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Lessons on Ecclesiastes #6 – Conclusion 

The place to start in this lesson is simply to invite everyone to read over Ecclesiastes 11:7 – 12:8 and sit 

with it for a bit.   Read, savor, and ponder with a receptive heart and soul…. 

 11:7 Light is sweet, and it is pleasant for the eyes to see the sun. 8 Even those who live many 

 years should rejoice in them all; yet let them remember that the days of darkness will be many. 

 All that comes is fleeting.  

 9 Rejoice, young person, 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. 10 Banish anxiety from your mind, and put away 

 pain from your body; for youth and the dawn of life are fleeting. 

 12: 1 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"; 2 before the sun and the 

 light and the moon and the stars are darkened and the clouds return with the rain; 3 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; 4 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; 5 when one is afraid of heights, 

 and terrors are in the road; the almond tree blossoms, the grasshopper drags itself along and 

 desire fails; because all must go to their eternal home, and the mourners will go about the 

 streets; 6 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, 7 and the dust returns to the earth 

 as it was, and the breath [ruach, spirit] returns to God who gave it.  

 8 “Utterly fleeting,” says the Gatherer, “all is fleeting.” 

Now… when you are ready… some thoughts…. 

First of all, I think this passage is the one where the word “fleeting” is most striking in all the book.  Life 

is fleeting, youth is fleeting, everything is fleeting.  It works much better than “vanity” or “emptiness” 

do. 



Secondly, as throughout Ecclesiastes, this passage is grounded in the ancient Hebrew-Jewish concept of 

Sheol… the sort of “half-life” underworld realm of Death to which all go.  There may be some relative 

degrees of better/worse, but it’s not heaven/hell, and there’s no thought of resurrection.  That’s why 

this life is so to be treasured and enjoyed and best as one is able. 

From Jesus’s day, the sort of “middle ground” between the Sadducees rejection of resurrection, etc., 

and the Pharisees embrace of such things, was the more Greek notion of the “immortality of the soul” 

and the prospect of a “Paradise” that favored souls might attain after death.  Though spoken from the 

perspective of the Sadducees, I find some hope in 11:7: “the dust returns to the earth as it was, and the 

breath [ruach, spirit] returns to God who gave it.” 

When it comes to the idea of a universal resurrection of the dead, there are many practical agnostics in 

our day and time.  How many millennia of dead folks are there?  How much dust?  How much dust in 

each of us came from the dust of someone else who lived long ago?  But the vital breath, spirit, soul… 

that originally came from God (Genesis 2:7), here returns to God.  Whatever else, my own Christian 

hope and trust is that at death our spirits return into the light, life, love, joy, and peace that is integral to 

the “Being-ness” of God.  For the rest… I’m content to wait and see (or, not). 

Thirdly, verses 11:9-10 are addressed – in the original – to a young man.  In our current culture there’s 

no reason not to change it to the more inclusive term “person”.  There’s nothing inherently male-

specific here… except that culturally – then and too often still – the freedom to go and explore and do 

what one wants was socially restricted to “males” of the human community.  Like most of the Bible, 

Ecclesiastes was written by a man and addressed primarily to men.   (Thankfully, the teachings of Jesus 

and even Paul – properly understood – provide some much-needed counterbalance.) 

Fourthly, 12:1-8 provide one of the most hauntingly beautiful and honest depictions of aging in the 

entire Bible.  Some commentators try to take this passage rather literally and eschatologically, but I lean 

to another tradition (derived from a grad-school mentor, Rabbi Jay Holstein of the University of Iowa) 

that takes what is said metaphorically, as referring to the human person and their failing body…. 

 12:1 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"; 2 before the sun and the light 

 and the moon and the stars are darkened and the clouds return with the rain;  

Verse 2 might refer to dimming of the eyesight; but I think it more likely that it refers to the “twilight” of 

life, and coming to terms with waning days and the “season” of diminishment.  The old Scots word 

“gloaming” comes to mind.  As it follows on verse 1’s “I have no pleasure in them” it may refer to a 

dimming of a person’s spirit, to increasing “clouds” of depression and so on.  (Though I, for one, love 

cloudy-rainy days.)  One of the most poignant things I’ve encountered over the years is those in nursing 

homes who have lost their enjoyment of life and keep asking, “Why am I still here?” 

