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Text: “Vanity of vanities, says the Teacher, vanity of vanities All isvanity” (Ecclesagtes 1.2).

Recently | came upon a book, entitled The Serenity Prayer: Faith and Politicsin Times
of Peace and War, written by Elizabeth Sfton, the daughter of Reinhold and Ursula Niebuhr.
Sifton remembers as a child the great throng of people who gathered at the family home in
Massachusetts during the summer months to converse with her mother and about some of the
most pressing issues of war and peace during the period of the mid 1930s to the mid 1950s.
Some of the greatest religious figures in this country and throughout the world gathered there:

Paul Tillich, Karl Barth, Harry Emerson Fosdick, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer. There were dso
politica figures present who longed for away to relate the faith of the church to the problems

that our nation faced during World War |1 and the Cold War that followed: Hubert Humphrey,
and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. In addition, there were literary figures such asW. H. Auden and Alan
Paton. The common thread that drew so many of these people together was an attempt to address
some of the most important questions of meaning by some of the best minds that America had
produced.




Today, it is hard not to ask the question as where this kind of engagement takes place--
the best minds of religion, government, and the arts dl brought together to pursue questions of
the ultimate meaning of human existence, particularly in a culture where rdigious endeavors
have been reduced to Dan Brown’s The DaVinci Code, Me Gibson's “ The Passion of Chrigt,”
and Rick Warren's book, The Purpose Driven Life.

Somewhere dong the line there is a disconnect between our faith and the most pressng
questions of human life. This was brought home to me last weekend when | attended the
graduation service of my daughter Lucy a Duke University. One of the highlights for me was
the Baccd aureate service held in the Duke Chapel. The setting was stunning; the music was
uplifting. Will Willimon, the Dean of the Chapdl, preached a wonderful sermon based on Jesus
parable of the “Buried Treasure’ encouraging these student to pursue their idedls. The President
of the University, Nan Keohane, spoke to a class of students who entered the University in the
Fal of 2000, who could have never imagined that ayear later, on September 11, 2001, their
whole world would be shattered and forever changed.

There was, however, one thing that struck me in the worship service. Except for the
sermon, and the Kurie Eleison, there was no mention of Jesus Christ. None of the hymns
mentioned Christ; none of the Prayers were made in the name of Jesus. There seemed to me to be
aconscious effort to divorce the Baccd aureate service from Christian worship.

One of the most pressing questions that each person must ask himsdf isthe question of
the meaning of life. Nowhere in Scriptureis this question found to be more prominent than in the
Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes.

The Book of Ecclesagtesis one of the most puzzling books in the entire Bible. It is part
of the so-called “Wisdom Literature’ that includes the Book of Proverbs and Job. The “Wisdom
Literature” is not centered in the sdvation history that defines the rest of the Bible. It is rooted
morein cregtion and in the common life of Isradl. The word “Ecclesastes’ refers to the one who
gathers a congregation or group around him. Thus Ecclesastes is sometimes referred to asthe
“preacher” or the “teacher.” Traditionally, the book of Ecclesiastes has been attributed to
Solomon, but it appears to represent amuch later period in Isradl’s history.

One of the disturbing aspects of Ecclesastesis his assessment of humean life. “Vanity of
Vanities’, saysthe Preacher, “All isvanity.” Theword “vanity” is derived from the little Hebrew
word “Hebd,” which means “breath,” “air” or “vapor.” The mgor portion of this book concerns
an experiment in which the author of the book seeksto find some meaning in hislife. He
experiments with wedlth, power, and even work. He seeks wisdom and knowledge. In the end dl
of these fall. He comes to aconclusion that is as contemporary astoday’s newspaper. Lifeis
inconsequentid, futile, and vain.

“Vanity of vanities,” says the preacher, “All isvanity.”
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So let’s be honest. Thereisadeep impartidity of life that affects us dl. Ecclesastes puts
it likethis “All streams run to the sea, but the seaisnot full.” Or, "What has been iswhat will
be; and what has been done iswhat will be done; there is nothing new under the sun”
(Ecclesiastes 1: 7,9).

But that same thought is found in the teaching of Jesus. Jesus observed “ God makes the
sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends the rain on the just and unjust adike.” One of the
most pervasve themesin dl of rdigion isthe notion thet dl suffering is the result of Sn. But
Jesus, like Job, refutes that notion. Not al suffering is the result of an.

