


Introduction 

In the stream of ancient wisdom flowing from the experiences and hearts of the Hebrew sages 
and prophets, there is one book that has a unique place, capturing the attention of many down 
through the ages. It is the enigmatic text we call Ecclesiastes. It stands out not only because of 
its own peculiar and unusual voice, but because in some ways it is speaks a disparate 
language, different in tone from most of the rest of the ancient wisdom texts. The Psalms, the 
Proverbs, Job, the Song of Songs and other literature from the Hebraic wisdom stream, while 
often mixed in tone, express hope, confidence and expectation. Though they each clearly 
reflect dark and tragic moments in human experience, there is ultimately in them a positive 
sense of expectancy that with help from the God of Israel, in the end, all will be well. 


In stark contrast, Ecclesiastes is an exception. It is an outlier to a hopeful point of view. Its 
voice is almost consistently negative and despondent. Some would even say it is cynical and 
nihilistic, for it is riddled with the darkest of doubts and a deep pessimism about the world the 
speaker inhabits. In the end, this wisdom teacher (Qoheleth—the “gatherer of wisdom” which 
is the original meaning of the Greek name, Ecclesiastes), is deeply pessimistic about the future. 
This is due in part, perhaps, to his advanced age. He says, for example, he is soon to leave this 
world with little or no hope whatsoever. It is his conclusion that nothing on earth is truly 
meaningful or will ever improve, nor is there any long term hope for the world’s future.


So what are we reading, and why is this text in the wisdom stream at all if it is so antithetical to 	
the Bible’s other wisdom texts? It is impossible of course to pinpoint the exact reason for its 
inclusion in the Hebrew Scriptures, except that it had the status of Solomonic authority and 
was venerated by it’s people. Given their long and difficult history, Ecclesiastes clearly gave 
expression to the deep feelings of despair they had often suffered on their long journey through 
space and time. Like many of the Psalms, Ecclesiastes appears to be autobiographical and 
one denies or forgets the narrative of one’s own feelings and life-experiences to one’s peril 
even as moods and attitudes change. It could be that when this text was written it was simply 
the expression of the sage’s inner experience at that particular moment in time and later his 
viewpoint changed, though in my estimation this was his settled point of view. 


What then might be its purpose be as a wisdom text for us in our day? Why read a treatise in 
which the author expresses fundamental pessimism about the state of the world and its future? 
The first answer is that it contains the “the truth of old age.” The author was in his latter years, 
approaching death perhaps and felt the burden of life with its many unanswered questions. 
Like many elderly persons on earth today, he was leaving this world with a heavy heart. He was 
a truth seeker and wisdom’s transmitter, and so spoke his insights as best he could. Young 
people are typically idealistic. The older generation is much more realistic, if not often 
pessimistic. This is part of life’s experience, and it is to be understood, honored and respected 
for its gravity.


The second answer is this, metaphysically the world of duality which we inhabit is, in fact, more 
often than not tragic and dominated by darkness (with perhaps some scattering of light). At its 
very best, it is a place filled with deep flaws and utter ambiguity. At its worst it is simply the 
seat of relentless ignorance, darkness, and evil. Many people on earth have experienced the 
world as an unmitigated tragedy—they have known little but suffering and pain. 


The world’s wisdom traditions have consistently insisted that our realm (or dimension of reality) 
is fundamentally unstable, impermanent and full of suffering. (Buddhism, for example, 
maintains this viewpoint). This world “lying under the sun” (as the writer repeats over and over 
again—as if it were a mantra), is the stage on which evil exists and plays an enormous role in 



human experience. This sage speaks the truth about the world as he perceives it. He does not 
sugar-coat the truth in any way. And perhaps as he approaches death and the loss of his grip 
on life, his pessimism only grows. The world of duality appears to be just as he describes it. We 
often deny these same realities out of fear, ignorance or because of our propensity for magical 
thinking. If this is the interpretive context for Ecclesiastes, it is the first expression long ago of 
what we call today a philosophically Existentialist point of view, and its author was one of the 
founding fathers of that school of thought. Or, using another sacred tradition as a template, the 
author of this text was not unlike the Buddha of India who spent his whole life seeking to 
understand and explain the nature of human suffering and the impermanence of the world. In 
stark Semitic speech, then, Ecclesiastes contains a similar message. 


When this text was penned in the Jewish world, prior to the Christian Era, two very different 
conclusions about death and the afterlife were prevalent. One view had hope for an afterlife 
where human existence continued on in a realm where there was rich awareness of the divine 
Presence (perhaps even in paradise). Another view, however, was that life simply winked out 
and humans either went into a state of deep and extended sleep or their consciousness 
vanished altogether. It seems that this latter view was held by the author. In this context, 
therefore, the world appears to him to be meaningless and life upon it a never-ending tragedy 
with little relief or respite. For him there is nothing about an afterlife to give it optimism or hope. 
The question for the modern reader is, of course, if one does not share the author’s theological 
and philosophical pessimism about life after death, does his assessment of the human 
condition remain correct despite his metaphysics? 


