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The Pursuit of Happiness

1. Without God, it’s a wild goose chase

2. With God, it’s a reality, not a pursuit

One of the major differences between adults and children is that children are still fascinated by the small things.  Laying on your back in the lush green grass you look at the blue sky and watch the white clouds go by.  A child sits mesmerized as they slowly change shape—some billowing, some fading—one cloud after another in an endless procession.  Imagination makes them into recognizable shapes.  A child wonders what it’s like to sit on a cloud.  It must be soft.  The view must be incredible looking down from one of them.  

On a cold morning, a child exhales and their eyes follow the breath that has condensed in the cold.  In and out they breathe, following each and every breath as it wafts higher and then disappears.  “So that’s what my breath looks like!” they say.  

Adults don’t bother with white fluffy clouds in the sky.  There have always been clouds and there will be more.  They know that clouds aren’t soft and they aren’t fluffy and you can’t sit on them.  You fly through them on an airplane without a second thought.  Clouds are nothing special.  
Adults don’t bother with their breath on a cold morning.  They just complain that it’s so cold you can see your breath.  There is no silly fascination with something that so quickly dissolves.  A breath on a cold morning is just another breath.  

Adults can be cynical.  We know so much that we are fascinated with so little of the everyday things.  If your kid is dawdling on the way to the car on a cold morning you yell at them,  “C’mon let’s go!  It’s cold!  Get in the car.”  If your kid is laying on the grass staring at clouds, you might find it cute.  But when there are more important things to do, the adult thing to do is to end the fascination and focus on the reality.  There is no time for daydreaming.  

Adults can seem bitter to children.  There is a bitterness that comes from innocence lost.  And yet this morning, we are all guilty of being children.  We have become entranced and fascinated with the temporary and the fleeting—with water vapor, clouds and breath.  And so enter into our life here “the Teacher.”  This is a man who has done it all.  He did it all as an experiment so that he might see what is really worth pursuing in this life.  He did it so that he could tell us what is important.  And so he did it all.  He denied himself nothing.  There was nothing he didn’t try.  There was nothing he didn’t build.  There was nothing in which he didn’t have success.  The Teacher did it all and had it all.  And after this grand experiment he comes to this conclusion that he shouts at us like a parent scolding a child this morning:
“Meaningless!  Meaningless!” says the Teacher.  “Utterly meaningless!  Everything is meaningless.”  

This person who is writing has done all the research, he has collected all the data and now he is qualified as an authority to speak on the things which he has investigated.  And he summary of his investigation: Water vapor.  That is the word that is translated here as “meaningless.”   Mist.  Temporary and without substance.  Not solid.  Fleeting.  This is everything.  There is nothing of this word that is not nothing.  

We do not appreciate this intrusion of his bitterness into our lives.  This is a bitter, bitter man.  What does he have to complain about?  He has had and done it all?  Bitterness comes from experiencing a raw deal.  Paying college loans while being unemployed is a raw deal.  Saving for retirement with your spouse only to have them die on the last day of work is a raw deal.  And this man has experienced a raw deal:
I hated all the things I had toiled for under the sun, because I must leave them to the one who comes after me. 19 And who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool? Yet he will have control over all the work into which I have poured my effort and skill under the sun. This too is meaningless. 20 So my heart began to despair over all my toilsome labor under the sun. 21 For a man may do his work with wisdom, knowledge and skill, and then he must leave all he owns to someone who has not worked for it. This too is meaningless and a great misfortune. 22 What does a man get for all the toil and anxious striving with which he labors under the sun? 23 All his days his work is pain and grief; even at night his mind does not rest. This too is meaningless. 

 Bitterness comes from realizing that you can work all you want but at the end of the day, you can’t take it with you.  All the planning for retirement, all the hard work—and even if your ultimate dreams are realized and you get to enjoy the fruits of your labors, how long does it last?  It doesn’t matter how talented or successful you are, there is no guarantee that it will last.  And then you leave it and someone else takes over.  

When you die, you don’t have control of what happens to your stuff.  You can control to whom you give it, but you can’t control what they will do with it.  They may be smart with your inheritance, they may be foolish, but you’ll never know.  You’ll never know the outcome of all of that pain and trouble and work that you put into this life.  Therefore, you can’t put anything of happiness or satisfaction on it because it’s vapor too.

Despair is what is left for those who build their hopes on the things of this world.  Despair is the reaction of anyone without control.  If you can’t control it, you despair.  Despair is the realization that your lifeboat is taking on water in the middle of the ocean and there is nowhere else to go and nothing else that can save you.  You are at the mercy of the ocean and you are forced to panic.  The things of this world are a sinking ship and eventually you are forced to realize you have to get off the ship.
Every earthly thing is your life is mist.  They are a passing breath.  What can you build with mist?  What can mist support?  How long does a winter breath last?  .  And yet for some reason we think that we can place our happiness, our hope for the future, our fulfillment and satisfaction—indeed our whole life on water vapor.  Ridiculous. 
Without God, the pursuit of happiness is just that—a pursuit.  It is chasing the wind.  You run and you chase and you grab and you end up empty.  Ah, but with God, the pursuit of happiness is not a pursuit.  It’s a reality.  The Teacher finishes this negative section on the only positive that we can have:
    24 A man can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in his work. This too, I see, is from the hand of God, 25 for without him, who can eat or find enjoyment? 26 To the man who pleases him, God gives wisdom, knowledge and happiness, but to the sinner he gives the task of gathering and storing up wealth to hand it over to the one who pleases God. This too is meaningless, a chasing after the wind.
Here it is: wisdom, knowledge and gladness in this life are gifts from God.  The wisdom and knowledge of what really matters gives happiness in any and every situation, especially the bad ones.  But if you don’t get it and think that this life is about making happiness for yourself through your work, then God gives you a gift too: to keep chasing the impossible and never finding satisfaction only to hand it over in the end.  

 There is good after all.  Good in this life is to enjoy what you eat and drink and find self-satisfaction in what you do for a living and realize it is from the hand of God for your enjoyment.  The depression comes from basing your happiness on the things that you’re working for intrinsically.  

Enjoy it.  God wants you to enjoy it.  He has given you capabilities to do work which needs to be done.  Work, even hard work, is a blessing.  Food and drink and satisfaction is always having the source in God.  When we recognize that all of our material blessings come from his hand for our enjoyment, we are grateful.  And we realize that these are mere trinkets when compared with the mind-boggling gift of eternal life with him in paradise.  
So if your life was ended right now and you were taken to be interviewed and the question was, “So, was it worth it?”  what would your answer be?  What if after answering “yes” the interviewer told you what happened in the 10-100 years after your death.  Now, was it all worth it?  Most likely no.  You might even get angry at those who squandered what you worked so hard for.  But a Christian can say “yes” both times.  The focus is on eternity and God.  And then you recognize the good that does come your way from God in this life too.  But holding on loosely, you’re not phased when this world goes down the tubes.  

