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  Introduction



What have I got myself into? 

I’m sure that question is burning in your mind. That is good. That means you are thinking and thinking is exactly what this collection of blog posts is intended to provoke. 

I write a post for my blog at least once a week, so naturally, after a while, these posts start to pile up. I went through them and compiled all the ones that dealt with religion, the Church, and/or Christianity. 

In these posts, I tackle issues of race, the problem of evil, the problem of suffering, and many other issues that Church types are often afraid to discuss. However, they are not meant to tear down specific people or personalities. They are only meant to provoke constructive discussion on different ideas. 

That’s it. I promise. 

Did I get it right all the time? I’d love to think so, but the entire world knows that probably isn’t the case. All I ask is for is reasonable consideration and discussion of my ideas and I’ll grant the same to you and yours. If Scripture can be found to settle the issue, then we’ll leave it at that. 

Fair enough? Good. 

This volume consists of three books. 

Book 1. The Decline of the Church (and Other Stuff Christians Don’t Want to Talk About) 

Short creative essays and stories about Christian issues. 

Book 2. Lessons Learned in the Mourning

Personal reflections on the death of loved ones. 

Book 3. Beauty in a Scorched Land

A story and personal reflections after a time of working in Africa. 

Thanks for diving into this collection, I hope it provokes you…in a good way :)

Feel free to get in touch with me if you want to discuss any of these items further. 

Have a good day,

Kelvin

www.kelvinbueckert.com
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“My first sermon. It was preached on May 2, 2021. Outside, on a rainy Sunday morning.” -Kelvin

***

Good morning, I’ll have to admit, this feels a bit unusual. Usually, when I’m on stage I’m doing other things, as some of you know. However, you can rest assured that I won’t do those sorts of things today. Maybe that’s a disappointment…or maybe that’s a relief. I don’t know.

In any case, today we’re going to look at some scripture and see what it has to say to us. If you want to follow along, turn to Ecclesiastes chapter 1. While you are doing that, let me ask you a couple of questions.

Have you ever felt tired and worn out?

Have you ever felt discouraged?

No, you don’t need to raise your hand or honk your horns.

I think it’s safe to say that we have all experienced times of discouragement.

I know I have. I can think of a time in my life when I burned myself out so badly that some people close to me thought I was having a heart attack.

I won’t get into all the reasons for why that happened. I will say that what I learned then is that you can stress yourself out so much, you can work yourself so hard, that your body emits certain chemicals to shut you down.

This isn’t as much fun as it sounds. Believe me.

For quite a few months after that encounter with extreme burnout, I was quite discouraged. I was in a lockdown-type situation and I couldn’t even blame the government for it. I had brought all that trouble on myself. After that moment of crisis, I had to spend months resting to build up strength again. I had a lot of time to think and the things I was thinking were similar to what we will read in our first Scripture passage this morning. Ecclesiastes Chapter 1.

The words of the Teacher,[a] son of David, king in Jerusalem:

2 “Meaningless! Meaningless!”

says the Teacher.

“Utterly meaningless!

Everything is meaningless.”

3 What do people gain from all their labors

at which they toil under the sun?

4 Generations come and generations go,

but the earth remains forever.

5 The sun rises and the sun sets,

and hurries back to where it rises.

6 The wind blows to the south

and turns to the north;

round and round it goes,

ever returning on its course.

7 All streams flow into the sea,

yet the sea is never full.

To the place the streams come from,

there they return again.

8 All things are wearisome,

more than one can say.

The eye never has enough of seeing,

nor the ear its fill of hearing.

9 What has been will be again,

what has been done will be done again;

there is nothing new under the sun.

10 Is there anything of which one can say,

“Look! This is something new”?

It was here already, long ago;

it was here before our time.

11 No one remembers the former generations,

and even those yet to come

will not be remembered

by those who follow them.

Keep your finger in Ecclesiastes, we’ll get back to it in a minute or two. But first, let’s take a moment to consider this passage. Picture this, Solomon is sitting in his palace, surrounded by all the luxuries of his time, and he is writing the words I just read. He describes the cycles of nature, the rivers running…the wind blowing…there is always something to tickle the ears, and our eyes always something more to look at. None of this ever changes and really, what does it all matter anyway? None of us will be remembered by those who come after us…and so, what is the point? WHAT IS the POINT of it all? That is the big question of Ecclesiastes.

And because of that, many people ask what is the point of even reading Ecclesiastes? It’s too depressing and life has enough depressing things in it already. Well, don’t give up yet…we’ve just begun our study. Maybe by the end of this message, you’ll look at this book a little differently.

