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      One Foot in the Grave

      Inside every old person is a young person wondering what happened.

      Terry Pratchett, quoted in the Times

      7 Light is sweet, and it is pleasant for the eyes to see the sun.

      8 So if a person lives many years, let him rejoice in them all; but let him remember that the days of darkness will be many. All that comes is vanity.

      9 Rejoice, O young man, in your youth, and let your heart cheer you in the days of your youth. Walk in the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes. But know that for all these things God will bring you into judgment.

      10 Remove vexation from your heart, and put away pain from your body, for youth and the dawn of life are vanity.

      12 Remember also your Creator in the days of your youth, before the evil days come and the years draw near of which you will say, “I have no pleasure in them”; 2 before the sun and the light and the moon and the stars are darkened and the clouds return after the rain, 3 in the day when the keepers of the house tremble, and the strong men are bent, and the grinders cease because they are few, and those who look through the windows are dimmed, 4 and the doors on the street are shut—when the sound of the grinding is low, and one rises up at the sound of a bird, and all the daughters of song are brought low—5 they are afraid also of what is high, and terrors are in the way; the almond tree blossoms, the grasshopper drags itself along, and desire fails, because man is going to his eternal home, and the mourners go about the streets—6 before the silver cord is snapped, or the golden bowl is broken, or the pitcher is shattered at the fountain, or the wheel broken at the cistern, 7 and the dust returns to the earth as it was, and the spirit returns to God who gave it. 8 Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher; all is vanity. —Ecclesiastes 11:7–12:8

      Shrouded or Shaped?

      Growing old makes a body and an inner self part company, as one ages and the other stays young. It leaves a person depressed at the disconnect between the mirror and the mind—how we look to others versus how we think about ourselves—and generates denial as our limbs begin to do with difficulty the things they used to do with ease. This process leaves a person blinking in perplexity at the speed of life, which has hurtled toward its conclusion just as it seemed to really get going. Youthfulness leaves so quickly. And entering old age itself is to arrive in a season beset by all manner of difficulties, pains, and sorrows.

      Society deals with this inevitable decline in different ways. Western culture seeks to deny the reality of aging in the marketing of beauty products, and the glorification of youth and beauty by affording great prestige to athletes in their prime.

      There are also more extreme responses. In Las Vegas, the Cenegenics Medical Institute describes itself as the world’s largest “age-management practice.” For a very hefty fee, it aims to help you spend as long as possible in your body—it can feed you, exercise you, monitor you, drug you, and adapt you to help you live as long as possible. In this worldview your body is the best thing you have, and you should aim to live in it as long as you can. Those who indulge in this pursuit seek to be “amortals.” Rather than structuring their lives around the inevitability of death, “they prefer to ignore it instead.”1

      On the other hand, fine books and films face head-on the traumas of what it can mean to be alive but physically deteriorating in mind and body. The 2001 film Iris depicted the ravages of dementia in the life of the British philosopher and novelist Iris Murdoch. The film is so powerful because it shows her relationship with her husband, John Bayley, from its earliest days, through all the stages of her illness and decline. Julianne Moore, in Still Alice, deservedly won an Oscar for her heartbreaking portrayal of a brilliant professor left grappling with the effects of early-onset Alzheimer’s disease.

      But there’s also humor. Victor Meldrew of the television series One Foot in the Grave is a cantankerous old codger whose extreme grumpiness provides the humor of each episode. We never know what Meldrew was like as a young man, but we see him in his later years as resolutely joyless and intolerant, despairing about life and the way people are and, of course, it is always everyone else who is in the wrong. Always. The only vitality about him is the intensity of his annoyance and irritation at the state of the world. He has lost all sight of the goodness of life and the blessings it lavishes on him. He lives shrouded in death.

      It should be no surprise by now that what I mean by this chapter’s title is very different from the worldview of Victor Meldrew. Old age has made him the wrong kind of person, the kind who will never be happy until his one foot in the grave is joined by the other. Rather than living shrouded in death, Ecclesiastes has been teaching us to live shaped by death. It is bracingly realistic about the agonies of aging and dying, but its realism does not go hand in hand with despair.

