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I am joined with Larry and Eddie in welcoming you to this meeting tonight.  I have certainly looked forward to coming again and am delighted to be here and to share this time together.  Many of you know Eric Flectcher.  Eric had intended to be here these two days but is little girl, Whitney, has had the flu for 3-4 days and has gotten progressively more complicate with it so they decided to put her in the hospital today and let them take care of her there and so that is why Eric is not here and I know he would want me to mention that to you.  I think she will be just fine.  The doctor said it was a little more than she was able to throw off herself so they are going to give her some additional assistance.  
Do you know this card requires a real act of faith if you think about it?  To order these cassette tapes when you have not even heard the material requires an act of faith but I was so glad they were taken up before I began because I could just imagine several probably checked it and then after the first hour you would cross through it.

We are going to do a very different kind of workshop or seminar this year.  The theme is Exuberance and we have selected three basic themes that will build toward that one theme of Exuberance.  We want to say some things about time, some things about joy and some things about just our work, our tasks in the world.  

Sometime ago the largest construction company head in, I guess, the world was going to meet with the financial people in England and they were going to discuss the possibility of this man building the World Trade Center in London.  So they did it up in real English style and had a major differ with crystal and white napkins and just really the works.  After which, they led the head of this company into a conference room where the meeting was to take place and they opened it by saying, "Mr. Crow you have passed the first test."  He asked, "What was that?"  They said, "You did not bring up business during the meal.  Anyone who brings up business during the meal we don't have the business meeting following that.  We just say no."  I don't know if that is an idiosyncrasy of the British people or if that is common place at that level but, anyway, it was there custom.  Their second question was, "Sir, what is the greatest strength of you company?"  And his right arm was sitting there and he could think of 10 answers of that quickly.  But the head of the company sat very quietly, thoughtfully, rubbed his face.  His managing partner thought, well, he's not going to get it out.  He could not understand what in the world is going on.  Finally, he said, "Gentleman, most people in my business are about 50% con.  We like to think we are about 20% con."  There was a stunned pause for awhile until they realized what he had said and then broke into laughter and from there on, it was just a matter of signing the papers.  I suppose they wanted to deal with a man that did not take himself so seriously.  

The business we are in is the business of religion.  Many people in this nation, in fact I would guess the majority, who believe religion is about 50% con.  That religious reports are at least 50% con.  That evangelists are at least 50% con artist.  They are always telling much more.  They've always go a scoop and that most individual Christians are about the same.  They say more about prayer than they really are experiencing when they are trying to convince someone else to be a Christian.  They say more about our assemblies than they themselves experience.  If you list to the average Christian try to tell an outsider about one of our assemblies, why you would think they are having one of the greatest experiences of their lives.  When we begin to talk to somebody about God or about the person of Christ and our relationship with Christ, we can just go on and on and on the virtues of the Christian life and then we go home.  We question ourselves about our own relationship.  The reality of it, the genuineness of it, our own sincerity.  

People turn on the television sets, is that real?  Is the religion real?  Most of the programs they hear through the media, you think that is very real?  Do you think it is very convincing?  That is the problem.  Anytime you have something that has the potential of being as great and as exciting and as wonderful as our faith is, there is a tremendous tendency to overstate the case.  We do that in our own homes with our own families.  There are lots of children that are being reared in homes who are hearing the case overstated.  The promises are all there.  They are glowing but they know you and if your promise is very different from what they really know about you, husband, wife, parents, children, then you better be taking some steps to remove the con artistry out of it of those children are in for a tough time with faith.  

No, why is that?  Why is it there is a constant oversell?  How many people are secure enough in their faith to say, Hey.  On the one hand, this has the power and potential of being the greatest thing in the world but sometimes I am a total failure to try to make it work.  I stay at it.  I plug away and I try but it is difficult.  Now, you see I know that in my own life.  

The Christian's heart is usually brimming with pain.  The most joyful Christian you know, if they are in touch with the reality of this world, their heart brims with pain and they can also say more than they can experience.  

