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Chapter LIX: Kohelet (Ecclesiastes)

Essay 1. Acceptance of the Book of Kohelet
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There is a midrash on the verse “What profit has a man from all his labor that he labors
beneath the sun?”

Rabbi Binyamin said, the sages sought to hide away the book of
Ecclesiastes, because they found in it words that incline toward heresy. They
said: all the wisdom of Solomon comes to say, “What profit has a man from all
his labor,” but one might think [think that he meant] even in the labor of Torah.
They reconsidered and said: He did not say “in all labor,” but rather “in his
labor”; in his labor there is no [profit from his] labor, but he does [profit from
his] labor in the labor of Torah.

- Eccl. Rabbah 1:3
It is difficult to understand this: Is this such a far-fetched matter, that they could not
understand it at first before seeking to hide the book? What does it mean, “they reconsidered
and said”? Further, there is a difficulty because it is written “in all his labor,” and the word
“all” includes every kind of labor, even the labor of Torah.
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However, there is one resolution to the other: indeed, the word “all” does include the
labor of Torah, but as it says in chapter 6 of tractate Pesachim:
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Rav Sheshet every thirty days would review his studies, and he would
stand and lean against the bolt of the door and say: Rejoice my soul, rejoice
my soul, for you I have read [Scripture], for you I have studied [Mishnah].

[The Gemara asks:] Is that so [that Torah study is beneficial only for the
soul of the person who has studied]? But didn’t Rabbi Elazar say: If not for the
Torah, heaven and earth would not be sustained, as it is stated: “If not for My
Covenant by day and by night, I would not have set up the laws of heaven and
earth.”! [The Gemara answers:] But initially, when a person does [this mitzva],
he does it for himself. [Only afterward does he have in mind the benefit that will
be brought to the entire world.]

- Pesachim 68b
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The initial assumption of the questioner was that whoever labors in Torah must labor
for the sustenance of the world, and not for his own sustenance. This initial assumption was
what [the rabbis] too had at first when they debated whether to include Kohelet in canon;
therefore they could not distinguish between “in his labor” and “labor” in general. So they
sought to hide the book, because since the word “all” includes even the labor of Torah, it
would be impossible to say “What profit has a man from all his labor that he labors beneath the
sun.”

But afterward they arrived at the resolution: that when a person engages in Torah, at
first he does so with himself in mind, in line with the teaching “A person should always
occupy himself with Torah and commandments even not for their own sake, for from doing
so not for their own sake, he will come to do so for their own sake.”” Then they went back and
interpreted the word “in his labor” as referring not to all Torah labor, but only to that which
is from the outset for his own sake, which is not for [the Torah’s] own sake. That alone is
called “his labor.” So even if the word “all” does include Torah, it is not meant in a heretical way,
G-d forbid, that there is no value in laboring in Torah. Rather, it refers only to those who learn
Torah for their own sake, and not for the sake of Torah and the sustenance of the world.

! Jer. 33:25.
2 Pesachim 50b.
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In chapter 4 of tractate Pesachim it is brought:

Rava raised a contradiction: It is written: “For Your mercy is great
above the heavens, and Your truth reaches the skies” (Psalms 108:5), and it is
[also] written, “For Your mercy is great unto the heavens, and Your truth reaches
the skies” (Psalms 57:11). Here, [when] one performs [a mitzva] for its own sake
[G-d’s mercy is above the heavens], here [when] one performs [a mitzva] not for
its own sake [G-d’s mercy only reaches the heavens].

- Pesachim 50b
The Rif explained in Ein Yaakov: Regarding those who act for its own sake, even the heavens
are sustained by his merit, and even the angels benefit. But those who act not for its own
sake, the mercy reaches only unto the heavens, and they are not sustained thereby, and the
upper beings do not benefit from it, only the lower beings.

With this, the verse comes out rightly: “What profit has a man from all his labor,”
that is, from the labor he does at first for his own self, “that he labors beneath the sun,” that
is, that the heavens and the upper beings do not benefit, only the lower ones. That is not
called “profit.”
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Another way to explain the verse: as we learn in the first chapter of tractate Megillah:

Rabbi Yitzchak said: If a person says to you: I have labored and not
found [success], do not believe it. [If he says,] I have found [success] but have
not labored, do not believe it. [If he says,] I have labored and I have found
[success], believe it.

These words are regarding Torah; but in business, it depends on the
help of Heaven.

- Megillah 6b
This is the meaning of “What profit has a man from all his labor, which he labors
under the sun?” That is, in this world, what profit does he have if he labors in business? For
it is possible he will labor and not find, and it is also possible he will find without labor. For
in business, it is all dependent on the help of Heaven.
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