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TO THE SERRANO SIX

In you I see the true, the good, and the beautiful.







Part 1
Signs and
Symptoms








1
A Tragic Story



On September 18, 2010, thirty-five-year-old Mitchell Heisman walked onto a university campus and ended his life. The details of the event are haunting.

The location: the steps of Memorial Church at Harvard University. The building was originally constructed in memory of Harvard graduates lost in the Great War, the “War to End All Wars,” World War I.

The time: eleven o’clock in the morning on the holiest day of the Jewish Calendar, Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. In Jewish Tradition, this is the climax of the year, the day when God looks at the sum total of sins committed by the nation and forgives them.

On sacred ground, and in sacred time, sacred life is lost.

Heisman left behind a suicide note, and this “note” may be unlike anything before it. It was over nineteen hundred pages, an amalgamation of ramblings and emotions, and yet at times, philosophical insight. In it he states, “Every word, every thought, and every emotion come back to one core problem: life is meaningless.”1

Heisman reflects on his dive into despair and pinpoints the precise moment his journey began. He writes, “The death of my father marked the beginning, or perhaps the acceleration, of a kind of moral collapse.”2 The death of an earthly father would ultimately lead this young Jewish man to reject any notion of a benevolent God above.

In losing one father, he lost two.

The loss of God and ultimately any form of reality above makes a life where no distinction between heaven and hell can be made. All becomes chaos, and all becomes purposeless. Heisman explains, “If there is no extant God and no extant gods, no good and no evil, no right and no wrong, no meaning and no purpose: if there are no values that are inherently valuable; no justice that is ultimately justifiable . . . then destruction is equal to creation; life is equal to death and death is equal to life.”3

The world is a hell of a place to face without a father.

And this is the point where Heisman’s story intersects with ours. And by “ours” I don’t mean you or me, I mean all of us—the collective whole of our culture, because the signs that something is wrong are with us everywhere. The symptoms of our ailment are evident.

For two decades Americans have become more unhappy, more discontented, and more depressed than ever before. This is not just empty rhetoric; the research is clear. Suicide has gone up every year in nearly every state for the last two decades.4 Anxiety is up. Loneliness is up. All around, misery is up.

Without a remedy for this, people are running to anything that will help them cope. In 2023 there were over one hundred thousand deaths due to drug overdoses.5 This is more than five times the number just twenty years ago.6 Half the country says they are lonely.7 One in five young women practice self-harm.8

We are overeating, undereating, cutting, drinking, spending, popping, shooting, searching for anything that might help us face the emptiness before us.

Now, what is so bizarre about this is that as we become more unhappy and dissatisfied, we simultaneously participate in a greater and greater standard of living. The life we live is more comfortable than most people who have ever walked the earth could ever dream up.

Think about our standard of living for a moment. We walk into a grocery store and see more food in a single instance than some will ever see in their entire life. Think about the climate control we have at our fingertips. While we travel, if we feel the slightest degree of discomfort, we have the ability to fix it. If it gets just a bit too warm, we can flick a button and our car will begin to cool the entire vehicle. If we get too cold, we can heat it up.

And consider this: The water in our toilets is cleaner than the drinking water that millions of people have access to. We live in a comfort that our ancestors never dreamed of. Still, we are not happy. The standard of living goes up, yet our spirits go down.

So even though we experience the many benefits the modern world has afforded us, for many there is something that still does not feel right. Something is lurking deep in our gut. Despite living in the land of milk and honey, we can’t shake the feeling that something is wrong at the center of it all. Like Heisman, we begin to contemplate ultimate things. Is it all meaningless? All without purpose? The possibility that our stories are authorless is frightening.

There are many opinions on the cause of our problem. Some will say it’s social media. Others will point to Hollywood. For some, it’s the breakdown of the family. Still others attribute it to failing schools and public education.

Certainly, these and many other factors are at play, but I’d like to talk about something deeper. Much deeper. So deep that we are nearly at the unconscious level, almost like the operating system of the mind. Because it is there, and precisely there, that something went very wrong.


