
What’s It All About, Anyhow? – Brian Hartley 
 
Ecclesiastes 1:2, 12-14; 2:18-23; Colossians 3:1-11; Luke 12:13-21 
My name is Brian and I am a bibliophile. That is why throwing hundreds of books into the trash 
pains me so. My grandfather, a poorly educated preacher, taught me to treat books carefully and 
with respect. That is why, during the summer I spent at the Folger Library in Washington, D.C., 
surrounded by rare books carefully curated and arranged on massive oak bookshelves and the 
quiet imposed by a bevy of librarians, I thought I had been given a ticket to heaven. And that 
experience, plus many others in various rare book collections, only fueled my desire for the 
accumulation of musty tomes. 
 
But now, as I get ever closer to the end of my academic career and look for ways of divesting 
and minimizing, I find that I am surrounded by too many books. They fill the built-in shelves at 
our home, my old haunts in the JKL Academic Building, and even my administrative office in 
the library. I have tried culling them and, thanks to the gift of a Kindle from my daughter this 
past Christmas, I have even reverted to ordering most new acquisitions in an electronic format, 
but, still, these “things” that I have spent my life accumulating fill every nook and cranny of my 
life—and still, I am not satisfied. And, so, because libraries no longer welcome such 
contributions, I am reduced to giving away what I can and throwing the rest of them in the 
dumpster. How is it that we wind up in such circumstances? 
 
The culture of materialism, which surrounds us, is predicated on convincing us that what we 
need is a little bit more. And it has made it ever easier for us to give into our impulses. I used to 
have to write down all of the important information about a book, especially its ISBN number, 
and then go in search of a copy—perhaps via telephone, but usually on foot. But now, all I have 
to do is click on my preferred format on the screen in front of me. And if books aren’t your thing, 
Amazon probably has that thing, as well. 
 
This morning’s parable from Luke comes to us from that lengthy section that stretches from 9:51 
right up until the Passion narrative. The Evangelist introduces it with the words:  [Jesus] set his 
face to go up to Jerusalem. And then he sets about packing in much of Jesus’ teaching over the 
course of the next ten chapters or so. All of this Lucan material helps to center the hearer on the 
key themes of Jesus’ ministry, particularly on the obstacles that stand between himself and 
fulfilling the Father’s will when he gets to his designated destination. That’s why we run smack 
dab into “the barn guy”—the successful agricultural businessman who, with a little luck and a lot 
of hard work, gets what we all want:  a little bit of security in life. 
 
Why then does Jesus call him a fool? “You have heard all the obvious answers before,” says 
Barbara Brown Taylor. “It was his greed, his self-centeredness, his undistributed wealth. He was 
a fool because he thought life would be complete once he had this treasure tucked up under 
brand new roofs. He was a fool because he thought he would have years and years to enjoy it. 
Instead, the neighbors would find him slumped in his lawn chair the very next morning, with his 
key ring clipped to the hammer loop of his overalls” (“Treasure Hunt,” 101).  In short, he had 
fallen for the myth which dominates American culture, that “accumulating stuff” is what life is 
all about. 
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It is this question of the meaning of life which drives today’s text from Ecclesiastes, as well. As 
most of you know, the three-year lectionary which covers over 150 Sundays drives our worship 
here at St. Paul’s. And, curiously, outside of today’s text, Ecclesiastes only shows up one other 
time in our three-year march—and that is on New Year’s Day. This is not a book that receives 
much attention anywhere in the church, really. It doesn’t fit our need for three easy lessons that 
end with a positive take-away. Nor have I seen many quotes from Ecclesiastes on church signs. It 
ranks only ahead of the Song of Solomon when it comes to popularity among preachers. And 
that’s only because churchmen would vastly prefer to address pessimism and death, rather than 
to have to talk about sex. 
 