Ecclesiastes takes its name from the Greek ekklesiastes, a translation of the title by which the main figure refers to himself: Kohelet, meaning something like “one who convenes or addresses an assembly”. Or, as some translate it, teacher. It is a controversial book. Some people have wondered if it should actually be in the Bible or not.

Maybe you are one of those people. If so, I would ask you to consider a typical map. A map shows us the bigger picture of the area where we are traveling. It shows us the way we need to go. It also shows us the roads that aren’t paved, the bush trails, and the roads that go nowhere.

If the Bible is our map to life, Ecclesiastes is a book that shows us the bush trails and the dead ends.

Other people ask, what does Solomon know about anything anyway? He may have started off well, but he sure made a mess of his life. Well, that is true. But consider chapter 12 of 1 King that we just heard read for us. The Lord himself said that there will never again be anyone like Solomon. He was the wisest man who ever lived. That is a pretty amazing endorsement. Now, since the wisest man who ever lived explored many of the things that this world has to offer and then wrote down what he discovered, wouldn’t it be worth taking a look to see what he found out?

If having bigger and better experiences was the answer, Solomon had a life full of the best experiences of his time, but at the end of his life, he was still looking for something more.

If gathering more knowledge was enough to bring peace of mind, Solomon should have been a man at peace with himself and the world around him.

If having more things is the key to happiness…Solomon should have been one of the happiest characters around. However, what do we read in Ecclesiastes Chapter 2?

So I hated life because the work that is done under the sun was grievous to me. All of it is meaningless, a chasing after the wind. 18 I hated all the things I had toiled for under the sun because I must leave them to the one who comes after me. 19 And who knows whether that person will be wise or foolish? Yet they will have control over all the fruit of my toil into which I have poured my effort and skill under the sun. This too is meaningless. 20 So my heart began to despair over all my toilsome labor under the sun. 21 For a person may labor with wisdom, knowledge, and skill, and then they must leave all they own to another who has not toiled for it. This too is meaningless and a great misfortune. 22 What do people get for all the toil and anxious striving with which they labor under the sun? 23 All their days their work is grief and pain; even at night, their minds do not rest. This too is meaningless.

Basically, Solomon continues building on the theme that he began in Chapter 1. The ultimate futility of all the brilliant things that he was busy working on and the realization that he would have to leave everything he worked so hard for to someone who didn’t work for them at all.

This was a depressing thought for him. But isn’t this true? All things we work so hard for in this world are going to go to somebody else in the end. We don’t get to stay on this earth forever.

Maybe we don’t like to consider ideas like this.

Maybe deep down we think we don’t really have anything much in common with Solomon. He was rich and famous. He was just another person who had it all and then went off the deep end. The entertainment business is full of these sorts of stories. You know how actors are. We can shake our heads and thank God that we aren’t like those kinds of people.

But, let me ask you this, what if we as a society have more in common with the author of Ecclesiastes than we think?

Did you know that you are probably one of the richest people in the world? Maybe you don’t believe me…but according to the global rich list, it only takes an annual income of $32,400 to join the world’s richest 1%. Do you feel rich this morning? Well, you are. It would take workers in poor nations like Zimbabwe 31 years to earn this amount. Yes, compared to them, those of us in North America are unbelievably rich in material things.

However, despite being in the world’s richest 1%, 22 percent of surveyed Canadians reported that they had been diagnosed with depression, with another 20 percent saying they had received an anxiety disorder diagnosis. Both of those rates are the highest MHRC has measured, and if you think this is because of COVID, this is only four percentage points higher than before the pandemic.

If you spend any time at all on social media, watching the news, down at the coffee shop, or even looking in the mirror, it would be easy to get the impression that people these days are not very happy.

What will it take to make us happy?

Would we be happy if tomorrow morning they announced that COVID was gone for good? Probably for a while…but how long would it take for us to find something else to complain about?

Would we be happier if we had bigger and better experiences?

Would we finally achieve peace of mind if we had more money or nicer things?

According to Ecclesiastes, the answer is no. According to Solomon, all these things are meaningless, a chasing after the wind. We can spend our lives working ourselves sick to get them, but in the end, we don’t get to keep them anyway.

This can be a depressing thought, however, I would suggest to you this morning that there is also encouragement and direction to be found in Ecclesiastes.

What? How could Ecclesiastes be an encouragement? Well, let’s consider the common theme we find throughout the book of Ecclesiastes. I’m not going to read the whole book to you now, but I would encourage you to study up at home for yourselves. As we flip through the chapters of Ecclesiastes the common letter we find is…I…as in, I set my heart to study…I set my hands to work…I decided to test all these things to see what was good…and so on.

