6th Feb – Ecclesiastes

Welcome, opening prayer
14 All things bright and beautiful
Family News – what good gifts has God given you?
Prayers of thanksgiving
268 I will enter his gates
Allelu, allelu, allelu allelujah praise ye the Lord
Making meaning
Who likes reading/listening to stories?  I want to ask you about some words I have come across.  
The BFG – Swizzfiggling
‘Is that really true?’ Sophie asked.  ‘You think I is swizzfiggling you?’ 
The owl and the pussycat – runcible
They dined on mince and slices of quince,
Which they ate with a runcible spoon; who can tell me what a runcible spoon is?
A guy called Noam Chomsky wrote this sentence: ‘colourless green ideas sleep furiously’.  What does that mean?

One more question, and this one is a game.  We’re going to play ‘hangman’.  It’s going to be a sentence rather than a word, partly because I have found it’s easier the more letters there are and partly because I want you to figure out what it means.  
_eanin_le__! _eanin_le__! _ay_ t_e teac_er. Everyt_in_ is _eanin_le__!  M, g, s, h

How do we make them mean something? 
What is the famous answer to life, the universe and everything? 42
I was reading up on that.  Do you know where 42 comes from?  There are loads and loads of theories.  People are fascinated by the idea of where Douglas Adams got that number from.  And they make meanings from it.  He says, it was just a random number.  There is no meaning.  And so there have been people going around and around in complicated circles trying to make meaning out of something that really doesn’t mean anything.
Yet we feel that there should be meaning.  Even if Douglas Adams doesn’t understand it.  Even if it’s a subconscious decision.  There should be a reason behind everything – otherwise we wouldn’t even bother trying to find out.  And of course the Bible would point us to that meaning as being given by God.

Let’s sing again, and we are going to think (completely unseasonably) about the way God works in the world, and the things he gives us.
585 We plough the fields
We will come in a minute to our prayer time this morning, but first let us read together from the book of Ecclesiastes.
Reading – Ecc 3:1-14
For some people, this is a time of joy, of birth, of planting etc – for some it is a more difficult time.  So we bring all of our times to God in prayer; as we have come with our thanksgiving let us come with our sorrow and pain and requests for help.
Prayer requests?  Queen – 70 years reign