In our today we can of course critique his theology or philosophical position, but we have not 
walked in his shoes. The author is clearly a “believer” in the Hebraic God who exists for him, 
but who does not rescue anyone from the consequences of their own folly. Nor in this text 
does it appear that God provides any future respite from the darkness on earth. Following life 
here one simply passes into uninterrupted darkness. There are, however, scattered points of 
light throughout this reflection and deep sapiential insight, and in one passage in particular, 
hints that the author may keep hidden another opposing point of view (3:14-22). At the very 
least, there are many places in the text where the author appears to be truly conflicted. 
Opposing viewpoints seem to be a war within him. Contraries exists, yet, there is no over-
arching narrative which can hold them together in any meaningful relationship. The author, 
however, allows them to exist side by side in his continuing clear-eyed inquiry.


To be clear, I for one do not share the author’s pessimism about the afterlife. However, I do 
accept his critique of this desperately needy, difficult and ambiguous world. To see it through 
his aging eyes is perhaps a wake-up call that allows us to walk through the tragedies of our 
own world and respond to it with honesty and compassion, though perhaps maintaining a 
fundamental sense of hope. 


From a personal point of view, I will say this then: I am certain that when the author got to the 
end of life (with the honesty he brought to his seeing), and when he passed through the gates 
of death, he did not walk into utter darkness but into a welcoming Light he was not expecting, 
but which put everything he had witnessed and experienced on earth into perspective. What 
that future experience will be I leave for another discussion. I would not give up this hope, but 
also I do not want to abandon the honesty he brings to his seeing and his wisdom search. In 
contrast to Qoheleth, however, I will not relinquish hope for all the myriad creatures (whether 
wise or foolish) who pass through this world no matter their state of enlightenment or 
ignorance. I also agree with a latter saint who saw the world as clearly as Qoheleth did, but 
who said in contrast, “All shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well” (Julian of 
Norwich). 




In the meantime, I am listening carefully to the cry of this wise and venerable teacher who also 
passed through a world of great darkness and who described it with with such precision. I note 
carefully many of his conclusions, and draw wisdom from his clarity. His is a voice that 
balances the narcissistic tendencies of our own age, whose inhabitants have largely escaped 
into a world of entertainment, denial, and consumerist fantasy (perhaps to ease their pain). 


Notes on the Translation


My approach in translating a text from its original language is to consistently apply the 
principles of dynamic equivalency. This means that the language of the original text is 
translated into equivalent meanings in English that are both as accurate in relationship to the 
original language, and which translate as clearly as possible to the target listener. This is the 
goal of any modern translator. It is the principle used, for example, at the United Nations when 
people are speaking to each other in different languages. The aim is always absolute clarity 
with the least possible dissonance in meaning between speaker and listener. Beyond this, it is 
also my goal to make the English text as satisfying and as poetic as possible to the modern 
ear. 


I have taken some liberties, however. In the Hebrew text there is evidence of both gender bias 
and misogyny. I have made this translation as gender neutral as possible, although the writer is 
obviously a male and this must also be part of the translation. But I have softened a few lines 
that are offensive to the ear of women, and have made it less repugnant to my own. (I have 
however made note of each redaction in the footnotes). The tone of this text in English is 
clearly expressed in a manner that is congruent with contemporary speech. It is always my 
intention to do so. 


Many of the modern English translations take into account an earlier “Authorized Version” of 
the Bible so as to maintain continuity. I am not interested in making sure that this translation is 
tethered in any way to the authorized tradition, nor that the older English voicing be preserved. 
In fact, it is my hope that a new voice will arise out of this translation to inform us once again of 
this ancient stream of wisdom speech and seeing.


Lynn Bauman, 2018 



CHAPTER ONE


1:1

I who speak these words to you am Qoheleth,* a son and heir of David, King in Jerusalem.


1:2

Senseless!*


Less than useless! I say, 

What is the point of it all?


1:3

When I look out at the world lying under the sun and humanity’s efforts to make a profit from it, 
all I see is wasted energy and total emptiness! 


1:4

The earth remains, of course, but the generations on it ceaselessly come and go. One 
generation arrives on the planet and quickly passes from under the sun, only to be replaced by 
the next and the next. On and on it goes in a never-ending stream. 


1:5-8

The sun comes up. The sun goes down. The winds blow, first north, then south. Rivers run to 
the sea, but the sea never fills, nor does our ceaseless activity suffice to satisfy our constant 
wants and longings, or our labored attempts to explain it all.  


1:9-11

The past is finished. All we have is now. Nothing is truly new. Its all been done before. Even 
when we say, “O look, this is totally new.” No, in some form, someone has already done it 
before us. We only forgot our history, and after we are gone, we too will be forgotten.