I am going to talk the next two nights out of my own pain.  Joy, confidence, certainty but a lot of pain. The innocent days are gone.  We've come of age.  We've come of age as persons.  We've come of age as a fellowship.  We've come of age as children of God.  When you come of age, there are dreams of yesteryear that fly away and you begin to look at a truth that sometimes seems forever your beyond your grasp.  I don't mean in its informational nature.  I mean in its practice.  In the writing of in on your heart so that it is real.  It is difficult.  It is a difficult matter particularly for people who are preaching trying to tell others.  You know it is just not very easy to teach the word of the Lord.  For some of the reasons, I have already alluded to.  The promise is so bright.  We are supposed to be on.  We are supposed to be there.  We are supposed to have that relationship.  It is supposed to be unquestioned.  There are not to be any fears.  There are not to be any questions.  You just have to be there.  You talk about prayer and you preach it but you always teach more than you practice.  It is the nature.  It is the nature of the message.  It doesn't to point default at the one who is the spokesperson.  That is just the way it is.  You can never point at your own practice up there and sometimes we forget that especially when we are telling others how to do it.  Some people think we have the corner on it.  We are the experts in all of this.  It works all of the time for us.  We don't struggle with it.  

My own story is not that kind of story.  Prayer has always been an enormous struggle for this human being.  During periods of my life, I go on praying for one reason.  The one that has lived in this flesh that I trust with all of my life, the best person who ever lives, Jesus taught us to pray.  Many times I have gone on praying simply because of the memory that Jesus who knew more about God than any other, more about human beings than any other, did not fail to pray.  Sometimes my own prayers, seem to me, didn't even get to the ceiling to bounce off.  Sometimes my heart seems so desolate and life is so overwhelming and the dilemmas of human life, and the contradictions, the bewilderedness, the senselessness of almost all of that that is with us that they drown our words and our reach.  What do you do about that?  
The same thing is true about this book.  This is the best book in the world.  Probably nobody in this audience would doubt it.  A few in the city of Nashville would doubt that.  Even those who know absolutely nothing about it probably would not quarrel with the statement that this is probably the best book in the world or it is the best book in the world.  They would go along with that.  But it is not an easy book to love all the time, is it?  It is not a book to read all of the time easily.  Sometimes you can't read it.  Sometimes it goes days or weeks unread maybe unopened.  Maybe unthought about.  There are times when you just cannot quite feed enough on it but in a lot of lives those times are mighty rare and the greater reality is that it is a hard book to stay with and to be nurtured by.  Sometimes we go on reading because we think we should.  We set up a schedule but, again, I know that in a lot of people who are here tonight, it is a real struggle for you to read the Bible.  It would be straining the truth to stay you have a sort of exciting or warmth ongoing relationship with this book.  

The same is true of the church itself and its public setting.  Sometimes, for a lot of people, it is not easy.  It is difficult to keep going.  And sometimes, it can seem so artificial, so routine.  Sometimes you get the feeling you would be better off at home.  Do you ever get that feeling?  You can't quite get into it.  It isn't that you have any strong negativism or if you do, you might fight it.  But it is just there.  Sometimes you come and you go, you come and you go and you come and you go, and you look for something and it is not quite there which may be part of the problem.  Sometimes our expectations are too great.  I am not really describing the strengths or the weaknesses of that I am simply only trying to say what a lot of people feel and what at times in my life I feel.  You go and you get beyond that.  Those are just things we feel. 

Then, you pick up a paper and here is a woman in New York City who has filled a bathtub with scalding water and put her two babies in it until they were dead.  We are called at wee hours in the morning to a poverty stricken house and a little baby has just died - crib death.  Sometimes, as was my experience recently, which I failed.  I was so dumbfounded I just failed to see an insensitive man come and grill that poor woman with the clear implication that through neglect she was guilty for the death of that baby.  On his way out the door with the baby in a little basket, he bumped the door frame.  I failed her.  I should have fought for her.  I should have said, "Wait a minute.  Just put the basket down and just please leave.  The mysteries of the heavens and earth have occurred here.  Go, we'll get somebody else."   
It is hard to just stay there.  It is hard to keep fighting.  And on and on the stories go and you try to explain all of these things to people.  You see on the one side a sort of violence is almost something that removes it too far away from us.  Maybe it is so much hurt.  The homes that fly away.  The children that get damaged.  People of your friends.  It just keeps going and every year older you get, you are one year more aware of a kind of blind senselessness and villainy and brutality that keeps filling human eyes with tears.  That's the way the world is.  

