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Here's the story: good actions produce good conseguences;
evil actions produce evil consequence. O alternatively,
appropri ate behavior yields prosperity; whereas inappropriate
behavior results in suffering. This fornulaic explanation for
success and failure occurs at various places in the Bible.

As the fundanental belief of the Hebrew wi sdomliterature,
this principle is frequently cited in the book of Proverbs.
Consi der the follow ng proverbs: “The wi cked earn no real gain,
but those who sow ri ghteousness get a true reward (Proverbs
11:18).” O again: “Be assured, the wicked will not go
unpuni shed, but those who are righteous will escape (Proverbs
11:21).” The Hebrew wi sdom sages affirnmed this principle
because they believed it resulted froma divinely established
order to life. Another proverb states this belief: “The Lord
does not let the righteous go hungry, but he thwarts the craving
of the wicked (Proverbs 10:3).” Accordingly the w se person
acts within the established order of life, and the fool crosses

the line between order and disorder. A proverbial w sdom sage



puts it this way: “Doing wong is |like sport to a fool, w se
conduct is pleasure to a person of understandi ng (Proverbs
10:23).” O again: “The wise are cautious and turn away from
evil, but the fool throws off restraint and is carel ess
(Proverbs 14:16).”

A variation of this formula argues that hard work yields
success but |aziness results in failure. The follow ng proverbs
express it this way: “A slack hand causes poverty, but the hand
of the diligent nakes rich (Proverbs 10:4).” O: “Alittle
sleep, alittle slunber, alittle folding of the hands to rest,
and poverty will cone upon you like a robber, and want, |ike an
armed warrior (Proverbs 6:10-11)."

Do you believe this formula for success works? W are
taught it does--in secular as well as sacred literature and
culture. And it does work, nost of the time. Anbitious, hard-
wor ki ng people are often rewarded with success; slackers are
not. Usually, typically this correlation between hard work,
ri ght eousness, and success works; it works, except when it does
not. 1In this “when it does not” we have the counter-story.

The aut hor of another wi sdom book, Ecclesiastes, is all too
aware that this equation for success and failure doesn’t always
wor k. The wi sdom sage of Eccl esi astes expresses the counter-
story like this: “Again | saw that under the sun that the race

is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor bread to



the wise, nor riches to the intelligent, nor favor to the
skillful; but tinme and chance happen to themall. For no one
can anticipate the tine disaster (Ecclesiastes 9:11-12).”
Though aware of the confessing story in which God grants favor
to the righteous and failure to the w cked, experience
nonet hel ess teaches Eccl esiastes not to trust this normative
story. Instead this ancient wi sdom sage acknow edges a
different story, a counter-story in which the righteous sufferer
and the wi cked prosper. Ecclesiastes notes: “Mreover | saw
under the sun that in the place of justice, w ckedness was
there, and in the place of righteousness, w ckedness was there
as well (Ecclesiastes 3:16).”

Ecclesiastes is not alone in his rejection of the normative
story. Even Jesus doesn't believe it. There is a story in the
gospel of John in which Jesus is asked about a blind man: “Who
sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?”
Soundly rejecting the confessing story that the man’s blindness
nmust have resulted fromeither his own sins or those of his
parents, Jesus unequivocally says: “Neither this man nor his

parents sinned. Jesus then spits on the ground, rubs the nuddy
m xture on the blind man’s eyes, and restores his sight.
For those of you who are still concerned about Mark’s

counter-story in which it takes Jesus two tries to heal the

blind man, notice that Jesus seens to have perfected his healing



technique in the gospel of John for here Jesus is successful on
the first attenpt. Still we can’t escape counter-story.

| nstead of being the counter-story in John, Jesus rejects the
dom nant story and invokes the counter-story: The innocent do
suffer.

No | ess an esteened figure than Martin Luther is al so
attracted by the realismof Ecclesiastes’ counter-story. He
wites: “This book, which on many counts deserves to be in
everyone’s hands and to be famliar to everyone . . . has until
now been deprived of its reputation and dignity and has lain in
m serabl e negl ect so that today we have neither the use nor the
benefit fromit that we should.”

Anyone keeping score? Note that for this counter-story
sernon topic, | have two heavy hitters on ny side, two
i nfluential theol ogi ans who support the counter-story—Jesus and
Martin Luther.

