Kohelet: Searching for Happiness
Of all of our holidays, the holiday of Sukkot is the chag that is most associated with the concept of simchah, happiness.  About sukkot the Torah states, ve-samachtah be-chagekhah, there is a special mitzvah to be happy on the holiday of Sukkot.  And only Sukkot is called zeman-simchatenu, a time of happiness.  So we can truly say that Sukkot stands alone as a holiday with a celebration of happiness.
This being the case, it is especially curious that on this holiday of such great happiness, we read a megillah that is associated with the opposite of happiness, i.e. the book of Kohelet, which we read this year on the last day of Sukkot.

Kohelet is a book that is usually known for its sobriety or skepticism or even cynicism.  In fact, Kohelet is so well known for this that many of its disheartening statements are fairly well known in popular culture.  The beginning of the work states, “havel havelim ha-kol hevel, futility of futilities, everything is futile.”  This is a common theme in Kohelet, that no matter what we as human beings try to do in this world, our efforts will be futile.  Everything, says Kohelet, is in God’s hand, we can’t do anything.  Everything we do is futile.  In fact so common is this theme that the word hevel, which means futile, appears 37 times throughout the book. 
Then there’s the other famous phrase from Kohelet, “ein chadash takhat ha-shemesh, there is nothing new under the sun.”  This is a really depressing phrase.  It’s a statement that whatever we try to accomplish creatively in this world is a waste of time.  It’s a cynical remark telling us that our hard work is pointless, everything that we think we are accomplishing or doing has already been done before us.  It’s a statement against the greatness of humanity—we human beings are lacking the very concept which we thought made us special—creativity.  

Then there is the poem that the rock group the Birds made famous.  To every season there is a time.  Et laledet, vaet la-moot, et et la-haraog va-et lirpo.  A time to be born; a time to die; a time to plant; a time to uproot; a time to kill; a time to heal; a time to wreck and a time to build.  This too appears to be a depressing concept.  After all this poem is really a fatalistic view of life.  It’s a statement that whatever is supposed to happen in life will happen, and we are unable to effectively control it.  There is a time to be born and a time to die, and there is very little, if anything, that we ourselves can do to alter our fate.

We’ve seen, just a glimpse of how the Book of Kohelet can really be viewed in a way that is most depressing.  In a way that kind of takes the delight out of our holiday.  And so I think all of us should ask the question:  Why are we reading this book at all, ever, let alone on the joyous holiday of Sukkot? 

The clue to understanding why we read Kohelet can be seen in the way Kohelet himself responds to the very difficult questions that he raises.  Now there are many different approaches to understanding this book, which is really a riddle, but one common approach of scholars is to divide this book into seven parts, into seven different skeptical questions that Kohelet raises.  First Kohelet questions the vanity of toil and human efforts.  The Kohelet questions the vanity of our understanding of the future.  Then he questions the injustice he sees in the world; then the vanity of the pursuit of wealth; then the horror of wickedness that goes unpunished; then Kohelet is bothered by the fact that all men share a common fate—death.  Finally, Kohelet is troubled by the brevity of human life.  

In all of these cases, Kohelet’s response is the same.  His message is a deep one.

Kohelet’s response to all of this skepticism is that we are aware of one thing that we are absolutely given by God.  That thing is Happiness.  Our job is to utilize this happiness.  In a sentence, Kohelet argues in favor of the ethic of happiness.
Listen to how Kohelet responds to the argument of the poem that we read before that our fate is controlled by the seasons.  (A Time to be born and a time to die….)  Kohelet says at the end of the poem.  “Yadati ki ein tov bam ki im lisomach, ve-laasot tov bechayav.  I realized that there is nothing better in life than to be happy and rejoice in life.  Ve-gam kol ha-adam she-yokhal ve-shatah ve-ra-ah tov be-khol amalo matat elohim hi, and so too every man who eats and drinks and enjoys his work, should realize that it is a gift from God.”

Kohelet’s response to all of his skeptical questions is to say:  Wait a second there is something in life, which is real and that thing is happiness.  Happiness is a gift from God, so we are obligated to enjoy that happiness.

This is a theme that Kohelet returns to time and time again throughout the book.  In fact the root samach, happiness, appears seventeen times in this book.  Kohelet’s answer to skepticism and defeat is to be happy.
You’re worried that you are going to die one day.  Kohelet speaking as an older man responds, semach bachur be-yaldutekhah.  Rejoice young man in your happiness.”  Kohelet’s point is that the gift of happiness is a gift from God that we cannot take for granted.

How many of us are like Kohelet was and say, “I simply don’t have time to enjoy life.  I have to work late.  When I make a lot of money I’ll retire and spend a lot of time doing what I really enjoy.”  Kohelet’s message is that life is too short not to realize the beauties in it.  There is never a reason to put off happiness.

This is Koheleet’s message.  All of these pursuits in life which really don’t bring us happiness, like the pursuit of wealth, fame, or passing physical pleasures.  All of this is vanity, because with this we are pushing off real happiness.  We are saying that when we get this or that, then we will be happy.  The point is that we should be doing right now that which will bring us happiness, and not what will bring us happiness ten years from now.

Let’s recall who Kohelet was again.  According to chazal, he was none other than Shlomo Ha-Melekh.  Think about it:  Shlomo Ha-Melekh had everything.  Traditionally, he was the wisest person ever to live; He built the greatest Temple the Jews ever had; He had more wives than any other King evr had; He had more money than any other King of Israel had.  Yet, it is precisely Shlomo Ha-Melekh who teaches us this lesson of happiness.  It is Shlomo Ha-Melekh who tells us that all those possessions he had were futile and vain, simply because he was still searching for happiness. 

On the other hand, Kohelet’s happiness is a happiness of purity and completeness.  It’s a happiness that allows us to feel whole and to realize that what we are doing right this moment is who we are and where we want to be.  This is the message of Kohelet.  Don’t chase after futile pleasures, live your life in a way that brings you true happiness.

This is why we read this book on Sukkot.  It’s a reminder to us what zeman simchatenu really means.  Perhaps that’s why we leave our homes on Sukkot and camp out in a sukkah.  We are stating that real happiness, true happiness, complete happiness, is not found in the physical vanities of life, but rather in the understanding that we are right now today, exactly where we want to be.     

