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LECTURE BY RARI ABB H. SILVER ON --- - -- ----- - --- -
"ECCLESIASTES" • "ll, LIFE WORTH LIVIBG"T 

StmDAY 1l>RNING, NOVEMBER 16, 1919, !I_!!!! 

TEMPLE, EAST 66th STREET ABD CEITRAL AVENUE, 

~LEVELAEJ), OHIO • 

.... ___ _ 

The rabbis said that Ki?Jg Solomon wrote three 

books during hie lif time. Whan he was yollllg he wrote 

the "Song of Songs" i when he reached middle age he wrote 

the "Book of Proverbs", and when he grew cld he wrote 

"Ecclesied;es." Now, King Solomon did not ite these three • 

books, but if ha had written h e three books he would have 

written the Song of Songs when as yo1D1g, and the look 

of Proverbs when hew siddle age. and the book of 

Ecclesia::tes "hen he was very old, for · cclesiastes 1 essen

tially the work of an old man, and breathes the spirit of 

the weariness and 1 1llusionment of old age. 

,_,. Xoheleth, or Eccl aiaates, is not a harsh 

It does not possess .. of the harahneea, the bit

terness, the sting of real cynicism. There is nothing of 

tke scoffer in the book of Kohele'Ul. Wh11e there is an 

undertone ot sa4neae, there ia no sorrow in Xoheleth. It 

has none of that ma~estlo, imperial 11 C Cs I •orrow of 

the Book of Job. Xoheleth le ert4entl1 the work of a man 

who 11ve4 111'e Yer, gra fully, who taate4 all the fruits 
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in the garden of life, who traveled far and saw muoh, and 

in the declining 7ears of his life evolved an attitude of 

mind which is softly ironical and gentl7 cynical and daint

ilJ skeptical and worldly wise. Koheleth 1a easentiallJ 

the work, to f1J7 mind, of a patrician, an aristocrat; tt 
11 z ,: J ll t -) p a 2'Piri t of superiori t7 which is not offenai ve, 

and a spirit of criticism which is not aggressive. At all 

events, it is not a book of extreml--' Koheleth had the 

good sense, the ta~t. of not being too consistent in his 

views. His conclusions are not the severe austerity of 
I 

I.. 

the stab, or the charmless asceticism of the cynic, or 

the vulgar self- indul ence of the epicurean. Kobeleth 

advises pleasure not as an end in itself, but as a means of 

making life _, d he 

making pleasure po aible 

A 
at both pleasure and work, e.Dd life itself, are 

vanity of vanities~ 

Now, this attitude of mind ls not altogether tlllM 

unwholesome. ~ It saves us, sometimea,from extremea,-

the a:treme of pietiam. and the extrema of jsceticiam, the 

extreme of a olemni ty • and the extre• of '!d r • • I 
feel such thoughts are sometimes very salutary, eapeolall7 

when they come in those rare momcta of self forgetfulneaa; 

when we are alone, and the hue and crt o!.Jl' buy days 

die a a,y, and the twilight hour~aweet -- liJIII tinged with a 

certain sadness, ate and then if we meditate 

4iapaaaionatelJ upon!'\ ay, upon all the thinga that 
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worried ua and trettod ua, upon all the absorbing concerns 

and furious ccntroversies, upon all the jostling and olimb
ifW?. () L 

ing and reaching, --if then a voice echoes throu. J _,.--van- • 
,, 

ity of vanities, all is vanity--it is not alto ether uneal-

utary. It corrects the ambitions and desires of our days; 

it restores a certain poise and balance to our life; it 

sends us back to the now day sweetly chastened. such thoughts, 

to my mind. are goocl 1~ the quiet hours of meditation, but 

are n ot good in the busy houra of ork and enterprise. Such 

' thoughts are good when they are not taken too seriously.Buch 

t oughts are good for old men in the aolenm. sunset hours of 

their lives. but not for yoUDg men in the her io dawn of 

their days or in the high noontime of their lives. A man 

cannot work courageously and happil,. striking the hanmer of 

human aspirations upon the anvil of life with the echo of 

"Vanity of vanities-al~is vanity" ringing in his ears. 