1:12-13

Yes, I who write this am called Qoheleth, the “Gatherer of Wisdom.”  As King in Jerusalem I 
sought for it. I paid careful attention to everything around me being done under the sun. I 
watched the whole world and I learned this: First,


Searching for wisdom is a thankless task,  
though God has directed us to eagerly pursue it.  

1:14

Second, I now realize how everything on earth is like “chasing the wind.”* Round and round it 
goes in an empty circle. 


1:15

What is twisted can never be fully straightened.  

All the yawning gaps will never be filled in.  

1:16-17

And though I have sought wisdom and knowledge arduously, and stored it up faithfully 
(perhaps more than anyone before me in Jerusalem), yet, after seeking to understand wisdom 
and knowledge (or madness and folly), what I now know is this, we are all simply chasing the 
wind. And...




1:18

The acquisition of wisdom only increases our sorrow.  
The attainment of knowledge is accompanied by grief.  

CHAPTER TWO


2:1-3

So I said to myself, “Let me test these conclusions with pleasure and the enjoyment of 
everything good.” I soon found, however, that this too is emptiness. “Or maybe the answer is 
laughter,” I said. It was madness! “What about humor?” Less than useless! So I thought 
perhaps I should satiate my senses with wine (though I was always soberly seeking for 
wisdom, of course!!!*). Perhaps I should pursue pure foolishness instead so that I might fully 
understand what serves humanity best in our short time under the skies of heaven. 


2:4-13

In contrast I was also able to accomplish what were considered to be the greatest of works. I 
took up gardening, farming and building. I planted orchards and made parks full of fruit trees of 
every kind. I constructed ponds and reservoirs to water the woodlands and gardens. I acquired 
servants and slaves—some even born in my own house. I took up husbandry with more flocks 
of sheep and herds of cattle than anyone in Jerusalem. I amassed great fortunes of gold and 
silver and the acquisition of land, equal to the wealth of many kings. I did not deny myself any 
of the pleasures and privileges of prosperity and the amusements that come with it. Any luxury 
my eyes desired I acquired—all of it. I continued to say, of course, I was simply seeking 
wisdom. I made music and musicians, both male and female. I hoarded all the extravagances 
of affluence, and experienced all their delights and the comforts that they provide. It was all 
mine—my rights, my wealth, my fortunes, I had earned it all. 


When I finally turned to consider everything that I had acquired with such effort, I realized, I had 
gained nothing, I had just been chasing the wind. I was just doing what kings had done before 
me, and what shall be done by those who follow me when I am gone. 


I was able to determine, however, that wisdom is indeed greater than folly in the same way that 
light is superior to darkness. 


2:14-17

The wise have eyes to see, 

while fools walk blindly in the dark.  

Yet, I observed the fate that befalls both of them, and I wondered if I, wise though I may be, am 
fated in the same way as the fool, why should I pursue wisdom? Where is the advantage in 
that? Inwardly I came to the same conclusion, life is meaningless if I like the fool am totally 
forgotten in a hundred years. The wise and the fool die alike and their memories will vanish 
after them. 


I despaired. I loathed my life seeing that in the end, all our works on earth are in vane. 
Everything is emptiness, a vexation to the human spirit. 


2:18-23

As a result, I began to detest everything I had done. All my accomplishments seemed pathetic. 
When I am gone I take nothing with me. I leave everything behind to those who follow after, 
and who knows whether they will use any of it wisely—perhaps foolishly. When we are gone we 



relinquish all control. Our labors under the sun vanish into the hands of others who may or may 
not put any of it to good use. 


It seems pointless, then, and so what comes of all the time and effort and the pains we have 
taken in life to be successful? What about the stress and anxiety, the tossing and turning at 
night on our beds to secure our dreams and achieve our goals? Is this not also simply 
pointless?


2:24-26

It appears, then, that there is nothing better to do on earth than to eat, drink and enjoy life as 
much as possible. Whatever we take pleasure in, of course, comes from the hand of God—for 
who eats or drinks apart from what God provides? As God sees fit, to some it is given the duty 
of gaining wisdom and knowledge, and perhaps experiencing joy. To others, even the wayward 
and wrongdoers, God gives the task of gaining wealth and possessions. Ultimately, however, it 
is all pointless, just more chasing pthe wind. 


CHAPTER THREE


3:1-8

Everything on earth has its appointed time.  

There are seasons for everything under the heavens.  
There is a time to be born, and a time to die.  

There is a season to plant, and another to harvest.  
There are times of wounding, and seasons for healing balm. 

A time comes to tear things down,  
and the moment arrives to build them back up again.  

Weeping has its time, and so does laughter.  
There are seasons of mourning, but the moment comes to dance.  