Now, what do you do with all of that?  It may be that we bring upon ourselves many of our own problems.  You are familiar with the book of Ecclesiastes, at least faintly familiar.  One person told me when I mentioned the book that that the book depressed her so much that she tried to skip.  And I tell you, there is a way you read Ecclesiastes and get depressed.  It is strange little book.  A man in New York very much of the world and not into things very religious who one day announced to his friend, by the way, I have been reading the Bible.  What have you been reading?  I have been reading Eccleastes.  Oh, yeah.  What you do think of that book?  And this surprising answer came.  The young man said, "Whoever wrote that book knows where it is at."  Now, it certainly stimulated my thought to hear a person who is as far out as that young man is who has that view of this little book.  It sparked my curiosity and I went back looking at it again and I was amazed at what I found again in my own life.  Because sometimes when the world is just too much with you or when you have experienced some of the things we have described or when you are faced with perplexities and all the complications of life and you do not know where to turn, if you will just tuck the little book of Ecclesiastes under your arm and go spend a little time with it, perhaps you will be able to see something that you haven't seen for quite a while.  

Now, what I would like to do in the time we have is this.  I want to partly give the other side.  I am not going to try to, as we said in West Virginia, hoop anybody up right now. I am not going to lead any brigade.  No going to raise any flag and I am not going to sound any trumpet but I would like to say something about the other side of faith.  Something about the world as most people experience.  Something about God as most people experience him because Ecclesiastes extinguishes itself among all 66 books of the Bible in that he speaks from a very this world point of view.  He gives voice to many of your doubts and mine.  He gives voice to sometimes the blindness and deafness of the universe.  He gives voice to injustice.  He gives to voices to rage.  He gives voice to feelings that you have been mistreated and that nothing is fair in this world.  He gives voice to all of that.  It is just strange in its setting and its nature.  
It is attributed to Solomon because he identifies himself as the Son of David in the book itself.  That is as close to a name as you get.  What you get is the term like the preacher.  There is an interesting derivation of that from the Hebrew word "caholl" which really means "one who assembles" so the writer of Ecclesiastes was one of those people who, apparently, was accustomed to gathering people up in small groups and then  teach them.  Perhaps he went about from here and there and yonder and did that and particularly in his declining years.  Bringing people together, small groups, stimulating their thoughts, challenging them, and imparting information.  One who assembles.   Now translated as it comes down from the Greek side of the language to "equasia" the Greek word for assembly, therefore, Ecclesiastes is "for one who assembles."  

So here is a book that a person assembled people together and felt this message was important enough that the world out to hear it.  It is unlike every other book one could hardly imagine it being wedged between those fiery prophets and those ecstatic psalmists.  You can almost not imagine this little book that seems so dreary and so world weary and so pessimistic being there.  What is its point?  What is its value?  

As we start out in the book, his basic theme that occurs over and over and over in the book is Vanity of Vanities.  All is vanity except the preacher.  It is all striving after the wind.  This is a little book that says the world does not make sense as you experience it everyday.  It is a little book that says the more wisdom you get, probably the more miserable you are going to feel.  That is in Chapter 1.  It is a little book that feels that says when you try to penetrate the mysteries of this world, the mysteries of the universe, that you come up finally empty handed.  It is a little book that says you can go get all of the knowledge, all the information that you can get and still live in absolute and total misery.  It is a little book that says striving after wealth, which is so a part, of human culture is sometimes the greatest illusion.  He will tell us for example, that very, very often that the virtues of hard work and diligence are really masks that the well placed ones in society wear to cover heart greed.  We will hear the praises of hard work and praises of all this diligence and these will be held up as great virtues as if everybody is practicing them in a virtuous way.  Oftentimes, when you dig down into that, all you find is greedy spirits who are using all of those virtues as justification to go on competing with the people around them and go on accumulating when it makes no sense.  That is tough isn't?  But that is where he takes us. 

