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Ultimate Questions 3 – Where Do You Think You’re Going?
Wandering vs. Contentment:

What sort of life should we live?
Who am I? Why am I here? Where am I going?

© Scott Souza – August 2009
          This is the third in a three-part series of sermons, summarized in 3 exhortations: 1. Don’t overestimate yourself; sober-estimate yourself; (know your gifts & how to use them for God and others). 2. Be transformed (changed for the better), not transmogrified (changed for the worse). 3. Be content, not discontent (wandering, empty, and tormented in spirit). In three words these are Self-Image, Actions, and Purpose.
INTRODUCTION
     Within us there is a sense of wandering – an abiding question about where we are going, or where to go, or how to get where we want to go. It is ‘endemic’ – ‘within’ or built into – the human race. It is the vagabond “Cain” within us who wants to build but is forced to wander; and so he wanders and builds, builds and wanders, wanders and builds. And we –  though we know the Lord – we see within ourselves, from time to time, the restless waves of the sea rising up within us and tossing up mire and dirt (Isaiah 57:20-21; Jude 1:13). And so we drift and wander and loose our way. And the thing that is supposed to be characteristic of the wicked is – in those seasons – characteristic of us.

     Stephen Stills captured an element of this wandering in his song, “Southern Cross,” which was a rewritten version of “Seven League Boots” by the Curtis brothers, Rick and Michael. Stills said, “I re-wrote a new set of words and added a different chorus, a story about a long boat trip I took after my divorce [from Veronique, mother of his son Chris]. It's about using the power of the universe to heal your wounds.” Stephen Stills, CSN diskette insert (http://www.lyricsdepot.com/crosby-stills-nash/southern-cross.html)
Here’s a key passage:

Think about how many times I have fallen

Spirits are usin' me, larger voices callin'

What heaven brought you and me

Cannot be forgotten
I have been around the world

Lookin' for that woman/girl

Who knows love can endure

And you know it will

And you know it will...

So we cheated and we lied and we tested

And we never failed to fail...

It was the easiest thing to do

You will survive being bested

Somebody fine will come along

Make me forget about lovin' you

And the Southern Cross...    
     Stills made this song his own by some of the changes he made in it. Stills was an expert sailor, and judging from his lyrics and his comments on them, he apparently worked some of his sailor’s knowledge into this song. Nevertheless, it has three composers, so when I refer to it throughout this sermon, I will usually refer to the “Narrator” rather than to Stills or the Curtis brothers.

     The Narrator worked through some of his grief by sailing away, stopping along the way to attempt a call to the woman he left behind, and finally reaching the Marquesas and Papeete in Tahiti, which is in the southern hemisphere East of Australia. He sailed across the longest expanse of open ocean in the world. In a sense, he had reached the antipodes, the opposite end of the earth. He was now beneath the Constellation Crux, the Southern Cross.
     In the song the Narrator said that when he saw the Southern Cross for the first time he understood why he came that way. He was running from the truth, but he found the promise of a coming day. He was still in love, but all he had left was Music (perhaps a double entendre for ‘songs’ and for the name of Stills’ ship, ‘Music’). Nevertheless his new-found hope induced him to look for an enduring love which would enable him to forget about his former love.

     That conviction that there was something better waiting to be found sustained him. Without Christ it is about the best anyone can hope for.

BODY

     And that brings us to the first main point of the sermon – Contentment. Ecclesiastes 6:9 tells us to be content with what we see rather than with the wandering of the desire, as in the Southern Cross song. The first part says, “Better is the seeing of the eyes than the wandering of the desire.”
1. Seeing [Contentment]