      In the verses we will consider here, the Preacher’s realism about being an old person leads him to issue commands to a young person. The coming failing of my body should inform the present working of my body. My certain death must invigorate my current life. Putting one foot in the grave is the way to plant the other on the path of life.

      The Bible’s realism about old age and death is both urgent—Rejoice!—and calm—Remember.

      1. The Urgent Realism of Rejoicing, Because Judgment Is Coming

      These verses are an overture to the epilogue of Ecclesiastes. They concentrate the book’s central themes but do so with powerful poetic beauty before the Preacher states his final conclusions in 12:8–14. Ecclesiastes opened with a poem about the cyclical pattern in nature and the world, and now it comes to a close with another poem about the universal pattern inherent in an individual life coming to its end. In chapter 1 generations come and go, but the earth remains forever. Here in chapter 12 we see what that actually looks like, as the young become old and return to the dust of the earth.

      It’s important to observe that youth in this passage is a relative concept, for 11:8 says that enjoyment should be pursued throughout all of life, “however many years anyone may live” (NIV). In fact, by “youth,” the Preacher may mean anyone who has not yet entered the stage of life portrayed in 12:3–8, where body and mind are in decrepit decline. As we have seen throughout, the Preacher knows that this eventual return to dust is the reason to grab hold of life with both hands while the opportunity still exists.

      Derek Kidner says that 11:7 is about “the bliss of being alive.”2 Importantly, it is the first of many creation images in this passage as we are introduced to the pleasures of the sun and light. The Preacher lets us feel the temperature of a beautiful summer’s day wash over our bodies as we bask in its warmth. (Living in Aberdeen, Scotland, means that seeing the sun is not a daily occurrence. It is especially pleasing when it does come into view!) The Preacher is telling us, again, that the good God made a good world, and it is foolishness of the highest order to be blind to its goodness and shimmering glory as we live our lives.

      But just as honeymoons are wasted on couples without children, so too, as the saying goes, youth is wasted on the young. They don’t know how good they have it because their youthfulness is all they have known, and they unthinkingly assume it will last forever. In 1827 William Hazlitt wrote an essay trying to capture what it feels like to be young, compared with feeling old. Death and old age, to the young, are “words without meaning.” They are simply “a dream, a fiction,” and life is “a delightful journey” with no end in sight “to prospect after prospect.” Life is one big opportunity. “To be young is to be as one of the Immortals.”3 Being young feels like being unable to die.

      We should note that the Preacher does not chide the young person in these verses for being young. His instruction is not “You’re young, but don’t forget you’ll one day be old,” so much as “You’re young, so make the most of it with every fiber of your being.” To every person with the capacity to do so, in these words of the Preacher, God says, rejoice, be happy, find joy in the days when you can be physically, mentally, and relationally active. God commands us: “Walk in the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes” (11:9)—for one day the capacity, ability, and desire to do so will all cease.

      Here is where a huge surprise is waiting for us in this passage. Did you skim over the word commands in the paragraph above? You should have raised an eyebrow. Think of how we normally conceive of commands, and ask what it might mean that God commands joy and happiness and delight. They are not optional extras for the Christian believer living in the prime of life. Enjoyment is a command, and to break God’s commands is always to trample his law and to invite his judgment. Does this sound right? Is God really this invested in your happiness?

      Read verse 9 again and notice the final part: “But know that for all these things God will bring you into judgment.” It is possible, of course, that the Preacher is telling us to go off and have fun but, like a parent, is also telling us not to forget the curfew that could ensue should we come home late. He is certainly not encouraging licentious living and wanton abandon to the desires of our heart, for he has been too realistic throughout his book about what our hearts are really like. In verse 10 a more literal reading of the “vexation” of the body that is to be cast off is that “evil” is to be cast off. So it is possible that there is a reminder here that judgment awaits the pursuit of unwise and destructive pleasures. Be careful how you party!