Therefore• I say th t the b~k of Koheletb is se ntiall7 

a book of old age ~..-asl'i 1;}-qrprisin that 1 t waB includ

ed in the canon of the bl. ble 

::"i%rabb1a knew of a controTeray that rage4 about 

th·a bookJ whether it should be incbded ~n the -Sible or. not, 

parentl7 the populatit7 of the book and the editing 

to which it was submitted in later days made it aooeptable 

to the man who oompiled the · canon of the )ible. 611 1 •• 

The Book of Koheleth, to m7 mind, ha.a oertain 

eaaent1al • a)rne13sea • au4 of four of these I ahall speak 

thia morning. 
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Let us first see what are the central ideaa of the 

Book of Koheleth. First of all ia the idea that life is one 

vast monotony, ••Utt\ '2•1tlts t\othiJJg new ever takes plaoet 
~ 

~at which has been, that will be. and there ia nothing new 
)} 

under the sun. "One generation cometh, another generation 

goeth, but the earth andureth forever." Lff., movec; 1n a 

vicious circle, starting nowhere and going nowheret 

ibere is no such thing as progress in human life, neither 

in the physical life nor in the moral life of human beings• 

1'ere is no such thing as reform, as advancement; '<that 

w'hioh is crooked cannot be mde whole, and that whioh is 
JJ 

wanting cannot be repletedl li:te is today what it was a 

millennia.m ago, what it shall be centurie henoe, and 

all our work and our toili 
\) /' 

meaningless • 

oiling ia 1neffectual,-dM 

I:f the re oan be no progress, no amelioration --. 

in social life, if evil ia permanent, then 

a soul such as that of 'oh!tl,-th, which is, after all, 
t.Jill.Ud~ 

sensi tiTe and not 011:tt al, seeing all the abuse of life, 

seeing all the iniquities and the wickeclneaa of the world, 

is driven to the ooncluaion; 

better than life." 

"I hated life and death la 

Furthermore, if there o b no progreaa 1n 

11:fe, what meaning is th re to the idea of h--· ... deetinyP 

There is no auol1 thi a hum estin7• ~ 4est1Jq ot 

man is the gr ve I the en 11ie fate that overtat a him le 

the fate that oTertates th beast, and the fate of the gc,04 
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man is like unto the fate of the wicked man• aa 1 al111Rt: aiht ~• 

sink into the dmt and into oblivion. -iB••slf there is no 

destiny to lmn111 11 fe, what meaning is there to all lnunen 

trirtngs and strugglings and .spirationa? What value ia 

there in striving to attain wealth, or power, or love. 

or lee.ming, or wisdom, or fame? They lead nowhere, the7 

are vanity of vanities. And hence the ooncluaion: 

:allJ!Ja. •PEf• 6■ 1 t~l•1 life is fri htfully ea.risome and 
~ V 

boring1 everything wearies a mftll; 

e the best of 1 t; wor1~ so that you m,a 

en307 a 11 ttle pleasure, but do not think the. t work is 

, important• and do not think that pleasure amounts to 

all V8ll.ity of vanities • 

r 

7 worth while 

I said there are four essential weune sea in 'the 

Book of ohele1;h• --~e fir tone 1a th1a: Koh leth •• a 

no goal in human lite, he f ala that the value of buman 

life h det{ rmlned b7 1ta Soal, by the
0

~J_.1D7 

of human life, and 1JldlDOh aa he can aee no goal.•• 1■1., 

no 4eat1Jl7, there 11 no Yalue to human llte. 
-6-
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life itself r efutes oheleth. en know all thee 

bar vicissitudes and conditions of human i ; men know 

its brevity, men know t e • icked.nesa aud the in usti ce of 

life, men kno the istful and pathetic fin lity o it all, 

nd yet men live a.a though 1.fo were supremely re l, me.gni-

ficently real. end lorioualy eternal. en n:in t-,,~ir 

visions hi~h nd roj ct themselves, as it were, int~ eter

nity, Jn pite of 11 hese ad and .el ncholy consider -

tions of uman 11 e, men o on plantin the seeds of hope 

In spite 

of 11 t ese things men go on buil 

thrice ruined cities, plowing the•--• 

the ruins of 

th t hi. e the 

bones of for otten enerationa, n spite of all these 

tings men o on s a.nnin the river and pl th 

ep s and tunnelling the mount 4 ne end soarin through 

the vaat realms of space, n spite of thee things men 

o on and build their roads of ate l into 1 ds th t hold 

the majestic ruins of forgotten u, 7 I al pirea1t jn spite 

of these things men auffer fo ideals s though ideals 

were r 1, and d~.e for f i th a though faith re true. 

ec e en know that the value of life 

is not t" e nd of it but the 11v1n of it; that th glor7 

of the road 18 not the al b t~e road 1 t ~-the trav• 

eling upon the road; th t the of the J :V of life 

does not 4 end upon the end but upon he itself; 

1ta anifolded adventures, its baffling adventur a, 1ta 

41T rs• incidents, th zest of it, the mo m nt of it. 

