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Sunday, August 7, 2022

Skipping Around

Text: Ecclesiastes 1:3-9, 2:24-26

What do people gain from all the toil at which they toil under the sun? A generation
goes, and a generation comes, but the earth remains forever. The sun rises, and the sun goes down
and hurries to the place where it rises. The wind blows to the south and goes around to the north;
round and round goes the wind, and on its circuits the wind returns. All streams run to the sea,
but the sea is not full; to the place where the streams flow, there they continue to flow. All words
are wearisome, more than one can express; the eye is not satisfied with seeing nor the ear filled
with hearing.  What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be done; there is
nothing new under the sun.

There is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink and find enjoyment in their toil. This
also, I saw, is from the hand of God, for apart from God who can eat or who can have enjoyment?
For to the one who pleases God, God gives wisdom and knowledge and joy, but to the sinner God
gives the work of gathering and heaping, only to give to one who pleases God. This also is vanity
and a chasing after wind.

Ecclesiastes came up in the lectionary recently (Sunday, July 31st). It’s one of the small handful of times in
the whole three-year cycle that my favorite book of the Bible is assigned to be read aloud. However, if you
were like me, when you got to the end of the reading as assigned, you thought: What a depressing thing for
the Holy Spirit to put into the Bible! Why did we read that bit?

You might also have noticed that the lectionary skipped around a bunch. The assigned text was chapters
1:2, 12-14; 2:18-23. It’s like the lectionary decided to surgically pick all the worst bits of the beginning of
this book and serve them up for us. Well, I thought, two can play at that game. I can also skip around and
serve up bits. What appears above is some of the good stuff that the lectionary chopped out.

My goal in this series of reflections this week is to take what is usually seen as a bitter drink and add
bubbles to it. Just like with lemon juice and lime juice which can be rather sour—add some carbonation
and you get something close to a refreshing beverage like Sprite! (Of course, for this metaphor, Sprite also
adds a bunch of sugar. But I am not in the business of sugar-coating things. Ecclesiastes is still a bitter
drink. You will find however, some natural sweetness buried at the bottom of it that you might not notice
without some carbonation.) The point is, there is a reason this is my favorite book of the Bible, and I hope I
can help make that bubble up for you with some effervescence of the Holy Spirit.

What the lectionary skipped is some beautiful poetry about how God has ordered the world! Look
how the sun and the wind go about their courses and how the streams all flow toward the sea, but the
sea never gets tired of receiving these waters and is never too full to welcome more flowing of life



and vigor. It is only in the face of such stark beauty that words become wearisome in trying to express
it. And it is only in contrast to this poetically ordered creation that human toil is a vanity of vanities.
Because it is only under the sun, where we work and toil (not the sun itself or things that God has
made) where the Teacher sees vanity and chasing after the wind. What Ecclesiastes despairs of is not
life itself, but human striving.  Human works. Because our toil, what we do, is not what gives our life
meaning.

It is God’s work alone (one might say, by grace through faith!) that gives life its meaning. “For apart
from God,” the Teacher says, “who can eat or find enjoyment?” That’s why the Teacher concludes
with the point of the whole book: there is nothing better for mortals to do than to find joy, bubbling up
in the sour drink that is given to them. Because God does put joy there for us to find. It might surprise
you.

Prayer: God who made the rushing wind, and whose love is like the ocean that never tires of receiving
us, bubble up in us your Holy Spirit, that we may find in our toil and strife effervescent joy. When we sin
and do wrong, do not let us toil too long at gathering and heaping: but turn us always toward wisdom,
knowledge, and joy in you. Amen.

________________________________

Monday, August 8, 2022

Mist through My Fingers

Text:  Ecclesiastes 1:1-3

The Words of Qoheleth (the Teacher), Son of David, king in Jerusalem. A vapor of vapors! Thinnest
of vapors! All is vapor! What has a person to show for all our trouble and effort during our brief
lifetime under the sun?