There is a time to scatter stones, and then the time comes to gather them back up.  
There is a time to embrace, and a time to let go.  

Seeking has its appointed time, but so does abandoning the search.  
There is a time to acquire, and a time to discard. 
There is a time to tear cloth, and also to sew it.  

A time comes to be silent, but then there is the moment to speak out.  
Love arrives in its own time, but then there are moments of hatred.  

Tranquility has its own season, and so does chaos.  

3:9-13

When I looked at all the effort it takes to accomplish anything, I asked what advantage is it to 
strive after any goal? Does not God determine the destiny of everything, and has God not 
placed timelessness in the human heart? Have we ever discovered the secret destiny for any of 
God’s acts? Can there be anything better, then, than to simply take life as it comes, enjoy it 
and do the best we can? Indeed, to take pleasure in the fruits of one’s labors—to eat and drink 
what one’s own hands have produced—is that not a divine gift?


3:14-15

Recognizing that whatever God does is enduring, and that human beings cannot add to nor 
take anything away from it requires a kind of reverence. Also I realized that the past is present 
now, and that what will be already exists in this moment. I saw too that God does not allow 
anything in creation to vanish into non-existence.




3:16-17

In this world lying under the sun I have seen injustice done in the highest courts, and evil 
rendered as its judgment. And when I saw this, I asked myself, will not God, in the end, put 
everything to right through divine justice whether for good or for ill?


3:18-21

I also told myself, perhaps this is God’s way of showing humankind its primal, animal nature.  
Humans along with every sentient being in the animal world live and then they pass away. We 
each breathe the same air, so it is useless to say that humans have some kind of advantage 
over the animals. Do not we all go to the same place—ashes to ashes and dust to dust? Who 
is to say then that the breath of human beings goes upward, while that of animals descends 
back into the ground? 


3:22

So my conclusion is simply this: It is best to do what one can with what one has, and cease 
trying to figure out what will be or who will follow after. 


CHAPTER FOUR


4:1-3

I witnessed how great the oppression and suffering endured everywhere upon the earth was. I 
could not ignore the tears of its many victims who had no one to comfort them. Oppressors 
wreak havoc across the world and no one seems to care. Violence takes the lives of many, but 
in truth I count them more fortunate than those left behind. Better, however, than both the living 
and the dead are those unborn who have never visited here to witness the evil that is done 
under the sun. 


4:4

I observed that the labors and skills of most humans is used simply to maintain dominance 
over others. In the end it is all pointless. They are only chasing the wind. 


4:5-6

It is better to have something in just one hand and to be at peace, 

than to be a two-fisted imbecile trying hard to hold on to everything at once.  
It’s like cannibalizing one’s own flesh, 

or a mad chase after the wind.  

4:7-12

I also discovered that the lone individual who, in his greed, amasses all he can manage and 
shares none of it with either son or brother, is in the end utterly dissatisfied. Finally he laments, 
“Why did I waste all my time and effort trying to please myself with riches, only to deprive 
myself of what is truly good?” It is far better that two share their successes and failures than to 
be a lone soul who has no one to lift him up when he falls. In their companionship, two can 
manage better than one. Two can warm each other when it is cold. Two can resist aggressors 
more easily than a single individual. A braided rope is not easily broken. 


4:13-16

A wise youth who is poor is more fortunate than a old and foolish king who knows no caution. 
In reality at birth the king also emerged out of the womb’s prison poor and and with nothing, 
but then went on to rule. I also watched individuals living and moving about under that ame 



king’s rule with their likely successors. The coming generations will neither remember nor 
applaud any of them. Is it not, then, all futility and wasted energy, like chasing after the wind? 


4:17

Watch your steps as you approach the House of God. 

Instead of making a fool’s offering tainted with evil intent, 
draw near with reverent respect. 

CHAPTER FIVE


5:1-2

Do not be in a hurry to speak  

nor let yourself make promises in God’s presence that cannot be kept.  
God is in the heavens while you are on earth,  

so let your words be few.  

Nightmares of every kind rise up out of our sufferings and pains, 
and a profusion of words overwhelms all of us with foolishness.  

5:3-6

If you vow before God, then do not delay to fulfill it. God does not suffer fools easily,* so honor 
what you have vowed. It is far better never to vow at all, then to make a vow and break it. And 
do not use the excuse, “O, it was all a big mistake,” to cover up your errors. Realize that upon 
hearing such foolishness the divine anger spills over and destroys everything else you have 
built with your hands. Stay in awe of God!**


5:7–8

If you witness the oppression of the poor, the violation of human rights, and injustices endemic 
in this realm, do not be shocked. It is likely the result of some official in government. It goes up 
the chain of command until it reaches the top.* Therefore it should be said:


It would be to your advantage 
to have a King who rose up 

from the bottom, from out of the land. 