-a-
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The end? Why, it may have no end. The tale that is told 

for a ni ht's entertainment needs must have an end, but the 

e ic of humani t7 needs must be an eternal QtyaseyJ The 

manned, the wind s are high, the sails are spreal; 

oars and plow the migbt7 main, sail on to -

istant shores and 

sights and scenes unseen 

Bo _. shore 18 like another; no adventure is 

repeate4. The end? 

~ l --·-- of 

etern furl the sails 

in the ahadowland of oblivion. Until then 

18 in the adventure! 

joy of life 
I 

Some of the greatest 

to be found juat in this fals 

human life e 

So mall7 

of us stake eTerything upon the ultimate outcome, the oal, 

the end of life, as though 4• 

and saorifioe the pre ent, 

were the important thing, 

reoious moment,f the 

living of life, to the ne moment of ultimate glory an4 

We on th highway of life, 

ambition, looking neither to the right nor 

to th left, jostling, oro uahing forward, on, on, 
-Ii~· ..... 

forgetting to look 

~-:i.-
r_ t beauty, the majesty of it 

all, -~•~•••18- a moment old converse with our 

fellow men 

oheleth ls affl1ote4 with the aame falae phlloa

ophy of life. Hie aoul i bent upon mowing the en4 an4 

_,_ 
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the goal, atJ.d becanff his 
~-uv_; dt-o tUt 

of mystery) ~ys--.t~J.4.a no 

not worth ·living. 

That. to my mind, ia the first great weakness of 

his philosopb7; and the second is this: that seeing no goal, 

he has not the faith to believe 1 Xoheleth sees 

facts, but he carmot, he will--w._liillllillillt!IJlllll!llll_a facts or 

try to interpret tb:eae ••e~aJ He refuses to believe; and if 

;vou refuse to believe that life is lf0r~~1le. life will 

not be worth while. It is, after all, li...,our attitude 

toward life that the value of 11:te is _....... at 

you think it is that 1 t will come to be, If you 

aissume that life is evil, p~oseleas, planless, mean1ng
e4i,µ., 

less, life will be for yo~p~oaeles~ ..,._ planleaa an4 

eff~t and all your achievements 

will say unto yourself," - ~JI vani t 
V d ~~S•.,,_,.;&.I 

·-•·Aif you assume~ e life. ~at 

assumption is/\ alse, for any truth that does not serve life 

is a lie. On theother Na■iJ/ if. you assume that 11:te is 

, wort bile, if you assume that efforts do ultimately. count, 

at you are a co-worker of God, 1f not 1n the 

ph7sloal worl in the spiritual and moral world ot men, if ,. 
I 

7ou assume that all your efforts to improve life and 0011-

ditiona ot lite ultimately bring about results, then 7ou:r 

work will bring about results and your life will be •aning• 
. 

ful and purposeful to you and to your fellowmen, 

f• 
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•Ute and lhping are, after all, the tests of truth; 

we ha.ve no other measures and standards for truth: truth 

is what serves the highest interests of human life, and lies 

are those whioh destroy life. 

The second weakness of ohele ;s that he 

refuses to believe in the value of human life, ,,,,,,,,.. 

~ ~ third weak:nesa, to my mind, is that Koheleth is clo7ed and 

surfeited with life. e says he was king in Jeruaalem. 

Perhaps tbat ves onl7 a figure of s peech; but certainly from 

his catalogue of experiences he undoubtedly 1as a man who 

toand himself in the evening of his life surfeited 1111d cloyed 

with life. 

low, if Koheleth .. -.•ira king but a young man 
iJ'(J,,;, 

struggling for success) a j ddle-agect 

~ 
man an old 

t. 
man share with o her people 

the ifts and blessinga of his wealth and• bis s erience, 

he neTer would haTe written oheleth. The secret of human 
TI'o • 

happiness is unaati fled desires, .12• want something that 
ii 

is fine and .... went 1 t much-•that is the recipe for human 

happiness. Hence, the secret of happinea■ is youth, beoaue 

youth is hmigry and thirsty and in want of things. Youth 

wants aucceaa,and aohievement,and adventure, and enterpria , 

and lo>1i; fl-iendshipf; hence, youth 1a aupremel;v happ7 • 

And youth is not a matter of age• J a a I 1 a lw 

It aom time• takes a whole lifetime to 41aoover youth. 