     To better understand these words we need to take a brief look at the overall message of Ecclesiastes. Fundamentally, Ecclesiastes teaches us how to live by covenant wisdom. Ecclesiastes focuses on how to overcome the vanity of life which comes from God’s curse on man and nature due to sin. It is not, as some suppose, an example of worldly despair. Rather it brings the reader repeatedly to the concept that deliverance comes by fearing God. This concept is strikingly encapsulated in the closing words of the book: “13 Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God, and keep his commandments: for this is the whole duty of man. 14 For God shall bring every work into judgment, with every secret thing, whether it be good, or whether it be evil” (12:13-14).
     So when we put this verse in the overall context of the book we understand that Ecclesiastes 6:9 gives us a way to escape vain hopes and tormenting desires – and this escape comes by clinging to God, no matter what. Lose God, lose everything. Gain God, gain everything. As Ecclesiastes 7:18 puts it, “It is good that you should take hold of this; yea, also form this withdraw not your hand: for he that fears God shall come forth of them all.” THIS SHOULD BE OUR PURPOSE IN LIFE – NOT TO SEEK SOME LESSER THING, NOR TO CENTER OUR LIVES ON SOME LESSER RELATIONSHIP – BUT TO CLING TO GOD FULLY IN ALL THINGS.
     The verses I’ve quoted form chapters 6, 7, and 12 are very much in accord with the general tenor of Scripture. Paul says something very similar to what we have been reading: “But godliness with contentment is great gain” (1 Timothy 6:6). Paul commends “godliness;” the writer of Ecclesiastes commends “the fear of God.” Paul urges “contentment;” the writer of Ecclesiastes calls it “the seeing of the eyes.” Paul promises “great gain;” the writer of Ecclesiastes promises a “coming forth,” an escape from the vanity and vexation of spirit which is the lot of everyone, but especially of those who do not know God.
     In the beginning, we were created for a higher quality of life and for a better outcome of life. But sin intervened, and the curse came upon us all. But God countervailed and we, as Christians, were recreated for a higher quality of life and a better outcome, but the curse is still upon us. Nevertheless, because God has countervailed, this life is better for his sons and daughters than it would have been without his intervention, and the next life has a glory, and a fullness, and a richness that cannot be approached by anything one could hope for in this life. As Paul says, “For bodily exercise profiteth little: but godliness is profitable unto all things, having promise of the life that now is, and of that which is to come” (1 Timothy 4:8). And Jesus said this: “The thief comes not, but for to steal, and to kill, and to destroy: I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly” (John 10:10). The Greek word Jesus used means “superabundantly.” Every time Jesus spoke about life, eternal life, superabundant life, and the like he was speaking about quality, not quantity. Living forever, by itself, is nothing. Many recognize that it is less than nothing. Watch a few science fiction shows. Sooner or later you will see a character who has eternal life, someone who cannot die. They live a nightmare. They go on and on suffering the same things all the rest of us suffer, only for them it is lifetime, after lifetime, after lifetime of loosing loved ones, suffering failures, enduring opposition, living with frustration after frustration. Whatever they accomplish they loose more. Life is an endless burden, and they can’t escape it.
     Contrast this with the Christian concept of eternal life. Here – in this life – you suffer, like everyone else. There – in the next life – you triumph permanently. You experience cessation, restoration, and something else – let me call it “gestation.” By “gestation” I mean bearing spiritual fruit, constantly – forever. By “cessation” I mean that all your troubles cease – forever. You will never have another one. By “restoration” I mean that all that you have lost – regardless of what it is: possessions, relationships, yearnings and longings, aspirations, hopes, dreams, needs – all of it, I say, will all be made up to you. Jesus told his disciples that some of them would die, but said that they should not worry about it because they would be restored down to the last hair of their head. Peter, in Acts, spoke of the last day as a time of “refreshing” and “restitution” (Acts 3:19-21). Do some of these things seem counterintuitive? For instance, how can I have the joy of marriage when I’ve never been married, or the delight of children when I’ve never had any, or the vindications of justice when heaven is a place of forgiveness? The simple answer – and the answer which is most difficult to receive – is that you will not need these things when you are in God’s presence. These things only mediate God’s love, and care, and fellowship. These and all losses will be swallowed up and driven away by the fullness and richness of your face-to-face, eternal, and unhindered spiritual give-and-take between you and God.
     I must pause there and speak of this phrase “face-to-face.” There’s a nasty rumor in Christendom that in heaven we will be lost in the crowd. I think, rather, that it is the crowd which will be lost, and we will be found – found standing face-to-face with God in unbroken, unblemished communion. God is omnipresent and can manifest himself anywhere and everywhere – all at once. As it is written, “Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:8) – not a glimpse, a beholding (in the Greek). And it is not a mere inflow of the light of God’s glory into the eyes, but a reception of “blessedness,” as the verse puts it, into the soul. It is a Hebraism – a Hebrew expression – for standing in favor with God. So it is not things or people which make you blessed – fulfilled. It is God alone. As another Scripture puts it, “man does not live by bread only, but by every word [or ‘decree’ or ‘thing’ or ‘circumstance’] that proceeds out of the mouth of the LORD does man live” (Deuteronomy 8:3; Matthew 4:4; Luke 4:4). Things and people have no power in themselves to satisfy and bless you, only God does. Conversely, God can satisfy every longing of your heart and fulfill every unrequited desire simply and only by himself. He needs no other – nor do you when you open yourself to him.
     As I said before, “Lose God, lose everything. Gain God, gain everything.”

