
Ecclesiastes – an alternative view 

 

by Ian Fraser  

Koheleth, in the Tanach – the Jewish Bible – is the book we know as 

Ecclesiastes, best known for its delightful litany, ‘A time for every occupation 

under heaven’. The Introduction to Ecclesiastes in the Jerusalem Bible (JB) tells 

us that the most likely meaning of Qoheleth/Koheleth is one who speaks in the 

assembly (qahal; in Greek, ekklesia, hence Ecclesiastes). Therefore, Koheleth 

could be translated as ‘the preacher’. A footnote in JB states that the 

identification of the preacher as King Solomon is a literary fiction. 

And so, to Serge Liberman’s article: 

In the literature of the Judeo-Christian world, the book of Koheleth is among the 

first and most familiar expressions of what we think of today as the existentialist 

mind. The Book opens with: 

In the words of Koheleth, son of David, king in Jerusalem, “Vanity of 

vanities”, Koheleth says, “Vanity of vanities. All is vanity. For all his toil, 

his toil under the sun, what does a man gain by it?” 

Against the infinity of the cosmos, Koheleth is grieving over the finite, and he 

bemoans human oblivion. He rues the ongoing extinction of all that a man has 

ever learned, done, aspired to, celebrated, fought for, created and loved in the 

days of his life. He deplores the fact that between a man’s coming and departing 

on earth, nothing new has been added under the sun; and he laments that even 

his quest to leave some signature in the world is vain. All that a man does is 

day-in and day-out repetitive, routine, ephemeral and to no abiding purpose, 

while there are no signatures that may be left behind – not even for a 

philosopher-king who must with the commoner face the same ignominious 

forgotten end. 

But Koheleth grossly overstates his case, and the text does not accord with 

either immediate day-to-day, or longer-range, historical reality. A man may well 

leave behind identifiable results of himself and his labours, which is 

demonstrably evidenced by King Solomon (ostensibly identified as Koheleth). 

The same authenticated reality, both then and since, puts paid to Koheleth’s 

jaded if enticing mesmerising refrain, “There is nothing new under the sun.” To 

http://www.catholica.com.au/forum/index.php?mode=user&show_user=1995


allow him some benefit of doubt, it may be said that in an essentially agrarian, 

pastoral and artisan society as existed in Solomon’s time, little indeed may have 

seemed to change visibly from one day, or season, or generation, to the next. 

But fact is that every new generation is given to see genuinely new things under 

the sun. Ostensibly written in the persona of one who himself made things 

happen and left new things under the sun, Koheleth’s case is spurious. The tone 

of the text rings untrue. 

If the text genuinely reflects the preacher’s view, and he is truly jaded, it is 

either because he has stopped looking, rather than because there is truly 

nothing to see, or he is in the hold of a black and brooding depression. 

For, however repetitive and mundane as a man’s daily labours may seem, yet 

does he advance knowledge, technology, taste, sensibility and spirituality, and 

continuously push back the boundaries of the new and bequeath a legacy to the 

future. 

What is striking about Koheleth’s counsel is its distinct distance from all other 

biblical writings. Other than in Koheleth/Ecclesiastes, one is much stretched to 

find anywhere a reference to a man’s personal happiness being the prime and 

most desirable thrust in life. With the Torah being above all, God’s teaching, 

what Judaism commands is total obedience to His laws and His will as its 

overriding objective. 

One notable element of Koheleth’s meditations is his prescription for right living; 

a prescription identifiably in tune with the philosophic Hellenistic temper of the 

time in Greece, and in Alexandria and other cities of the Mediterranean Basin 

where Jews lived around that time. His “eat, drink and enjoy 

life” (8:15) replicates almost word perfect, the counsel for happiness and for 

wise and prudent living expressed by such Greek antecedents as Plato (428-328 

BCE), Aristotle (384-322 BCE), and Epicurus (341-270 BCE). 

What Koheleth does in closing his work, is to Judaise the Hellenistic happiness 

ideal, by integrating God in the work – appending to his counsel to eat, drink 

and enjoy life, the rider: “fear God and keep his commandments: for that 

is the whole man” (12:13). 

With that singular stroke, where Koheleth has until then, with a precarious 

veering towards nihilism, pounded home the vanity of all things, in the end he 

ventures a summary formula for right living, pre-empting such modern-era 



religious existentialists as Soren Kierkegaard among Christians, and Will Herberg 

among Hellenised and non-believing Jews, in calling for a “a leap of faith”. 

This notwithstanding, accepting that Koheleth’s counsel is apt in the 

circumstances, how untrue he is himself to that counsel. Indeed, for one who 

supposedly trusts in God – such trust generally implying humble self-abnegation 

– Koheleth is not only wretchedly unhappy but also immodestly self-centred in 

bemoaning his human lot. 

And for today’s secularist? Eat, drink and enjoy life – yes; but to do even this as 

a minimum, a man must work and earn for himself the wherewithal for it. The 

rightful way for the individual is to determine where his heart draws him most, 

and then to pursue with all his heart whatever it is that draws him.  

 

In my response to Serge’s article, I added the following:  

And for the religious person, whose views also demand acknowledgement, the 

deep-seated awareness of God cannot be denied. While the Enlightenment must 

inform his thinking, it cannot simply negate his experiential awareness. 

Ian Fraser with thanks to Serge Liberman 