1193 Blessed be your name

We continue in our journey through the books of the Bible today with the book of Ecclesiastes.  Now we need to note as we come to this that this book presents an ‘alternative’ view, to some extent, to other teachings in the Bible.  I would not recommend that you read this book on its own, or that you listen to this sermon on its own, because the picture it gives needs to be balanced by other teaching.  But I trust that if you are here, you are at least aware of other teaching; so we are going to take this book today ‘as is’ in the acceptance that elsewhere in the Bible, in past sermons and in the sermons of the coming weeks, we may find a different view.
It’s a book that tries to make meaning out of life.  Because, like us, the writer feels that there should be a meaning.
But like the ‘42’ of Douglas Adams, it just doesn’t seem to make sense.  So the writer of Ecclesiastes tries lots of different ways to find meaning in his life.  He starts by ‘exploring wisdom’.  What we spoke about last week.  It promises the answers to everything; surely the more I know, the more I think about, the better I will understand the world and be able to control it.  But, like our hangman puzzle, it turns out that he has some missing pieces!  That God is the one who holds wisdom, and he hasn’t told us everything.  We can never quite get to the bottom of how the world works.
So he tries the other table – the table of folly.  He tries living for pleasure, throwing himself into pursuit of money and luxury.  And he looks at all that he has achieved and says ‘it still doesn’t mean anything.’  There is a quote attributed to the singer Prince.  He was asked if he didn’t want to write another Purple Rain; his answer was ‘I’ve been to the top – there’s nothing there.’  He found that all his achievements were empty.  And that was the finding of the writer of Ecclesiastes.
And the writer sees this because he is acutely aware of the promise of death.  It’s worth noting that this book, like the majority of wisdom writings, focuses on this life; it has nothing to say about resurrection.  That’s just not what it was written for, so let’s not read too much into that.  All we know in this life, all we do, all we achieve will come to an end.  What we own will be left behind for someone else.  
It’s not the cheeriest of books, is it?  
We’ll try to unpack some of the positives of it in a moment but I just want to say one thing first.  I love this book.  As someone who has struggled with depression, as someone who has experienced massive grief, this book is a breath of fresh air to me.  It speaks my language.  It doesn’t try to ‘jolly me up’, to make me feel better.  It says, ‘life sucks’.  And sometimes that is true.  I wrote a sermon on Ecclesiastes the week after I lost my husband, I’m not going to preach it to you because I would get totally emotional but it was a form of therapy for me to read something that really seemed to understand how I felt.  And in trying to find something positive out of it I found possibilities for hope even in those darkest of times.  It doesn’t offer comfort, it doesn’t offer happiness, it offers understanding and maybe just a glimmer of hope.
Our reading this morning is one of the most famous passages from this book.  A time for everything.  And perhaps we use this because we think it is one of the more positive passages.  After all, it speaks of birth, planting, building, laughing as well as death, uprooting, breaking and mourning.  And we like to speak about those things, don’t we?  We don’t want to think about the sad ones.  
The writer does two things in this first poem.  Firstly, he acknowledges that all of this is a part of life.  He doesn’t say ‘these are the good and these are the bad’ – he doesn’t even put all of what we would think of as ‘positives’ on one side and all the ‘negatives’ on the other.  Of birth and death, we would see birth as a cause for celebration and death a cause for sadness.  Of planting and uprooting, we might see planting as more positive – but there are times, every gardener knows, that uprooting is just as necessary.  Do you remember, though, those parallels I talked about last week?  The ‘birth and death’ parallels the ‘plant and uproot’ – to start something and to finish it is equally valid, however it makes us feel.
The second thing the writer does is to actually suggest that these times are in God’s control.  And that adds to his feeling of meaninglessness, of emptiness.  God has set all these times – but we can’t know or understand them.  Perhaps if we could, we could make more meaning from it.  
I can empathise with that.  Don’t we all want to know the future?  Even something as simple as the weather forecast.  It’s going to be sunny today, and then rain for the rest of the week.  Well, better get out in the sunshine then!  It’s going to be really cold tomorrow, better prepare for it.  It gives us a measure of control, a measure of order to our world, we can do what we have to do at the appropriate time.  Part of our problem for the last two years has been the not knowing, from one week to the next, what is going to happen.  We have lived with this real sense of uncertainty.  This real sense of ‘if I plan something, covid is going to throw a spanner in the works, so what’s the point?’  
We have lived in the world of the writer here.  We have lived in the world where decisions are made by a higher power, sometimes incomprehensible decisions, for reasons that we don’t always quite understand.  We have lived in a world where our actions have been determined by someone that we can only trust has got our best interests at heart – and, like the writer here, sometimes we’re not even sure of that.  We have lived in a world where we have been uncertain about what next week will hold, trying to make plans but feeling that it is probably out of our hands and our plans may come to nothing.  We have lived in a world where we have thought, ‘If only I knew’. And that is the feeling of the writer here.  What’s the point?