     This, then, is why Ecclesiastes 6:9 says that what you see is better than what your desires wander after. However lean things may look, God has sustenance right in front of you. Your present circumstances will receive God’s blessing and will be sufficient if you trust God enough not to ignore it and go chasing your imagination.

     That, then, brings us to our second main point.

2. Wandering [Discontentment]

     We have seen how the little that we have at hand, or before our eyes, can be more – far more – than we could ever imagine, and how it is a prelude to things unimaginable. Now we should set these things in contrast to what we think we need – the things we want with an often insatiable hunger.

     Let’s go back to the Southern Cross story. Here we see the narrator – wandering. His desires have caused an actual physical flight from his pain toward what he hopes be will his happiness.

     When I listen to the song I feel great empathy for Stills, and the other writers, and all those who identify with it. I’ve been Stills – without the boat and some other things – you know, like the French wife, the child, the girlfriend, the millions of dollars, “etcetera, etcetera,” as Yul Brynner says. Strangely enough, though, I’m content – though not so strangely after what I’ve just shown you about God and the Christian’s response to him. Unfortunately, it took a long time to get there, though. I understood these things a long time before I embraced them. I know many others who have struggled and grown. So if you are attracted to these spiritual realities, but you’re having a hard time with them, I have one piece of advice – persist. God will bring you to the place you need to be. It is all part of learning to rely on God. And yes, old sins still rise within me. I still have to die daily. Have I had success? Yes. Have I noticed progress? Yes. Have I come close to perfection? (Hopefully the mere question makes you laugh, but to make sure you get the point, the correct answer is NO – bold, underlined, italicized, all caps. I still have far to go; as Paul said, “I have not yet obtained, but I press forward.” Let’s imitate Paul and press forward.
     In fact, if you turn to Hebrews 11 you will find a whole list of people to imitate. No matter what you are going through in life or where you are spiritually you can find someone in that list to identify with and imitate.

     But how do you know when you are wandering? After all, life has some very good things to aspire after. The Bible has a lot to say about being diligent, prospering, having a spouse, having a family, accomplishing your purposes, having a peaceful life, having a full life, and so on. In a normal situation, these things bring peace, and contentment, and gratitude to God. In an abnormal situation, by contrast, several things show that the soul is not content, but wandering. Among these are dissatisfaction, restlessness, vague desires, recurring and compelling desires, empty but nagging hope, tremendous but insatiable ambition, and leanness in the soul.
     The Bible certainly is not against the good things in life. It is not that the things themselves are wrong; asceticism is not the norm for the Christian life. It’s our focus that needs adjustment: “Charge them that are rich in this world, that they be not highminded, nor trust in uncertain riches, but in the living God, who giveth us richly all things to enjoy” (1 Timothy 6:17). Abraham was a rich and powerful man; it was his son, his only son, Isaac, whom he loved, whom he had to sacrifice in order to be able to trust God with all his heart. Joseph was an ambitious young man whose ambition was fueled by visions and revelations from God himself. It was God that he had to trust and whose providence he had to accept when his ambitions were crushed again and again and again. Daniel was a God fearing man who got swept away to Babylon in the Babylonian captivity and lived there and died there and served several kings and blessed those foreigners instead of being able to serve his nation, Israel, directly. Yet he left a single and singular book which has been a blessing to God’s people throughout the centuries. He followed God instead of his own ambitions and in spite of the oppositions and life-threats he faced so often. He did those duties which God set before him and so escaped the discontentment of a disordered spirit.

     But what do we see in a testimony like Southern Cross. We see the narrator being unable to let go of what he lost. He tries to call the woman he left behind only to realize why she left him twice. Then comes the chorus: “Think about how many times I have fallen Spirits are using me larger voices callin'.” That captures what so many of us have felt when we were driven by our desires – we seemed to be controlled by some outside force that ripped us away not only from contentment, but from common sense, and left us driven toward some vague hope or toward some compelling fantasy or left us running without a heading – simply trying to escape, even without something to escape to.
     This spirit of discontentment can drive us away from even the best things in our lives – our spouse, our children, our friends – even from Christ Himself. Isn’t that what the narrator of Southern Cross experienced when he found himself on a boat heading into the South Pacific? What was he looking for? He was looking for the same thing he left!!!!

     And what was it that broke them apart? They “cheated, lied, and tested” one another. In a healthy love relationship each person gives himself or herself 100% – without reservation – to the other. In an unhealthy, discontented relationship one or both partners begin to feel that their needs are not being met. If complaints are not enough to remedy the situation, manipulation begins. If that doesn’t work, belligerence – verbal, physical, or both may arise. From there only two paths are left – severe harm (sometimes murder) or abandonment.