But the writer of Ecclesiastes even goes beyond Jesus’ parable in exploring the possible ways of 
exhausting one’s self in the search for meaning. Throughout the beginning of chapter 2, which is 
excluded from today’s lesson, he walks through the search for meaning via various pleasures, 
ranging from sensuality through wealth. Yet, in the end, he concludes as he starts, that life itself 
is transitory with no inherent meaning. Vanity of vanities, he shouts, All is vanity! Like a vapor, 
life appears to be both insubstantial and transient. 
 
In this meaninglessness, we continue to try and find “stuff” that will bring us satisfaction. And, if 
we cannot find meaning in things, we turn to an accumulation of experiences in hopes that these 
will fulfill the longing that lies deep within our heart. Millennials, we are told, are rejecting their 
parents’ accumulation of things and spending money on novel and experience-driven events, all 
contributing to what is now being dubbed the “experience economy.” American consultants 
Joseph Pine and James Gilmore argue that a marketable experience occurs, “when a company 
intentionally uses services as the stage, and goods as props, to engage individual customers in a 
way that creates a memorable event.” These experiences are, they suggest, “inherently personal, 
existing only in the mind of an individual who has been engaged on an emotional, physical, 
intellectual, or even spiritual level.” 
 
But whether we attempt to fill the God-shaped vacuum, of which Augustine spoke, with goods, 
services, or unique experiences, they are all bound to fall short. There will never be enough to 
satisfy our hunger for more. Reducing our sense of God-given purpose and vocation to any of 
these will leave us discontent. As some have suggested, death has a marvelous way of clarifying 
what really matters. And it is only when we die to self and begin to emerge from the self-induced 
stupor brought about by the search for meaning through such things or experiences that we begin 
to discover that for which we were created. And this begins and ends as we learn to embrace the 
cross of Jesus Christ. 
 
Today’s reading from Colossians provides for us a very different perspective, based upon that 
new life in Christ. And, over against the sense of pessimism embedded in Ecclesiastes, the writer 
calls upon his hearers to do two things to generate a sense of gratitude:  shift our focus and divest 
ourselves of our old ways of seeing and doing things. The shift in focus is conjured up using a 
variety of spatial metaphors. We are compelled to see and set our minds upon the things that are 
above, not the circumstances in which we find ourselves. Just as Jesus set his face to go up to 
Jerusalem because he was focused on his Father’s will, we are beckoned to see our lives as 
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hidden with Christ in God—something beyond that which can easily be seen and recognized in 
our current circumstances. 
 
For those of you who know the 1986 period piece, “The Mission,” we are provided there with a 
great example by Father Gabriel of how to embrace the cross and the mystery that is hidden in 
Christ. At the climax of the film, as the Portuguese and Spanish soldiers encircle the mission 
church and threaten its existence, Fr. Gabriel makes a very different choice than does the other 
key character, Fr. Mendoza. Holding high the monstrance with the Blessed Sacrament, the 
congregation processes singing into the church. And even after the soldiers open fire, and kill Fr. 
Gabriel, we see a child pick up the sacred symbol and continue the procession. We, the audience, 
are then left to discern for ourselves whether Fr. Gabriel was right when he declared:  “If might 
is right, then love has no place in the world.” 
 
But the writer to the Colossians says we not only must be focused on things that are above, with 
our minds thoroughly focused on Christ, but, as a result of a life “hidden with the Messiah in 
God,” we must shed everything that contradicts this new reality. That is, we are called upon to 
divest ourselves of those “things” that do not partake of things above. Put to death, he 
admonishes his readers, whatever in you is earthly. And later, now you must get rid of all such 
things. As Lois Malcolm says in her commentary:  “These things only perpetuate dysfunction, 
creating yet further systemic damage within the biological and social networks that connect us.” 
 
It is not enough, then, simply to shift our focus and commit ourselves anew to our vocation. We 
must “put off” those dysfunctional and destructive practices, just as we put off articles of 
clothing. This, of course, would have immediately made sense to members of the early church 
where the baptismal liturgy involved a literal stripping naked of the catechumen, anointing with 
oil, and the donning of a bright, white robe. This physical embodiment of new life was meant to 
represent the task of shedding destructive behaviors that led believers to understand that they 
now were meant to reflect the image of God. 
 
