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“Vanity of vanities, all is vanity!” Not the cheeriest reading for a bright summer morning, 

I’ll admit. But the writer of Ecclesiastes isn’t too interested in cheer. Most of what he has to say 

is sort of a downer. To be fair, though, he is trying to critique his society, to push them into 

thinking differently about their assumptions, and that is never very cheerful. We don’t know who 

the writer of this piece is. Most scholars would agree that the tradition that this comes from 

Solomon is inaccurate. There are some clues in the language that point to this being written 

sometime after the people returned from exile, around 400 years after the time of Solomon. And 

honestly, Solomon was a king; he didn’t exactly toil and strain to make his living.  

 

It’s not unusual for ancient writers to write in the name of some historical figure as a way 

of borrowing their authority. Especially when they’re questioning some deeply held beliefs, it 

made sense to speak through the voice of a respected ancestor. And this writer is throwing some 

serious shade on his society. “You think you’re working so hard to establish a legacy for your 

descendants?” he asks them. “Well, guess what! They’re probably gonna squander it.” We can’t 

control how our progeny will use what we leave behind, yet here we are lying awake at night 

worrying about it. All of it is vanity. 

 

That word, vanity, is a translation of a word in Hebrew that means basically ‘vapor’ or 

‘breath.’ It’s fleeting and ephemeral. When we occupy ourselves with worries over 

uncontrollable circumstances, we become mired in meaningless suffering. Suffering is, as you 

can imagine, an ancient problem. And not just suffering in the form of hardship everyone goes 

through, like losing someone we love or becoming ill. Suffering for spiritual masters is part of 

everyday life.  

 

Around the time Ecclesiastes was written, in fact, another spiritual sage was wrestling 

with the same problem. His name was Siddhartha Gautama, whom legend says was a prince, or 

at least was very wealthy, in India. Raised to be shielded from the realities of the world, 

Siddhartha one day left the palace grounds and discovered a world of poverty, hunger and death. 

This led him to seek enlightenment. He studied and lived with various religious groups and went 

through all manner of hunger and deprivation himself. But in the end enlightenment came 

through meditation under a Bhodi tree, where he discovered what is called the Middle Way, a 

life neither affluent nor impoverished. He became, as you know, the Buddha and he taught the 

Four Noble Truths. The first of them is “there is suffering in life.” In other words, suffering is 

part of the reality we all experience. The second truth, the one I think the writer of Ecclesiastes 

shares, is, “the cause of suffering is desire.” 

 

The wisdom of our writer, the wisdom of the Buddha, and finally the wisdom of Jesus all 

point us in the same direction to overcome suffering: to put an end to our suffering, we must put 

an end to our desire. This is what Jesus means when he warns the person who comes to him to 

arbitrate between him and his brother: “Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; 

for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.” He’s not just making a moral 



pronouncement with these words. Jesus is telling them desire leads to suffering. The person who 

comes to him is tied up in knots over his desire for an inheritance. But rather than satisfy his 

desire, Jesus tells him to let it go; it’s not worth the suffering it’s causing him. 

 

What each of these teachers, two of them nearly contemporaries and Jesus five hundred 

years later, understands is our pursuit of objects, of wealth is chasing an illusion that can never 

satisfy us.  

 

But we’re told every day, in hundreds of ways that the illusion is the only thing we can 

count on and our security lies in the accumulation of things. So we spend our days building 

bigger and bigger barns to hold all our abundance in the hope that one day, when we’ve finally 

built enough, we can relax and take it easy and enjoy life. But of course that day never comes. 

When you spend your whole life building and building, acquiring more and more, not 

maliciously or illegally but because that’s what we need to feel secure, it’s hard to just turn that 

off. It’s hard to stop worrying when you’ve spent your whole life feeling anxious. I’m reminded 

of many of the older folks I knew growing up who had lived through the Great Depression. Some 

of them never got over the trauma of having the threat of losing everything hanging over their 

heads or of actually losing it all at one point. Some of them needed to surround themselves with 

savings and provisions, they needed to know they had access to what could make them feel 

secure. 

 

There’s a show on one of the networks you may have heard of called “Hoarders.” It’s 

about people who have literally lost themselves to the things they’ve accumulated. Often they’re 

on the verge of being evicted from their homes by local governments because their houses are 

unsafe for them. Counselors and organizers who specialize in helping folks through this kind of 

problem are brought in to help. And sometimes the root cause of their behavior can be identified, 

often it’s rooted in grief, and they can begin to let things go and find other ways to feel secure. 

 

The suffering that comes from our desire for security and peace, from our chasing an 

illusion, can be overwhelming. That’s a truth the writer of Ecclesiastes is trying to confront and 

work through. For that writer the remedy is to learn to flow with the seasons of life. Probably the 

best known passage from that book is in chapter three that starts, “For everything there is a 

season and a time for every purpose under heaven…” It’s a way of encouraging the reader to 

look at the world with acceptance and tranquility. Our passage today ends without resolution, but 

in the very next verse the writer declares, “There is nothing better for mortals than to eat and 

drink and find enjoyment in their toil. This also, I saw, is from the hand of God.” So, for this 

writer the vanity of existence is resolved by finding meaning in the moment, living for each day 

as it comes, accepting everything in its season. 

 

Buddhism offers a more structured solution. The way we let go of desire is by following 

the Eight-fold Path, a set of physical, mental and emotional disciplines that bring our desires 

under control and help us find the Middle Way so we aren’t buried by desire. 

 

But in his teachings, and in his example, Jesus offers something different than either of 

them. What Jesus tells the people around him, and through the gospels tells us, is the way out of 

suffering is sacrifice. When we submerge any thought for ourselves and our own gain for the 



sake of those around us in need, we escape the hold desire has on us and put an end to chasing an 

illusion. This is his message through his parables, his healings, and finally his journey to the 

cross. Maybe that’s why he comes across so irritated by the person’s request that he arbitrate 

between him and his brother. Here Jesus has been teaching and healing and doing everything he 

can to make his message plain, and all this person can think about is his needs, his desires. Jesus 

wants to elevate this man’s thinking above the illusion and help him see the deeper meaning his 

life can have.  

 

All of these approaches have value. Learning to be happy in the moment, finding 

enjoyment in our toil can help us find meaning in our lives and give up worrying about the 

future. Certainly practicing mental and physical and spiritual disciplines can keep us centered 

and grounded so we don’t lose ourselves in excess. But if we want to change not just ourselves 

but the world around us, then I think the way of sacrifice is the most effective. It’s also the most 

demanding. Jesus doesn’t offer an easy path. And that’s not to say the others do, either, but the 

path Jesus invites us to take is qualitatively more demanding than the others, if we truly commit 

ourselves to it.  

 

No matter what the world wants us to believe about what makes life worth living, we 

aren’t destined to chase the illusions we’re offered. There are other paths to take that can offer us 

meaning and hope and fulfillment. We can escape this hamster wheel of desire that wears us 

down and takes us nowhere. There is more to us than our possessions, than our careers, than our 

status. “Let it all go,” says Jesus, “and live to set free those around you in need.” Then we can let 

go of our fears and like Jesus give up our lives for the life of the world. 

 

Amen 