      But I do not think this is the best way to read the verse. It is much more likely that the Preacher is actually including our enjoyment of God’s world, or lack of it, as one of the things that God will call to account in his final reckoning. We have already seen how enjoyment is a gift from God, and, like all his other gifts, we are responsible to God for what we have done with it:

      Human beings are supposed to enjoy life to the full because that is their divinely assigned portion, and God calls one into account for failure to enjoy. . . . Enjoyment is not only permitted, it is commanded; it is not only an opportunity, it is a divine imperative.4

      This means that pleasure is a divine decree that we ignore at our peril. For it is precisely in enjoying the world God has made that we show we have grasped the goodness of the God we say we love. Failure to enjoy is an offense, not merely an oversight. When the child does not enjoy the gift the parent has lavished on him, it is an affront to the parent’s love as much as the child’s deliberately breaking the toy. No parent is glad that Buzz Lightyear sits pristinely in the box rather than being lovingly bashed and bumped in daily adventures. Real relationship involves seeing another person take pleasure in gifts given; delight is what we ask of others as we freely give to them.

      Although the analogy is not identical, God is like this too. It is striking that in Deuteronomy 28:47 Moses tells the people of Israel that the curses of the covenant will befall them, “because you did not serve the Lord your God with joyfulness and gladness of heart, because of the abundance of all things.” Christian living collapses when it is not delighted with the bounty God gives.

      In a suggestively beautiful essay Douglas Jones argues that Christian cultures have failed throughout church history not primarily because of insufficient theological education, or poor doctrine, or inadequate evangelism, or weak leadership, but because of a lack of joy.5 Jones reflects on Deuteronomy 27–30, which highlights the need for covenant faithfulness, but then he points out how in this passage we stumble across the need to be faithful in joy and gladness (Deut. 28:47), and we are dumbstruck: “Since when was that the pivot of reality? Certainly this has to be a divine typo.”6 Jones shows how the joy the people of God were always meant to enjoy in the land is “earthy joy,” sheer delight in the gifts of food and drink and relationships and rest. It is when we enter into those pleasures that we resemble the Trinitarian, self-giving love of God more than when we try to grow a culture based on duty and obedience. The more joyful we are, the more like God we are:

      The broad Christian community has many, many books on joy, but few of them appear to grasp the weight of joy. They tend to talk rather stoically about how to feel pleasure in the midst of dysfunctional relationships. Joy is just a marginal psychological trait, not the center of the universe. How is it that, for centuries, Christendom can write creeds and theological tomes that don’t tell us this simple point from Deuteronomy? Why haven’t we had giant church councils on the nature of joy? Or different schools of thought that wrestle over the intricacies of joy? Why don’t our creeds dedicate long sections to expositing the nature of joy for the people of God?7

      In The Screwtape Letters the devilish writer cannot contain his disgust at the enemy’s obsession with joy:

      He’s a hedonist at heart. All those fasts and vigils and stakes and crosses are only a façade. . . . Out at sea, out in his Sea, there is pleasure, and more pleasure. . . . He has a bourgeois mind. He has filled his world full of pleasures. There are things for humans to do all day long without him minding in the least.8

      Not to live gladly, joyfully, and not to drink deeply from the wells of abundant goodness that God has lavished on us, is sin, and it is a sin because it is a denial of who he is. It is a denial of God’s covenant blessing. It is a repetition of the first sin, the primal sin of pride. Adam and Eve came to believe that God was withholding something good from them, and in taking it upon themselves to get it, they were charging God with not being good to them. In Kidner’s wonderful phrase, “This was the nerve the serpent had touched in Eden, to make even Paradise appear an insult.”9 There is a way of looking at the world that sees God’s goodness gifted to us and that causes us to live with constant wonder at his daily provision. There is another way of living that feels constantly slighted by God and others and becomes a greenhouse for bitter roots to flourish. One day the extent to which we have embraced life’s gifts will be called to account.

