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CHAPTER ONE

the blue man and the teacher

The Blue Man held out his hand. “Fairness,” he
said, “does not govern life and death. If it did, no
good person would ever die young.”

(FIVE PEOPLE, 48)

Just as you do not know how the breath comes to the
bones in the mother’s womb, so you do not know the
work of God, who makes everything.

(ECCL. 11:5)
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You have to feel a great deal of sympathy for Eddie.
Arriving in heaven would have to be a confusing thing.

You can share his expectations and imag ine his
disappointments. At first glance heaven does not appear to
meet any of his expectations.

Then, of course, the first person he meets is a man the
color of a “graying blueber ry,” sitting alone in a chair on a
stage. This is Blue Man, the sideshow freak. Eddie shakes his
head violently, screaming NO! Reading his thoughts, the Blue
Man voices Eddie’s thoughts, “‘No? It can’t be heaven?’ he
said. ‘Why? Because this is where you grew up?’” (34). No, this
can’t be heaven. Especially when it looks a lot like Ruby Pier,
the old amusement park that was such a large part of Eddie’s
life and one of the strongest sources of his ambivalence about
the meaning and importance of his life.
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Again Blue Man has an answer: “Well. People often belittle
the place where they were born. But heaven can be found in
the most unlikely corners. And heaven itself has many steps”
(34). But for Eddie, “the thought that this was some kind of
blessed resting place was beyond his imagination.”

The Blue Man persists: “People think of heaven as a
paradise garden, a place where they can float on clouds and
laze in rivers and mountains. But scenery without solace is
meaningless” (35).

The Blue Man’s job, it seems, is to welcome Eddie into
heaven and to impart to him the first of five important lessons.

Moreover, the lesson from the Blue Man does not provide
Eddie with the information he most desperately wants—did
the little girl who was sitting beneath Freddy’s Free Fall live?
Instead, the Blue Man shows Eddie that as a boy, Eddie was
responsible for a chain of events that killed the carnival
performer. Eddie is shocked and devastated. In turn he wants
to know if he will be punished for what he believes is his sin.
As the Blue Man has already explained, these revelations are
not part of a punishment that God heaps upon those who die.
Instead,

“This is the greatest g ift God can give you: to
understand what happened in your life. To have it
explained. It is the peace you have been searching for.”
(Five People, 35)

But what does the Blue Man explain to Eddie about what
happened in his life? How could anything come out of an
explanation about his culpability in the death of another human
being but guilt or judgment? How does such a senseless act
ever make sense?

We will certainly explore the answer the Blue Man provides.
To do that, we should first establish a context for how we
understand what he says, and for that we turn to the Book of
Ecclesiastes, or Qoheleth.
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Ecclesiastes: The Teacher

The title Ecclesiastes comes from the ancient Greek
translation of the Hebrew title of this book, Qoheleth. Qoheleth
means “Teacher” and refers to the narrator to whom the sayings
and teachings in the book are attributed.  As is the case with so
much of the wisdom literature, tradition and an inscription in
the first verse of chapter 1 attr ibute its authorship to Solomon.
Most scholars believe it was written far too late to evidence
Solomon’s actual influence on the text, generally dating it in
the fourth or third centuries B.C.E. W. Sibley Towner concludes
that “The language of Ecclesiastes demands that it be placed
among the later books of the Hebrew canon…The book
exhibits the ‘philosophical’ spirit of the Hellenistic period to a
degree more pronounced than any other book of the Hebrew
canon, even though none of the Teacher’s ideas can be directly
linked to Greek originals.”1

The most casual reader of the Bible often notes that
Ecclesiastes is a little different from most of the books of the
Hebrew Bible. Even in terms of wisdom literature, which
diverges quite a bit from much of the typical style and theology
of the Hebrew Bible, Ecclesiastes appears to be an odd book.
It does not seem to follow a logical argument and often offers
contradictory statements about the ways of the world. For
example, Ecclesiastes begins with the Teacher’s admonition that
“All is vanity” (1:2) and includes sections that proclaim that
wisdom, success, and hard work are all futile because all people
eventually die and are forgotten no matter what they contribute
to the world (1:12—2:23). However, this section ends with an

1W. Sibley Towner, “Ecclesiastes,” in New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 5 (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1997). But Roland Murphy, Ecclesiastes, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 23A (Dallas:
Word Books, 1992) sees no compelling reasons for dating outside some “Hellenistic coloring”
(p. xxii). Duane A. Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, The New American Commentary,
vol. 14 (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1993), 254–67, ties Ecclesiastes to Ancient Near Eastern
literature rather than to Greek and argues that Solomon’s day is the one in Israel where such
literature would be most easily accessible.
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admonition promising that by living to please God, one will
receive wisdom, knowledge, and joy (2:26).

Towner argues that all literature, even laundry lists, have a
plot, a logical movement. Then he concedes that Ecclesiastes
has an “extremely minimal” plot with “no story line.”2

Such contradictory messages raise plenty of questions about
the point of Ecclesiastes. Many nineteenth- and twentieth-
century critics contended that these contradictions were the
result of a gradual editorial process in which the often shocking
points made by the author of Ecclesiastes were softened,
redirected, or contradicted by later writers seeking to give the
book a more orthodox slant.3  Other more recent critics have
suggested that the conflict within the text is not the result of a
clumsy process of reining in a rebellious writer. Rather, the
biblical writer intentionally points out the absurdity of life by
presenting a set of conflicting extremes.