     But when things go that far we have left the realm of mere discontentment and entered the realm of vanity and vexation of spirit – frustration – extreme frustration – a torment of spirit – a torment so deep, so strong, so unconquerable and unbearable that it can become pathological, perhaps even clinical. So let’s look at that extreme frustration in main point 3.
3. Vanity and Vexation of Spirit [Frustration]

     If we return to Southern Cross we can see an underlying sense of frustration that bedevils the hope that the narrator proclaims. This is particularly prominent in the chorus. First the narrator confesses that he has fallen many times: “Think about how many times I have fallen.” He blames it on forces that are beyond him: “Spirits are using me, larger voices callin'.” But he also says that love – both in its source (“heaven”) and in its durability (“love can endure, and you know it will”) – is also a force that is beyond both him and his beloved. Now whether their love endured or not I do not know, but it did not prevail. It was the larger voices which prevailed. “So,” he says, “we cheated and we lied and we tested, and we never failed to fail; it was the easiest thing to do.” He concludes the song by saying “Somebody fine will come along make me forget about loving you and the Southern Cross.” This contradicts his expectation that love will endure between him and the woman he left behind. In fact, if he finds “somebody fine,” he expects to forget his former love. In fact, in such a love, he expects that he will even forget his symbol of solace – the Southern Cross.
     It is these contradictions, these clashing forces, and these wavering expectations which leave the narrator and the hearer of the song with a sense of melancholy rather than a real sense of hope. Here is frustration. Here is “vanity and vexation of spirit,” or as an alternate translation has it, “emptiness and torment of spirit.”

     Friends, we run into life expecting and striving with all our might for some South Pacific paradise – some land of “cloudless climes and starry skies” – looking for a “peace that passes all understanding.” And assuredly, we do find good things. “God gives us richly, all things to enjoy.” This is a good world. It is not the best of all possible worlds, nor is it the worst of all possible worlds, but it is a good world – in spite of the vanity that pervades it because of the curse. But it can easily become a tormenting world if you serve the creature rather than the Creator. Things are not as bad as your tormenting thoughts make them appear. I fully realize that some of us cannot have the things we want the most. We may not have the power to get them. We may not have the time to get them. We may have had them and lost them for good in this life. But what I’d like for you to realize is that “you will not need these things when you are in God’s presence. These only mediate God’s love, and care, and fellowship. These and all losses will be swallowed up and driven away by the fullness and richness of your face-to-face, eternal, and unhindered give-and-take of spiritual forces between you and God.” I said that in exactly those words earlier in my sermon. And because these things are on their way to you, coming when Christ comes, you can afford to wait in peace and in hope if you have been diminished in this life. You can afford to take comfort in the comforts that are at hand. Never mind that you have lost “everything” – in the sense that you have lost the thing or things which meant the most to you – something which means “everything” to you – “without which nothing” means much to you. Never mind that you have come to a point in your life journey where you can go no further. All is not lost. This isn’t the end of your blessings. It is a mere pause. Don’t be afraid to be heavenly-minded.
     If you allow yourself to be distracted by the cares and anguish of this world you will slide right into the transmogrification (the negative transformations) of this world which I mentioned in my previous sermon. You will cease being transformed and draw closer and closer in your mind and heart to emptiness and torment of spirit. You will forget who you are spiritually and use your gifts for yourself and unworthy things rather than for God and others. There is no need to do this. Jesus said he would never leave you nor forsake you. You no longer have to struggle to obtain impossible or impractical solutions. You are called to and headed for great peace, and great glory, and great blessing. “the path of the just is as the shining light, that shines more and more unto the perfect day” (Proverbs 4:18).
CONCLUSION
     So what is your purpose in life? Is it to follow your desires wherever they lead you or to follow Christ wherever he leads you? Now, instead of offering you further instructions or exhortations let me offer you a symbolic look at Christ as he comes to us to meet our needs for healthy self-respect, transformation, and purpose, the themes of this series of 3 sermons – and for beauty, meaning, and power. To this end, I’d like to recite a brief poem titled “He Will Come Down,” which I wrote and published a few years ago. It focuses on the beauty and power of the LORD. It begins among the stars – where Southern Cross left off.
HE WILL COME DOWN
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He will come down like the starry host

Dancing westward

Between the cloven hills.

Like the rain reaching from the sky

To embrace barren streams beneath the labyrinthine sands

He will come down.

He will come down

Like a blizzard

Arching in from all horizons.

Like an icy liquid finger

Writing runes upon the mountain

He will come down.

He will come down

Like the thunder's muffled incantations

Spoken in the clouds.

Like a silence

Before the end of time

He will come down.

He will come down

Like laughter

From deep inside the tomb.
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