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The Wisdom of Lament and Complaint

“Alexander and the Horrible, Terrible, No

Good, Bery Bad Day”

Ecclesiastes 7:14-20; 9:7-12 

     The book choice for this week is pretty polarizing. “You
mean, ‘Alexander is a brat’?” One friend said when I told
her we were reading “Alexander and the Terrible,
Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day,” by Judith Viorst.
Another said, “Oh, I liked that book when I was a kid. I
guess I just related to him having jerky older brothers.”
     Honestly, I think the same can be said of the book of
Ecclesiastes. Robert Alter, a great scholar of Hebrew and
author of an incredible Hebrew Bible translation and
commentary, said, “[Ecclesiastes] is in some ways the
most peculiar book of the Hebrew Bible.” The whole of
Ecclesiastes can be summed up with its most-often used
word: “Pointless.” More traditionally, the word is “vanity.”
Other translations make it “meaningless.”
     Ecclesiastes is a book about the pointlessness of life.
The protagonist spends his life looking for meaning. “The
Teacher” (Ecclesiastes is Latin for Teacher) sets out on a
journey for meaning. He looks to education, pleasure,
work, wealth, status, legacy, righteousness, even
foolishness, and finds none of them answer the question
of meaning. In the end, we all die.
     If we pursue justice and righteousness (as the
Proverbs calls us to do) we realize that the wicked often
prosper and that justice does not always prevail. If we
pursue work, we become weary, and success simply
breeds envy. No matter how much we produce, it will
never be enough.  If we pursue wealth, legacy, or
reputation, we find that it is all just passed down to our
next of kin, and who knows if they will deserve it? In the
end, everyone is forgotten and memories fade. 
     There is an element of Ecclesiastes that feels deeply
depressing, but there is another side to the wisdom of
Ecclesiastes. The word that is translated in various ways:
vanity, meaningless, pointless, is the Hebrew word hevel.
It can more literally translated as smoke or vapor. As
Robert Alter points out, it is the breath that is exhaled,
invisible except on a cold night. Even then, it is seen for
only a moment before disappearing into the night.
    This is why Alter translates it to “mere breath” because
it is the opposite of ruah, which is life-breath. Ruah was a 

part of Creation. It is the breath of God that animates all
living things. It is the breath into the adama that made us
human. We are given life-breath. And when we exhale,
we breathe out hevel. 
     The Wisdom of Ecclesiastes is that life is meant to be
spent. Life-breath is meant to be exhaled. “The race
doesn’t always go to the swift, nor the battle to the mighty,
nor the food to the wise.” The best thing we can do is
hevel - exhale. We can’t hold our breath hoping that
something will give that breath more meaning. We have
to exhale it - hevel - vapor. Get everything you can out of
every breath because the entire point of living is exhaling. 
     Alexander was angry over all the bad things
happening to him, but the wisdom of his mother was that
bad things happen everywhere. There’s nothing we can
really do to avoid them. Just live tomorrow and hope it’s
better.
     But on this Communion Sunday I want to remind us
that there is some sacred about our hevel - the smoke
that rises and seems to disapate. Our hevel rises up to
God - this is the same hevel that rises up to God when
there were burned offerings. The process of buring
offerings to God was that the hevel would rise up to God,
who would be pleased by the aroma of the hevel.
     In our Communion liturgy we declare that “we are a
holy and living sacrifice, in union with Christ’s offering for
us.” Our hevel is our breath, and it rises up to God.
Communion is an act of joining with Christ. We eat the
bread and drink the cup, and we are united with Christ -
but every breath we take is a “holy and living sacrifice.”
Every time we exale our hevel rises up to God, so “Go,
eat your food joyfully and drink your wine happily because
God has already accepted what you do.” (Ecc 9:7)
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