Story and counter-story: w thout too nmuch difficulty we can
all probably think of poignant exanples fromour own lives. Let
me just suggest one fromthe life and reflections of a public
figure: presidential candidate John Edwards. |In a recent
magazi ne article Edwards states that he went through life
“thinking that if you work hard and you do what’s right, things
will work out.” This is a perfect expression of what we have

all been told is the dom nant, confessing story. Then his 16-



year-old son was tragically killed in a car accident and his

wi fe was diagnosed with cancer. On the basis of these
experiences he now believes that “the idea that we have control
is a fantasy. You just have to do the best you can and what ever
happens, happens.” This too is a perfect expression of the
experiential counter-story.

How do we explain this situation in which we are taught to
believe and trust in the story but experience teaches us that
life is filled with way too many exanpl es of the counter-story?
Eccl esi astes recogni zes and honestly acknow edges that there is
no consistently satisfactory or |ogical answer to this question.
In fact, a frequent refrain in the book is “Wo knows?” Wo
knows what the future will bring? Wo knows what God is doi ng?
Who knows how humans should live their lives? Ecclesiastes
wites: “No one knows what is to happen, and who can tell anyone
what the future holds (Ecclesiastes 10:14)?” O again: “Wo
knows what is good for nortals while they live the few days of
their vain life (Ecclesiastes 6:12)7?”

Yet the wi sdom sage of Ecclesiastes affirns that there is
an order to life. The litany we just recited suggests that
there is an appropriate tinme for everything. The problemis
t hat human bei ngs cannot figure out or understand what that
order is. Ecclesiastes argues that trying to figure out the

order to life, trying to figure out what God has done in the



past, is doing now, and will do in the future, trying to figure
out what is good for humans to do is vanity.

The Hebrew word which is typically translated as “vanity”
literally means “wind” or “breath.” Trying to understand the
order of life is like chasing the wind; trying to figure out the
nmeaning to life is like attenpting to grab hold of breath. It
can’t be done. Ecclesiastes is enphatic about the futility of
all attenpts to understand God’ s agenda and the usel essness of
trying to figure out the meaning of life. He rejects all such
specul ati on. Specul ati on about what God is doing or will do,
specul ati on regardi ng why things happen as they do is futile.
There are no answers. Speculation is just that: specul ation.

It is like wind or breath: evasive in formand elusive in
content. And as such, it is nore or less a waste of tine.

| nexpl i cabl e counter-story replaces the hoped-for,
predi ctable story in the thought of Ecclesiastes. Unlike nost
t heol ogi ans and phi | osophers, Ecclesiastes refuses to specul ate
on the reasons why this is the case. Yet Eccl esiastes does not
passively submt to defeat and abandon the quest for a
meani ngful life. Instead Eccl esiastes tenaciously addresses the
guestion famliar to those of us involved in capstone courses:
How t hen shall we l|ive?

| nst ead of specul ati ng about the unknowns and unknowabl es

of life, Ecclesiastes deals only with what he knows for sure.



Thi s anci ent wi sdom sage focuses only on what he knows for
certain to be the God-given gifts of life, that is, only on what
he can perceive with his senses, nanely that which he can touch
taste, feel, and snell. On this basis alone Ecclesiastes offers
advice on howto live Iife when one cannot know or understand or
count on an order to life. The wi sdom sage of Eccl esi astes
repeatedly offers such advice as the follow ng: “There’ s nothing
better for nortals than to eat and drink, and find enjoynment in
their toil (Ecclesiastes 2:24).” O again: “CGo, eat your bread
with enjoynment and drink your wine with a nmerry heart

Let your garnents always be white; do not let oil be |acking on
your head. Enjoy life with the wife whomyou |ove all the days
of your vain life (Ecclesiastes 9:7-9).”

I n essence Eccl esiastes advice is don’t specul ate, enjoy
life. Enjoy those inmediate experiences of life. Enjoy eating
and drinking, enjoy relationships with others, even, naybe
especially, enjoy your work.

Eccl esiastes is confident in offering this advice because
he considers the enjoynent of life a gift fromGod. 1In
commendi ng the enjoynment of those i mMmedi ate experiences of life,
this ancient sage states: “This also, | saw, is fromthe hand of
God; for apart from God who can eat or who can have enjoynent

(Eccl esi astes 2:25)?” Addressing those who enjoy life, the sage



further notes “God has | ong ago approved what you do
(Eccl esiastes 9:7).”

Let’s be clear about this advise. Ecclesiastes is not
endorsing a self-indulgence lifestyle. To the contrary
Eccl esi astes has explored such self-indulgent |ifestyles and
found them enpty of meani ng, as neani ngl ess as specul ati ons
about God’s agenda and expl anations for why things happen as
they do or don’t. Instead the wi sdom favored by Eccl esi astes
suggests that we enjoy the process of |ife, not the product.
Enj oy those inmedi ate experiences of life instead of waiting
until some future time when our dreans will be fulfilled. For
exanpl e, enjoy the process of getting a coll ege educati on.