5:9-11 
So here is how it is, then, with the wealthy and their riches. Those who thirst for money are 
never satisfied, they only seek for more. In the end they reap nothing. There is no harvest for 
them. Their greed is senseless and leads to emptiness. Where there is great wealth, consumers 
abound which is, of course, a feast to the greedy eyes of the rich. But at last neither wealth nor 
greed knows rest. Only to the poor laborer is sleep a great treasure, but mountains of money 
cannot buy anyone repose. 


5:12-16

I have witnessed with my own eyes how the mountains of evil are a grievous burden to all 
those living under the sun. Affluence only inflicts more injury upon its owners. Let’s imagine 
what happens through misfortune when someone who had amassed great wealth suffers loss. 
Imagine it!!! Suppose that during their period of decline someone has a child who is born back 
into the worsening poverty. It is a perfect image. That child comes naked into this world, and  
returns out of it naked, carrying nothing away from all of its labors. So what profit was it for the 



wealthy to go on chasing after the wind? In end they too experienced sorrow and loss, passing 
through the same cycles of vexation, trouble and anguish just like the rest of us.


5:17-19

After witnessing all of this, here is what I have come to realize: It is best for individuals to 
accept the lot that has been given them and to enjoy what they can eat, drink and make with 
their own hands during the limited time they have upon the earth. Any extra wealth an 
individual may receive is indeed a divine gift and to be enjoyed, but in the busyness of life we 
must accept it with a grateful heart, for time is short here, and soon everything will be gone.  


CHAPTER SIX


6:1-6

Here is a further reflection upon the evil that I have witnessed which lies like a heavy burden 
upon all of us living under the sun. I have seen individuals who, in their affluence, were greedy 
hoarders of wealth, power, property and honor, and yet could never enjoy it. Either it was taken 
away from them by strangers, the greed of others, or they simply lost it all in some other 
manner. In the end it became for them a plague of riches, and though they may have had a 
hundred children and lived to a great age, they were not able to benefit from their greed 
(deprived even perhaps of proper burial). I say this, then; a child delivered still-born into this 
world is more fortunate than these. And even if that child never received a name and quickly 
returned to the darkness from which it had come, and never saw the light of day—it would be 
at rest and the miser would go on living in his misery, even if it were for two-thousand years. 
What profit do misers have? Do they not end up in the same place at death?


6:7-9

As humans we toil to take care of our bodies. Open-mouthed we feed ourselves. Yet we are 
never content, nor are our desires ever completely fulfilled. Does the wise person, then, have 
any advantage over the fool in this respect? Or do the poor have an edge over the rich? Any 
advantage would only be this; when either of them comes to see with their own eyes the reality 
of their endless desires, and that fulfilling them is only an empty chase to catch the wind. 


6:10-12

Whatever is now was named into existence long ago. The true nature and condition of 
humankind was known then and no one can contest it with the Creator. Though we say 
otherwise, and repeat our vane sayings over and over again to comfort ourselves, who can 
come to know what is truly good during the short time we have upon the earth? Are we not all 
like shadows, briefly here, then gone? And who can tell what shall follow us under the sun? 


CHAPTER SEVEN


7:1-6

A good name is a better ointment than perfume. 

The day of death is more auspicious than the day of birth.  

It is best to enter the house of mourning 
than the house of feasting, 

for the first is the last for everyone, 
and the living should take this to heart.  

Sorrow is superior to laughter. 



When the face becomes sad the heart grows wise.  

The wise inhabit the house of mourning, 
but the heart of the fool is entertained in the theater of the absurd.* 

It is far better to listen to wisdom’s rebuke 
than to be charmed by the jests of fools.  

Foolish laughter crackles like thorns burning under a pot. 

Is it pointless to speak these sayings?


7:7-11

Oppression can change a simpleton into a person of wisdom, 

but a bribe taken will corrupt the heart.  

The end of a speech is better than its beginning 

A patience spirit is superior to an inflated ego.  

Do not let your spirit grow restive in disquiet, 
for restlessness stirs at the bottom of a fool’s heart.  

Do not claim that former times were superior to our present era. 
Such declarations only identify someone who is easily duped. 

Wisdom is humanity’s supreme inheritance. 
It is advantageous for anyone living under the sun. 

7:12–14

Protect wisdom and you defend your own wealth. Knowledge preserves the life of all who 
possess it. Consider God’s work. Can you make straight what has been made crooked? If it is 
a good day, enjoy it. If it is an evil day, then consider this: God has made both. Can you fault 
God for any of it?


7:15-18

I have witnessed many things while gamely living out my own pretensions. I have seen a just 
man perish by his own justice. I have witnessed a wicked man survive through wickedness. 


Do not let your sense of justice drive you to excess,  
but you forget justice at your own peril.  

Do not let wickedness exceed or foolishness will gain the upper hand.  
Why die before your time?  