CONFLICTING MESSAGES

Two messages currently broadcast around the clock in our culture. One message is loud, the other is softer. The loud message says, “You are a wonderful, amazing individual with purpose, meaning, and value. The world is before you, so make the most of every day and be the person you want to be!” This positive, uplifting message sits atop a metaphoric ten-story building. The softer message sits at the base—not as loud but foundational, holding up the entire building. It says, “You are a product of random chance. You are nothing more than neurons, chemicals, hormones, and atoms. You have no soul. There is nothing beyond this life. No heaven. No hell. No loving figure above.”

Despite what is broadcast from the tenth floor, this foundation-level message speaks to the core of our being. It functions as an operating system. Our thoughts, feelings, and decisions are processed through it. Whether we like it or not, we live within the story it tells.

An experiment began roughly three hundred years ago in the modern world. The experiment sought to create a world divorced from God, religion, and anything other than the material world. In this endeavor, humans attempted to find ultimate meaning and purpose strictly from the physical world.

Despite the message that we tell ourselves—that we are special, unique, and have purpose—underneath that, at the foundation, at the operating system level, is the message that says we are alone in the universe. Our feet wander aimlessly without meaning on a planet that wanders aimlessly without meaning. We are here for a fleeting moment and then, death.

No matter how much we want to believe the message on the tenth floor, and no matter how much our pop songs, cultural slogans, and uplifting movies affirm that message, it is nonetheless built on a foundation that says otherwise. And we live within the confines of the narrative structure it gives us.

We want to believe in things like love, but however we may conceive of it, the foundational message says it does not exist. Love is just chemicals and hormones firing off in our body to create a social contract between two individuals so that they might propagate the herd. Integrity, honor, virtue . . . those are just terms we use to describe animal-like behaviors that benefit the tribe. We may assign meaning to all sorts of things in our lives, but make no mistake about it: things like integrity, honor, and virtue are not grounded in anything real. This foundational message is all-encompassing and incredibly powerful.

What is the result of this loss? We lack meaning and purpose, and the signs of our sickness are evident. The foundational message cannot bear the weight of the whole building, and it will collapse.

When Mitchell Heisman lost his father, the pillars that gave structure to his reality began to fall. The loss of father rendered life meaningless. We, too, have lost a father, and that can make life unbearable.

The world is a hell of a place to face without a father.












2
Telos



Okay, I know that was a bit of a dark way to start a book that is supposed to help combat the feelings of emptiness, but the story embodies our situation quite well.

I serve as a pastor and teacher, and for the last two decades I have listened to both Christians and non-Christians express a common feeling—a feeling that something is missing from their lives. Most of the time, it’s hard for people to pinpoint and even harder to articulate, but time and time again they say they have everything they need but nevertheless feel something lacking. There is an enduring sense that life is empty and without meaning and purpose. This feeling is especially pronounced with younger people, but I have seen it across the board. My hope is that whether you find yourself feeling this way or know others who have expressed similar sentiments and want to help them, this book will aid you.

To better understand our problem, the first question we should probably ask is, How did we get here? And by here, I mean a culture that believes there is nothing above. No heavenly Father, no God, no ultimate end goal, nothing to ground our feet in this ever-changing world. Because whether we like this story or not, this is now the default story our culture believes and the story we find ourselves living in.

You might push back and say, “I know plenty of people who believe in God,” or maybe you are a person of faith yourself. But the fact remains: the ecosystem in which you live is an ecosystem that is thoroughly saturated in materialism. Materialism is the air you breathe.

I don’t mean materialism in the sense that our culture is a greedy one fixated on acquiring material things (although that is probably true as well). The materialism I am referring to is the belief that the physical world is all that exists. This belief can come in a number of different forms and with different degrees of strength, but this basic definition should feel familiar.

In its strongest form, materialism says that there is no possibility for anything outside of the physical world. Everything that is real is that which can be observed in the physical world using physical senses, tools, and methods.