One of the principal difficulties in finding bubbles in the sour drink of Ecclesiastes is the first word (of
verse 2). I have used above a translation by RBY Scott from the Anchor Bible Commentary of the first
few verses to show you how different it can be between translations. In the Hebrew, it isn’t so simple and
depressing as the NRSV has it: Vanities of vanities! All is vanity. The Hebrew word is hbl and it bubbles
up like a chorus again and again in this book, some 79 times. It will certainly change the meaning of the
book, then, how you understand this one word. And if all you see is “vanity” or “pointlessness” in your
English translation, it makes an already bitter drink all that much harder to swallow.

The Hebrew word hbl has an ever-bubbling broad range of meaning. It can mean breath, puff, vapor,
whiff, steam, ephemeral, insubstantial, incomprehensible, enigmatic, inconsistent, contradictory,
unknowable, mysterious, ironic, absurd, vain, or something that cannot be grasped or controlled. And
that’s just scratching the surface! So it is that I prefer to translate it by not translating it.  Instead, hbl is
best paraphrased through metaphor. I prefer to say, “Mist through my fingers, mist through my fingers!”

This metaphor of mist slipping through our fingers resonates better with the rest of what the Teacher has to
say in the beginning of this book than mere “vanity.” Because it is our human grasping at things and trying
to control what we cannot control, which gets us into all manner of trouble. Trying to control everything is
like chasing after the wind, or trying to hold the mist in your hands. You aren’t going to be very successful.
“What has a person to show for all our trouble and effort during our brief lifetime of trying to be in control,
when we are set under the sun, under the systems of beauty and order that God has made?”



Instead, the Teacher shows us true joy and meaning come from God who has ordered things. As it says in
verse 15: “What God has bent, we cannot make straightened, and what is missing cannot be made up by
our efforts.” The implication is that there is someone else whose fingers the mist does not slip through.
There is someone who is above the sun where we are not, and who can make up what is missing in our
lives. It is God who has something to show for God’s efforts.

Prayer: O God of breath, life and vapor, we often chase after the wind and try to tame the mist in our
hands. But we are under the sun, and for all our toil and effort we come up empty handed. You alone are
the one who can fill our hands with good things to do. Amen.

________________________________

Tuesday, August 9, 2022

Everything Beautiful for its Time
Text:  Ecclesiastes 3:1-11

For everything there is a season and a time for every matter under heaven:
a time to be born and a time to die;
a time to plant and a time to pluck up what is planted;
a time to kill and a time to heal;
a time to break down and a time to build up;
a time to weep and a time to laugh;
a time to mourn and a time to dance;
a time to throw away stones and a time to gather stones together;
a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing;
a time to seek and a time to lose;
a time to keep and a time to throw away;
a time to tear and a time to sew;
a time to keep silent and a time to speak;
a time to love and a time to hate;
a time for war and a time for peace.

What gain can the workers add to all this from their toil? I have seen the business that God has given
to everyone to be busy with. God has made everything suitable for its time.

If there’s one part of Ecclesiastes that people know other than “Vanity of vanities!” it is this beautiful
poem at the start of chapter 3. Perhaps it is made most famous by the song by the Byrd’s, but it is also a
text often chosen for funerals and it appears in the lectionary for New Year’s Day in Year A. Usually my
task in this devotional will be taking a sour drink and showing where the bubbles are, but here the drink
is already one of the sweetest parts of Ecclesiastes, so my bubbles are going to make it even sweeter.

Perhaps because the translators of the NRSV read what they had for the first part of Ecclesiastes
(Vanities of vanities!) they got really depressed and so they could not believe their eyes when they got to
the absolute gem that is chapter 3. So it is that their depression colored their translation, and their telling
of this poem came out lamer than it really is. They render verse one as [boring as possible] there is “A



time for every matter under heaven” and verse eleven as “God has made everything suitable for its
time.” But the Hebrew is much more effervescent than that. It literally says in verse one: “To everything
there is a proper place, and a time for every delight under heaven!” And in verse eleven: “God has made
everything beautiful for its seasons!” This is why there is nothing better for us to do than to revel in the
drink that has been given to us: find bubbles in the sour, eat drink and be merry so that we do not miss
out on the beauty that God has created before the seasons change.