He says you think of the goodness of human beings and you want to trust people and he says, finally, what you find out is that there are very few human beings that you can tie to so you have to be careful of your expectations of other human beings because if you suspect too much, you are going to be disappointed and disillusioned and your heart will be broken.  He says when you visit your assemblies there is going to be a lot of noise there, a lot of words and he says what most of them are going is an evil thing.  If you are wise you will say virtually nothing but you will listen.  He goes on to say that even families sometimes bring the greatest pain.  

You look out into the world and you will see the powerful brutalizing the week and you will see it again and again and again.  You will see vast hoards of human beings who are totally and completely overrun and depressed.  In the face of that depression, there will be leasers who will say there is no oppression and he says that is the way your world is.  It is a hard message.  He says you will say, "Well if I were to do good, God will bless me and I do evil, I will be cursed."  The truth is there is no protection for the righteous and there is no scourge for the wicked.  You will see the best people you know get it in the neck and you will see the worse people you know prosper on and on and on.  You will find that sometimes when you do the best you can to be as faithful as you can, you get hurt over and over and over.  You cry out to God and you keep getting hurt.  You can cry again and you get hurt again.   You look over to your next door neighbor who never pays attention at all to God who has no faith in God and you watch them as they prosper and as their business grows and for all practical purposes, you see none of the evil things that you are experiencing at all.  

He says if you think that tomorrow will be different, you are wrong.  He says it is not going to get any better.  There is no hope for tomorrow.  What you experience today has been the story of the long years of the human race and nobody has ever been able to change it and you won't either.  When you get up tomorrow, it is going to happen again.  And if the world is here next year, it will happen again.  And in ten years it will happen again, again, again and again.  What has been will be and that is the way the world is.  

Now, are you sufficiently depressed?  Do you know, now it is interesting, you will experience what I have just said in different ways because sometimes there are ways we express our faith and so I want to say that is somehow that just rides totally incomprehensibly over you, just let that go.  Because it did not ride over some others who are sitting near to you.  I promise that it is strumming some heartstrings and ringing some bells. 

Now, what has this gentleman done for us?  He has basically said to us, "Ladies and gentleman.  There are vast limitations to our life.  There are mysteries about human life and if you ever think you will reduce it all to a formula or to a cliché you are a fool?  Now, if you can successfully insolate themselves deeply enough, then for awhile you can maintain a little world but how a rare it is for even one those to worlds no matter how tightly contained, to escape numbing, painful experience before you die.  It is like there is a conspiracy and it happens so suddenly and it is such a quick thing.  I am only saying now much of what I have sensed in my own life and what I have heard in thousands and thousands of conversations and all the time it is here in 12 brief chapters.  

What do you do with that?  Someone says, well, Landon, the first thing I would do if I were you is I would get over in the New Testament!  That is a good idea.  Let me tell you where Ecclesiastes fits first of all in my thinking in the New Testament.  The text of the New Testament for this book is this.  My God, my God, why have thou forsaken me?  If I were going to add a second text it be the first of the Beatitudes, Blessed are the poor in spirits for theirs is the kingdom of Heaven.  Ecclesiastes says to all of those who think they know they have all of the answers and wind up removed from aching humanity, smug in their own conditions and self-righteousness and pride alienates and separates and all the time justifying self, 100%.  If I were adding a third text from the New Testament it would be the story Jesus told of a man who stood on a corner and beat his breasts and said, "God be merciful to me a sinner."  As contrasted with the other man who said thank God I am not like other men and then rattled of their virtues.  

Why is it important at all to go through this?  Let me give you two reasons.  One is because it will touch some depths of some lives of some Christians whose faith isn't working very well like nothing else can touch you.  There comes a time in our Christian walk when we must become brutality honest.  Otherwise, you will create a smiling disguise and wear that plastered all over yourself when inside there is a deep rich part of you that is just dying bit by bit by bit.  The second reason is if you want to say anything to the world that makes any sense at all, you had better tell them all of the truth.  You will not be very successful selling what they are going to hear as a bill of goods no matter how much truth it contains.  It can go right down the line and be exactly right.  The only thing wrong with it is, they just don't believe it.  Sounds good.  How many times have you been told that?  I really would like to believe all of that.  Sounds great.  It would be wonderful if that is the way it really was.  I tried that.  You see, there is something that is hopeful about that sometimes and just emerging and saying, Look.  

