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F. Raymond Sturtevant

"God answereth him in the joy of
his heart." Ecclesiastes 5:20.

"All things work together for good
to them that love God." Romans 8:28.

One of these sentences was written by some unknown Jew,

presumably in the second century before the birth of Christ.

The other was written in the first century after Christ by

the Apostle Paul. Both believed in joy, that it was natural

and possible to the human hsart, that 1t was wholesome and good
before God. Both believed 1In joy, but with a difference in thelr
points of wview. Paul was always tremendously 1n earnest. The
wrlter of Eccleslastes was also in earnest, but always with a
not-too=-serious spirit. Each seems to supply, at least in em-
phasls, something of what the other lacks. And it is for this
reason that I have grouped them together 1n speaking, this morn-
"ing, of "Earnestness and Joy".

The subject may not of 1tself seem very suggestive or
revealing. Yet these two khings, earnestness and joy, ought to ’
go together; and it is‘evident that they do not always do
so. If we are very earnest, surely 1f we are over-serious,
we are likely to lack the spontaneous enthusiasms of joy. If

we are happy and care-free, we are likely to lack the urge of
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earnest endeavor. dr again, if we want to succeed in a career
or purpose of any sort, we must be earnest or we do not get
anywhere. But if we are too earnest, weiget something in the
nature of nervous prostration or we burn up, too soon, the tisf
sues of the body. What is the rewonciliation of these virtues,
both of which are necessary in the living of our lives?

Let us go back to the Book of'Ecclesiastes, to find the coun-
sel of that writer.

Ecclesiastes 1s a purious book, a3 we have 1t in the Eible
- toddy. Pessimism and piety seem to run side by side through
its pages, with contradictory statements and opposing advice.
The‘eiplanation is, as all scholars agree, that the original writ-
ing, cohsidered at 1ts time as too excellent to lose, has been
much tampered with. Later commentators or editors made many changes
in it, added many passages and tempered the outspokenness of many
others and then, in this transformed state, slipped it 1into the
sacred collection and made 1t a part of the Bible,

Morris Jastrow, one of our foremest Hebrew scholars, has
made a thorough study of the book; and while time does not serve
to consider here all his findings, it is helpful to get his
general view.

Professor Jastrow calls Ecclesiastes, at least In 1ts orig-
inal form, a very modern ‘book. And, indeed, one sees at once
that it deals with problems that confront human nature today,
as well as long ago in Palestine. He calls the writer a
"Gentle Cynic"; not indeed like the professional cynics of

today who like to devastate the highest feelings and dearest




hopes of human nature; nor yet again a misanthrope of any sort
or a surly, grouchy observer of life. On the contrary, he 1is
in truth, Q "Gentle Cynic", one who believes, as one of his
sentences reads, that "Gentleness allays réal offences." (10:4)
He 1s a lover of life, who has deep Sympathy with the struggles
and sufferings of men and wishes that all men might be happy.
To me, he séems a smiling observer who feels about, weighing
the good and the evil, the pleasure and pain of hﬁman living;
not very conclusive in many observations, -- .with flaws in
many of his points of view, -- as when he concludeg that it

is impossible to improve the state of things; -~ for certain-
ly the world is a betterbplace to live in than it was at the
time of his writing. ‘

But there is one point of view that is valid, that per-
vades the book and everywhers gives it zest: 1t 1s that God
approves of joy, that joy is a necessity of human living.

Now there are many things that this "Gentle Cynic" con-
siders not at all worth while and calls a "vanity" and"vanity
of vanities", "a sorry business" or a f"’c:lmsming after the wind",
to quote his words. He inveighs against worry; he criticizes
those who give themselves to the mere amassing of wealth which
they cannot truly enjoy because of its burden and care. It is
much better to live, he says, than to'wear oneself out. "A liv-
ing dog", he says, "is better than a dead lion." =-- Why then,
he asks, why worry and miss the joy of living? It is not mere
pleasure-loving that he advocates. His formula for the hapoy

life, in fact, is"work and play"! --It is not "let us eat, drink and




be merry, for tomorrow we die". -~ It is rather that work is a
'éood thing as well as pla&; and, as he savs, "he who has a good
time in his toil, enjoys a gift of God."

This is what Ecclesiastes exalts, whether in work or in
play. And it 1is well expressed in the text I have taken: of
such a man, Ecclesiastes says, "God answereth him in the joy
of his heart." With this is connected another thought, "he
shall not much remember the days of his life." Professor Jas-
trow translates this passage in more understandable and modern
language: "for he should remember that life is short and that
God approves of joy."

