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 That reading from Ecclesiastes is assigned for New Year Day in the lectionary cycle this 

year. I understand why. It gives the impression of a cyclical order to the universe and our lives in 

it. Having a time for everything means the world is reliable and under control. It’s a message 

most of us find easy to embrace. Pete Seeger, in telling about how he came up with the melody 

to his famous “Turn! Turn! Turn!” song based on it, said he penned the song in about fifteen 

minutes. It’s a perennial favorite. These words are comforting; they offer us peace of mind when 

we’re going through difficult times. 

 

 Ecclesiastes I think is one of the most fascinating books in the Bible. We don’t know who 

wrote it or even when. The title in Hebrew is Qoheleth, which means “sage” or “teacher,” so not 

really a name. The author wants readers to think of Solomon as the speaker, but based on other 

references to it in some ancient sources and just the nature of the writing, it’s thought it may 

have been written some time during the late Persian or early Greek period, around the 4
th

 century 

BCE. In other words, relatively recently compared to some of the Prophets and the Torah. But 

what I find interesting about it is how the writer questions what would have passed for common 

wisdom in that time. The teacher is a skeptic, standing back from their society’s accepted view of 

things. As one commentator puts it, “The confidence that creation reveals some predictable and 

reliable moral order has vanished for this teacher.” 

 

  But this passage sounds more like a departure from that theme. There is an element of 

hope in these words. At the very least there’s trust that, in spite of all evidence to the contrary, 

God remains constant and engaged. Still I don’t find it entirely convincing. Even though we can 

all identify the times in our lives for dancing or mourning, laughing or weeping, I just don’t think 

life is that simple. As we keep discovering it’s not always clear when the time is right to behave 

one way or another. My reason to weep may be yours to laugh; mine to dance may be yours to 

mourn. We find ourselves constantly in conflict and the uncertainties of the world around us can 

leave us filled with anxiety. So, I don’t really find much comfort in these words.  

 

 I do, though, find Jesus’ words helpful as we enter a new year. We can’t know what lies 

ahead and that makes it hard not to worry. We do know how badly things can go wrong, how we 

can become overwhelmed with anxiety about food or clothing or shelter, all the basics. Jesus 

could just as easily be speaking to any of us when he tells those around him not to worry about 

the future. It’s not as easy as it sounds, I know, but it’s wisdom that’s been around a long time. 

 

 I like to see how our tradition intersects with others and in Buddhist wisdom we can find 

a very similar saying. In describing the Buddhist master, the Dhammapada, a collection of 

sayings of the Buddha, says this: “Those who awaken never rest in one place. Like swans they 

rise and leave the lake. On the air they rise and fly an invisible course, gathering nothing, storing 



nothing. Their food is knowledge. They live upon emptiness. They have seen how to break free. 

Who can follow them? Only the master. Such is his purity. Like a bird, he rises on the limitless 

air and flies an invisible course. He wishes for nothing. His food is knowledge. He lives upon 

emptiness. He has broken free.” 

 

 I think Jesus, the Buddha, and the writer of Ecclesiastes are all concerned with setting us 

free. They’re all interested in helping us break free of anxiety. For Ecclesiastes that freedom is 

the route to happiness and contentment. When he writes, “I know there is nothing better for 

[people] than to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they live…that all should eat and 

drink and take pleasure in all their toil,” he connects that with a sense of order and confidence in 

a continuity between what has been and what is to be.  

 

 Freedom in Buddhism is freedom from desire. It’s an inner freedom that allows us to 

focus our energy on compassion. For Jesus freedom from anxiety over our own needs leaves us 

free to live on behalf of others. When we’re able to leave our fears behind us we can reach 

beyond ourselves and affect the world around us. We learn just how important that is later in 

Matthew when Jesus tells the story of the final judgment when those who feed or clothe or visit 

those in need are welcomed into the Lord’s kingdom.  

 

 When I read Ecclesiastes I have the feeling that there’s nothing really anyone can do but 

go with the flow of the universe in its endless turning. The times come and go and we’re just 

along for the ride. The path to happiness is to accept that and find pleasure in the moment. But 

Jesus offers a more active vision. We aren’t meant just to live passively at the mercy of our 

circumstances. If we can let go of anxiety and worry, if we can seek God’s kingdom, we can 

have an impact on the world. We can help alleviate worry for others. We can live with hope by 

offering hope to the world through acts of justice, compassion and generosity. 

 

 I find Ecclesiastes, even though it’s attractive, just too fatalistic in its outlook. Being 

content with our condition and finding happiness in eating and drinking and toil has its place, but 

it’s not enough, in my mind, to give us real meaning. Meaning comes through action. What Jesus 

offers is a path for action by letting go of all that binds us and holds us back.  

 

 As we enter a new year, looking back on what has been and ahead on all that is to be, one 

question we might ask is what drives our anxiety and keeps us bound? Contrary to Ecclesiastes, I 

don’t believe it’s all set in stone and nothing can be changed. While we may need to let go of 

what has been, what is to be is in our hands. In Christ we are invited to be participants in God’s 

work in the world. We’re invited to be free from worrying about what we need to survive and 

trust that God knows these things. And we’re invited to live for the sake of others in the world, to 

bring change to the world that can alleviate poverty and relieve worry for those in need. 

 

Amen 


