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 ����A Dumb Question����  
 Text: Ecclesiastes 7:10 
  �Never ask, �Oh, why were things so much better in the old days?�  It�s not an intelligent question.�    
 Good News Bible 
 
 The context for the sermon is provided by these passages: 
 
 Exodus 16:1-5 
On the fifteenth day of the second month after they had left Egypt, the whole company of Israel moved on from Elim 
to the Wilderness of Sin which is between Elim and Sinai. The whole company of Israel complained against Moses 
and Aaron there in the wilderness.  The Israelites said, "Why didn't God let us die in comfort in Egypt where we had 
lamb stew and all the bread we could eat? You've brought us out into this wilderness to starve us to death, the whole 
company of Israel!"  God said to Moses, "I'm going to rain bread down from the skies for you. The people will go 
out and gather each day's ration. I'm going to test them to see if they'll live according to my Teaching or not. On the 
sixth day, when they prepare what they have gathered, it will turn out to be twice as much as their daily ration."   
 The Message 
 
 Numbers 11:1-6 
The people fell to grumbling over their hard life. God heard. When he heard his anger flared; then fire blazed up and 
burned the outer boundaries of the camp.  The people cried out for help to Moses; Moses prayed to God and the fire 
died down.  They named the place Taberah (Blaze) because fire from God had blazed up against them.   The 
riff-raff among the people had a craving and soon they had the People of Israel whining, "Why can't we have meat?  
We ate fish in Egypt �  and got it free! �  to say nothing of the cucumbers and melons, the leeks and onions and garlic. 
 But nothing tastes good out here; all we get is manna, manna, manna."  The Message 
 
 John 2:1-11 
On the third day there was a wedding in Cana of Galilee, and the mother of Jesus was there.  Jesus and his disciples 
had also been invited to the wedding.  When the wine gave out, the mother of Jesus said to him, "They have no 
wine."  And Jesus said to her, "Woman, what concern is that to you and to me? My hour has not yet come."  His 
mother said to the servants, "Do whatever he tells you."  Now standing there were six stone water jars for the Jewish 
rites of purification, each holding twenty or thirty gallons.  Jesus said to them, "Fill the jars with water." And they 
filled them up to the brim.  He said to them, "Now draw some out, and take it to the chief steward." So they took it.  
When the steward tasted the water that had become wine, and did not know where it came from (though the servants 
who had drawn the water knew), the steward called the bridegroom and said to him, "Everyone serves the good wine 
first, and then the inferior wine after the guests have become drunk. But you have kept the good wine until now." 
Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him. New Revised Standard Version
 
 
So many times when a new group is forming in the church, I try to make people comfortable by 
encouraging them to ask whatever questions they have, reminding them there�s no such thing as a 
dumb question.   The text from Ecclesiastes that is before us says something quite different.  
There is such a thing as a dumb question: ����Never ask, ����Oh, why were things so much better in 
the old days?����  It ����s not an intelligent question.����  
 
But, oh my, we ask that question often and we have been asking it forever.  The people of Israel 
longed to be free from their slavery in Egypt.  Moses was their God-send.  He liberated them 
but it took forty years of wandering in the wilderness before they reached  the Promised Land.  
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During those years of hardship, life in Egypt didn�t seem so bad.  Even if they were slaves, at 
least they had enough to eat.  They complained to the Lord who responded by sending manna.  
They complained some more because they didn�t have any meat.  The Lord responded by 
sending quails. 
 
For the reading of scripture during worship I usually do so from a traditional translation.  This 
morning I just had to use The Message because it tickles my funny bone �  especially the last 
paragraph in the reading from the Book of Numbers. 
 
The riff-raff among the people had a craving and son they had the People of Israel 
whining, ����Why can����t we have meat?����   We ate fish in Egypt ����  and got it free! ����  to say 
nothing of the cucumbers and melons, the leeks and onions and garlic.  But nothing tastes 
good out here; all we get is manna, manna, manna. 
 