It is alright to do it.  You say are you sure it is alright to do it?  This is in the Bible?  What is wrong with this?  We want to rip it out of the cannon.  We want to say it has no place.  You want to mutilate your Bible.  You say that book depresses me.  What are you saying?  It depresses me therefore I am not going to read it.  Others who have taken other portions of the Bible did not like and just fizzer it out.  You can't do that.  It is there for a reason and it is good for a very good reason and it is up to me to discover what that reason is.  It is all right to do that or this book would not be there.  
It is alright for Jeremiah in a pit to say I am not going to do anything about this religion again.  I am not going to speak in the name of God anymore.  I am through with it.  Or Isaiah parading nakedly through the streets.  Why is it that they are in the book but a lot of others, the con artists, did not make it?  Why is it that they were the ones that sometimes turned whole countries upside down?   And the con artists' names are not even remembered in history?  Tell the truth.  Why is it that Jesus can say, My God have you left me alone and we can't say it?  Somehow we have to pretend everything is great and if we ever raise one single question then ten people are on us like the proverbial ducks on a June bug.  And they begin to say, You can't say that.  That is not faith.  That is not this.  Aren't you afraid the ceiling is going to fall on you?  

Who is strong enough to listen?  The church right now is full of people who want to rip and tear and destroy.  It does have some people in it who are hurting and wounded and struggling and who just haven't been able to make the thing work.  Some of them are hard headed, rebellious, obstinate, hypocrites.  But not all of them are and most of them aren't.  Not that I have seen.  You sit with them and you cry with them hour after hour because somehow, I don't know what it is, that makes me think differently about it.  When I read this book and I hear the questions that the greatest whoever walked in this world said, "Do you know the story of the Bible?  It is a story of a few people who are weak, massive failures with sometimes overwhelming doubts."  Sixty-six books of it.  

There are kids who are really hungry and may die of malnutrition but one of these days, it will be straightened out.  You have to be careful don't you?  You just don't wind her up and throw that out.  You better have a heart that is filled with understanding and whisper those words.  Someday. 

Now this book will help us not make some of those mistakes in our own personal lives and in the lives of other individuals.  It will keep us away of that abyss of self destruction with ourselves and with others if we can just say now, "What is real in this?"

Let's get to the other side of this book because there is some real excitement in this book but it is there in what I like to call clues.  We have already given one of them which we are not going to spend a great deal of time on and that is Whatever else was said for this person he didn’t' break with God.  You have to hold that one.  There are people who raise far more shallow questions than this person did who long since have broken with God.  This one did not break.  I take a lot of comfort in that myself.  

He gives us these clues and he gives us a little clue of time that we are going to look at tonight. Little view of time.  Because he makes out an awful hard case of time.  What has been is will be. Nothing can change it and he drives you right into the wall with that and will admit no reasoning at all.  He just holds it down and in a marvelous flash, he says, But God has put something beautiful in the hearts of these spoilers.  Isn't that interesting?  Aren't you just dying to know what that was?  Come back after the break.  

The second thing he says is over and over when we go through those cycles of bad news that we went through a few moments ago, do you know what he puts at the end of almost every one of those cycles?  So, he says, enjoy.  Can you imagine that?  All of this bad news and then he says, now what are you gong to do about it?  What is your response?  Joy.  The imperative of joy.  We are also going to talk about that one.

The third clue is he says, Listen.  Go to it.  God has already approved what you have done.  Go to it.  Now, if you put anything at all around those clues you have already sensed a little surge of encouragement.  Time, joy and work is the way this man under God put his world together and became one of the greatest advocates of joy of any figure in the Bible next to our Lord himself.  I am interested in that.  

We are going to take a little break and come back in about 5-10 minutes.  Stand up and stretch and there are restrooms I am sure somewhere in the building.  We will come back in just a few moments.                                                                                              

