Lessons on Ecclesiastes – The Wisdom of Dis-illusion
Prepared for Las Placitas Presbyterian Church by the Rev. Ken Cuthbertson, June 12, 2020

Lesson#2 – Time & Tide
The “Gatherer” (as the name means) who wrote Ecclesiastes tends to ramble a bit, or maybe “cycle” is a
better term. For this lesson, I will “gather” and rearrange some verses to look at them more coherently
and topically, beginning with the most famous passage in the book….
Topic: “To everything there is a season…”
3: 1 For everything there is a season,
and a time for every matter under heaven:
2 a time to be born, and a time to die;
a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted;
3 a time to kill, and a time to heal;
a time to break down, and a time to build up;
4 a time to weep, and a time to laugh;
a time to mourn, and a time to dance;
5 a time to throw away stones, and a time to gather stones together;
a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing;
6 a time to seek, and a time to lose;
a time to keep, and a time to throw away;
7 a time to tear, and a time to sew;
a time to keep silence, and a time to speak;
8 a time to love, and a time to hate;
a time for war, and a time for peace….
To all of a certain age these words cannot be read without hearing Pete Seeger’s song of the late 1950s,
adapted by The Byrds in 1965: “To everything… turn, turn, turn….” The song sticks close to Ecclesiastes,
adding only the “turns” and one additional phrase at the end: "a time for peace… I swear it's not too
late." With the addition of that phrase, the words of Ecclesiastes became one of the best remembered
peace anthems of the Vietnam era.
In his book Let Your Life Speak, Parker Palmer also picks up on the theme of the “seasons” of life,
drawing on the seasons of nature. Like Ecclesiastes, Palmer sets the seasons of life over against the
misleading notions of self-determination, achievement and control. The “ecological” seasons of life
cycle through, but not always in the way we first think of them. Autumn, and the autumn of life, is a
time of dying, of diminishment and growing darkness… but also of scattering seeds of new life and
growth for what comes after. (This Kansas farm-boy, long used to the planting of winter wheat, “gets”
what Palmer is saying.) Winter itself seems a time of dormancy and barrenness, but new life is waiting
to rise, and with so much foliage cleared away we can see many things more clearly and cleanly. Spring

rises from muck and mud – or, in NM, wind and dust – to a new greening and (when there’s enough
water) an abundance of flowers. Summer brings the fruition of the year, and beginning to gather the
sustaining abundance of life. In NM it is the season of renewing rains. And, so, the cycle starts over….
(See Palmer, pages 95-109)
Most of us who are reading the initial circulation of these lessons are in our biological “autumn” stage of
life. How does that feel? How does that stir us into living more fully, and nurturing things that may
continue after us?
(It is interesting to notice that “Gatherer” does not speak of the positive heritage of nurturing children,
etc…. This is very unlike Jewish law, various Psalms… such as 127 and 128, and much of Proverbs.)
10 I have seen the business that God has given to everyone to be busy with. 11 God has made
everything suitable for its time; moreover God has put a sense of past and future into their
minds, yet they cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end….
My (KLC’s) dad always used to quote his mother as saying “if foresight were as good as hindsight, we’d
know a darnsight!” History (and our understanding of it) is unfolding, not static. Our “sight” is limited.
The contrast between a “sense” of past and future to God’s eternally overarching “doing” is striking.
14 I know that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor anything
taken from it; God has done this, so that all should stand in awe before God. 15 That which is,
already has been; that which is to be, already is; and God seeks out what has gone by.
These verses circle back to the theme of the opening section of chapter 1, of “nothing new under the
sun” and so on. God, and what God does, is the only “permanence” there is. God in Ecclesiastes is
always “God” (Elohim), and never shows up as “The LORD” (YHWH). “Almighty” does not occur in
Ecclesiastes, but “God” here seems rather like Job’s “Shaddai” figure.
Topic: Injustice & Oppression
3:16 Moreover I saw under the sun that in the place of justice, wickedness was there, and in the
place of righteousness, wickedness was there as well. 17 I said in my heart, God will judge the
righteous and the wicked, for God has appointed a time for every matter, and for every work.
18 I said in my heart with regard to human beings that God is testing them to show that they
are but animals.
The best thing to do with these verses is to refer everyone back to the JOB study, with all the sifting
through issues of God’s relationship to justice and injustice, and to the “testing” of humans. The word
“beasts” is surprising. The New Oxford Annotated Bible takes it as a reference to shared creatureliness
and mortality. (NOAB, p. 940, and see below.)
4: 1 Again I saw all the oppressions that are practiced under the sun. Look, the tears of the
oppressed—with no one to comfort them! On the side of their oppressors there was power—
with no one to comfort them.
The unknowable piece, that one would love to know, is what particular situations or events the author
was holding in their mind as they wrote. But, to read this verse at this time (June 2020) is breathtaking.

The word for oppression here is “ashaq” which carries a sense of being violently wronged and pressed
down. And on the side of the oppressors… systemic power.
Here, unfortunately in my opinion, is another place where a “Wisdom” teacher stands in contrast to
prophetic calls to actively “do justice and love mercy”. Qoheleth observes, and is apparently saddened
and frustrated, but does not counsel action. No “comforter” standing in solidarity here. No “let my
people go” here.