In its weakest form, materialism says something like, “It’s certainly possible that things outside of our physical, observable universe exist, but if they do, they are not what is most important, and we have no way of knowing anyway. What is most important and most real are the things our five senses can detect. So, if there are such things as spiritual realities and you are inclined to believe in them, good for you.”

If you are a religious person, the strong form says you are stupid or gullible, or both. The weak version smiles and says, “Oh, I didn’t know you were religious. Well, I’m glad that works for you.”

Does this sound familiar?


HAMBURGERS AND FRENCH FRIES

Have you ever eaten at In-N-Out Burger? If you haven’t, they are a West Coast fast-food chain of legendary status. When people out of the area come to California where I live, they will often make a mandatory stop at In-N-Out Burger before they leave. One thing you need to know is that there is a unique aroma that fills the restaurant. In fact, you can smell it merely driving by. Fans of the restaurant love the smell and anticipate it when they go. The exact source of the unique aroma is a bit of a mystery . . . some say it’s the onions, others say it’s the spread on the burger, others claim it’s the fries.

Now, imagine you work long hours every day at In-N-Out Burger. Just being in that space for the day does something to you and the clothes you wear. You sort of just start smelling like In-N-Out Burger. Even when you leave the restaurant and go home, your family smells In-N-Out when you walk in. You may hate In-N-Out and despise the taste of their food; you may even vow in your heart to never eat an In-N-Out Burger again . . . it doesn’t matter. If you work at In-N-Out, you will smell like In-N-Out.1

I came across a Reddit forum post titled “Is it just me or can you guys still ‘smell’ in-n-out hours after working?”2 Here are a few of the responses:

“Even after showering, I think maybe there’s oils or something in my nose that I inhaled. Smells like a mix of onions and fried mustard.”

“I used to work fries all day Saturday and Sunday. If I went out after, I was eighteen at the time, no matter how hard I scrubbed I would smell like fries. It was kinda bad but girls would be like ‘you smell like hash browns!!’”

“I completely shower and change when I get home from work. I used to go to class right after work in my whites until people started mentioning I smell like burgers and onions lol.”

Materialism works in a similar matter. It’s the building that we work in. It’s the air we breathe. And no matter how hard we try to resist, we live inside the ecosystem that it has created.

In this way, materialism functions as a dominant story. Stories like these are all encompassing and shape how you see the world. These types of stories are so powerful that you don’t believe them; rather, by default, you live inside of them.

Imagine for a moment that you lived two thousand years ago in a city named Ephesus. Ephesus was located in a region called Asia Minor, near the eastern edge of the Roman Empire. If you lived in first-century Ephesus, everything in your community reinforced the dominant story the culture was telling. This was a story that said the gods and goddesses ruled the day.

In Ephesus, there was a massive temple dedicated to Artemis. It was one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. No matter where you stood in Ephesus, its structure imposed itself upon you. You could not escape it. The temple sat on an elevated plateau so it could loom over the city. Its height then extended further with one hundred and twenty-seven columns, each sixty feet in height.3 Artemis was an ever-present reality.

In Ephesus, you lived inside the ecosystem created by the story of the gods and goddesses. Whether you liked it or not, if you took a stroll down the streets of Ephesus, you breathed the air of the gods. And because of this, if you were born in Ephesus in the first century, you sort of just absorbed belief in the gods.

Now let’s return to today. We also absorb beliefs from the time we live in. It’s easy to see how this took place in other older cultures and it’s also easy to forget it is true of our own. C. S. Lewis reminds us, “Our own age is also ‘a period,’ and certainly has, like all periods, its own characteristic illusions. They are likeliest to lurk in those widespread assumptions which are so ingrained in the age that no one dares to attack or feels it necessary to defend them.”4 Materialism is the story of our time, and we all, like people living in Ephesus two thousand years ago, have absorbed the tenets of that story to different degrees. Since the day you were born you have been living in the world that materialism is creating, and it is now the ever-present reality. Even someone raised in the Christian faith is also someone who is simultaneously raised in materialism.