That divestment of the old self is what makes possible a new self—one not primarily tied to 
earthly distinctions of race or ethnicity, cited at the end of today’s text. Unfortunately, our 
reading ends here and doesn’t go on to the next few verses where the positive elements of that 
“new self” are outlined—compassion, mercy, goodness, true humility, gentleness, and patience. 
Instead of speaking against one another, the writer admonishes them, if they have a complaint 
against another, to be forgiving, just as the Lord has forgiven you. Now, they are to clothe 
[themselves] in love, tolerating one another’s idiosyncrasies, and living, he says, a life of 
gratitude. 
 
This runs directly counter to the culture in which we live and the media which so dominates our 
lives. In our climate of distraction and continuous partial attention, we are constantly being 
reminded of the next best thing that will provide meaning to our lives. And, towards this 
purpose, each and every message is feeding on our sense of dissatisfaction. That dissatisfaction 
breeds within us a tendency towards comparison of ourselves with others. Jean Twenge has 
charted in her research how this has spiked with the pervasiveness of electronic devices amongst 
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the young. Such comparison oftentimes leads to depression and despair, and, for some, even 
death. 
This cultural desire for ever more dominates the political landscape of both right and left. 
Whether it is a Republican or a Democratic vision, both are obsessed with the material world. 
Both create haves and have nots. Both play identity politics, and both believe that providing ever 
more material will provide the basis for a meaningful life. And we in the church find ourselves 
oftentimes swallowed up in these ideological battles, which are part of a worldview that does not 
have Christ at its center. My kingdom is not of this world, Christ says to Pilate. But all too often, 
in these days of hostile and vituperative rhetoric, we have reduced Christ’s calling on our 
corporate life to a slogan or cause which is not at the heart of the Gospel. 
 
The Free Methodist Church of my childhood, with all of its oddness and idiosyncrasies, was 
lived out by people who committed themselves to a life of holiness and simplicity. And, while 
the quest to be “set apart” may have become quite legalistic, at least it recognized that the 
meaning of life was not to be discovered in either the accumulation or the redistribution of 
goods. At its best, it was a life lived unto God of utter abandonment and sheer joy, both of which 
were rooted in gratitude. 
A life of gratitude, by its very nature, looks at much that is labelled “meaningless,” and elicits a 
response of thanks for the opportunity to be engaged in even the mundane and the ordinary. 
When you think about it, any day that we are alive is a gift—no matter with what it is filled. And 
even the enormous grief that we experience, when we lose someone we have loved, is rooted in 
the reality that we were privileged to know this person and to have loved and been loved. As 
Anne Lamott says in her book, Help Thanks Wow:  “The movement of grace toward gratitude 
brings us from the package of self-obsessed madness to a spiritual awakening. Gratitude is peace. 
Maybe you won't always get from being a brat to noticing that it is an e. e. cummings morning 
out the window. But some days you will. You will go from being Doug or Wendy Whiner, with 
your psychic diverticulitis, able to eat only macaroni and cheese, to remembering ‘I thank You 
God for most this amazing day.’” 
 
Learning to embrace those things that seem meaningless, along with those things that bring 
meaning, can be extraordinarily difficult. Perhaps no one says it better than does Henri Nouwen: 
“To be grateful for the good things that happen in our lives is easy, but to be grateful for all of 
our lives—the good as well as the bad, the moments of joy as well as the moments of sorrow, the 
successes as well as the failures, the rewards as well as the rejections—that requires hard 
spiritual work. Still, we are only truly grateful people when we can say thank you to all that has 
brought us to the present moment. As long as we keep dividing our lives between events and 
people we would like to remember and those we would rather forget, we cannot claim the 
fullness of our beings as a gift of God to be grateful for.” 
 
Maybe we simply need, like Winnie the Pooh, to recognize that, though we have very small 
hearts, we are capable of holding a rather large amount of gratitude—even when that means 
learning to chuck a lifetime’s worth of books into the waste bin. 

4 
 