The common letter is I…I did all these things…and who did I do all these things for? Me!

When we put ourselves at the center of everything isn’t this where the worries start?

We worry that we don’t have enough money. Then when we get more money, we worry that somebody might take that money away from us.

We worry about how to get bigger crowds and more applause, then when we get them, we worry that we might lose them.

We worry that if we don’t do everything ourselves, it won’t be done right. Then, we worry about how tired we’re getting because of all the work that we are doing.

Now, hard work, applause, and money can be nice things. The problems start when we give them a higher place in our lives than they should have. We can invest our whole lives in getting money and applause for ourselves but the truth is, all the time that we invest in ourselves will die with us. When we realize this, we start writing books like Ecclesiastes.

With that in mind, what is the moral of the book? What did Solomon learn from all his striving? Flip over to Ecclesiastes Chapter 12, starting at verse 9.

9 Not only was the Teacher wise, but he also imparted knowledge to the people. He pondered and searched out and set in order many proverbs.

10 The Teacher searched to find just the right words, and what he wrote was upright and true.

11 The words of the wise are like goads, their collected sayings like firmly embedded nails—given by one shepherd.

12 Be warned, my son, of anything in addition to them. Of making many books there is no end, and much study wearies the body.

13 Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the duty of all mankind.

14 For God will bring every deed into judgment, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil.

Here we see the conclusion of the matter.

Life is not all about me, it is all about the Lord and what he wants!

Maybe that doesn’t seem like that big of a revelation to some of you…but this is good news! We don’t have to work ourselves to death trying to scrape together more applause, more things. Instead of wasting our lives trying to impress other people, we can rest in the Lord. But don’t take my word for it, listen to these verses from Luke 12 starting at verse 22.

22Then, turning to his disciples, Jesus said, “That is why I tell you not to worry about everyday life—whether you have enough food to eat or enough clothes to wear. 23For life is more than food, and your body more than clothing. 24Look at the ravens. They don’t plant or harvest or store food in barns, for God feeds them. And you are far more valuable to him than any birds! 25Can all your worries add a single moment to your life? 26And if worry can’t accomplish a little thing like that, what’s the use of worrying over bigger things?

27“Look at the lilies and how they grow. They don’t work or make their clothing, yet Solomon in all his glory was not dressed as beautifully as they are. 28And if God cares so wonderfully for flowers that are here today and thrown into the fire tomorrow, he will certainly care for you. Why do you have so little faith?

29“And don’t be concerned about what to eat and what to drink. Don’t worry about such things. 30These things dominate the thoughts of unbelievers all over the world, but your Father already knows your needs. 31Seek the Kingdom of God above all else, and he will give you everything you need.

Doesn’t this kind of lifestyle sound a lot more appealing than the verses from Ecclesiastes that we looked at at the beginning? 

Instead of wearing ourselves out trying to control everything, to draw attention to ourselves, to build our own kingdoms. We need to seek something higher, we need to seek first the kingdom of God. This is a complete shift in mindset. 

What does this look like in real life? Let’s ponder that for the next few minutes. To start things off. I have another show business story for you. 

He was a success!

He had achieved exactly what he had dreamed of since he was a young man.

His songs were in constant rotation on the radio. In fact, one of them set a station record for sitting at number one on their chart for 16 straight weeks.

Needless to say, his band was in demand which meant that he was constantly on the road. Things were looking up. Before he knew it, he was playing his songs to over 20,000 people at the Toronto Skydome.

However, all was not well. Those closest to him were worried about the dark places this lifestyle was taking him. At least one member of his family was known to pray against his success. Why would anyone pray against a success like this? Because all this success was bringing him things that were destroying him and even more success was sure to bring about total destruction.

As time went on, the prayers of his family were answered in a dramatic way. On the brink of greater success his band broke up and everything stopped.

The touring, the accolades…everything.

What was he supposed to do now?

For my brother-in-law, Pete, getting on track meant giving up the band life. Some people wonder why he wouldn’t want to go back to everything that he had. But Peter, like Solomon, has realized that these things are meaningless.

He doesn’t need the applause of a crowd to feel like his life has value. Now he is preaching in a small Church on Opaskywak Cree Nation and he is glad to be there. 