And just like working at In-N-Out or living in Ephesus, there is no escape from this. All cultures and peoples have stories that we see the world through. It is in and through these stories that we make sense of our lives and the world around us. These stories answer life’s biggest and toughest questions. They tell us who we are and where we come from; they give us our meaning and purpose. They give us a “why” to life. The massive problem is that the materialist story is insufficient in offering answers to the deepest questions of life: Who am I? Where am I going? For what reason do I exist? What is the meaning of it all? Humans are reduced to a machinery of carbon, neurons, and synapses, and meaning is lost as we wander without aim.




UNCHARTED TERRITORY

This materialist way of looking at the world is, from a historical viewpoint, new. Sure, you can find groups dabbling with different forms of nontheism or materialism throughout history, but there has never been an entire culture that has so thoroughly adopted materialism other than our current, modern Western culture. Stepping into this disenchanted and godless story is to step into a brave new world of uncharted territory.

For many, this new world was going to produce a world of happiness, abundance, and satisfaction the world had not yet seen. We were going to throw off the shackles of tyrannical gods and religious systems. We were saying goodbye to the fairy tales, the myths, the hocus-pocus that only unenlightened, uneducated, and unscientific-minded people gullibly gobbled up. Our eyes were finally open and we could see the fruit for what it was, a fruit good and pleasing to the eye and worthy of taking. Without the tyrant above looking down on us, demanding we create the world that he wanted, we could say goodbye to that demanding father and create the world we wanted. After wandering around and being lost in the wilderness of religion, we could now enter a godless promised land.

Or at least that’s what we told ourselves.

But what happened when we finally arrived in this promised land? Did life become better? The loss of God was like a giant meteor hitting earth. If you survived the impact, then there were still a host of effects after the initial impact that you would have to live with.

We are living in the aftermath of that great impact. The Western world exiled God and thought if we could survive the initial impact, then we would be able to rebuild and create a world greater than the previous one. However, the effects of the initial impact were much greater than expected. We thought we could build again, but we lost not only the tools but also the know-how and vocabulary to do so.

How were we to rebuild without the materials that belief in God gave us? How were we to understand morality, ethics, beauty, love, hate, mercy, and justice if not grounded on some type of foundation? How could we bear the harsh reality of pain and suffering without the floor that gave us the surface to stand on? To whom or where could we look for purpose and direction? To what or to whom could we turn toward to find fullness rather than emptiness? In losing God, we lost the building blocks necessary to construct a meaningful life.

One of those building blocks was one presupposed in our ancestors’ understanding of the world. This building block was the ground used as a foundation to build meaning on. It is so important that when lacking, the human story becomes unbearable. It was known across cultures but was articulated by the ancient Greeks with the word telos.

Telos is a word that can be translated and employed in several ways, but contained in the word is an understanding of aim, direction, or end goal. What is the telos of an acorn? To become an oak tree. What is the telos of the tadpole? To become a frog. When people ask, “What is the meaning of life?” this is often what they are thinking about. What is the telos of my life? Do I matter? What is the point and purpose of it all?

In the materialist story, we live and breathe and die in a world without telos. We live in its ecosystem and breathe the poisonous air it produces daily. We believe that our feet wander aimlessly on a planet that wanders aimlessly. Without telos, we succumb to emptiness.

Our ancestors, however, had a different story. They believed they lived in a world filled with telos. They believed in meaning and purpose, and they believed it came from above. More than just believing this story, they also crafted ways in which they would regularly and habitually embody and participate in that story. Things that might seem boring or inconsequential to modern people were seen as life-giving, spirit-renewing, and soul-orienting practices. In other words, they not only believed something above existed; they acted it out.

