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Tom Hanks is one of the top Hollywood actors at present. A few years ago he won two consecutive Academy Awards for best male actor in a movie and in terms of pulling power, reliability & desirability he is close to the top of the tree. With his money he can buy almost anything he wants. With his connections almost nothing is impossible. With his fame he is instantly recognisable all over the world. But I wonder, what does Tom Hanks think of his achievements?

I was reading an article on Hanks not so long ago and this is what he had to say.  "I drive around Los Angeles and I see my name in lights six metres tall. My face is blown up on posters along the freeways, and what do I tell myself? That next week workmen will come along, pull down the poster with my face on it and dump it in the back of a truck and stick up someone else. Then I go home and clean out the garage.”
Tom Hanks knows that success doesn't last. That fame is fleeting. That one day’s poster is another day’s rubbish. So in a way Hanks reminds us of what the Teacher said last week about life itself. Not just fame, not just success, but anything under the sun, anything that we can see, smell, touch and taste is meaningless, is transitory, it doesn't last, it is a chasing after the wind.

But the Teacher is not going to give up on his search just yet, he will not so easily stopped. Instead in the second chapter of his book he sets up three experiments, he investigates three possible answers to the meaning of life and then he gives us an interim report, he gives us at least a glimpse of his final conclusion.

So if we were to set up three possible solutions, three areas where we might get some meaning in life I wonder what do you think they would be? Well the Teacher settles on chasing fun and pleasure, in looking for meaning in learning or wisdom and in throwing himself into his work. So let’s see how he goes with his first experiment 

1. Sought Fun (v.1-11) A few years ago Cyndi Lauper sang a song "Girls just want to have fun" It struck a chord and has almost become a theme song for a generation. But it is not just the women of our society who want to have fun, who want to live for themselves, men also are tarred with the same brush - they too seem to want to live for pleasure.

So the Teacher went down this path in life, seeking fun, to see if there he would find something meaningful. He firstly stops of at the station of laughter (v.2) - you could see him now getting the best stand up comics, going to the funniest movies, having a comedy channel put on his pay TV station and just wanting to laugh. Wouldn't it be good to be always laughing or being able to make people laugh at will? 

Jerry Seinfeld on his show once found a girl who was just like him. She laughed at all of his jokes, in fact she had the exact same sense of humour. And so in the show in just a matter of days he got engaged. He said to Kramer,“I've been looking all my life for the right person and now I know what I want, me."
But then he had doubts. And he wanted to break it up. Why? Hadn't he found the perfect partner? No, because although he was popular and funny - he hated himself. So he couldn't stand marrying someone just like himself. Life is no fun for a comedian. In the end laughter doesn't accomplish anything. 

So then the Teacher tries alcohol (v.3). Maybe being in a drunken state is the answer. Maybe if we leave the meaninglessness of life behind with alcohol, or drugs, that will help us to find meaning or least an escape from a world full of pain. I'm sure if the Teacher was around today you would find him at the pub on a Friday night, or at a dance party on a Saturday night or maybe shooting up some heroin later on in the weekend.

But most people I know who are alcoholics or have been on drugs are not happy people. Sure the feeling that overcomes them is exciting, sure the buzz is what they live for. But they find they can't live properly without that buzz. On the ABC recently there was a show about heroin and the addict that was being interviewed said that he spends his entire life searching for the next hit. The pleasure of the drug only creates more anxiety looking for the next one. Alcohol or drugs doesn't help us find meaning. It may help us to escape our world, our problems, but when we wake up those problems are still there, in fact they are magnified. Thus it doesn't get us anywhere in the end. It too is meaningless.

So the Teacher tries great projects (v.4). He plants gardens and tries to find a paradise here on earth. He buys and sells people, he owns livestock, property, silver and gold. He even gets himself a harem so that he can have women whenever he wants them, sex on tap. In fact he denies himself nothing. He refuses his heart no pleasure. Can you imagine that? To be able to buy whatever we want, do whatever we want, live however we want. Surely that would not only give us much pleasure but it would make life worthwhile?

But you can see that for the Teacher it achieves nothing. We see within a few verses words and saying like "toil, vanity, meaninglessness, striving after the wind & no profit."
In short giving yourself whatever you want doesn't help find us meaning. So many rich and famous and powerful people have got to the top of the mountain only to realise that there is nothing there. Buy a Wii and you will enjoy life. Get that hot rod car, that wonderful piece of jewellery, that cosmetic surgery, that partner, that husband, wife & then your life will have meaning. The Teacher says “No, it won’t“. If your life doesn't have meaning now then adding a dash of pleasure will not make an ounce of difference. 

Do you think our society is happier today because of its riches, because of its striving after pleasure, because of its material possessions? Surveys say we are the most dissatisfied group of people that have ever lived. We just want to have fun, and when we have fun, it doesn't satisfy, it is meaningless. In the words of the Rolling Stones, an authority on this sort of lifestyle "I can't get no satisfaction”

2. Sought Wisdom (v.12-6) So if pleasure isn't the answer, where does the Teacher go to next? Well in verses 12-6, the Teacher heads down the path of knowledge of wisdom. Maybe if I know more, maybe if I can stuff more information into my head, maybe if I can get the answers to life's biggest questions, then I will be able to find meaning in life. Sounds feasible doesn't it?
Today we have so many parents who push their children into university because they will be better equipped to live life. Today university courses for sociology or psychology or psychiatry are busting at the seams, so that we can understand our brain and our lives, so that we can give more meaning to our existence. But does that help the student? If anything our world is now called post-modern which means that people are now saying there is no true knowledge of anything. Whatever is right for you is OK. I can't tell you what is right and wrong, you have to find it out for yourself. Today more education is not leading us to more truth, it is just showing us there are more possible answers to the questions of truth.