He has changed his perspective on life. He has realized that there are greater things to pursue than being number 1. You know, sometimes we too are tempted to think that the celebrity lifestyle is where it is at, if we only have a hit show we’ll have it made, everybody will like us and because they like us, they’ll change their lives. The North American church has invested an incredible amount of money in this sort of thinking. However, the latest statistics are clear. Despite all the wonderful things we’ve purchased and all the great experiences that we’ve had, Christianity in North America is in decline. 

However, the places in the world where people have little in the way of material possessions…the places that don’t have a building that they can call a Church. They meet at the third banyan tree outside the village…the places where they can’t even afford to drive, so they walk, sometimes for hours, just to meet together with other Christians. Those so-called third-world countries are the places that Christianity is growing at a very rapid pace. 

We in North America have everything that the world says that we need for success. What do these people in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East, have that we don’t?

Does this mean that we in North America need to work harder to get God on our side? 

Do we need to buy more books and go to more weekend seminars?

I would suggest to you that it means that we need to change our perspective. 

It is not about us striving to try to impress God, to earn a divine blessing from above. 

The Bible clearly says that it was while we were sinners that Christ died for us. We have already been offered the best possible gift that we could receive. The gift of Jesus Christ. Not because we managed to impress God with all our hard work…not because we had the coolest show in town, not because of everything that we have done. But in spite of everything that we have done!

All our righteousness is like filthy rags in the sight of the Lord. There is nothing we can do to make ourselves good enough for heaven and you know, this is very good news! The Christian life isn’t all about us trying to get God on side with what we are doing. It is about us getting on side with what God is doing. It is about us humbly accepting the grace that is a gift of God, leaving our old ways, and living a new life. 

It is about a complete shift in our mindset. It is about moving our focus from ourselves to higher things and keeping our focus on that. 

I doubt that many of you here have spent much time reading acting textbooks. However, one of those textbooks has this advice. The job of an actor is not to be liked or to receive applause. It is to play the part you are given. 

In other words. Don’t get sidetracked. 

Don’t start fretting over the director, the other actors, or that crazy person at the back of the theater. Focus on the part you have to play and serving the greater story. That’s it. 

Acting can be hard work, but people who heed this advice have a lot easier time of it than those who chase everything else under the sun. 

As followers of Jesus, we too need to keep our focus on playing our part in the greater story…the kingdom of God.

It is all too easy to get sidetracked by what we see on TV or on social media. 

We may have accepted the grace that is a gift of God at one time in our lives, but if we spend too much time stewing over the latest headlines we can easily find ourselves full of anger, bitterness, and thoughts of revenge. 

The next thing you know, we are back to thinking it is all up to me…I’m the one who needs to teach these people a lesson. But you know, if we want to teach other people a lesson, it helps if we learn a few lessons ourselves first.

We need to focus on higher things. Later tonight, what will the sky above us look like? If the sky is clear, we’ll see a great canvas of stars and planets above us…and you know, those millions of stars and planets that we can see would just be a tiny part of the entire universe. The next time we see a sky like this, we would do well to ask ourselves the questions we find in the book of Job. 

Was I there when the stars were lit up?

Is it my power that keeps the whole universe running? 

Do I know the One who does? Do I really know him?

If I know the One who runs the entire universe, why am I so worried about all the trivial things here on Earth? Why am I in turmoil because of what that one guy said on Facebook? Why am I letting these people on tv steal the joy of the Lord from my life?

You know, the God of the universe has been dealing with human beings and their wild ideas for a lot longer than we have. I’m pretty sure he can handle them. Our job is to make sure that we are not one of the wild-eyed human beings that God needs to deal with. We need to stay focused on the mission. We need to fear God and do his commands.

If we truly fear the Lord, we will be concerned with what He is concerned about. Things of eternal value. And you know, Human beings are the only things made on Earth that have eternal value. 

This isn’t some abstract concept. If our perspective in life has truly shifted away from ourselves, if we truly have come to rest in the promises of God, the people around us will benefit. 

If we are tech-savvy, we might use our social media presence to encourage people to seek a new life. If we are mechanically inclined, we could that old lawnmower that our neighbor has wanted us to fix for the past two years. If we are farmers, we could finish harvesting our neighbor’s crop while he is in divorce court for the third time. 

Not because the neighbor deserves any help because of what he has done, but because our lives are no longer just about doing things that only benefit ourselves. Our lives are focused on higher things, in this case witnessing to the grace that we ourselves have received…even though we didn’t deserve it either. 

We can tell people the good news that they don’t need to spend their lives working to try and win the approval of others or of God…but we cannot force anyone to change. According to Titus chapter 3, a life is transformed through the cleansing work of the Holy Spirit. It isn’t about us tricking them, or coming up with some scheme to force them into it. We do our part and we let God do his. 