The messaging of our current culture has convinced so many of us that we live in a godless, fatherless, and purposeless story. Materialism says there is no God, life is a product of chance, and if our lives do have any purpose, it’s merely what we humans invent and ascribe to it. As we wonder, Does my life matter in any real sense? Does my life have any real meaning? Is there someone above who even cares? materialism answers with an emphatic “No!” Materialism robs us of the things humans have always held firmly. Humans were never meant to live in this environment. This environment is making us sick. We can’t live a meaningful life under these conditions. What is a life without telos? What a sad story we have inherited! The good news is this is not the only story. There is an alternative story that you not only believe in, but participate in.

To find our way out of the materialist story, we are going to have to journey back in time and discover some old words, tools, and wisdom that will help us better understand how we got here and how we can get out. Consider the following a road map for this book: In part one we will explore the causes and symptoms of our current condition: what happened, why we feel empty, and the effects of materialism on our lives. In part two we will look to the past to find the remedy in the ancient wisdom of our ancestors, specifically the practices they used to properly orient themselves in the world and cultivate a meaningful life. These practices give answers to life’s most important questions and give us a different story to live in. Think of it as the medicine we need to combat the effects of materialism and ultimately get rid of the sickness. We will spend most of our time in this section. Part three closes the book by looking at the mechanics of how these remedies not only combat materialism but ultimately shape us into the people we were designed to be.

When modern life is empty, know there is a path toward fullness. Life is filled with meaning and purpose. The truth, goodness, and beauty that you long for has a source, but materialism has blinded us to it. The good news is that the Christian faith has the tools to give sight to the blind. Let’s begin this journey by returning to our first and foundational word from the past: telos.




PREGNANT WITH TELOS

After my wife and I had our first child, it was not long before we started talking about having a second. Now, you would think that after the pain of our first child, my wife might respond with, “Are you kidding me? Do you know how horrible that was?” Which is totally understandable. Having a human being growing inside of you and then coming out of your body is not a walk in the park. There is significant pain, danger, and anxiety that come with pregnancy.

Nevertheless, she wanted to have another baby. And my wife is not some weird statistical anomaly that somehow, despite the pain, wanted to have another child. It’s actually common for women to say, “Let’s have another.” So, what in the world could possibly make a sane woman sign up for that nine-month ordeal again? The answer is telos. There is a point and purpose to pregnancy. And the love, beauty, and glory that comes as a result makes it all worth it. Pain is worth enduring if there is a purpose.

Think about some of the hard stuff you have done in life. Did those events not have some type of end goal? Some aim or purpose? Why does a professional athlete train so hard? Is it not to win the championship? Why does a college student study so rigorously? Is it not to pass the test and graduate?

You endure pain and difficulty for a greater good.

What happens to us when we endure the pain of life, but there is no telos on the other end? No victory, no championship, no graduation? The pain loses its purpose. It becomes meaningless pain. And to endure meaningless pain is unbearable.

You can have a smaller-sized telos to fuel smaller endeavors. Getting a college degree can motivate you to put up with classes you don’t like. Working extra hard and long hours with the hope of a promotion can propel you forward. Getting up early before work to jog is inspired by the goal of running a marathon. The harder the task, however, the greater the telos needed. Planning on going through labor? Better be something wonderfully amazing like a baby on the other side.

But what about life itself? What can motivate you to endure the pain of life? Sure, sometimes life is easy, but sometimes life hits you like a freight train. It hits you harder than you ever thought you could be hit. What do you do when it seems like there is nothing in the world that could enable you to endure?

How does the modern world deal with this type of pain? What purpose can be given to suffering in the materialist story? Fredrich Nietzsche, himself an atheist, once said, “He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how.”5 Without a great “why” to live, things that were once bearable for previous generations become unbearable for us.

Author and psychologist Viktor Frankl, who endured the horror of the Holocaust and lost his wife to the Nazis, expanded on this. In his time in the concentration camps, he encouraged fellow prisoners on the brink of despair. He wrote, “Whenever there was an opportunity for it, one had to give them a why—an aim—for their lives, in order to strengthen them to bear the terrible how of their existence. Woe to him who saw no more sense in his life, no aim, no purpose, and therefore no point in carrying on. He was soon lost.”6

When you read the history of what people endured when they had telos, it’s remarkable.