Some days, in this world in which we live, it feels as if we are wandering in a wilderness.   
 
�Whenever you turn on the television all you ever get is sex, sex, sex...�  
 
�Whenever you watch the 11:00 news all you ever hear about is crime, crime, crime...�  
 
�Whenever you pick up the newspaper all you read about is war, war, war...�  
 
�Whenever you plan a church activity for children or youth all you hear about is soccer, soccer, 
soccer...�  
 
With all due respect to whatever philosopher wrote Ecclesiastes, which on the whole is a pretty 
depressing book, there are times when the old days at least felt better, even if they weren�t better. 
 
Whose heart is not warmed by a Norman Rockwell painting such as this? 
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And who can�t appreciate when life seemed to be so simple �  
Ward went to work, June stayed home and did the housework,  
and Wally and the Beaver were always so obedient. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Archie Bunker is from a bygone era as far as we�re concerned, 
but even he longed for the good old days.  Can�t you hear him 
singing...?  Boy, the way Glen Miller played. Songs that made 
the hit parade.  Guys like us, we had it made. Those were the 
days. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Yes, for the most part, those were �happy days.�      
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Even on those days that didn�t quite satisfy your pursuit of happiness, at least you probably had 
your youth, your health, your spouse, your job.  Or maybe they were not always as good as you 
remember. Ecclesiastes begins:   
 

Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity.   What 
do people gain from all the toil at which they toil under the sun?   A 
generation goes, and a generation comes,  but the earth remains forever ... 
What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be done; 
there is nothing new under the sun ...   I saw all the deeds that are done 
under the sun; and see, all is vanity and a chasing after wind.i  

 
I told you the book can be depressing, but there�s some truth to it.  As someone more recently 
has said, � the more things change, the more they remain the same.�    
 
Will Rogers� famous line is quite prophetic: �The schools aren�t what they used to be; they never 
were.�   It�s politically correct to point out the failure of public education, but when I listen to my 
teacher wife rehearse all the challenges faced in today�s classrooms, I�m amazed that the schools 
do as well as they do.  Children still graduate, go to university and become doctors, scientists, 
lawyers, engineers, etc.  Schools today have unique challenges, but I don�t know of anyone who 
would advocate returning to one-room school houses. 
 
Kid�s aren�t what they used to be; they never were.  That�s a nostalgic picture, but not 
representative of days gone by.  Every generation has complained that the upcoming generation 
is going to hell in a handbasket.  How many times have you heard this quote?   
 

The children now love luxury; they have bad manners, contempt for authority; 
they show disrespect for elders and love chatter in place of exercise. Children are 
now tyrants, not the servants of their households. They no longer rise when elders 
enter the room. They contradict their parents, chatter before company, gobble up 
dainties at the table, cross their legs, and tyrannize their teachers. 

 
It was either Plato or Socrates.  Google isn�t sure!  One thing is for sure, it was better in the 
good old days when children did not keep an arsenal of weapons in their bedrooms and when a 
mother would never think of buying her son an assault rifle.ii 
 
Cities aren�t what they used to be; they never were.  The number of murders in Philadelphia 
stands at 315 �  a fraction more than one a day.  Everyone is perplexed by such a deplorable 
statistic, and  well they should.  But I read somewhere that officials were concerned of reaching 
a murder rate that had not been seen since 1980.  That�s more than a generation ago.  Maybe 
things aren�t so different today after all.   
 
The church isn�t what it used to be; it never was!  Today�s church is torn asunder by conflict and 
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denominationalism.  Well, so was the church of yesterday.  Read the New Testament and note 
the conflict between Peter and Paul.  Read Paul�s letters.  In that regard, there is nothing new 
under the sun.   
 
