “He’s not out of step.  It’s just that you haven’t taken a long enough walk with him.”  

That’s how I felt about Qoheleth.  In divinity school, no one understood him but me.  “What a pessimist,” they’d say.  I’d say, “Not a pessimist: he’s a realist.”  “What a cynic,” they’d say.  I’d say, “Not a cynic, but someone who knows things don’t always live up to their promise.”  “Where’s God?” they’d ask.  And, to be honest, it’s not such an off-the-mark question in regard to his book.  Ecclesiastes mentions God the least of any book in the Bible except for Song of Solomon, which also is taken to have been written by that great ancient king.  

It’s tradition that makes this attribution.  The book itself claims only this title for the voice of the writer: “teacher,” or, in Hebrew, Qoheleth.  And, while most scholars these days doubt Solomon was this said “teacher,” whoever did write the book managed to get into the mind of someone who had reached the pinnacle in this life—the pinnacle of wealth, the pinnacle of power, the pinnacle of accomplishment and prestige.  And from this vantage point he could well see that having everything can still leave a lack.  In his words, “…all is vanity and a chasing after the wind.”  
In this way he speaks of ambition: “This also is vanity.”  In this way he speaks of toil and all skill in work: “…[they] come from one person’s envy of another.  This also is vanity and a chasing after wind.”  In this way he speaks of wealth:   “I made great works; I built houses and planted vineyards for myself; 5I made myself gardens and parks, and planted in them all kinds of fruit trees. 6I made myself pools from which to water the forest of growing trees. 7I bought male and female slaves, and had slaves who were born in my house; I also had great possessions of herds and flocks, more than any who had been before me in Jerusalem.  8I also gathered for myself silver and gold and the treasure of kings and of the provinces; I got singers, both men and women, and delights of the flesh, and many concubines… *91and again, all was vanity and a chasing after wind…”  Really, in this way he speaks of “all the deeds that are done under the sun”:  “…all is vanity and a chasing after wind.”*  So the question is, what does this mean?
When I was a teacher, I had an in-coming 12th grade class that was renowned for its inertia.  For most of the first month of school, I struggled, like everyone before me, to get them to do anything, to get them to think anything.  The turning point of year came in early October, when with nothing to lose I called on one of the least inspiring students.  His name was Will.  I called on him, “Won’t.”  He saw that I was looking at him, and for a moment it seemed he was about to correct me: the new teacher keeps getting our names wrong.  Then it registered.  And for the first time, there was life behind his face.  

I wonder if the man who approached Jesus from the crowd knew, on some level, how likewise ridiculous he was.  After all, the request he made of Jesus was ridiculous: “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me.”  This wasn’t a matter open to dispute: the law was very clear about how inheritance was to be doled out.  This certainly wasn’t a matter Jesus had ever claimed or implied was something he was meant to address, which he said as much, “Friend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over you?”  But not only was the request ridiculous, the way he made it was, too—lobbed out from the crowd almost as if to see whether he would get anything in return.  No one who yells toward a red carpet, “I love you, Gwyneth!” actually expects her to reply, “I love you, too.  Give me a call.  Here’s my number.  (212)…”  

It’s so easy to believe every interaction Jesus shared with everyone who along throughout all his days was earnest, heavy with significance, heavy with gravitas.  But who can sustain that—either then as he lived his life or now as we remember his life and hope to join in his life?  Why not entertain the possibility that irony was also an aspect of his life, that light-heartedness might also have been at play—for the sake of his own enjoyment but also for ours?  Must every Sunday morning be so very heavy?  Must every sermon be apocalyptic in its revealing of meaning?  So, here’s a miracle-worker coming your way.  You’re not a leper.  You’re not a tax collector.  You’re not a prostitute.  You’re not a woman with a hemorrhage or a Samaritan with a bad reputation.  But you’d like a little love.  So, you bring the one concern you’ve got:  “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me!”  