People overcame hell. Everyday life for many was filled with immense suffering and pain. For example, child mortality rates until recent human history were horrendous. An incredible percentage of families had to endure the loss of a child. In ancient Rome, many children were not named in their first week of life due to death being such a high probability.7 On top of that, there was always the great existential fear of raiding forces, famine, drought, or plague that were very real threats. Nevertheless, people endured, they lived life, and they could speak of joy.

In the Westminster Shorter Catechism, a question is asked: “What is the chief end of man?” The answer given: “Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever.”8 We might say a “chief end” is similar to something like an ultimate telos, a telos that is of highest importance.

Various religions have similar statements and beliefs. And although I contend that Christianity is uniquely true, the point is that no matter what your religious background was, for thousands of years people’s lives had a higher purpose: to serve that which was above. It was what was above that gave you meaning below. It was what existed up there that gave your feet down here something to stand on.

A helpful word for “that which is above” is transcendence. Transcendent things are above or beyond the material world. From the transcendent world our ancestors derived meaning and purpose.

But an important question has stared down at the modern individual. What if there is nothing above? What if we truly wander aimlessly down here below? What if meaning and purpose are just the creation of clever humans trying to convince themselves this life is actually worth living? What if we are, in fact, all alone?

The good news is that there is nothing new under the sun. People have wrestled with these issues for a long time. We are not the first to look up at the sun and ask, “Is there anything above?” And even though the modern world has answered that question with a resounding “No!” our ancestors wrestled with that same question and came to a different conclusion. And for that we turn to a very old book titled Qoheleth.
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Hevel



Hundreds of years before the time of Jesus, there was an ancient book of wisdom in Hebrew titled Qoheleth. Most people who are familiar with the book today know it by a translation of its Greek name, Ecclesiastes. Qoheleth, however, is a Hebrew word that means something like “someone who gathers an assembly of people together to give instruction or direction.” In other words, a teacher or preacher of some sort. In this ancient book, Qoheleth the teacher ponders the problem of meaninglessness. He looks at the entirety of our world and at the lives we’ve lived under the sun and declares:


Vanity of vanities! All is vanity.

What does man gain by all the toil

at which he toils under the sun? (Ecclesiastes 1:2-3)



This word vanity becomes a theme that is repeated forty times throughout the book’s twelve chapters. In the book’s context, the word vanity does not mean an abundance of pride in oneself but rather the quality of being empty or worthless. This is why some Bible translations use the word meaningless rather than vanity. Qoheleth examines every domain of reality and with shocking pessimism states, again and again, that all is vanity. To be precise, he states that everything under the sun is vanity. Everything we do down here on this planet is vanity. Our work, our loves, our achievements . . . all vanity. Does this sound familiar? Without some telos from above that is bigger and grander than the harshness of life, the bleakness of reality sets in.

But it gets even worse. The Hebrew word that is translated “vanity” has a much deeper, profound, and disturbing meaning. This is not to say that “vanity” is a bad translation. The problem is that our English word vanity is too small of a word to carry the large cargo that the Hebrew word does. The Hebrew word is hevel, and hevel has layers of meaning in the biblical world. At its most basic level, hevel simply means “vapor.” But vapor as an image communicates much more. A vapor is something that is here for a brief moment and then gone. Now think about that for a second. How much of life is here today and gone tomorrow?

Think of a sunset at the end of a beautiful day. Now imagine a newly-fallen-in-love couple sitting there on a blanket, taking it in. Both of them are looking at the sun setting and are in awe of its beauty. They are both silent because deep down they know this moment is about to flee. They wish this moment could last longer as they grasp each other’s hands, but it won’t . . . and it never will. Suns always set. Before you can take in all of the sun’s beauty, it sinks below the horizon and is gone. Beautiful sunsets are hevel. They are that which is here for a moment and gone the next. How many of life’s most beautiful experiences are hevel?