These are good rules to follow. Do not relinquish them. In the end, the one who stands in awe 
of God prevails through everything. 


7:19-22

For the wise, wisdom is a far better defense then having the backing of politicians from ten 
cities.* There is no one on earth who can can accomplish any good without some taint to it. Do 



not pay attention to everything said about you. Your servants may speak ill of you, but you 
know, in fairness, you too have spoken ill of others many times. 


7:23-25

In wisdom I pondered all these things. I probed and said, I will acquire as much knowledge as I 
possibly can. But I found that it was quite beyond me. Existence eluded me, exceeding my 
grasp. There are in it depth upon depths. Who can plum it all? Still I turned my attention to 
knowledge and kept pursuing wisdom and reason. I saw clearly how wickedness is folly and 
foolishness is madness. 


7:26-29

I saw how the pursuit of women can be the hunter’s snare and her heart become a trap if there 
is poison in her hands. Only in pursuit of God can one escape the bait, otherwise one will be 
entirely ensnared.* This is a bitterness beyond death itself. 


I Qoheleth tell you that in order to discover the truth of things, I have considered everything, 
adding them together in my pursuits. But my soul seeks the truth still, and I have not found it. 
Maybe one in a thousand men or women** have found something, maybe none at all. But I 
know this for certain: 


Although God made humans straight,  
we revert to many deviations. 


CHAPTER EIGHT


8:1

To whom should we compare those who know the meanings of things? 

Does not wisdom illumine the face of the wise?* 

8:2-4

Consider, then, your relationship to any king’s directives. You may have sworn an oath of fealty, 
but the king does whatsoever he pleases because his word is sovereign. So take care then. Do 
not draw away from him too quickly, nor join in some frivolous plot he devises too easily. Can 
you ever challenge him by saying, “What are you doing?”  

8:5-6

Those who observe the divine decrees avoid evil,  

for the heart of the wise can discern times and outcomes, 
seeing that there are consequences for everything.  

8:7-9

It burdens us greatly, however, that we cannot predict the future. We are ignorant of what is to 
come. For who can know what will be? None of us has control even over the breath of our own 
lives, nor do we have mastery over our deaths. No one is exempt from struggle, nor are the 
wicked shielded by their many machinations. I realized all of this as I gave my attention to what 
happens under the sun, watching how we tyrannize one another to our detriment. 




8:10-15

I have seen how the wicked approached the sacred precincts being praised for what they had 
done. It was all senseless. Because consequences for the wicked do not come swiftly, those 
who are inclined toward evil act out believing that sinners can transgress a hundred times and 
survive with impunity.* I know in the end that all shall be well for those who practice reverence 
towards God, and that all things will never be well for the irreverent whose shadows play 
across the earth. But the pointlessness of it all is evident—just men and women are treated as 
though they have done great evil, and the unjust are left unpunished for their crimes. It is 
absurd and unfair. Should we therefore abandon ourselves simply to pleasure and mirth, “Eat, 
drink and be merry while you are here!” Is all that can be accomplished in the brief span of time 
God has allotted us under the sun? 


8:16-17

I continued, however, to dedicate my heart and mind to wisdom and to observe what is truly 
done on earth, realizing that no one under the sun can fully comprehend God’s work and ways. 
Even if they rest neither day or night, no matter how long they labor in their search, they cannot 
come to the truth of it, and even if they should say, “We know it all!” the truth is they have 
found little or nothing. 


CHAPTER NINE


9:1-3

I pondered all of this, and know also that the just and the wise, as well as their 
accomplishments, are entirely in God’s hands. God’s favor and disfavor, however, are equally 
unknown—empty categories for us since all we see is that the same lot befalls everyone. The 
good and the bad, the just and the wicked, the clean and the unclean, the pious and the 
profane fare equally. Whether they make sacrifices or not, whether they are sinners or 
blameless, whether they swear oaths or fear to swear, the outcome is the same for each. More 
than anything else that befalls those who live under the sun, this is the worst of all: because 
things turn out the same for everyone, and thus evil fills the minds of everyone. While they live, 
madness is in their hearts, and then they die. 


9:4-6

Perhaps as long as they live hope remains—after all, a live dog is better off than a dead lion. 
The living know of course that they are going to die. The dead no longer know anything at all, 
nothing is left of them. All their memories are gone. Their loves, hatreds, and rivalries have long 
since vanished. They will never again play a role in anything that is done under the sun. 


9:7-10

So go now, eat and enjoy your bread, drink your wine with a merry heart, for it is only in the 
passage of time under the sun that God shows you any favor. While you are here don your 
brightest and your best and don’t spare the perfume. Enjoy life with the mate you love all the 
days that you have left. It is your lot in life to toil and labor while you are here under the sun, so 
do it with whatever power you have, and with whatever skills you possess, for there will be no 
work, reason, knowledge, nor wisdom in the dark world into which you are passing. 