Now when the Teacher seeks knowledge and wisdom he doesn't find it useless. For he admits that wisdom is better than foolishness. Knowing more stuff does help us make better decisions. But wisdom in the end is still limited. For we will all die. And the wise person will end up in the same place as the foolish one. One smart woman's grave will be right next to the foolish woman’s grave. The wise man won’t be remembered any longer than the fool. You see wisdom is better than folly, but neither will help us deal with the ultimate problems of life.

I'm from a family where mum and dad encouraged learning. I studied for 12 years at school and since leaving school I have studied for another 7 years obtaining diplomas, degrees, an honours degree, a masters degree. But I didn't find meaning in life in any of that study. There were people in all of my courses, many of whom did much better than me, that have made an absolute hash of their lives. Wisdom is good says the Teacher, but you won’t find meaning there. 

So don’t think that school by itself, or college or university or reading books is going to give you a reason for your existence. Don't think that it will satisfy your soul when you see the pain around you in this world, when you see the injustice, the discrimination, the lack of love. For it won’t. Sure being wise is better than being foolish. But both the wise and the foolish end up in the same place. For both is a chasing after the wind. 

3. Sought Work (v.17-26) So the Teacher tries one last path, at least for the moment. He seeks meaning in life in his work. He throws himself fully into making money. He decides to work hard to achieve something - to build up a business, to use his natural skills and abilities to the full, to pour all his energies into a venture that may last beyond a few years. So he works hard and he toils and strives for satisfaction in his work.
When I was an Accountant, our office was filled with businessmen and women who worked 60, 70, 80 a week. They sacrificed time with their family. They worked hard and were good at what they did. They strived to reach the top, to get to the place where they could sit back and enjoy what they had achieved. And when I was there, I found the pull incredibly strong.

Because if you are good at something, then you get much pleasure in succeeding. And in business, in your work when you finish a job, when you succeed in a task, when you check your takings for the week, there is a degree of satisfaction in a job well done. I remember giving up weekends and parties for the lure of the pay packet. I lost much sleep in completing that project. I placed myself under incredible stress in order to please my boss and to get that thank you or that pat on the back, or that bonus.

But I found it became like a drug to me. The more I achieved the more I wanted to achieve. The more money I got, the more money I wanted. The more I received recognition for a job well done, the more I craved that acceptance. Rather than achieving meaning for me, I found that I became a slave to my job. 

And the Teacher finds work unsatisfying too. For whatever you build up won’t last. Or if it does last who is going to take it over from you. It might be someone wise or it might be someone foolish. And why should I pour all my effort and energy into something for someone else. I heard a young guy comment recently that he was working really long hours and setting things up for his daughter, his only child. But then he stopped for a second and thought and said, but if she becomes a drug addict the more I give her, the more she could hurt herself. Do you see the dilemma? Work does give some satisfaction, but it also fails to solve the meaning of life.

So why do the Rupert Murdochs, the Bill Gates still work so hard when they have more than what they could ever spend? They work because they still want more. They work because their work doesn't satisfy. They work because they still haven't found meaning in life. So if they haven't found meaning, if the Teacher hasn't found meaning in work, don’t expect that we will find the answer to life’s questions there either.

It’s not in pleasure, in wisdom or in work. But then in the midst of his despair, he finds some hope. It’s not his final answer, his final solution to the riddle of life, but it is a start. And in verses 26-24 to he says this “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, for without him, who can eat or find enjoyment? 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.”
In the end we don’t get meaning from life from the things we achieve or obtain or pile up. We get meaning out of life from the things that God gives us. Life will not be enjoyed, it will not have any purpose if we always want more than what we have now. Satisfaction comes when we accept what we have now, our food, our drink, our jobs, our lot has come from God. Satisfaction comes from contentment, knowing that God is in control, that God has a purpose, that God has given us life for a reason.

Our very lives are a gift from God. A good gift to be enjoyed. Sure life deals us our fair share of ups and downs. But in the midst of these ups and downs God is the one who gives us wisdom to know how to act. God is one who gives us knowledge, a greater knowledge of why these things happen. God is the one who gives us happiness. 

Listen for example, to the apostle Paul "for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances.  I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.  I can do everything through him who gives me strength”

God is always with us. God is the one who gives us strength. God has a plan in everything that happens in our lives. Others may live without God in their lives and store up wealth and possessions, but it will do them no good. Because the things in this life that will endure, the things in this life that will last. The things in this life that give us meaning are the things that God gives us, and they are the spiritual gifts that will not pass away or disappear or rot or be destroyed. They are kept safe for us by our heavenly Saviour.

You see chasing after pleasure will not get you happiness or meaning. But chasing after God, desiring the things that God can give to us, knowing the God who made us through the Lord Jesus Christ that will give us pleasure, it will give us wisdom, it will give us knowledge, in short it will give us life. Life to the max. Thus we Christians are not the ones with frowns on our faces, we are the ones who should be full of joy, we should be content, we are full of rejoicing because we know that God has prepared many good things for us, because he loves us.

If you enter the Milan Cathedral in Italy, there are three inscriptions over the three respective doorways that lead outside. Over the right hand door is the motto: "All that pleases is but for a moment." Over the left hand door are the words, "all that troubles is but for a moment." But over the central door and the theme behind the whole of the cathedral is this simple sentence. "Nothing is important save that which is eternal.”

So let us not seek meaning in things that will not last. Let us seek God and his meaning and once we have found it may we pursue him and his ways with all the energy and with all the passion that we have inside of us. For that is how we will find meaning, real meaning in our lives.