All through his ministry Jesus dedlt with that superdtition. Once the tower of Slloam fell
and crushed a group of men, and the rumor spread up and down the streets of Jerusdem that
these men were the most wicked in the entire city. But Jesus said, “ Those e ghteen upon whom
the tower in Siloam fdll, and killed them, do you think these were offenders above dl the men
that dwdll in Jerusalem?1 tell you, ‘No.”” And when his disciples saw a man on the roadside who
was born blind and asked Jesus, “Who sinned, this man of his parents, that he should be born
blind?” Jesus answered and said, “Neither did this man sin nor his parents.”

In the end there are some things over which we have no control or knowledge. We do not
know why some people get sick and others do not. We do not know why in tragic circumstances
some live and some do not. Ecclesiagtesis right. Thereisimpartidity inlife.

But while Jesus acknowledged the inherent impartidity of life, he took it a step farther.
He saw that are aspects of life that are not equal. All of usdie, but dl of usdo not diein the same
way. Both Benedict Arnold and George Washington died. But they died under very different
circumstances. Benedict Arnold betrayed his country. He died in London. They say that to the
find day of hislife he kept the American uniform, in which he had fought so magnificently in
Saratoga, and that in the closing hours of hislife he took it out and held it in his hands.

George Washington dso died, but under very different circumstances. He died having
served his country dl hislife. Each year we observe his birthday and each year thousands of
pilgrims journey to Mt. Vernon wherein asmal room hefel on deep.

Adolph Hitler died and Wington Churchill died, but they did so under very different
circumstances. Hitler committed suicide in a Berlin Bunker, as hiswhole world and the
devadtating defeat of the Third Reich was faling in on him. Wington Churchill died at the age of
ninety, revered by afree world that admired and respected him for his great courage.
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Harry Emerson Fosdick once observed that we ought to work hard in life to keep our
troubles clean. There are some misfortunes that cannot be avoided. There are others that can be
avoided. Fosdick observed that it is one thing to be the mother of Jesus and have to turn broken
hearted from a cross, yet to thank God al your days that it was your honor to bear him. Itis
another thing, Fosdick observed, to be the mother of Judas, and dl your daysto carry the terrible
consciousness that this was your son.

There are some things that we cannot help happen to us, but there is one thing in our
power, to try to keep our troubles clean.

This past week, when the terrible revelations of the prison abuse at Abu Grabir came to
light, our government was caught in aterrible web. We went to Iraq to find wegpons of mass
destruction that are not there. We went to free the Iragi people of the terrible torture chambers of
Abu Ghraib, when suddenly we found oursalves in the midst of the same activities that Saddam
Hussein engaged in for twenty years and now we stand accused by an international community
of dl the crimes we had blamed on others.

The Greeks believed that there were two very powerful forces a work in the world. One
wastheforce of “hubris’ or “pride.” It was aresult of human arrogance and power. But the
Greeks were convinced that there was another force at work in the world that was cdled
“Nemesis” It wasthe antithesis of pride S0 that pride was dways destroyed by this counter
force. The Apostle Paul put it dightly differently when he said, “Whatsoever a person sows, that
shall heregp.” This past week our nation witnessed at Abu Garib the forces of “pride’ and
“nemeds’ asour nation brought a terrible judgment upon itsdlf.

V.

Then, findly, we come to the heart of the matter. No generation in history has been more
affluent than the present one. No generation has had more of the meansto live but has lacked the
meaning by which to live. Long ago Jesus raised one of the most fundamenta human questions
when he asked, “What does it profit aman to gain the world and lose his soul?” What doesiit
profit aman to be a huge financial success and lose any sense of compassion for those who were
not born with the biochemistry to ever become a success? What does it profit awoman to livein
alarge house, wear designer clothes, drive an expensive car and have no earthly idea what the
homeess and indigent of this community experience every day of their lives?

Today, there are those who bdieve that our country is on the verge of areviva religion
and let us pray that thisisso. For if areviva of our spiritud life should redlly come, think of
what we could do. Now when | say reviva of religion, | do not mean emotionaism,
ecclesagticiam, or rigid creeddism--God forbid! | do mean arevivd of ethicad Chridtianity that
will lay its hands on this amazing wedth and technology that we possess today and dedicate it to
human good. There has never been an opportunity like the one we face today. Our nation has the
military power, the economic power, and the intellectua power to be a tremendous positive force
in the world againg the forces of poverty, illiteracy, violence, totditarianism, and human
suffering.
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The trouble is not with our means. It iswith our end- and there is no cure for this
difficulty except the reviva of a genuine Chridianity with the effective intellect to make it work.

And that is where Jesus comesinto the picture. He may not be able to tell us alot about
the means by which we live, but he can certainly tell us about the meaning of life. That ishis
redlm. What doesit profit a person to gain the whole world, and lose his soul ?

Amen!
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