9:11-12

In my observations of everything lying under the sun, I saw that the race is not won by the 
swift, nor the battle by the valiant. Wisdom does not guarantee a good livelihood, nor does 
cunning ensure wealth. Expertise secures neither fame nor fortune. Adversity will eventually 
befall all, and yet no one can predict disaster. Like a fish caught in a net or a bird taken in a 
snare, when tragedy strikes everyone is trapped in affliction. 




9:13-16

But then I also witnessed a noble happening under the sun. It was a wise deed done when a 
small city with few men to defend it was attached by a mighty king with a great army. The city 
was surrounded and the attacking king threw up seige-works all around its walls. Inside there 
lived a man, who, though poor, was wise and was able to bring about deliverance through his 
wisdom. Yet once it was all over, no one remembered or cared about him any more. So though 
I have said, “Wisdom is better than force,” yet coming from the impoverished, wisdom is 
quickly forgotten and they are scorned. 


9:17-18

The quiet words of the wise are better heard 

than a shout from the leader of fools.  

A small dead fly can spoil the perfumer’s ointment. 
One small slip can bring good things crashing down around our heads.*  

CHAPTER TEN


10:1-4

 In this world a pinch of folly carries weight than wisdom’s wealth.* 

Understanding moves the wise to the right. 
Foolishness moves the ignorant to the left. 

Everything appears absurd to a fool 
who walks the streets in ignorance.  

If the anger of a superior explodes over you,  
stand you ground.  

But remember a gentle response can sooth the rage. 

10:5-7

I have also witnessed another absurdity being perpetuated under the sun. A common mistake 
made by rulers is to put fools in positions of power, while leaving those with a wealth of 
wisdom at the lowest rung. I have seen the stupid on horseback while princes walk the ground 
like slaves. 


10:8-20

Take care when you dig a pit,  
you yourself could fall into it.  

When you break through a wall,  
a viper could be waiting to strike you on the other side.  

A stone might injure the one who moves it. 
An axe could harm the one chopping wood.  

At the beginning you may make progress easily,  
but every blade will eventually become dull.  

The skill of a craftsman, however, will carry him through. 

If a snake bites because it has not been charmed, 
the charmer was an idiot.  



Words from the lips of the wise win favor 
while the mouth of the fool eats its own speaker. 

A fool goes on talking endlessly multiplying words. 
At the beginning his words are foolishness, 
and at the end they are even more absurd. 

Who can tell what is to come 
or what shall follow after? 

Will fools ever tire of their labors, 
or remember how to find their way home?* 

Blessed is the land whose king is noble, 
Cursed is the land whose king is coarse and crude.* 

Blessed is the land where its princes know the hour for dinning, 
Cursed is the land where libations begin at dawn.  

Lazy hands, the rafters sag 
Listless hands, the house leaks.  

Bread and oil produce merriment. 
Wine makes the living glad.  

Money seems to take care of everything. 

Do not disparage the king even in your thoughts. 
In the privacy of your bedroom do not revile the wealthy in power.  

Who knows, even birds may be spies 
and carry your words on their wings.  

CHAPTER ELEVEN


11:1-6


Cast your bread upon the waters. 
In time it will return to you.  

Divide your wealth into many portions.* 
Who knows when misfortune will revisit the land.  

When the clouds fill 
the rains fall.  

Whether a tree falls to the north or to the south, 
 it will remain wherever it lands.  

If you are constantly anxious about the wind, 
you will never plant. 

If you are always worrying about the rain, 
you will never reap.  



You know nothing about how the bones of the baby  
are formed by Spirit in its mother’s womb. 

Nor do you know anything about how  
God knits together our cosmic home. 

In the morning you sow your seed 
At night your hands are idle.  

You do not know from which act you will prosper most. 
Perhaps in the end both are equal.  

11:7-10

Light is sweet. 

How pleasant it is for the eyes to see the sun.  
Let a person live for as long as possible enjoying the sunlit years, 

for remember the days are coming when darkness will be all, 
equally empty and absurd.  

Rejoice and be glad while you are still young in years 
While you have youth be merry of heart.  

Follow your path, 
and the vision of your eyes. 
Shield yourself from grief. 
Keep evil from your soul. 

But remember that the dawn of youth is fleeting 
and that you too will stand before God.* 

CHAPTER TWELVE


12:1-7

While you are young remember your Creator, 

for darker days are sure to come.  
The time will be when you will say,* 

“I have no pleasures left. 
The sun is dark, and the light of the moon and the stars 

are covered by the returning clouds of rain.  
I was once the strong guardian of this house,  

but now I shake and tremble. 
There was a time when I was straight but now I am bent. 

The windows of my eyes have grown dim. 
My teeth are few. 

My mouth is shut like a door on the world. 
The sounds of birds and the millstones grinding nearby have grown faint, 

as have the songs of young daughters singing. 
Heights and the fear of falling are a peril in the streets. 