      The thing to aim at in life is joy. I suspect that for many of us, increasing our joy needs to start small before we consider going big by taking up skydiving or kite-surfing—although, for some, both things might be wonderful hobbies to pursue. We need to start small, because if we do not find joy in the little things of life, we are unlikely to find it in the big things. Let’s start with gratitude.

      In his two-volume biography of John Stott, Timothy Dudley-Smith records the words of one of Stott’s study assistants who worked with him closely:

      Every afternoon at 4.30 pm I bring Uncle John a cup of coffee. As soon as I set the cup on his desk, he almost always says, somewhat playfully, “I’m not worthy,” usually without moving his bowed head from his papers. One afternoon last week I felt that it was particularly silly for him to equate worthiness with a cup of coffee. When he said, “I’m not worthy,” I responded, “Sure you are.” After a few moments he said, “You haven’t got your theology of grace right.” I said back, “It’s only a cup of coffee, Uncle John.” As I went into his kitchen and began putting things away, I heard him mutter, still with his head bowed to his papers, “It’s just the thin end of the wedge.”10

      When we are not grateful for the little things, it is only a very short step to no longer being grateful for anything. When we do not enjoy and savor and love and laugh and delight in the little things, then we are heading toward losing our delight in anything.

      Victor Meldrew is a comic anti-hero, the exact opposite of the kind of person to be in old age precisely because he is grumpy rather than grateful. Grumpiness is a sin. It is, I think, particularly endemic among males. It is the kind of sin we tolerate and smile at, the kind we indulge as we return to the castle of our home and find it to be not completely to our liking. It is an emotion we cherish in our man caves at the twilight of a day ruined by interruptions and hassles or small children and annoying people. It is an attitude of heart and mind nurtured by the reign of self-pity, and from which the subjects of our self-made kingdom can suffer great harm because they have not treated us as we think we deserve. In the exercise of recalibrating your enjoyment in God’s world, start with your heart. There is no point being like Bear Grylls in the forest at the weekend if living with you all year round is more like meeting the Gruffalo in the woods.

      So start small if you need to. But wherever you start, do start somewhere, for the Preacher’s realism about old age and death is what fuels the command to rejoice and “let your heart cheer you.” It is a command infused with urgency because it can only apply “in the days of your youth.” One day things will change.

      So ask yourself, is your future shaping your present?

      2. The Calm Realism of Remembering That Life Is for Living

      It is no coincidence that the Preacher tells young people to remember their “Creator” in the days of their youth (12:1), rather than simply telling them to remember “God.” Ecclesiastes wants those of us who are young enough to hear him to realize that the doctrine of creation is the wellspring of a life well lived. It orients us to truths about God and about ourselves, which can have a radical impact on how we live in the world.

      Remembering your Creator means remembering that God made a good world, not an evil one, and that we are the ones responsible for spoiling it, not he. Remembering God as Creator means taking my place in the world in the appropriate way and not demanding for myself more than it is my right to have. Jacques Ellul comments,

      You may consider yourself autonomous, but you are incapable of knowing what should be done, incapable of knowing what wisdom is. You are a creature. . . . Our problems do not stem from our failure to stay in our garden. . . . All the evils, and I choose my words carefully, all the evils of the world stem from our taking ourselves to be the Creator.11

      In the previous verse, the Preacher exhorted us to “remove vexation from [our] heart” (11:10) as we pursue joy and happiness in the world. If grumpiness grows with the sin of ingratitude, anxiety flourishes with the sin of idolatry. It is fertilized by the belief that I am in charge of my life and must do all I can to control my circumstances. On the contrary, as Jeffrey Meyers says, anxiety is actually the fool’s response to the fact that his life is a breath: “The fool has not rightly discerned his own vaporous existence. He is frustrated because he cannot manipulate existence to serve him.”12 This is the exasperation of the would-be creator discovering that he is, in fact, only a creature. The words of the Lord Jesus about anxiety sound just like the Preacher in Ecclesiastes. He too is reminding us that we are creatures and God is the Creator who provides for our needs:

      Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, nor about your body, what you will put on. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they?