There is a profound unspoken comfort in this poem: it is okay to have struggles in life! It is okay to be
stressed out when you are stressed out. It is okay to be in mourning when you are in mourning. These
things are beautiful in their time just as much as merriment and peace. It is vanity that we try to put on
airs, and pretend, and muster up for ourselves a different season for our lives than the one we are
actually in. Some of us even do this with the literal seasons and pretend that it is still summer as long as
we possibly can into the fall. We spend so much effort trying to be “okay” and “happy” when instead,
we should be learning to breathe. To appreciate the beauty of everything in its time. The state we are
currently in has its proper place in the world, and it’s okay to not be okay. So, breathe friends. Life has a
beautiful space for you to live in, no matter what time or season you are in!

I have heard so many times the phrase: this too shall pass. And that is a comfort, yes, and that
interpretation is also here in this poem. But what I find more profound, and even more comforting, is
knowing that “this too has its proper time! This too is beautiful!” You don’t have to keep striving for
some future where the season will be different. You don’t have to keep pretending things are not as they
are. You have permission to live now, right here where things are as they are, and you are encouraged to
do so with vigor. For God has made all things beautiful and given them their proper time.

Prayer: God who carves out space for all times of life, happy and sad, peaceful and struggling, you make
everything beautiful for its seasons. You have a home for us in your creation no matter what season we
are in. Teach us then, to breathe and to revel in things even when they are difficult. Amen.

________________________________

Wednesday, August 10, 2022

Strength in Community

Text: Ecclesiastes 4:5-12

Fools fold their hands and consume their own flesh. Better is a handful with quiet than two
handfuls with toil and a chasing after wind. Again, I saw vanity under the sun: the case of solitary
individuals, without sons or daughters, sisters or brothers; yet there is no end to all their toil, and
their eyes are never satisfied with riches. “For whom am I toiling,” they ask, “and depriving myself
of pleasure?” This also is vanity and an unhappy business. Two are better than one because they
have a good reward for their toil. For if they fall, one will lift up the other, but woe to one who is
alone and falls and does not have another to help. Again, if two lie together, they keep warm, but
how can one keep warm alone? And though one might prevail against another, two will withstand
one. A threefold cord is not quickly broken.

This is not one of the better-known parts of Ecclesiastes, and it never appears in the lectionary. But it is
one of my favorites, and I think it might have been a better choice to go with the texts for Sunday, July

31st which are also about solitary misers who toil in vain to try and find meaning, security and



connection in the world.

No matter how much you toil at trying to make it on your own, the Teacher says, your eyes will never
be satisfied with the riches of the world. Part of the sour drink here is the truth that we are not, and have
never been, self-sufficient. You can’t even create human life with just one person, you need at least two
people to make every one. Fools! the Teacher says, you weren’t born by yourself, and you can’t live
that way either. True meaning and security come only from connection with others and the world
around us.

When one of Luther’s friend’s, Jerome Weller, writes to him of his bouts with melancholy and how he is
struggling with depression, Luther’s advice comes straight out of Ecclesiastes: he says, “Whenever the
devil vexes you with these thoughts, seek the company of others, or drink more, joke, make nonsense,
or engage in some other form of merriment.” In other words, when the world gets you down, flee
solitude! Find friends and community that can pick you up when you fall down. Spending time curved
in on yourself consumed by your anxieties and looking down at your folded hands and your flesh only
leads to more anxiety and more troublesome thoughts.

The threefold cord that isn’t quickly broken is God’s community which is created in us by the warmth
of God’s promises. Our help and our security come from outside of ourselves. In connectedness with
the world and all of its beautiful seasons, with each other, and with God who knits us all together.

Prayer: God of connection, fold us outward away from ourselves. Help us to find security in the
warmth of others. And where we struggle and become consumed in anxieties of our own flesh, be for
us a strong cord that connects us securely to merriment and making of nonsense which we cannot do
on our own. Amen.