Don't wait to enjoy life until you graduate and get that
$200, 000 a year job. W can all hope that such tine may cone;
but as Ecclesiastes is well aware, it nmay not.

Rat her than focus our energies on an unknown and uncertain
future, Ecclesiastes encourages us to invest in the experiences
of life which are imrediately available to us. Food and drink
are inmredi ately available to us in the Commons and in the
numer ous restaurants and grocery stores around Sioux Falls. The
canpus is filled with people. Relationships are imredi ately
avai lable to us. And we all know that college life is filled

with nore than enough work. W are privileged to have avail abl e



to us food and drink, relationships, and work. Eccl esiastes’

advice: enjoy them They are gifts from God.

Amen, for now. | say Amen, for now, because once again
woul d I'ike to continue the discussion of confessing, counter-
stories by inviting you to a comunity discussion on Thursday at
10 o'clock in the 3 in 1 roomin the Conmons Building. | would
like to hear your ideas about Eccl esiastes’ counter-story. You
and anyone el se you know is welcome. Again treats will be
avai l able. Cone and enjoy the i medi ate experi ences of these
treats and of the conversation which will follow So unti

t hen: Amen, for now.



MORNING WORSHIP

Monday, October 15

Prelude Meditation on “Kingsfold” Roberta Bitgood
Welcome

Invocation

Litany

LEADER: For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter
under heaven:

Right Side (R): a time to be born,

Left Side (L): and a time to die;

R: a time to plant,

L: and a time to pluck up what is planted;

R: a time to Kkill,

L: and a time to heal,;

R: a time to break down,

L: and a time to build up;

R: a time to weep,

L: and a time to laugh;

R: a time to mourn,

L: and a time to dance;

R: a time to throw away stones,

L: and a time to gather stones together;

R: a time to embrace,

L: and a time to refrain from embracing;

R: a time to seek,

L: and a time to lose;

R: a time to keep,

L: and a time to throw away;

R: a time to tear,

L: and a time to sew;

R: a time to keep silence,

L: and a time to speak;

R: a time to love,

L: and a time to hate;

R: a time for war,

L: and a time for peace.

LEADER: God has made everything suitable for its time; moreover,
God has put a sense of past and future into peoples’ minds, yet they
cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end.



Hymn “How Small Our Span of Life” ELW #636
Text Ecclesiastes 2: 24-26; 9:7-11

Sermon  “Don’t Speculate: Enjoy life [even work!]” Rich Bowman

Hymn “We Eat the Bread of Teaching” ELW #518,v. 1, 3,
Prayers

Lord’s Prayer

Benediction

Postlude “Carillon for a Joyful Day” George McKay

Dr. Bowman, Stanley L. Olson Chair of Moral Values, will lead a
discussion on today’s Counter Story on Thursday, October 18 at 10 AM
in the 3-1 room. Everyone is welcome!

CAMPUS MINISTRY ANNOUNCEMENTS
25 Hour Famine - Augustana Advocacy will be kicking off the 25-hour
famine for the Hunger Awareness Campaign. The Famine is next
Tuesday (9 AM) through Wednesday (10AM). Throughout the
Hunger Awareness Week, ACSJ and Advocacy are teaming up to do
various activities. SIGN UP for the 25 hour famine in the Commons
mailbox area this Friday and Monday from 11-1 PM. Interested in
joining Advocacy? Contact Laura Hibma, Imhibma@ole.augie.edu, or
Kirsten Lenander, kjlenander06@ole.augie.edu, to join fellow student
advocates!

Augie GREEN is initiating the green bike project again this year. This
year we would like to start the project with a slightly higher caliber of
bikes, and to do that we need your help. Donate your unused bikes to
Augie GREEN. If they are broken that’s ok. Spoke N Sport is teaching
us how to repair them. Help students arrive to your class on time!
Please, e-mail Tom Lynch (tjlynch@ole.augie.edu) or Jeff Johnson
(jmjohnsond4@ole.augie.edu).
CHAPEL CALENDAR

Mon. (15™)  Worship, 10 am - Rich Bowman, Reli.
Tues. (16™)  Beginning of 25 hr. famine - 9 am - Advocacy
Wed. (17")  Holy Communion (ending of 25 hr. famine), 10 am -

Andrew Burnett, Reli.; Senior Academy
Thurs. (18")  Chair of Moral Values, 10 am - 3-1 room
Fri. (19™) Worship, 10 am - Bobbie Quade, Sr. Spkr.




