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Sunday
January 21 Life Is Meaningless

BIBLE READING: Ecclesiastes 1:1–18

This week we will sit in the book of Ecclesiastes, thinking with 
the wisdom teachers about existence and meaning, although 
it can be somewhat confusing or philosophical in nature. For 
a few days, I am inviting you to lean in to the words of David 
Bowie, one of the great philosophers of our time, and turn and 
face the strange. 

For myself, Ecclesiastes feels like a breath of fresh air, 
especially during seasons filled with questions and uncertain-
ties. Right from the beginning, the Teacher places the study of 
knowledge in the category of meaningless. As one in academia, 
some days I find solace in these words as I spend my days seek-
ing after understanding. It can feel like there are just too many 
questions and very few answers. Part of my own journey of 
salvation has been a realization that God wants to save me and 
my own brain from needing an answer to everything. I think 
part of the strange, upside-down nature of God’s salvation is a 
freedom from needing to have all of life figured out or compart-
mentalized into neat, tidy boxes of truth. 

Another verse from this opening chapter in which I have 
always found a sense of peace is verse 9: “What has been will be 
again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing 
new under the sun.” Questions I struggle to understand have 
been confounding humans since ancient times. Something 
about this universal human experience provides me with a 
sense of peace in God who is vastly different from us.

SONG: The Perfect Wisdom of Our God (Keith and 
Kristyn Getty)

PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, thank you for the gift that 
I cannot understand everything, and that you act in ways that 
do not always make human sense.

—Jennifer Buck
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Monday
January 22 The Value of Work

BIBLE READING: Ecclesiastes 2:17–26

The wisdom teachers throughout Scripture speak to the value 
of work over the sin of sloth, yet here in Ecclesiastes the Teacher 
speaks to all work being meaningless. “Diligent hands will 
rule, but laziness ends in forced labor,” says Proverbs 12:24. Yet 
here in Ecclesiastes 2:22 we get a less confident picture of the 
value of work: “What do people get for all the toil and anxious 
striving with which they labor under the sun?” The Teacher in 
Ecclesiastes admits to not knowing the results of one’s work, or 
who will come after; that after all the years of work, each of us 
must release our employment to God. 

For each of us, every hour of our job and every small task 
that we perform—which at times can feel deeply meaningless—
is an opportunity to experience the presence of God. As Brother 
Lawrence teaches us: “We ought not to be weary of doing little 
things for the love of God, who regards not the greatness of the 
work, but the love with which it is performed.” We toil not 
because of what we accomplish ourselves, but as a response to 
God’s great love and with an awareness that God does the true 
work. I believe the gift from God in our labor is that we do not 
build anything that gives us an identity. We find God’s grace 
when we release the meaning in storing up wealth. The Teacher 
even sees that all food, drink, and satisfaction from work is 
from the hand of God alone.

SONG: Before the Throne of God Above
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Help me to learn that the work 

of God doesn’t always look the way I think it should and 
doesn’t always make human sense. In this, help me to find the 
mercy of God. Amen.

—Jennifer Buck
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Tuesday
January 23 Every Season

BIBLE READING: Ecclesiastes 3:1–14

With much wisdom comes much sorrow, the Teacher in 
Ecclesiastes tells us. Ignorance is bliss, the saying goes, and 
with education can come grief and lament. As we learn about 
the tragedies of our time, local and global, and as we mourn 
the suffering of our sisters and brothers, we have a deeper 
awareness of our need for God. Lord, have mercy, we are taught 
to pray in the Christian faith, and the poem in Ecclesiastes 3 
reminds us that even as we experience joy, others experience 
grief. And as we experience grief, others experience laughter. 
All of these are true, human experiences, and God exists over 
and above it all, while continuing to be deeply connected with 
all of creation. 

As the passage concludes, we are invited to be a people 
who worship with holy fear because everything God does will 
endure forever. Nothing can be added or taken from God’s 
action in the world. We are not always aware of God’s work 
around us, but in every season God is moving. Learning to see 
God’s work in every season is a practice of discipleship. It takes 
slowing down, listening to God, and seeing with a different set 
of eyes than we often use. 

The Message reminds us that “God made everything 
beautiful in itself and in its time.” There is a beauty in all parts 
of the human experience, and as Fyodor Dostoevsky said in 
The Idiot, “Beauty will save the world.” God is that beauty, 
enduring and sustaining the world.

SONG: It Is Well (Bethel Music)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Through every season, teach us 

to see where you are moving, O God. And in our own suffering 
and the suffering of others, we ask: Lord have mercy.

—Jennifer Buck
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Wednesday
January 24 God’s Strange Mercy

BIBLE READING: Ecclesiastes 5:8–20

In a recent sermon I preached, I quoted one of my favorite fic-
tion authors, Graham Greene: “You cannot conceive, nor can 
I, the appalling strangeness of the mercy of God.” It can seem 
strange—even wrong—when some receive mercy and others do 
not. As humans we think we know who should be saved and 
why and in what way. We often want to see visible repentance 
before there is healing. Yet God heals whomever and however 
God wants. 