During the generation during which I have served the church, people have been wringing their 
hands over our declining membership.  �Remember the 1950's,�  they would say, � those years 
after the War when you couldn�t build churches fast enough.  What went wrong!?�   I admit I 
have an unusual, if not twisted, way of looking at things, but I think there was a lot of social 
pressure in those old days to join a church.  Being a church member is no longer considered 
necessary for an acceptable life in society.  I rejoice in that!  I believe it is better today because 
when people join a church it is not likely that they do so because it is the socially acceptable 
thing to do.  Society doesn�t give a hoot whether or not you participate in the life of the Christian 
community.  I believe people become participants in the life of the Christian community because 
they feel called to do so and sincerely want to learn more about being disciples of Jesus Christ.   
 
Yes, there�s so much competition today from many fronts for the church and its programs.  But 
maybe things weren�t any different in the old days.  In the process of cleaning out my files, I 
came across the Sunday bulletin for First Presbyterian Church, Clarion, PA dated September 2, 
1928.   I do not know why it was in my files, but I assure you I was not the pastor there in 1928! 
 What amused me was this announcement for the Wednesday night prayer meeting. 
 

The Pastor will finish the study of the �Seven Churches of Asia.�   Let as many of 
us as can, make a start at prayer meeting and have the best year�s attendance we 
have ever had.  We sometimes wonder what is wrong with the church.  Is not the 
real question, What is wrong me us?  I am only one, but I am one, and I either 
help or hinder by my faithfulness or lack of it. 

 
People were wondering what was wrong with the church in 1928?  I love it!  Misery does love 
company!  One commentator quips that �Ecclesiastes tells us not to ask why the old days were 
better than these, because such a question arises, not from wisdom, but from amnesia.�   Of 
course, what the writer of Ecclesiastes did not know �  there would be something new under the 
sun �  God�s Son, Jesus the Christ. 
 
Jesus said, "No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of 
God." iii  
We are called to live in the present, not in the past.  Yes, we need to learn from the past so we 
don�t repeat its mistakes, but we are to live in the present.   How could we stand before God if 
Jesus paid more attention to our past rather than all we might become in the future?  
 
 ����He shall not judge by what his eyes see, or decide by what his ears hear...���� iv  
 
 ���� If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities, Lord, who could stand?  But there is forgiveness 
with you, so that you may be revered.���� v 
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Love never gives up. 
Love cares more for others than for self. 
Love doesn't want what it doesn't have. 
Love doesn't strut, 
Doesn't have a swelled head,  
Doesn't force itself on others, 
Isn't always "me first," 
Doesn't fly off the handle, 
Doesn't keep score of the sins of others,  
Doesn't revel when others grovel, 
Takes pleasure in the flowering of truth,  
Puts up with anything, 
Trusts God always, 
Always looks for the best, 
Never looks back, 
But keeps going to the end.vi 

 
Yes, there is something new under the sun.  In the story of the wedding reception in Cana of 
Galilee, the guests had gone through gallons and gallons of Mogan David wine.  When it all ran 
out, Jesus� mother used her influence and asked him to remedy the situation.  He did and the 
wine that he made was superior to the best Camus Cabernet.  The wine steward couldn�t believe 
his taste buds.  ����Everyone serves the good wine first, and then the inferior wine after the 
guests have become drunk.  But you have kept the good wine until now.����  
 
That miracle was a sign of many things, not the least of which is that the best is yet to come.  
The cup of new life is always there for us to drink.  No matter how much we are drunk on the 
memories of  the good old days, no matter how burdened we are by the failures and sins of the 
past; no matter how much we feel hemmed in by the circumstances of our lives,  there is always 
a freedom offered to us by Jesus Christ �  a freedom to begin anew and, by God�s grace, to live 
life fully and completely, �never looking back, but keeping going to the end.�  
  
                                                 
i. Ecclesiastes 1:1-4, 9, 14 

ii. This past week�s news carried a story reporting that a 14-year-old boy had such an arsenal 
in his bedroom and planned a Columbine-type attack on Plymouth-Whitemarsh High 
School which is only about 6 miles from Ambler. 

iii. Luke 9:62 

iv. Isaiah 11:3 
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v. Psalm 130:3-4 

vi. 1 Cor. 13:4-7 (The Message) 


