Lodge Talk No 12

THE STORY OF ECCLESIASTES 12

TEXT:
Remember now - Verse 1

It is a dramatic moment in the career of a Mason when the 12th Chapter of Ecclesiastes is read over him.  The only light in the room at the time is a star, high in a wall.  This is to give hope in a dismal situation.  Symbolically, the Mason is identifying with death and humanly speaking, it is the point of no return.  Historically, that is, in terms of despair philosophy, it is too late.  But experimentally, it is the right moment.  The candidate is being spoken to in terms intended to remind him there is still time to realize the supreme importance of submitting to Almighty God and of living his life on His terms.

The words are backed by the author1s own experience.  The book, a short twelve chapters, is a vivid autobiography of his life when he turned his back on God, to try various methods in order to secure happiness.  He reflects on his life, a disappointed person, whose unequalled wisdom had failed to make him wise in the things of God.  He shows that however great the wisdom, it will fail to make sense of God's actions, if it once becomes purely self – centered.

Solomon was a man on whom the world seemed to exhaust itself.  It wove brightest flowers into his garland.  Richest gems were set in his coronet.  It pressed rarest wines to his lips and robed him with purest purple and embroidery.  He was cheered with the sweetest music and greeted with the gladdest laughter.

Royalty had no dominion; wealth9 no luxury; flowers, no sweetness; songs, no melody; light no radiance; upholstery no gorgeousness waters no gleam; birds, no plumage; architecture, no grandeur - but it was all his.  His gardens had trees from distant lands.  There were channels from the hills to his fishponds to supply fresh water for his fish.  His aviaries housed birds from foreign countries, while his stables had 12,000 horses.  There were ships in the harbour that traded with other lands.  There was no one like him before his advent, nor has there been since his departure.

If anyone should have been happy, it ought to have been Solomon.

Yet his book is a sad commentary.  It has a cynical touch, which issues in a sad tone.  It is the experiment of a man in search for God.  Because of his fertile and active mind, he ranges over many issues.  As is inevitable with his type of brilliance, independence assumes too large an importance, if not tempered by a submission to Greater Authority - the Most High God Himself.  Thus the book contains the evidence of a man without satisfaction and lacking happiness.

1. This is seen in the Emptiness of Earthly Things

Solomon opens his writings with a cry of despair, "Vanity of vanities - all is vanity” or in the modern translation, "It is useless - all is useless".  There is nothing optimistic in the statement.  It is defeatist, despairing, dismal and echoes of frustrations and dissatisfaction.

Chapter 1:4-10 exposes his unhappiness over the fact of man's life being one continual round of toil, He spends his life working, labouring and what does he show for it?  Generations come and generations go, but the world stays just the same.  Like the sun and the moon, it's just one cycle.  We are really going round and round.  Things that happened in the past occur again. There's nothing new at all.

In Chapter 2:1-11, he looks at pleasure and enjoyment finding they do not satisfy.  The Revised Standard Version of the Bible finishes this section with an apt description of his feelings - "striving after wind".  Chasing wind is an elusive activity, which ends up with nothing more than deflation in the person himself.  For pleasure to be in a position to lift an individual it must be pursued ceaselessly.  We know how possible that is!

Chapter 2:12-17 indicates he submerged himself in another project -wisdom.  With all the endowment granted him at the commencement of his reign, he can only come to the conclusion that there is one end for the wise and the foolish.  What then was the advantage in the final analysis?  Again the uses that peculiar phrase - "striving after wind".

Inevitably, when higher processes seem to fail, when men cannot reach or indulge in them, the attention becomes riveted in materialism - the things of the moment.  Work, with the amassing of riches and goods, the continuous expenditure of energy, also received the same comment - "striving after wind".

In his progression of thought over the emptiness of earthly affairs, he arrives at the point where hope is abandoned - fatalism.  Man has no choice over his destiny, no control over his activities, no say in his life because it is all mapped out for him and nothing he can do will change it.  There is truth in the fact that God has put eternity into man's mind, a desire to know the future, but he achieves no satisfaction from it since he cannot grasp the immensity of it.  So all he can do to make the most of his life is to eat, and be merry.

Surely, the secret of this miserable outlook comes from the "under the sun" philosophy.  This phrase "under the sun" is used 28 times in the book and impresses us with the truth that that sort of life is hardly worth living.  The great Apostle, Paul, has a comparison in his Ephesians Epistle with life in the heaven lies - above the sun.

Solomon makes us feel that all man requires for life is a cradle and a coffin.  He didn't ask for one and cannot escape the other.  Another facet in this enigmatic book is:

2. The Elusiveness of Good Things is Puzzling

Even Deism (Chapter 3:16 - Chapter 4) is found wanting.  Deism accepts the fact of God but rejects the supernatural.  It must have been in the depths of frustration that he says, "the same fate awaits a man and animal alike.  One dies just like the other...how can anyone be sure that man's spirit goes upwards, while the animal's goes down into the ground?"  (Good News Bible).  The only thing to do is to enjoy what we have since we have no idea of what is to follow this life.