 3 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; 4 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;  

Verses 3-4 refer to physical diminishment, to trembling limbs and bent backs (vertebrae  “strong 

men”), to the loss of teeth (grinders), dimming eyesight, and to loss of hearing.  As one who increasingly 

deals with arthritis in the hands, lower back, and hips, and as one looking toward cataract surgery in the 

not-too-distant future, these two verses strike home in ways they didn’t use to.  (The seeming non-

sequitur “rising up at the sound of a bird” reflects a difficult Hebrew text at that point.) 

 5 when one is afraid of heights, and terrors are in the road;  

The beginning of verse 5 could be, literally, the fear of ambush and thieves along the way.  The 

physiological analogy would be to things like vertigo, unsteadiness, and fear of falling. 

 the almond tree blossoms, the grasshopper drags itself along and desire fails;  

Choon-Leong Seow (NOAB, p. 948) alternatively translates the middle phrase of verse 5: 

 the almond tree becomes hideous, the locust-tree droops, and the caper-berry tree defoliates; 

the image is of late-season trees… late autumn for us… and suggestively to late season people becoming 

more spare and frail… including our thinning foliage/hair. 

 because all must go to their eternal home, and the mourners will go about the streets;  

 6 [and so, remember your Creator] 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, 7 and the 

 dust returns to the earth as it was, and the breath [ruach, spirit] returns to God who gave it.  

The third phrase in verse 5 is when Death enters the picture.  Verse 6 provides several poignant 

metaphors for death.  Verse 7 is where we return to Genesis 2-3, to “Dust in the Wind” as it were. 

 8 “Utterly fleeting,” says the Gatherer, “all is fleeting.” 

Verse 8 concludes Qoheleth’s portion of the text, with what remains being the notes of an editor.  And, 

most appropriately, 12:8 almost exactly echoes 1:2.  It’s all gone round, full circle. 

The editor’s bit remains, however…. 

 9 Besides being wise, Qoheleth also taught the people knowledge, weighing and studying and 

 arranging many proverbs. 10 Qoheleth sought to find pleasing words, and he wrote words of 

 truth plainly.  

 11 The sayings of the wise are like goads, and like nails firmly fixed are the collected sayings that 

 are given by one shepherd. 12 Of anything beyond these, my child, beware. Of making many 

 books there is no end, and much study is a weariness of the flesh.  



“Shepherd” is a rather odd word to turn up suddenly in verse 11, a word used for kings and, much later, 

for pastors.  Verse 12 is a favorite of mine… hearkening back to the futility of accumulating wealth and 

power, the editor warns against the excesses of academia, too.  Which is true, unless one is in it just for 

the pure pleasure of it.  Then, I think, Qoheleth (and hopefully the editor) would approve. 

For me the verse calls to mind the days that I was a teaching assistant in grad school, helping teach 

Ecclesiastes.  In the day, I once dared to observe to my fellow grad students that, “In 100 years, the best 

of us will be lucky to be a footnote….”  The remark was not very well received. 

The editor concludes with a discretely pious epilgoue, worthy of the ever-careful Qoheleth: 

 13 [This is] the end of the matter; all has been heard. [And so,] fear God, and keep God’s 

 commandments; for that is the whole duty of everyone. 14 For God will bring every deed into 

 judgment, including every secret thing, whether good or evil. 

Some concluding thoughts….  As I noted early on, Ecclesiastes is NOT a prophetic or apostolic book, it is 

not a call to service or mission.  It is not really a book of community either, or even family.  It is very 

individualistic… possibly the most individualistic book in the Bible.  That said, I think there is great 

Wisdom in Ecclesiastes.  It’s affinity with Buddhism lies in its teaching about detachment, and its lifting 

up of the illusory nature of ambition and achievement.  They are ever-fleeting.  The enjoyment of life’s 

simple pleasures is God’s gift.  It’s what we have. 

“Day by day, O dear Lord, three things I pray… to see Thee more clearly, love Thee more dearly, and 

follow Thee more nearly, day by day.” – St. Richard of Chichester (13th century), via GODSPELL 

 
 