Do you remember cold days as a child? Remember when you would exhale and marvel that your breath was somehow making magic clouds appear? Remember how, as a child, you would sometimes try to reach up and grab your breath? But as your hand grasped at the little, personal magic cloud you had just created, it was gone. Your breath on a cold day is hevel: here for a moment and gone the next.1

Another aspect of hevel is the fact that vapor is formless. Many ancient people would look at things like vapor, smoke, or lifting fog as something without solid shape. The structure of something that is hevel is unstable. Think of blowing in the direction of smoke. The smoke simply moves with the air and disappears. It is partially due to an unstable structure that something is here for a moment and gone the next. The structure has no lasting power.

Is your life an unstable structure that is here today and gone tomorrow?

Perhaps the most haunting way to illustrate hevel is found in the story of Cain and Abel. The account appears within the first few pages of the Bible. This story, like the rest found in Genesis, is formative. Genesis sets in motion everything that comes after. In other words, these stories are those through which we are to see the rest of the stories of Scripture.

Immediately after the first humans are exiled from their garden paradise, they have their first children. The oldest is named Cain and the younger Abel. The story does not give us the precise details as to why, but Cain’s offering is rejected while Abel’s is accepted by God. Cain becomes enraged because of this. The short story ends with Cain murdering his brother. The story is brutal but is even more haunting when we realize the name given to Eve’s son. The Hebrew word that Eve gave Abel as a name was Hevel. That’s right, the same word Qoheleth uses. Eve’s son is, by name, that which is here today and gone tomorrow. He is a vapor before her eyes.

What makes all of this even more depressing is this predicament scales to all of us. Hevel is the fate of all humans. We are all Abel. We are all here today and gone tomorrow.


DUST TO DUST

In the Bible, the first human created is named Adam. And in Hebrew his name is . . . wait for it . . . Adam. But Adam in Hebrew is not just a name; it literally means “man.” So, the first man is named man, or in Hebrew, the first Adam is named Adam. Additionally, this first Adam/man is made from the dust of the earth: “Then the LORD God formed the man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living creature” (Genesis 2:7).

The Hebrew is interesting at this point because the Hebrew word for ground is adamah. Adam is made from adamah. Adam is a creature of dirt made from the ground; he is of the earth. The reason this is so poignant is because the first human life begins from the ground, and ultimately human life ends in the ground. God says to the creature of dirt:


By the sweat of your face

you shall eat bread,

till you return to the ground,

for out of it you were taken;

for you are dust,

and to dust you shall return. (Genesis 3:19)



Adam is destined to return to the adamah. All humans are children of death, destined to return to the dust we came from. It is the inescapable reality looming over humanity; the shadow of death is ever on us.

I have officiated many funerals and one constant theme is loved ones always wanting more time. This is certainly true in tragic deaths, when someone loses someone far too young. But the sentiment still appears with people who, by all relevant standards, lived a long and happy life. Their loved ones still say things like, “I wish I had a little more time with them,” or “I wish I could have one more day.”

Life is always hevel.

There is an unavoidable reality to all of this. No matter who you are or what you have done, death will come for you. And consider this potentially depressing fact, even the most remarkable people who live the most remarkable lives are forgotten within a few generations of their life. Try naming the tenth president of the United States. Did you guess John Tyler? How about the eleventh, or twelfth? Can you name the thirteenth president? How could you forget about our great thirteenth president of the United States, Millard Fillmore? Don’t tell me you forgot about Millard!

Sure, there are some exceptions, but they are certainly exceptions. Most people know George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, but even then, unless you are a historian who studies their lives, you know very little about them. Who were their kids? What were their hobbies? Do you personally care about these former presidents in any real, meaningful way?