A man ot three score years and ten 111117 be aupremel7 young. 
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You know of such and I know of such-~ men who have not 

drained the cup of life too gree ily and hastily. but have 

drunk moderately and left a bit of the wine of human 

aspirations fo:r the declining days of their life; men wbo 

saved a bit of the hope and the spirit of youth for 'the 

wintry d ye cif life; old men who are young beoause the7 

still have certain ideals that are unsatisfied. certain 

desires, certain wants, certain longings that have not be~n 

completely aatiafied. ..-jaeal4,keeps men young. An ideal 

is lik the climbing sap in a tree, that gives warmth a.n4 

life to the tree after the starving cold of the winter. 

~ Koheletb wa .. , not young because he had no 

ideals; he was not liappy beoau he he.d no wants. He hsd 

succeaa and he had weal th an tame, and all man did 

obeisance to 'him, so there wa otbing left in life for bim 

but 'to say. "Vanity of vanitiea--all is vanity." 

AJJ.4 lastly• s weakness of Koheleth 1 s th at wb n 

all is said and done he is supremel7 selfish. 111111. 'Jhe 
if 

selfish JD&D. will never be happy, because/his selfish 

ambitions are atisfied he will become like Kohal&h, surfeit• 

ed and 0~1,,.~and an unpleasant taste will coma into hi• 

lite. If his ambitions are n ot atisfied he will become 

embittered and cynical, beoause there la no suatain1n 

spiritual or oral i~lunoe in his lite, He started out • 
t 

...{,;11 life to ma e the bet1t of it tor himself-a purel7 aeltish 

interprise. If he aucoee4ed suooeaa will i~ire him tor 

a mane 1t1 if he tailed failure will embitter hi fcweTer. 
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But if a man shifts the center of his life gravity from 
s 

himself to others, if a man lives aupremely I SIJPJ11elx 

then if he succeeds he can never be clo~eoauee hie success 

will be but a dro 

alW&J"B be so much 

If he fails heh 

in the great ocean of life, there& 
~ ,. £ 

re to for the improvement of • 

that sus tainin moral and spiritual force 

in his life wbicb tells him that he fought the good fight. 

If be failed, others that will come after him ma.y auooaed. 

He ia never discouraged; he can never become a esaimist. 

oheleth, who went t _rough life as a dilettante, 

from life as he pos ibly could, found in the last 
I 

hour~ o_f;/nis lif the disillusionment and the wearin ss of 

it all, 

o th t if you as he estion wbioh ob leth 

answered in the negative--is 11 worth living?•-! would say 

unto you, and in saying it I ould voice the spirit of our 

raoe--life is worth living if you are intare ted in the adven

tura of life and no• so much concerned ri th the oal and 

destiny of life. If you believe in tho good fight for ita 

own sake, if you like the exhilarating Qld iniiring adven-

ture of life--ana ther is on to be found eToey tuni 

of the road-•then life is worth bile. If you ask me, 

"Is life worth living"--I would aay unto 7ou, "It is 11 7011. 
re 

belieTe that it is." If you ttltu41n1•• 7our elf to life, 

and aaaume the opMttstlo point 0£ Tiew, ou will f·lnd that 

life ia worth 11♦1 • Ifi ou put on the dark glasses 

-11-
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and through them seen the purTiew of life, you are 

to come to the oonclusion that life is not worth living. 

Is life worth 11 ving? Yes, if you have something to do • 

If you want somethin~ ,h_at is fine, and want it badly, then 

life is worth living,~ there is a zest and a relish and 

a challenge lif • l:f' ou haven't anything to do• if you 

h ve no wants, if you just drift through life from one 

petty effort to another tty effort, lite is a terrible 

bore and a gre t weariness. 

you live for others. 

Is life worth livingT Yes, if 
• 

So that, after all, the editor of the Book of 

I 
""oheleth , when heaaid at the conclusion of the book __ 

CL 
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