My hair is white like almonds in bloom. 
My limbs are stiff like locust. 

Stimulants have lost their power.” 



When we return to our lasting home, 
as our mourners pour into the streets... 

The silver cord is snapped 
The gold bowl is broken 

The pitcher lies shattered by the well 
All pulleys broken and gone.  

From where it came, dust returns to earth. 
And to the One who gave it, breath returns to God.  

12:8


I Qoheleth this say then, 

It all appears to be useless and in vane, 

pointless and absurd. 
Was not life but wasted energy?  

12:9-14

Yes, I Qoheleth the Wise am the teacher who brought knowledge to the people through 
proverb and aphorism, weighing their many meanings and arranging them in order. I Qoheleth 
looked for maxims of importance and gave them precise definition; for the sayings of the wise 
act like cattle prods, and the axioms of wisdom are an armory of spears. So beware of going 
beyond this, my son, or the making many books—of which there is no end. Much study only 
wearies the flesh. 


When all is said and done, my last word to you is this: Stay reverent before God and honor the 
divine commands—this is the sum of everything. To this everyone is born, and for this God will 
judge every act, weighing the hidden qualities whether for good or for ill.  

_____________________________________________ 

FOOTNOTES


1:1 — The English title given to this text is from the Greek term (kaleo) which means to call or 
gather together. It translates the Hebrew name or title Qoheleth, which in this case means 
someone who gathers or collects wisdom. If it is indeed a title then “the Qoheleth” would be 
the best translation. 


1:2 — This portion of the text is perhaps the most quoted and the authorized English versions 
use the term “vanity of vanities.” While being traditional and familiar to our ear it does not 
communicate the original meanings given here. Meaningless, pointless, empty, and perhaps in 
vane are much closer to the original semantics. 


1:14 — “Chasing the wind” is Qoheleth’s preferred metaphor for useless activity. Winds are a 
constant part of desert life, and the author knows this metaphor and uses it well throughout the 
text. 




2:1-3 — This may be a “tongue-in-cheek” remark and a flash of the author’s self-deprecating 
humor. 


5:3-6 — I have used a colloquialism in English to express a similar one in the original Hebrew 
text. In the last phrases of this passage the author is certain that the anger of God will spill over 
and destroy the vow-breaker’s world. The author is certainly in fear of God for this reason. I 
have softened the tone slightly sense Qoheleth’s view of God appears to be punitive and 
merciless. 


5:7-8 — The author appears to be critical of the monarchy, the court, and the bureaucracy 
around the throne. In his view evil is a systemic problem whose source and center is the King. 


7:1-6 — The “theatre of the absurd” translates a phrase which means the house of mirth or 
humor. 


7:19-22 — In the reference to ten politicians, the original text uses the phrase about ten princes 
living in the city. 


7:26-29 — The original text in this section blames the man’s predicament on the woman who 
has either tricked or weakened him because of her poisonous nature. The taint of evil is placed 
on the female partner. In addition, the author is certain that no wisdom can be found among 
women though perhaps one in a thousand among men. I assume this to be the taint of his 
patriarchal and misogynistic culture and perhaps also the result of a personal grievance for a 
love-relationship gone bad. Who is to know? I completely accept the final aphorism in this 
section. Perhaps these deviations are what explain Qoheleth’s attitudes towards women. 


8:1 — The meaning of this aphorism is difficult to determine and thus to translate. Something 
in the original text suggests that this face can also be resented because of its insolence or 
impertinence. It is not clear. I have not tried to resolve it. 


8:10-15 — in this section the author is aware of what we might today call “karmic law” (the law 
of cause and effect). But he sees that this law works slowly so that, because of our short time 
on earth, we often do not feel its full effects and as a consequence, therefore, we do not learn. 


9:17-18 — I have used a contemporary colloquialism to express the power of the original text. 


10:1-4 — I have placed the aphorism in the context of “this world” which is clearly in the 
author’s preview, although the phrase is added to make the point. 


10:8-20 — In the sixth aphorism in the series, it is not perfectly clear, but the meaning may be 
that the foolish are so empty-headed that they cannot find their way back nome into the city at 
night after a day’s labor. In the seventh aphorism, the reference to being crude appears to be 
uncouth and without dignity or learning. 


11:1-6 — The reference to dividing wealth into equal portions appears to mean that if one 
saves one’s wealth and stores it away there will be some left when disaster or famine strikes. 


11:7-10 — To stand before God appears to mean to stand in judgement before the Almighty. 


12:11-7 — The litany and lament that follows seems to be autobiographical. Some of the 
phrases in it are not entirely clear (for example the one concerning the sound of the grinding of 
the mill), but each one has to do with the diminishment of life, strength, the power of the 
senses, and the loss of control through senescence. 

 