Such is the counsel of Ecclesiastes who must have been a
man of years, with a long and varied experience and a large
understanding of life. He 1is earnest, but not deadly in earnest.
He tempers his earnestness with this caution: that it 1s not
worth while wearing oneself out in fruitless endeavor, in a
"chasing after the wind." .gg sure, he would say, that what you
seek 1is worth while and possible to achieve. Be not over-ser-
ious. Take what you can get and what rightly belongs to you. Keep
healthy, if you can, in body and mind. Keep smiling. Be gentle,
as well as strong. And always "remember that 1ife is short and
that God approves of joy".

"It is salutary advice, so far as it goes, for our present
age. Here we are, living in a very busy and strenuous world,
a world of keen competition and constant strain, where the pres-

sure both of duty and desire is unduly urgeht. The writer of
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Eccleslastes would call it an over-serious world; and for many of
us who are in earnest about the business of living, it 1s over-
serious. There ére many to whom their work is a mere duty, if
not a drag. There are many who seem to tske their pleasures
sadly or élse (which is the same thing) with an explosive gaiety
and feverish hilarity that can notvpossibly repair the tired
tissues of the body or refresh the Jaded spirits. '

Without question, it 1is an over-serious age, Jjudged by any
wholesome standard, when we too often make a business of play and a
struggle of work. And the danger is that the individual, feeling
‘all this atmospheric pressure of the time, may yieltho its urge
and lose tue real joy of living and the wholesome development
of his nature.

I think the germ of my message, == or the heart of what I
am trying to say this morning, -- came from a book, just pub-
lished by a Boston physician; it is entitled, "You and the Doctor",
by John B. Hawes, 2nd.

Now Dr. ﬁawes aays that one question he invariably asks
each patient is, "How db you play?". And here ., is his comment:
11k is interesting but somewhat disquieting to see how many people

there are, especially among the more intelligent and high-minded

classes in this country, %?‘hot only do not know how to play,
tut who would feel that they were committing somewhat of a crime
should they do so."

Now that cértainly is what Eccleslastes would call a

"sorry business", ifi not, indeed, = "vanity of vanities".
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Por always, there 1s a penalty to pay. Dr. Hawes goes on to
tell of a friend and occasional patient of his who is inclined
toward an extreme hypochondria, and who told him that he never
read anything that was not, as he put it, "distinctly worth
while." "I have seen him", says Dr. Hawes, "bring highly intel-
lectual books to the dinner table, where he acquired not inspira-
tion, but indigestion.™ And he concludes with this comment:

"Pie only interest of far too many people is the accumulation of
wealth or knowledge. They certainly are not acquiring wisdom".
And his recommendation is that such jersons at once begin to
learn how to play and to play in the right way. For rest--
which so many moderns need-- rest is simply "relief from
strain.”

The best workers, who achieve the most, try to follow some
such plan, as one may see in reading the lives of great men.

They do not always refuse to read anything that is not "distinct~
ly worth while." They often read much that is only ephemeral and
light. They are in earnest in their work, but always 1in some

way or other, they obtain "relief from straig" which gives them
the real rest.

But even if we are not unduly consumed with the desire for
intellectual self-improvement or fevered 1In the pursuit of wealth
we run the risk in this strenuous age, of taking too seriously
the tasks of the day and making too important the ordinary things
in which we are engaged.

This is not at all to minimize the reality of life or to

treat with levity the truly serious engagements or events we
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all have to meet. "Life is real, life is earnest", as a familiar
poem tells us. And there are, without question, those times when
we must yield ourselves to unrelieved solemnity. Ecclesiastes, in
one of his chaébers, admonishes us that, "to everything there is
a season"; and among other illustrations, he gives us this: "a time
to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a time to dance."

In the famous diary of Judge Sewall of gﬂigﬁ which has fur-
nished so much intimate informastion about the Puritans of New Eng-
iand, there is this sentence, "It was no time for New England to
dance". There were hardships and privations and work to do, the
Puritans were carving out a commonwealth and a home in the wild-
erness: there was no time to dance and small time for any of the
usual pleasures. |

Again, it is observed that the great athletes are seldom
persons of much humor, are most always of the quiet and determined
type. Competition nerveé them to the sticking-point; and if they
are successful, they are always very earnest and serious-minded.