When we look back, we can see the times.  We can see what should have been significant.  That often comes with a feeling of regret.  We missed the time of planting.  We were so busy weeping that we forgot to laugh.  We thought we could embrace later.  We spoke when we should have been silent; were silent when we should have spoken.  If only we had known.  But God is the only one who knows.  And so we feel the sadness and the emptiness of the writer of Ecclesiastes when those opportunities for something meaningful in his life have passed him by.
But here’s the thing.  The recurring phrase throughout the book is one that is well known: ‘meaningless, meaningless, everything is meaningless’, or ‘Vanity! Vanity! All is vanity’.  And we have explored that meaninglessness of life in the light of our lack of understanding of the times, and the ultimate finality of death.
But there is another theme woven throughout the book.  And it is this: ‘I know that there is nothing better for men than to be happy and do good while they live.  That everyone may eat and drink and find satisfaction in their toil – this is the gift of God.’
For this writer, God is great, awesome, unknowable, incomprehensible.  We can’t understand him or what he does.  We can’t understand why life works the way it works, we can’t grasp his wisdom or see or control our future.  But his total faith is in this God who gives us the present.  There used to be a phrase going around some years ago that I haven’t seen for a while, but it echoes the truth of Ecclesiastes when it says: ‘yesterday is history, tomorrow’s a mystery, today is a gift – that’s why it’s called the present.’
The hope of Ecclesiastes is not found in the future.  It’s found in the now.  And we need to hear that sometimes.  
I’ve been in many counselling sessions over the years, read a few self-help books, seen some stuff online.  And a big thing at the moment in dealing with mental health seems to be the practice of mindfulness, of awareness, of living in the moment.  I have had several conversations this week, with different people.  And over and over again we have come back to this sense that in numerous situations people need to hear this message to enjoy God’s gifts in the present.  We can live in the past, with the what-ifs, the might-have-beens, the hurt, the regret or the nostalgia; it does not bring us either meaning or happiness.  We can live in the future, with the anxiety and uncertainty of what might happen, to our health, our job, our family; that does not bring us meaning either; it has no power to prevent the bad stuff or to enable us to make the most of the good.  It leads us to the cynicism of the writer here - what’s the point?  But right here, right now we are experiencing God’s gift.  Right here, right now we are safe.  We are warm (I hope).  We are among friends.  We are in the presence of God.  This is God’s gift.  When we eat, and drink, we acknowledge that these are gifts from God.  We are allowed to enjoy them!  Even if things in our lives are not going great, we can enjoy the gifts God has given us.
And some of us may be more aware than others, that these things are a gift.  If you have struggled to feed yourself and your family, you don’t take that food for granted.  If you have grown up where there is no clean water, you recognise that that water is a gift.  If you have worked in a demoralising, unsatisfying, dead-end job you realise the immense gift of being able to find satisfaction in your work.  These simple things transform the meaningless cycle of life into a life of gratitude and worship.
This, for the writer of Ecclesiastes, is the only answer.  Meaning cannot be found in knowledge, or in pursuit of pleasure, or in wealth and material gain.  The book is written from the point of view of King Solomon, who had more of all of these than anyone else – he had himself been to the top, and there was nothing there.  But happiness can be found in gratitude for the simple gifts God has given, in work, in eating and drinking, in friendship, in doing good, in remembering God.  Yes, we try to understand the times, we try to speak at the time for speaking and plant at the time for planting; but most of all we take each day as it is given to us, as a blessing from God, and use it for our hope and his glory.  
I say again, this isn’t the only attitude of the Bible.  But it is an attitude that is worth considering.  And we must not forget that, unlike this writer, we do have hope for the future.  We do have the hope of resurrection, of a time when we will understand fully, when we will see God face to face.  We have that hope in Jesus Christ.  
So let us pray.
Lord, I want to thank you for this book.  I want to thank you that your Word doesn’t just present life as a bed of roses but acknowledges that there are times when it all seems wrong, and empty.  I want to thank you for the way it stands alongside me when I feel that way.  And Lord I want to thank you for the hope that it does give.  Help us to see your gifts in the world around us.  Help us to focus ourselves on the present, as we eat and drink and work may we see and know these as gifts from you.  As we share life with our friends and families, as we care for others, as we remember you, may we find meaning and purpose in our lives and in the world.  And if anyone here is struggling to know that right now I just want to pray a special blessing on them through your Spirit; would you hold them, comfort them and enable them to live the full and abundant life you promised us in Jesus.  Amen.

2231 Bless the Lord O my soul (10,000 reasons)

May God bless you and keep you; may he make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you; may he turn his face toward you and give you peace.  Amen.