________________________________

Thursday, August 11, 2022

Reveling in the Moment

Text:  Ecclesiastes 9:7-12

Go, eat your bread with enjoyment and drink your wine with a merry heart, for God has long
ago approved what you do. Let your garments always be white; do not let oil be lacking on your
head. Enjoy life with the spouse whom you love all the days of your vain life that are given you
under the sun, because that is your portion in life and in your toil at which you toil under the
sun. Whatever your hand finds to do, do with your might, for there is no work or thought or
knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going.

Again I saw that under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor bread
to the wise, nor riches to the intelligent, nor favor to the skillful, but time and chance happen to
them all. For no one can anticipate one’s time. Like fish taken in a cruel net or like birds caught
in a snare, so mortals are snared at a time of calamity, when it suddenly falls upon them.

The Teacher says: the same fate comes for us all. Sinner and saint, wise and foolish, rich and poor, all
have the same standing under the sun. We are dust, and to dust we shall return. Time and chance happen
to us all. Does that mean that we should despair of life and give up? By no means! Instead, the Teacher
recommends the opposite: that we take up life all the more vigorously, eat drink and be merry for it is a
precious gift that we have but for a moment - the ability to work, play, seek wisdom, and learning.



What do you do when you find out that you are no longer in control? When everything is mist through
your fingers, and you learn that your toil and your works are not what give your life meaning? Well, now
you can stop worrying! Now your hands are freed up, because you no longer have to spend all your
energy trying to escape death. (It will come for you anyway).

Before, our work had an anxious tune: we worked to try and secure ourselves and make some meaning
out of our lives. But this was never our lot, it was always something out of our reach. Instead, God is the
one who must act to bring security and meaning to our lives. And God long ago, and readily even now,
does this work for us. So we are left suddenly free. So what do you do now that you don’t have to do
anything? Now we can do MORE work and we can do it vigorously, because the tune has changed. It’s
no longer about ourselves, but a thing of beauty, a gift we can share with those we are connected to under
the sun. Since God first loved us and set us free, we now can revel in the moment and share that same
love with our neighbors. Our works are no longer anxious, and they do not serve God, but they sure can
serve our neighbor, and there’s great joy in that. Or, as the ELCA puts it: now our might and vigor can be
put to God’s Work through Our Hands.

Prayer (From Luther’s Small Catechism): “Give thanks to the Lord, for the Lord is good, for God’s
mercy endures forever. God provides food for the cattle and for the young ravens when they cry. God is
not impressed by the might of a horse, and has no pleasure in the speed of a runner, but finds pleasure in
those who fear the Lord, in those who await God’s steadfast love.” Amen.

________________________________

Friday, August 12, 2022

Generosity Always Works

Text: Ecclesiastes 11:1-6

Send out your bread upon the waters, for after many days you will get it back. Divide your means
seven ways, or even eight, for you do not know what disaster may happen on earth. When clouds
are full, they empty rain on the earth; whether a tree falls to the south or to the north, in the place
where the tree falls, there it will lie.

Whoever observes the wind will not sow, and whoever regards the clouds will not reap. Just as you
do not know how the breath comes to the bones in the mother’s womb, so you do not know the
work of God, who makes everything. In the morning sow your seed, and at evening do not let your
hands be idle, for you do not know which will prosper, this or that, or whether both alike will be
good.

I learned from David Lose that, “Although admonishments to be thankful never work, thankfulness itself
always works.” Try sometime to tell someone to be grateful, and you will almost always fail. “Now kids,
tell Grandma thank you for the nice sweaters she knitted you.” And then they grit their teeth and squeeze
out a reluctant “THANK YOU.”  But are they truly grateful for the itchy sweaters since you commanded
them to be? Far from it. But hard as it is to tell someone to be grateful, when you actually happen to be
grateful you will find it always works. When you truly do share gratitude for the sweater, Grandma won’t
say, “Fie! Fie! How dare you appreciate me for what I have done like that!” But sharing true thankfulness
always brings joy.