      And which of you by being anxious can add a single hour to his span of life? And why are you anxious about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow: they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which today is alive and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? Therefore do not be anxious, saying, “What shall we eat?” or “What shall we drink?” or “What shall we wear?” For the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them all. But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you. Therefore do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself. Sufficient for the day is its own trouble. (Matt. 6:25–34)

      The emphasis on creation in Ecclesiastes 11:7–12:8 also serves another purpose here. The call to remember our Creator while we are young is a command to recall how the world was meant to be, and to seek to live in the light of that, before the reality of how the world actually now is catches up with us and sweeps us along in the inevitable descent into old age. The fallenness of the created order has not removed all its goodness and beauty. If we live as if it has, then we have forgotten the Creator. The word “before” appears three times: 12:1, 2, and 6, and verse 6 contains repeated images of the finality of death, which is coming to us all. We must remember who God is, who we are, and how we should live, before the curtain comes down and the life we have been given by God is taken from us again by him.

      Iain Provan points out that just as we have creation imagery throughout the passage—most strongly in verse 2 with the sun and the light, the moon and the stars, all echoing the creation story in Genesis 1—so too the language of these things going dark refers to the “unmaking of creation” as the good and right order of things is reversed.13 Just as God made every person, so at the end, in old age and death, every person is unmade.

      Consider the imagery in 12:2 of darkness and gathering clouds. Note the intensity of the picture: all the light givers, sun and moon and stars, go dark, and the rain does not give way to daylight but only to threatening clouds. As Kidner says, it is a scene to bring home to us the “general desolations of old age.” Not only may the lights of the faculties and the senses begin to fade, but so too the warm glow of old friends, familiar customs, and long-held hopes. Age steals each away. He writes:

      All this will come at a stage when there is no longer the resilience of youth or the prospect of recovery to offset it. In one’s early years, and the greater part of life, troubles and illnesses are chiefly set-backs, not disasters. One expects the sky to clear eventually. It is hard to adjust to the closing of that long chapter: to know that now, in the final stretch, there will be no improvement: the clouds will always gather again, and time will no longer heal, but kill.14

      In the next verses the images change from meteorology to a domestic scene. We turn from the natural world’s slide into darkness to the fall of a great house into tragic disrepair. The Preacher uses the way in which a once magnificent building becomes dilapidated and ruined to depict what it is like to find your body failing with old age. It is a powerful collection of metaphors and allusions.

      The “keepers of the house,” which now tremble, are your hands, once strong and capable of defending you and providing for others. Men in the gym nearly always focus on their arms, the place of strength. One day they will grow limp and begin to tremble. The “strong men” now stooping are legs, no longer even able to bear your own weight. “Grinders” are teeth, “windows” are eyes, “doors” are ears, and eventually they each fail, no longer able to chew sufficiently, or see completely, or hear perfectly.

      Writing in the magazine Vanity Fair before his death from oesophageal cancer, Christopher Hitchens reflected poignantly on what it was like to lose the ability to speak. He came to see the essential link between speaking and writing—think of how a writer is encouraged to “find your voice”—such that “to lose this ability is to be deprived of an entire range of faculty: it is assuredly to die more than a little.”15 That is what the Preacher is picturing here. It is not just that these things are depressing in themselves, which they are; it is that they represent sad degeneration and decline from what once was. “In the brave struggle to survive there is almost a more pointed reminder of decay than in a total ruin.”16

      Old age brings with it light sleep and early waking, a fear of crashing to the ground, of the unknown, and of venturing outdoors (12:5). Hardly a day goes by when one of my children doesn’t fall over and cut or bruise some body part, and yet it can all be laughed off or nursed away. They are young and vigorous; but a trip and a fall when you are old can spell disaster. Hair turns snow white: “the almond tree blossoms.” The agile athlete who used to hop and skip and jump like a grasshopper has now slowed to an undignified Zimmer-frame shuffle. There isn’t much appetite left for anything. With the failing body comes failing desire: he’s back in the corner after lunch, snoozing again.