We can train ourselves to say yes when the Lord brings opportunities our way…and we can do our best when we work at them, but we also need to realize that we may never see the full impact of the things that we’ve done on earth until we get to Heaven. And that’s okay, we don’t need to know everything, we need to get to know the one who does. 

If we truly know the creator, the holder of the power who created the universe, we can rest in the truth that he is more than capable of providing what we need to fulfill his will, and bringing good fruit from our small efforts on behalf of his Kingdom. 

This should be a comfort. Not because I said it, but because He said it. 

We are not the Savior of the World…He is. We don’t have to do everything and fix everyone. Our part is to do the good works that he has prepared in advance for us to do…through the power that he himself provides! Not to try and impress other people or God himself, but because this is our reasonable service. An act of thanksgiving and worship to God for the goodness that he has shown us through his son Jesus Christ.

Even though we may well experience problems when we walk in the footsteps of Jesus, we can rest in the promise that the problems of this world are temporary problems, not the eternal problems that come from a life spent on selfish pursuits. 

Today I presented two ways of life to you. One way is described in the book of Ecclesiastes. A life of striving for the things and approval of this world. 

The other way of life is described in Matthew Chapter 11.

25 At that time Jesus declared, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children; 26 yes, Father, for such was your gracious will.[g] 27 All things have been handed over to me by my Father, and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him. 28 Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”

Maybe you are tired and discouraged today. Maybe you’re like Solomon, you’ve been working for all the things that this world has to offer but you’ve realized that you’ve succeeded in everything that doesn’t really matter. Maybe you’ve been spending sleepless nights tossing and turning over all the things on the news. Maybe you’ve been stewing over some local politician who needs to be taught a lesson. Whatever it is that is distracting from the rest that Jesus offers, I would encourage you to let it go. Accept the free gift of grace that God is offering and rest in the hope of his good promises. You know, in Isaiah chapter 40 it says this. 

“He gives power to the faint, and to him who has no might he increases strength. Even youths shall faint and be weary, and young men shall fall exhausted, but they who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings like eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they shall walk and not faint.” Is. 40:29-31 That sounds like a pretty good deal to me. What do you think?
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To say that evil is a problem is an understatement. 

If you doubt the capacity of the human race for evil, take a moment to watch the news sometime.

However, is it possible to say that someone is evil without also assuming that there is also some standard of good? 

If there is no real standard of good, then there can be no evil. All that would exist in a world without standards would be meaningless actions, none any better than the other. In such a world it would be foolish to expect justice for anything, for nothing could really be considered as wrong. 

However, if there is some standard of good, then, wouldn’t it follow that the opposite of this standard would be evil? 

In a world subject to some standard of goodness, it would only be natural to long for justice…for goodness. 

The next questions are natural ones. If there is a higher standard, who created this standard? 

If there is a higher law, who was the chief justice who handed down this law?

Could a higher law be a product of evolution? 

Well, caring for the weak is usually celebrated as a virtue, but this and other virtues don’t really fit in with the evolutionary theory that only the strongest specimens survive. Caring for the weak, and showing love and mercy to your enemies doesn’t help you get ahead. Might and cunning are what you need to survive in a world full of animals. Think of it, allowing the weaker genes to survive would only weaken your own genetic line and eventually ensure your own extinction. 

If there is a higher standard standing in opposition to the evil instincts found in the human race, wouldn’t it make more sense that this standard would come from a source outside the human race?

Could it be that there is more to this universe than the madness we see on our televisions? 

I have faith that there is, that faith is the foundation of my hope. 
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For now, you may find yourself stumbling

but I urge you to choose the path leading upward, toward the battle

noble squire, don’t stop walking

away from that valley cursed by the death rattle

for there are only two paths to choose from here

at the dark crescendo of your ordeal

the easy path that leads down to the crowded cauldron of fear

the feast of fools, where the filthy rags of the jesters reveal

the empty reward that comes from avoiding the trial of fire

choose instead the way of the crown prince, your master

feed all you have to give to its foundry, watch its flames leap higher

for through the struggle, you will be given jewels glistening with luster

the priceless souls you’ve encouraged through the example of your courage

those you’ve freed from the cackling of jesters living in poverty valley

stay strong in your convictions, cling to the words of this weary sage

our prince longs for a greater reward to tally

indeed dear squire, longing to be a knight

the punishment for those who choose to travel the narrow road

will be victory, ultimate freedom from this treacherous night

the well-deserved harvest of all good seeds that you have sowed…
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