Ecclesiastes (Selected Excerpts)

CHAPTER I
The words of Kohelet son of David, king in Jerusalem.

Utter futility!—said Kohelet—

Utter futility! All is futile!

What real value is there for a person

in all the gains one makes beneath the sun?

One generation goes, another comes,
but the earth remains the same forever.
The sun rises, and the sun sets—

and glides back to where it rises.
Southward blowing,

turning northward,

ever turning blows the wind;

on its rounds the wind returns.

All streams flow into the sea,

yet the sea is never full;

to the place [from] which they flow,
the streams flow back again.

All such things are wearisome:

no one can ever state them;

the eye never has enough of seeing,
nor the ear enough of hearing.

Only that shall happen which has happened,;

only that shall occur which has occurred,;

there is nothing new beneath the sun!

Sometimes there is a phenomenon of which they say,

“Look, this one is new!”—

it occurred long since, in ages that went by before us.

The earlier ones are not remembered; so too those that will occur later

will no more be remembered than those that will occur at the very end.
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Siddur Lev Shalem. Copyright © 2016 by the Rabbinical Assembly.

THE SCROLL OF ECCLESIASTES (KOHELET).
Classical commentators assume that the
word kohelet is related to kahal, “assem-
bly.” Kohelet is the one who addresses
the assembly. This led to the natural
association of thinking of the person as
the leader of the congregation; hence its
English name, Ecclesiastes. The ancient
rabbis thought that Solomon was the
author of the book. (In the first verse, the
author describes himself as a descendant
of David and a king in Jerusalem.)

The practice of reading the Scroll of
Ecclesiastes on Sukkot seems to have origi-
nated in the Middle Ages. The medieval
rabbis give no explicit reason for the read-
ing of the Scroll of Ecclesiastes on Sukkot.
We can only guess at the reasoning, given
how surprising it is that this festival, called
“the season of our joy,” should be associ-
ated with this book, since the author finds
so much about which to be negative. To
those of us living in a northern clime,
the book might feel like the cold wind of
winter, the season we are about to enter,
rather than the glorious fall we are leaving.

Ecclesiastes centers on the question of
how to lead a good life; certainly its end-
ing, which concludes that the way of To-
rah is the best way to live, recommended
the book to the ancient rabbis: “The sum
of the matter, when all is said and done:
Revere God and observe God’s command-
ments! For this applies to all humanity.”
There are also passages in the book that
give other positive intimations as to how
to live—for instance, the importance of
friendship is elaborated in an extended
section in chapter 4, a chapter that also
includes praise of wisdom. But the book is
never single-minded in its approach, and
constantly questions its own conclusions.

Perhaps the exploration of how we are
to live, appropriate for this time of year, is
what recommended the book. Sukkot is
the culmination of the self-examination
that began in the month leading up to the
High Holy Days, and on which the High
Holy Days themselves were so concerned.

There is much in life that we cannot
change. We are subject to circumstance
and the book reminds us that much like
the seasons of the year—which bring

continued on next page
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CHAPTER 3

A season is set for everything, a time for every experience under heaven:

a time for being born and a time for dying,

a time for planting and a time for uprooting the planted;
a time for slaying and a time for healing,

a time for tearing down and a time for building up;

a time for weeping and a time for laughing,

a time for wailing and a time for dancing;

a time for throwing stones and a time for gathering stones,
a time for embracing and a time for shunning embraces;
a time for seeking and a time for losing,

a time for keeping and a time for discarding;

a time for ripping and a time for sewing,

a time for silence and a time for speaking;

a time for loving and a time for hating;

a time for war and a time for peace.

CHAPTER 9

Go, eat your bread in gladness and drink your wine in joy; for your
action was long ago approved by God. Let your clothes always be
freshly washed and your head never lack ointment. Enjoy happiness
with a woman you love all the fleeting days of life that have been
granted to you under the sun—all your fleeting days. For that alone

is what you can get out of life and out of the means you acquire under
the sun. Whatever it is in your power to do, do with all your might—
for there is no action, no reasoning, no learning, no wisdom in Sheol,
where you are going,.
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continued from previous page
the weather associated
with that time of year,
whether we like it or
not—much that happens
to us is “decreed.” We can
either accept our fate and
live within its limitations,
or we can fight it and be
frustrated and feel that

all is “futile.” The good life
involves the discernment
of that over which we have
control of and that over
which we do not.

The rabbis taught that
after the end of proph-
ecy all we have is human
reason. The Scroll of
Ecclesiastes invites us to see
that what we need to live
a “good life” is an ongoing
process of discernment,
for which there are no easy
answers.

The translation is taken
from the Jewish Publica-
tion Society’s Tanakh (with
slight adaptations to match
the style of this volume).

YOUR ACTION WAS LONG
AGO APPROVED BY GOD
IR DR N1¥112272
Twyn. Two interpretations
are possible: God wants us
to live out our lives in all
the fullness that is possible
for us; or God already knows
all that we might do and all
that we are capable of.

IN SHEOL DIRWA. The neth-
erworld, in ancient Israel.
Israelites believed that all
the dead went down to
Sheol.
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I have further observed under the sun that

the race is not won by the swift,

nor the battle by the valiant;

nor is bread won by the wise,

nor wealth by the intelligent,

nor favor by the learned.

For the time of mischance comes to all and one cannot even know one’s
time. As fishes are enmeshed in a fatal net, and as birds are trapped in a
snare, so one is caught at the time of calamity, when it comes upon you
without warning.

This thing too I observed under the sun about wisdom, and it affected
me profoundly. There was a little city, with a few people in it; and to it
came a great king, who invested it and built mighty siege works against
it. Present in the city was a poor wise man who might have saved it with
his wisdom, but nobody thought of that poor man. So I observed:
Wisdom is better than valor;

but a poor man’s wisdom is scorned,

and his words are not heeded.

Words spoken softly by the wise are heeded sooner than those shouted
by a lord in folly.

Wisdom is more valuable than weapons of war, but a single error
destroys much of value.

CHAPTER I2

A further word: Against them, my child, be warned!

The making of many books is without limit, and much study is
wearying of the flesh.

The sum of the matter, when all is said and done:

Revere God and observe God’s commandments!

For this applies to all humanity:

that God will call every creature to account for everything unknown,
be it good or bad.

According to the tradition of chanting, the verse before the last is repeated, in order not
to end on the word “bad.”

Revere God and observe God’s commandments!
For this applies to all humanity.
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According to the tradition of chanting, the verse before the last is repeated, in
order not to end on the word Y1 (“bad”).

DX 172 WY TN

FOR THE TIME OF MIS-
CHANCE COMES TO ALL
D22 IR NP2 VA9 NY ™.

A euphemlsm for death—
that is, the limited duration
of life renders all successes
illusory.

AT THE TIME OF CALAM-
ITY NV NYY. Similarly, a
euphemism for death.

WORDS SPOKEN SOFTLY
D’YNWI NNJ2. Here we

see Ecclesiastes going back
and forth on the worth of
wisdom: “the poor man’s
wisdom is scorned,” but
“words spoken softly by
the wise are heeded.” It is
as if the author is trying

to clarify for himself some
direction for life, aspects

of which prove true some
times but not others, but in
fact no direction holds true
for all of life. Wisdom lies in
knowing when and where
to apply this truth or that,
for “there is a season for
eveything.”
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