For the most part, even if you become the president of the United States of America, within a few generations no one will remember you and no one will care. Within two generations there is a good chance your great-grandchildren will not even know your name. Bleak, right?

Hevel. Everything is hevel.




FRUIT FLIES AND TADPOLES

My kids and I once saved some tadpoles from dying in a puddle that was about to dry up. The kids could see the puddle was very small and could not bear to leave the tadpoles to die under the heat of the sun. So, we did some quick research and created a new puddle with the necessary environmental features for them to continue to grow. As they grew into frogs, we needed a good food supply. The local pet store had the solution: in small tubes about three inches long with the circumference of a quarter, you could take home about twenty fruit flies.

Fruit flies are extremely small but make a delicious meal for baby frogs. Now this is where it gets crazy. You can almost guarantee that upon purchase, these fruit flies have already laid eggs in the tube. They are likely too small for anyone to notice, but they are there. How can one be so sure? Well, fruit flies go from being an egg to adulthood in a little more than a week. And once they reach adulthood, they will usually begin mating within a few hours.

This process commences with the male initiating a courtship ritual where he shows off his special moves. He will dance around the female and move his wings at certain speeds to create vibrations that function as a sort of “lets-hook-up-girl” jingle.2 Who knew fruit flies could be this smooth? Then, in the next twenty-four hours, a new generation of fruit fly eggs will emerge. From egg to adulthood to being new mommy and daddy fruit flies, all of this happens in a little more than a week!

When pet stores sell these fruit fly tubes, they place a good food source for the flies at the bottom of the tube, which means you get a little closed-system fruit fly world. Within a few weeks you can watch several generations of fruit flies live and die (through the admirable death of being eaten by baby frogs).

Fruit flies and their children’s children live their entire lives before us in several weeks. They live, die, and then are forgotten.

Are we like fruit flies? Small, insignificant creatures living a pointless life in a test tube, destined to die after living a brief, meaningless existence? Do we live in a closed system with nothing above? As people of dust, are we destined to live and die and be forgotten like fruit flies? Sounds like hevel, right? See how the words of Qoheleth capture this:


There is no remembrance of former things,

nor will there be any remembrance

of later things yet to be

among those who come after. (Ecclesiastes 1:11)



Is there a part of you that gets it? Is there a part of you that’s nodding your head with Qoheleth, saying, “Yep, that is how it is.” You work your whole life and then die. Dust to dust. When you look at the world, you can perfectly identify with Qoheleth. It’s like there is a time machine, and a three-thousand-year-old document is proclaiming the thoughts and beliefs of the despair of modern materialism.3


For what happens to the children of man and what happens to the beasts is the same; as one dies, so dies the other. They all have the same breath, and man has no advantage over the beasts, for all is vanity. All go to one place. All are from the dust, and to dust all return. (Ecclesiastes 3:19-20)



Does that not sound like it would fit in the modern world’s meaningless landscape? What about this:


I saw all the oppressions that are done under the sun. And behold, the tears of the oppressed, and they had no one to comfort them! On the side of their oppressors there was power, and there was no one to comfort them. And I thought the dead who are already dead more fortunate than the living who are still alive. But better than both is he who has not yet been and has not seen the evil deeds that are done under the sun. (Ecclesiastes 4:1-3)



Does this not resonate with the attitudes of so many in our present time? Let’s look at one last insight from Qoheleth. He poetically proclaims:


Time is a valuable thing

Watch it fly by as the pendulum swings. . . .

I tried so hard, And got so far

But in the end, it doesn’t even matter.4



Okay, Qoheleth didn’t say that. That was Linkin Park’s song “In the End.” But there is a reason why that song resonated so profoundly with the culture. Its lyrics are in the air we breathe. In the materialist understanding of life, it all ends the same.

At this point you might be wondering, How in the world is this book Qoheleth in the Bible? I mean, when people think of the Bible, they think mostly of a book of hope, encouragement, and the promise of a life after this one. So far, however, it seems like this book is merely preaching the emptiness of materialism.
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