Topic: Age & Wisdom
4:13 Better is a poor but wise youth than an old but foolish king, who will no longer take
advice. 14 One can indeed come out of prison to reign, even though born poor in the
kingdom. 15 I saw all the living who, moving about under the sun, follow that youth who
replaced the king; 16 there was no end to all those people whom he led. Yet those who come
later will not rejoice in him. Surely this also is fleeting and a chasing after wind.
Although there is no clear historical situation to which this section can be linked, there are plenty of
similar-enough stories – Joseph in Egypt, David the Shepherd-boy, Wise Daniel… and maybe even Prince
Zerubbabel. But, as the NOAB notes (p. 940), even the fame of a Hero-King is fleeting. Others note that
sometimes wise young heroes can themselves become the old royal fools… perhaps like Solomon.
Topic: Mortality
3:18 I said in my heart with regard to human beings that God is testing them to show that they
are but animals. 19 For the fate of humans and the fate of animals is the same; as one dies, so
dies the other. They all have the same breath, and humans have no advantage over the animals;
for all is vanity. 20 All go to one place; all are from the dust, and all turn to dust again. 21 Who
knows whether the human spirit goes upward and the spirit of animals goes downward to the
earth?
We are so used to thinking of humans being made “in the image of God” (Genesis 1:26-27) and “a little
lower than the angels” (Psalm 8:5-6) that these verses come as a profound shock. Qoheleth is, instead,
more in the mode of Genesis 2-3, humans are made from the dust, and return to the dust. Mortality is
the principle mark of our human “creatureliness” that we share with all other animals, birds, fish,
insects, and even plants. And, Qoheleth is carefully agnostic about what happens to the human spirit
when we die.
It is helpful to remember that in ancient Judaism, and in surrounding cultures, the dead were believed to
descend to the shadowy half-life realm of Death, known in the Bible as Sheol. Only later did ideas of a
blissful afterlife, and even resurrection, enter the picture. This was a major point of division between
the later Sadducees (who did not believe in resurrection) and the Pharisees (who did). If Qoheleth was
writing as late as the 3rd century (or so) BCE, it may be that Ecclesiastes is written from a Sadducee
perspective… as is the Apocryphal book Ecclesiasticus / Sirach.
4: 2 And I thought the dead, who have already died, more fortunate than the living, who are still
alive; 3 but better than both is the one who has not yet been, and has not seen the evil deeds
that are done under the sun.

Here, again, we can hear an echo of Job in some of his gloomier moods (early on)… “Better to be dead!”,
“Better to not have been born”, etc. Here, too, approaching this from a more Buddhist perspective may
help some… remembering the illusory nature of so much of life, and the universality of suffering, there is
something to be said for realizing that, and being freed from it. (Such is my positive spin on the text.)

Topic: Companionship
4:9 Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their toil. 10 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. 11 Again, if two lie together, they keep warm; but how can one keep warm alone? 12 And
though one might prevail against another, two will withstand one. “A threefold cord is not
quickly broken.”
In these three months of COVID-19 isolation, we have repeatedly mentioned that “at least we are
together” in this, we’re not alone. In another echo of Genesis 2-3, Qoheleth lifts up the practical value
of having a companion or suitable helper in life, a helpmate. Marriage is not mentioned… and Qoheleth
specifically talks about it elsewhere (see 9:9)… but I (KLC) frequently use this text for weddings, and we
used it for ours.
Qoheleth seemingly quotes, or coins, a proverb at the end of this bit: “A threefold cord is not quickly
broken.” That’s a simple fact, and it has been subjected to much theologizing over the centuries. “What
is the third strand?” Two thoughts seem, to me, to fall within acceptable parameters relating to the text
and context…. First, remembering how St. Augustine illustrates the Trinity by speaking of “the Lover,
the Beloved, and the spirit-of-love that unites them” we can think of the “bond” of love, or simple
friendship, which unites two such people. Second, the idea of a “covenant” or “commitment” made
between people binds them… covenants like the one between David and Jonathan (1 Samuel 18: 1-4,
etc.), or the one between Ruth and Naomi (Ruth 1:16-17).
Reprise: Eat, Drink, & Enjoy Your Work and Companionship
Hearkening back to Lesson 1, to Eccl. 2:24-26, Qoheleth comes around again to the recurring theme of
finding happiness and well-being in a simple life… as God intends:
3: 9 What gain have the workers from their toil? …12 I know that there is nothing better for
them than to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they live; 13 moreover, it is God's gift
that all should eat and drink and take pleasure in all their toil.
3:22 So I saw that there is nothing better than that all should enjoy their work, for that is their
lot; who can bring them to see what will be after them?
4:4 Then I saw that all toil and all skill in work come from one person's envy of another. This also
is fleeting and a chasing after wind. 5 Fools fold their hands and consume their own
flesh. 6 Better is a handful with quiet than two handfuls with toil, and a chasing after wind.

4:7 Again, I saw fleetingness under the sun: 8 the case of solitary individuals, without sons 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 fleeting and an
unhappy business.
The more one looks, the more it feels like the original vision of Genesis 2-3 lies in the background of
Ecclesiastes… the life of a simple gardener, finding happiness in the work, and in the fruits of the labor,
with a helpmate. It is a classic vision of contentment for “each one under their vine and fig tree.” (See 1
Kings 4:25, Micah 4:4, Zech. 3:10, etc.) For Qoheleth, “It doesn’t get any better than this!”