      In Hazlitt’s words, “We do not die wholly at our deaths.”17

      It all ends, of course, with a funeral. One day death arrives. The Preacher pictures light, provided by a precious golden lamp hanging by a silver thread. He imagines water, held in a vase provided by the pulley at the well (12:6). Life is like the light and the water, and our bodies are like the lamp and thread and vase and wheel, encasing the precious commodities. The time will come when the vessel falls to the ground, and what it carries will ebb away. The body will break. Life will be over.

      One day you will come undone. God’s curse of creation in response to the fall means time will see you unmade. Maybe it will happen without the help of old age. It could come sooner rather than later. Or it may not begin to show for another thirty years. But the Preacher of Ecclesiastes is taking you by the hand and gently asking: before that day comes, how then will you live?

      To sketch an answer, I want to close this chapter by providing in full a short piece by James Russell Miller, a Presbyterian pastor from the late nineteenth century who was also a prolific author. It comes from a collection of essays that Miller intended specifically for young people in his day.

      His piece expresses better than I have been able to do here the essence of the Preacher’s challenge in this part of Ecclesiastes. You will see immediately why it is so relevant. I have thought about all the individuals who first read his words and wondered what became of them as they grew old. Now it is our turn.

      Beautiful Old Age

      Softly, oh softly, the years have swept by thee,

      Touching thee lightly with tenderest care;

      Sorrow and care did they often bring nigh thee,

      Yet they have left thee but beauty to wear.

      This may scarcely seem a fitting theme to introduce in a book meant chiefly for the young, and yet a moment’s reflection will show its appropriateness and practicalness.

      Old age is the harvest of all the years that have gone before. It is the barn into which all the sheaves are gathered. It is the sea into which all the rills and rivers of life flow from their springs in the hills and valleys of youth and manhood. We are each, in all our earlier years, building the house in which we shall have to live when we grow old. And we may make it a prison or a palace. We may make it very beautiful, adorning it with taste and filling it with objects that will minister to our pleasure, comfort and power. We may cover the walls with lovely pictures. We may spread luxurious couches of ease on which to rest. We may lay up in store great supplies of provision upon which to feed in the days of hunger and feebleness. We may gather and pile away large bundles of wood to keep the fires blazing brightly in the long winter days and nights of old age.

      Or we may make our house very gloomy. We may hang the chamber walls with horrid pictures, covering them with ghastly spectres that will look down upon us and haunt us, filling our souls with terror when we sit in the gathering darkness of life’s nightfall. We may make beds of thorns to rest upon. We may lay up nothing to feed upon in the hunger and craving of declining years. We may have no fuel ready for winter fires.

      We may plant roses to bloom about our doors and fragrant gardens to pour their perfumes about us, or we may sow weeds and briers to flaunt themselves in our faces as we sit in our doorways in the gloaming.

      All old age is not beautiful. All old people are not happy. Some are very wretched, with hollow, sepulchral lives. Many an ancient palace was built over a dark dungeon. There were the marble walls that shone with dazzling splendour in the sunlight. There were the wide gilded chambers with their magnificent frescoes and their splendid adornments, the gaiety, the music and the revelry. But deep down beneath all this luxurious splendour and dazzling display was the dungeon filled with its unhappy victims, and up through the iron gratings came the sad groans and moanings of despair, echoing and reverberating through the gilded halls and ceiled chambers; and in this I see a picture of many an old age. It may have abundant comforts and much that tells of prosperity in an outward sense—wealth, honours, friends, the pomp and circumstance of greatness—but it is only a palace built over a gloomy dungeon of memory, up from whose deep and dark recesses come evermore voices of remorse and despair to sadden or embitter every hour and to cast shadows over every lovely picture and every bright scene.

      It is possible to live so as to make old
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