It is the same with sharing things and generosity. It rarely does much good to just tell someone to be
generous. But actual casting your bread upon the waters will indeed always get you something back. When
we give of ourselves, like the clouds pour out water when they are full, it does the same thing the rain does:
it nourishes life. How cool is that? Whenever you give, life flourishes and grows. It might be like the grass
which is here today and withers and dies tomorrow. But it is not up to us to decide what will prosper and
what will not. Instead, the sower goes out to sow, and casts everywhere the seeds that will create life.
When the rain comes it doesn’t hold back from ground that doesn’t need it or places where the water
cannot remain. Instead, the rain falls on the grateful and the ungrateful alike.

So with these words, the Teacher is trying to attract us with the promises of God to live generously. It is not
our job to worry about where the tree will fall, or which trees will be grateful. But we share life with the
whole forest.

Prayer: God who knits us together in our mother’s wombs, and who gives us each breath of life that we
breathe: attract us to generosity and gratitude even when we are sullen and miserly. For sharing life
with others always bears fruit. Amen.

________________________________

Saturday, August 13, 2022

Almond Blossoms
Text:  Ecclesiastes 11:9-12:7

Rejoice, O noble youth, while you are young, and let your heart cheer you in the days of your
youth. Follow the inclination of your heart and the desire of your eyes, but know that for all these
things God will bring you into judgment. Banish anxiety from your mind, and put away pain from
your body, for youth and the dawn of life are a chasing after the mist. Remember your creator in
the days of your youth, before the days of trouble come and the years draw near when you will say,
“I have no pleasure in them”; before the sun and the light and the moon and the stars are darkened
and the clouds return with the rain; in the day when the guards of the house tremble, and the
strong men are bent, and the women who grind cease working because they are few, and those who
look through the windows see dimly; when the doors on the street are shut, and the sound of the
grinding is low, and one rises up at the sound of a bird, and all the daughters of song are brought
low; when one is afraid of heights, and terrors are in the road; the almond tree blossoms, the
grasshopper drags itself along, and the caper bud falls; because all must go to their eternal home,
and the mourners will go about the streets; before the silver cord is snapped, and the golden bowl is
broken, and the pitcher is broken at the fountain, and the wheel broken at the cistern, and the dust
returns to the earth as it was, and the breath returns to God who gave it.

I like to read this poem from the end of Ecclesiastes every year toward the end of the summer as my
devotion for autumn. Now, I know that almond trees blossom closer to spring, and summer is not yet
over. Every season has its proper beauty and time. But so much of this poem has an autumnal feel to it
that I cannot help the association. I can taste in this poem the shortening of days, the gradual turn away
from the vigor and rowdiness of the summer toward coziness, crispness, and earthy dead-leaf smells.
Here the Teacher is summing up everything we have learned so far. Banish anxiety from your mind!

Here is a poem about holding fast to our Creator before the autumn of our lives.  It reminds us to be
grateful for what we have while we have it, and to relish in life as God breathes it into us. Remembering



holds at its heart a re-membering, a restoring of the members of our body. And so it encourages us to
take a deep breath out in the fall air. It is also humbling; reminding us that part of life is in that cycle of
winding down and autumn, and that we will all return to dust as surely as the leaves do. This too has its
place. And therefore it is okay to have ups and downs in life, and springs and autumns and all the rest.
Because God works in the crisp autumn air just as surely as God works in the blossoms of spring.

So, am I looking at this poem with “almond blossom” tinted glasses? Maybe.  It does get rather dark
toward the middle and the end. But the rest of the book of Ecclesiastes compels me to take this attitude.
Here is a whole book devoted to finding the beauty of what God is doing buried amidst the starkness and
vanity of life! Here is a book that is a sour drink but encourages us with the bubbles of the Spirit that are
everywhere effervescing through it to give us life and freedom. Perhaps that is another good translation
for the Hebrew word hbl which is usually translated as “vanity.” Bubbles through the sour drink!
Bubbles through the sour drink! Says the Teacher, all is effervescing away.

Prayer: Remember us, O Lord, and teach us to live and to love. Help us to see the new thing that you are
doing, and the bubbles of your Spirit at work in the last places that we might expect to look: amid the
sour and the downcast, amid the poor and the oppressed, amid all the seasons of life and the world.
Amen.

________________________________