In Chapter 5:1-8 he vents his morosement on religion.  Just listen and learn, he says, but do not participate.  Do not offer sacrifices, since many who do, do not know what they are doing.  This is religion without God.  It assumes a judgmental attitude.  The foolish make vows and promises, being conscious of the need for relationship with the Most High.  These promises are broken and their God becomes angry with them.  Better not to do anything.  Stay in the background.

Wealth is the next subject to cause him puzzlement (Chapter 5:9 - Chapter 6).  With all it can do for a man he is no better at the end, for he goes out of this life as he came into it - naked.  The One, Who claimed to be "greater than Solomon", many years later, was able to encourage his disciples "to seek first the Kingdom of Heaven and all these things will be yours as well" (Matthew 6:33).

Morality, likewise, provides concern. Chapter 7 heads this section and the result is non-conclusive.  Man may build a reputation but he is soon forgotten, so the day one dies is better than the day of birth.  Hardly an inspiring note on which to build a buoyant and victorious life.  Morality on its own is not always attractive.  At times it can be as dry as dust and just as inspiring.  If stirred a little, it might cloud the issue as men face eternal verities.  Character is important, but it is not our reputation that will bring us to eternal life.  It is the faith we place in Almighty God alone that opens the gate.

Even in a purer atmosphere and a higher platform, the Preacher in Ecclesiastes could find no satisfaction.  The emptiness of earthly things as well as the elusiveness of good things is profoundly puzzling.

The Book is a dreary exposition of a misguided man.  He miscalculated the proportion of emphasis he must place on spiritual things and on material matters.  Hopelessness oozes from his words until he comes to the point in the 8th Chapter (verse 12) where he says, "I know it will be well with them that fear God".  Man may sin and when he turns to God, he can find forgiveness and acceptance.  The cycle of life is the same for the God fearer as for the person who disregards Him.  The difference is, one has hope.  The full meaning of this is revealed in the last chapter.  The struggle between cynicism and faith continues in the intervening chapters.  It is in the 12th that -

3. The Experience of Spiritual Things is shown to count

The injunctions are given in the very first word - “Remember” and remember as early as possible.  For joyless life and tense old age there is only one answer - The Creator.  In his ramblings, the writer is pulled up with a start.  Remember; come to terms.  In his frustrated life, he felt let down.  There was so much in his favour, his gifts and endowments, his position and influence, yet he could not make it on his own.  The description of the decay, dissolution and despair of human life is eloquent.  By himself man is a creature of time, but with his Creator, he enters into another dimension - eternity.

There is a graphic portrayal of man's failing powers in this chapter.

Keepers: - arms and hands, Windows: - eyes, Early Rising: - easily awakened, Grinders: - teeth, Grasshopper: - aged and bent (little troubles become big ones), Silver Cord: - spinal cord, Wheel: - heart, Strongmen: - legs, 
Doors: - lips, Fear of heights: - very evident in age, Almond trees: - white hair, Golden bowl: - brain cavity, Pitcher: - respiratory organs.

Fear and despondency are alleviated by remembering - that we are creatures of time.  Remember not the doom, but the Creator.

Solomon stands before us by turns as the man of science; of pleasure; the fatalist; the materialist; the skeptic; the epicurean; and stoic with a few earnest and enlightened interludes until the conclusion of the matter, he separates from these lying vanities and emerges to our view the noblest style of man - the penitent and the believer.

In him we see that wisdom is of no use linked with true Godliness.  The great Paul, an academic of first class standing, was the one who wrote, "No man by wisdom can find out God" (1 Corinthians 1:21) or to put  it  in the words of the Good News Bible, "God in his Wisdom made it impossible for people to know Him by means of their own wisdom".

Remembering should lead us to the end of the matter in the 13th verse of the 12th Chapter. Fear God and keep His commandments, says Solomon for this is the whole duty of man. Some commentators have suggested that the word "duty" ought not to be there. If that is the case then the "whole' man is one who recognizes the sovereignty of God and submits to his will . Obedience to His precepts, says the ritual, is an essential ingredient to purposeful living as well as man's well - being.

Men throughout the ages have proposed all sorts of secrets in order that we might find life in its fullest meaning and degrees.  A disillusioned kind and an empty philosopher came to the only answer and  'Remembered his Creator'.  The way back to full life and complete peace was then begun.

He had learnt in a difficult school and under unpleasant circumstances that "the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom" as well as the party to life.

No wonder it is a choice passage to read to a Mason when he identifies with the point of no return.  In God he can rise to glorious heights.  Without God he has no hope.
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