You Are Here pt3 — Why Study? Why Work? Why Save? Eccl. 2:12-26

1.

What’s the point of it all? What'’s the point of all this? In
Shakespeare’s masterpiece, Macbeth, Act 5, Scene 5, Macbeth
speaks of the futility of life in phrases that have become a part of our
cultural DNA. “Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow, creeps in this
petty pace from day to day to the last syllable of recorded time, and
all our yesterdays have lighted fools the way to dusty death. Out, out,
brief candle! Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player that struts
and frets his hour upon the stage and then is heard no more. It is a
tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”

. Shakespeare’s plays became famous for a reason: they touched on

universal life experiences. People fall in love with the wrong people.
Families feud for reasons that were forgotten long ago. Intrigue
infects life, business, and family as men and women seek for power,
dominance...and meaning. Some of his plays didn’t age well and
some are just awful, but quotes like this one live on because they hit
us where we live. And so does the Teacher in Ecclesiastes.

. When we left the Teacher last week, he had walked us through some

of the ways he tried to find meaning and lasting peace: pleasure,
laughter, wine, and folly and, later, possessions and construction
projects. He was left empty by it all and feared that his life — and all
life — might be meaningless. He isn’t going to give up quite yet,
however. Now, he is going to try wisdom and education.

. As we stated a few weeks ago, knowledge consists of the facts you

have learned. Wisdom is what you do with those facts, how you can
manipulate and manage them to find solutions to real world problems
(cars in Cuba that have continued to run because of backyard
mechanics). The Teacher is going to try both: 2:12-16.

. The Teacher seems to think that there is nothing more to do. “What

more can a king’s successor do that what has already been done?” In
the world in which this book was written, technology was just brute
force applied with pulleys and inclined planes powered by slaves
aided, perhaps, by running water through wheels and paddles. In
their world, there was no upward mobility: you were born into the
class and work that you would do the rest of your life. While many are



still born into those systems today, the good news is that the world is
becoming freer, and freedom begets great leaps in discoveries.

6. Freedom must be linked, however, with vision. And some have not
had vision:

a. “I think there is a world market for maybe five computers”
Thomas Watson, President of IBM, 1943

b. “Television won'’t be able to hold on to any market it captures
for more than the first six months. People will soon get tired of
staring at a plywood box every night.” Daryl Zanuck, head of
20™ Century Fox, 1946.

c. “There is no reason anyone would want a computer in their
home.” Ken Olsen, founder of Digital Equipment Corp, 1977

d. “Almost all of the many predictions now being made about 1996
hinge on the Internet’s continuing exponential growth. But |
predict the Internet will soon go spectacularly supernova and, in
1996, catastrophically collapse.” Robert Metcalfe, inventor of
the ethernet, founder of 3Com, 1995.

e. “We can close the book on infectious diseases. They will no
longer plague humanity.” William Steward, Surgeon General of
the United States, 1969.

f. “We are probably nearing the limit of all we can know about
astronomy.” Simon Newcomb, Astronomer, 1888.

g. “There is not the slightest indication that nuclear energy will
ever be obtainable.” Albert Einstein, 1932.

7. We can do this all day. The Teacher, in this passage, reminds me
most of Alexander the Great who was depressed, believing that his
father would conquer the world and there would be no worlds for him
to conquer. The lesson here might be that history is richer and more
complicated than we can imagine and the future is also beyond our
imagination. Predictions rarely work out.

8. So, should we study? Yes! In 2:13 he stresses that wisdom is better
than folly (and he’d tried folly). Knowing stuff and learning how to use
it is good. He was just struggling with the end result and, here’s the
kicker — the end result is unknowable because we won’t be around at
the end. The world will go on. The story of humankind will go on. The
open question is: will we advance the story and, if yes, how?



9. We will not move the story forward by searching for fame for
ourselves. Fame is fleeting and the most popular and famous among
us will quickly fade and be forgotten by future generations.

10. We need a new measuring stick when it comes to success.
Police officers often bemoan the fact that those they arrest are on the
street before they finish the paperwork on the arrest. But what does
that mean? Complain about it if you wish, and work to change the
laws or change the system if you wish...but don’t stop doing what you
do: it matters. The Teacher seems stuck on this point: 2:17-23.

11. Ah! Here we see a serious and recurring theme: the Teacher is
afraid that future generations might blow all the work he’s done and it
will amount to nothing. He doesn’t trust those younger than himself.
Sure, the idea of royalty has never worked out for long; eventually a
weaker, less competent generation ruins that. But what about the
main arc of history? SOMEONE will take what you’ve done and learn
from it. But you have to TRUST the one in charge of the future.

12. And that’s the question, isn’t it? Will you play your part in the
story and be content with not knowing how the story is going to end?
Do you trust the Great Story Teller — the Author and Finisher of our
Faith? (Heb. 12:2)

13. And that is where the Teacher rests his thoughts for the
moment: 2:24-26. God is in charge of what happens to our work, our
stuff, and our name after we are gone. He is telling this story. And He
is asking the big question: Do you trust Him?