The parable Jesus tells is uncommon for him, in that it’s simple and clear, in that it’s also funny.  The land of a rich man has produced abundantly, a problem that he works through with the only person he seems to have in his life—himself.  “What should I do, for I have nowhere to store my crops?” he thought to himself.  (Who else can you think to?!)  Then he said to himself, “I will do this: I will pull down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grains and my goods.  And I will say to my soul, “Soul…”  I love this part.  “I will say to myself, “Self, you have ample goods laid up for many years: relax, eat, drink, and be merry.”
This, as we now know, is an allusion to Qoheleth’s book, Ecclesiastes, which, of course, Jesus also knew and, with any luck, the man who hollered from the crowd knew, too.  The specific point called out from the teacher’s writing is the irritating reality that the things you work so hard to accumulate in this lifetime you leave behind in your death to be enjoyed by those who come after you—and who knows whether they’ll be wise or foolish, who knows whether they’ll deserve all your goodies and use them as you would have them do or if they’ll be totally undeserving and just fritter them away.  I like to imagine the man recognizing the allusion (Hey, Won’t!).  I like to imagine him recognizing himself in the ridiculous situation Jesus has drawn (So I said to myself, “Self…”).  I like to imagine him smiling as he recognizes that his concerns are silly, smiling as he realizes it’s just vanity and a chasing after wind.  He might then have realized that his lot in life it to enjoy himself and maybe even to enjoy his brother, whether or not he gets anything from him.
All is vanity and a chasing after wind.  One scripture scholar translates this, “All is mortality, and a chasing after immortality.”  He makes a good, solid, scholarly argument for this—but I didn’t need to wade through all of that.  I was convinced with his opening sentence.  For this is the problem that seems central to Qoheleth, that God put in humanity a sense of past and future, yet we cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end.  Like no other creature of God’s creating as far as we know, humans have consciousness and self-consciousness; we have minds expansive enough to be aware of our limitations, expansive enough to be aware of our mortality, but not expansive enough to know why all of this is, why anything is; we have imaginations grand enough to ask grand questions but not grand enough to know their answers.  Why are we like that—dots in this expanse of space between dirt and heaven; wandering this elevated, though still creaturely, space somewhere between earthworms and God?  
“This is an invalid question,” Stephen Hawking claimed in an interview he gave that I listened to recently.  And the interviewer was as stunned as I was by this, that he would dismiss something that so abides.  Well, of course we know him as one of the “new atheists” and people like me just can’t help to take shots at him from our modest pulpits.  What else can we do?  But, this really did set me back: that here was a man who professed to be as expansive in mind and thought as the universe is in time and matter, yet he would not go where a question put to him was pointing.  Never mind that this is the question to ask.  Never mind that this is the question humanity has always asked.  Never mind that this could well be said to be the thing that defines what humanity is: our asking, why is there something rather than nothing?  Never mind, for this is an invalid question.  I’m convinced the reason he says so is because such questions cannot but lead us to God.
Won’t, indeed!
But Qoheleth’s game, so I’ll stick with him—he who is thought to be the most godless writer in the Bible, and yet who keeps landing in God’s lap.  “I know that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken from it….That which is, already has been; that which is to be, already is; and God seeks out what has gone by.”  And though it’s not so comforting a concept of God—God’s sovereignty, God’s grandeur, God’s inaccessible majesty—there’s truth in this for us.  For one thing, it names the pain that is ours for our occupying this place in God’s making—this place between creaturely mortality and God’s immortality.  For Qoheleth’s pain is real—being mortal and striving for immortality.  And the man in the crowd who hollered to Jesus, that ridiculous man—his pain is real.  And even the man who said to his soul, “Soul…”—his lonely, foolish pain is real.  Though he has sought to protect himself from it, it has tracked him down.  Though he has chased after the wind, the wind has caught him and from behind.  He will die, like the rest of us; and it might be his running away from his own mortality that eventually will kill him.  Life is like that.  And God made life.  So maybe God is like that.  Or maybe not.  We don’t know.  And we know we don’t know.  And that’s the pain of it—a pain many of us will try to avoid in vain attempts to chase the wind, to establish our immortality here and now.  But all this avoidance will have us avoid not the things we’re trying to avoid but rather one solace God offers us in this painful in-between place that is ours: joy.
This is no small thing.  Though the word is small, and though the valley of the shadow of death where we are meant to make our lives is deep and (yes) dreadfully overshadowed, joy is a solace not to be discounted.  And though the line in Qoheleth’s book is embedded in so much vanity and chasing after the wind, it’s to be found here, too, and just as persistently.  “There is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink, and find enjoyment in all their toil.  This is from the hand of God.”  “This is what I have seen to be good: it is fitting to eat and drink and find enjoyment in all the toil with which one toils under the sun the few days of the life God gives us; for this is our lot…this is the gift from God.  For they will scarcely brood over the days of their lives, because God keeps them occupied with the joy of their hearts.”  “A man may beget a hundred children, and live for many years; but however many are the days of his years, if he does not enjoy life’s good things,…I say that a stillborn child is better off than he.”  “Even though he should live a thousand years twice over, yet enjoy no good—do not all go to one place?”  “So I commend enjoyment, for there is nothing better for people under the sun than to eat, and drink, and enjoy themselves, for this will go with them in their toil through the days of life that God gives them under the sun.”  
You know, those writers that I read in divinity school who said of Qoheleth, “What a pessimist; what a godless wretch,” I heard as saying, this lot isn’t enough; we want more; we want immortality, or at least some promise of that.  But maybe what they recognized in this man’s writing, that I missed in my quickness to defend him, is the tragedy that he seems never to have experienced what he commends to others.  He never speaks of his own joy, just what other people might, or seem to, enjoy.  He never mentions anything that brings him joy, as if, striving, striving, he missed it all together.  And now the best thing he can do is write to ensure no one else makes the same mistake.  
For this is the thing about joy: joy finds you.  Dependent not on status or wealth, determined not by culture or age, joy seeks you out.  We think we must work to catch it, but it catches us—and so often in the last place we’d have expected to find it.  We’re so convinced we must strive after it, this thing that is desirable—but here it is, tapping us on the shoulder, having striven after us.  Like the wind, we chase it—only to have it lift our skirts from behind.   
Qoheleth ends his book with a clunk:  “The end of the matter; all has been heard.”  He peppers in a few more words to save face.  But it’s clear—his material has gotten the better of him; he cannot get on top of it; he cannot get it under his control.  I can relate.  It happens to me nearly every week.  So, I’ll close in paraphrasing a friend: I commend we eat our bread and drink our wine with merry hearts. 

Thanks be to God.
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