In this passage, the Teacher wants to teach us the wisdom 
of gratitude in the present for what God has given. Riches are 
meaningless, and we see the poor oppressed throughout history 
while the greedy still profit off of the most vulnerable. We are 
continually reminded in Ecclesiastes that money has value but 
not as much as we think. Wealth is precarious, and the Teacher 
reminds us that we are to enjoy what God gives us without 
finding ultimate satisfaction or meaning there. The ones who 
receive money are not often the ones we think should, if life 
were just or fair. Work provides meaning, but as we have dis-
cussed, it is ultimately meaningless. The same is true with 
riches. “Riches I heed not, nor [one’s] empty praise, Thou mine 
inheritance now and always,” we are reminded as we sing from 
today’s hymn. Human accolades, wealth, work—none of these 
will provide true meaning apart from God. 

God does not always give answers or explain meaning-
lessness: not all need is met with provision on this earth, but 
God does give us himself and his mercy. And that is not nothing!

SONG: Be Thou My Vision
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Whatever I have received in life 

is from you, God. Teach me to be grateful despite all that is 
still lacking in my life and in this world.

—Jennifer Buck
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Thursday
January 25 God Is Above All

BIBLE READING: Ecclesiastes 7:13–25

In this portion of Ecclesiastes, the Teacher invites us to face 
human limitations head-on and come to an honest realization of 
how God exists on an entirely different plane than humans. Our 
existence is a mere blip in the overall history of the universe, 
and we are all the more aware of that when we contemplate 
God. “Take a good look at God’s work,” The Message para-
phrase invites us. “Who could simplify and reduce Creation’s 
curves and angles to a plain straight line?” Verse 13 introduces 
the cosmic nature of God above humanity. Our reputations, our 
judgments, and really all of our human thinking is entirely sep-
arate from God as ultimate being. 

Another wisdom book, Job, articulates a similar grandiose 
view of God’s nature. When God responds to Job’s questioning 
in chapter 38, metaphors of the vastness of creation abound. 
“Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation?...Have 
you ever given orders to the morning.…Have you entered the 
storehouses of the snow?” God’s actions require no defense. 
God’s depths exist beyond any depths that humans can com-
prehend. In the book of Job, God’s only response to who God 
is as Creator, and the evidence of God as trustworthy—even in 
uncertainty—is creation. We are invited to trust a trustworthy 
God, and in that surrender, there is freedom.

SONG: Holy, Holy, Holy (God with Us) (Matt Maher)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, as a people we consider all 

that you have done and stand in awe of your handwork. Help 
us to fear you and seek out your true wisdom.

—Jennifer Buck
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Friday
January 26 All Share a Common Destiny

BIBLE READING: Ecclesiastes 9:1–12

Another theme the Teacher returns to throughout Ecclesiastes 
is the inevitability of death. All of what we do and who we are 
is in God’s care. God gives and God takes life, and none can see 
the rationale as to why some are still living and some are not. 
It can feel at worst unjust, and at best simply absurd. We often 
think that if we are the righteous, the good, the God-followers, 
then we should be the ones who live longer, but we know this 
is not always the case. Verses 4–6 remind us that as long as we 
are living, we have hope, and that is the one thing that sepa-
rates the dead from the living. 

From ethical laws to the fullness of following God, the 
Old Testament repeatedly emphasizes the value of the experi-
ences of the body. The Shema (Deuteronomy 6:4–9) reminds 
God’s people to love God with every part of themselves—heart, 
soul, mind, and strength. Because death is very real, the passage 
in Ecclesiastes reminds us that life is to be valued and affirmed. 
Verses 7–10 affirm the pleasures of relationships, meals, mean-
ingful work, and the good life every day it is given to us. Even 
in the meaninglessness this Teacher explores, we are to value 
the days of life we are given as humans. 

Earlier in Ecclesiastes, the Teacher echoes the words from 
Genesis that all come from dust, and to dust all return. In all of 
life and death, we are to bless God’s name.

SONG: Lord, I Need You (Matt Maher)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Help us as a community of 

believers to grieve with those who grieve. And give us wisdom 
to make the days we are given by God meaningful days. Lord, 
you give and you take away, may the name of the Lord be 
praised.

—Jennifer Buck
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Saturday
January 27 The Conclusion of the Matter

BIBLE READING: Ecclesiastes 12:1–14

Ecclesiastes ends in a way similar to its beginning, reemphasiz-
ing the uselessness of vanity and the difficulty of the search for 
wisdom and meaning. The Teacher wrote from a sincere place 
of searching for truth, and though admittedly all truth is not 
contained here, the words in this book are “upright and true” 
(v. 10). Its words can feel like a hard pill to swallow, or wise 
like goads as the Teacher calls them, but anytime we hear hard 
truths, it may take a while to sink in—which gives us plenty 
of food for thought. It also urges us to remember God in every-
thing, in all earthly seasons and experiences. 

Verse 14 gives us a concluding hope that God will bring 
all things from darkness into light. God as ultimate wisdom is 
also ultimate judge, and the earlier injustices the Teacher has 
written about will one day be remedied. 

Ultimately, I am grateful that this book is included in the 
canon of Scripture, as complicated and confusing as it might 
appear. It serves as a counterbalance to other books of Scripture, 
especially in harmony with the other wisdom books. Proverbs 
gives rules for life, and Job and Ecclesiastes help us understand 
and cope when those rules do not seem to be working. I find 
the blunt truths in Ecclesiastes to be a refreshing gift from God. 
I hope that this week you did too, whatever season in which 
you find yourself.

SONG: All the People Said Amen (Matt Maher)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, we give you thanks for your 

never-ending love. Amen.

—Jennifer Buck