Let 1t be conceded that we all must have occasions when we
are like that; when we throw humor aside and gather ourselves to
meet a shock or go with grim determination to do a job that lies
plainly before us.

Yet in our ordinary day-by-day living we need not be so

strenuous; it is not the way to live, as though every day we
were running a race on the cinder track. Emerson somewhere
-gays of house-keeping that it is folly to "waste a million

dollar back on a ten cent floor." And in the general economy
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of our lives, the same philosophy holds good.r‘"Nothing“,

says Eﬁerson, "will supply the want of sﬁnshine to peaches, and
to make knowledge valuable you must have the cheerfulness of
wisdom."

You may remember in Dickens' "Christman Carol", the inter-
view between Scrooge and the ghost of Jacob Marley; and how
Serooge, terrified, went down on his knees before the awesome
apparition, as 1t spoke to him 1In sepulchral tones of admoni~
tion and told him of the destiny toward which he was headed and
the opportunity of‘escape and resformation that was offered him.
But as the ghost of his,old\friend and partner went on with his
lecture, Scrooge intérrupted him, rather timidly, to be sure,
but with a remark ﬁhat has always amised and edified me. He
ventured to stay, for a moment, the flow of florid admonition
with these words, "Don't be fdowery, Jacob, don't be flowery."

| It might often be a good thing, if when we become over-
earnest concerning the tasks and provlems of the ordinary‘day,b
somewhat tragic and rather rhetorical in our strain and worry,--
1t might be well for us if so the strings of our over-strung
mood might be cut by the interjéction of some such words as these:
"Don't be flowery, Jacob, don't be flowery"; though indeed, it would
hardly do for another to say it, but only for ourselves to remember
it.

And then again, when we worry, which mecans simply that we are
unduly concerned, that we are over-earnest, we can only regain our
composure and poise by relaxing from the strain of our galloping

thought, by letting go the over-seriousness of our mood. We can
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at least do what we can do and take the venture of what we can

not change. There is a Chimese proverb of some value here that
may be known to you: "The legs of the stork are long, the legs of
the duck are short; you can not make the legs of the stork short,
neither can you make the legs of the duck long. Why worry?" Now
that is valuable counsel; for most of the worry that bothers and
distresses us concerns the things that we can not change, when we
have nothing that we can do and can-only sit inactive and powerless
and wait; -- and still more often, when we cannot have things as

we want them to be. Our mood is one of rebellion. and the only

solution or cure 1s acceptance.

Something like this is the philosophy of this ancient book
of Ecclesiastes. We are not to fail of the joy of life; and to
this end, we are to mend the petty weaknesses of our human nature,
find something of humor in our self-made tragedies and remember
our many blessings. Over the door of entrance into this domain,
Ecclesiastes would inscribe the legend, after the manner of another_
proclamation that is familiar: "Be earnest, be earnest, be earnest,

but be not too earnest!

But after all there 1s something missing in this philosophy; -
and that 1s why I have linked with it the suoplementary counsel of
the Apostle Paul. He too believed in joy-- "My joy 1s the joy of

you all", he said, more than once and in many ways, in the many
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letters what he wrote to his friends. It was not that he advised
them to seek and find this joy; he assumed that, as with himself,
it was already in their hearts.

The difference in thelr points of view is patent. Both ex-
alted the same thing. But the earlier writer said, "Remember that
life is short and God aporoves of joy." And the Apostle tells us
to remember that "all things work together for good to them that
love God." --Ecclesiastes gives valuable and truly necessary advice
for the life of joy on the surface of our work-a~-day, ordinary ex-
perience. But Paul goes deeper; he goes to the stalwarg principles
of religion and Christly living, to the uttimate faith of the be-
liever in God: that however things scem to work for us, sometimes
even in our distresses and disappointmenté and griefs, yet if we
truly love God we may unreservedly trust Him that all our exper-
ience will work together for good.

Let us take them both. There are times-~ and perhaps they
are the more frequent -- when we need the steadying counsel and
common sense of Eccleéiastes; for our lives are largely made up
of iittle things and cluttered up with a multitude of details.

And then when we hav: mastered this, we may go on to the larg-
er domain to which the Apostle invités ug; =-=- from a consecrated
common sense to the deeper faiﬁh that shall sustain us in the darker
experiences of our living.

To be earnest and yet also>to have joy 1s always possible.--

For God 1s good; and we may trust Him to the end.




	earnestness_and_joy
	earnestness_and_joy-1