Regardless of which of the many hypotheses on Ecclesiastes’s
authorship seems most believable, the fact remains that it is a
troubling book. Life is full of toil that is pointless. Death and
war and hate are as natural a part of the seasons of life as love,
peace, and birth. The hope that one finds in the prophetic
texts is absent from Ecclesiastes. Likewise, the sense of social
order that permeates much of the wisdom literature (as we
will soon see) is absent from Ecclesiastes. Instead, what we
encounter is an image of a world that is, in spite of being
under the direction of God, a whirling dervish of disorder.
But what lies behind such a perspective on life? Roland
Murphy, pointing to 9:10, argues that “Qoheleth loved life…
It was because of his appreciation of life and wisdom that he
perceived the awfulness of death and the vanity of life itself.”4

Building on this, Towner sees Qoheleth’s weight coming down

2Towner, 276.
3Murphy, xxxv-xli, surveys various opinions.
4Ibid., lxix.
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“on the opportunity for human happiness in a world in which
God is utterly sovereign and people are truly free.”5

But what relevance does such a view of life have for the
lesson of the Blue Man? Let’s take a look.

The Balance of It All

As a child chasing a baseball, Eddie set off a series of events
that ultimately led to a wreck that triggered a heart attack for
the weak-nerved Blue Man. When the Blue Man reveals this,
Eddie assumes that he will incur divine wrath, punishment, or
retribution for his actions. Instead the Blue Man reveals that
he has something to teach Eddie:

“That there are no random acts. That we are all
connected. That you can no more separate one life
from another than you can separate a breeze from the
wind.” (Five People, 48)

The Blue Man goes on to explain that this interconnectedness
intricately ties the life of one human being to the death of
another. Although we may look for a sense of fairness in why
or how death occurs, what governs life and death is not a sense
of justice, but of balance. As the Blue Man informs Eddie,
“Birth and death are part of a whole” (49). As one person dies,
another person is being born. We find similar reflections on
life and balance in perhaps the most familiar passage from
Ecclesiastes:

For everything there is a season, and a time for every
matter under heaven:

a time to be born, and a time to die;
a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted;
a time to kill, and a time to heal;
a time to break down, and a time to build up.

(Eccl. 3:1–3)

 5Towner, 284.
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Similarly to the Blue Man, this section of Ecclesiastes asserts
that life and death are part of the fabric that makes up life, that
all the things that happen to us are part of the seasons of life.
Again, for Ecclesiastes justice is not the issue. Plucking up,
killing, breaking down, weeping, mourning, refraining from
embracing, losing, throwing away, tearing, hating, fighting
war—all elements we might question as unjust or unfair—
have an appropriate time in the world of Ecclesiastes. This is a
description of how life is, not how it ought to be.

Ecclesiastes does use the language of justice, Hebrew mispat.
Humans have a place where justice should be mediated, but
there Ecclesiastes finds only wickedness (3:16). A person may
well see justice and rights denied, but this should not cause
surprise. It is only part of a system of human supervisors (5:8).
Ecclesiastes repeats the proverbial saying that “the wise mind
will know the time and way (mishpat)” (8:5), only to follow it
immediately with “the troubles of mortals lie heavy upon them”
(8:6). This is true because “they do not know what is to be”
(8:7). Wisdom should point to the r ight and just way of life,
but human trouble and ignorance of the future counterbalance
wisdom’s advantage.

In 11:9 and perhaps in the other occurrences of mispat in
Ecclesiastes, the term refers not so much to justice as to the
just judgment that people endure. In chapter 2 the Teacher
writing the book encourages people to seek joy and happiness.
The author of Ecclesiastes provides exhibit number one for
the path of joy and laughter. Vanity is again the test result. The
work required to gain joy does not justify the results. Pleasure
as the only reward is not reward enough. Still he must conclude,

I know that there is nothing better for them than to be
happy and enjoy themselves as long as they live.
(Eccl. 3:12)

Given life’s limits and divine sovereignty, joy and pleasure are
the preferred goals for earthly living. Moreover, such joy and
pleasure are part of the sovereign will:
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It is God’s gift that all should eat and drink and take
pleasure in all their toil. (Eccl. 3:13; compare 5:19)

Human work and toil become part of that joy (3:22), for that
is the human lot in life (5:18). That is the way God keeps
people occupied (5:20; compare 8:15). Such joy is not eternal,
however, for days of darkness replace it (11:8). That is, joy should
occupy life however long it lasts, for the next stage is death’s
darkness.

So in 11:9 Ecclesiastes warns readers of the divine limits
that will eventually bring judgment on one who acts for selfish
attainment. The book’s epilogue repeats the emphasis on God’s
judgment. Thus Ecclesiastes maintains a tight rein on both sides
of his thinking. Joy and happiness are the goal of human
freedom, but divine judgment displays God’s ultimate control
and sovereignty. Life must be lived in view of the two extremes,
with no certainty of how to reach the joyous middle way. People
on God’s earth must simply recognize that each event and
emotion of life has its place, a place established by divine
sovereignty but revealed to no human mediator.

The Blue Man also reveals that the rhythmic connections
of our lives are not the work of a cool, ironic God who finds
amusement in a web of human triumph and tragedy. Instead
these connections are core to our shared humanity:

“I still don’t understand,” Eddie whispered. “What good
came from your death?”

“You lived,” the Blue Man answered.
“But we barely knew each other. I might as well

have been a stranger.”
The Blue Man put his arms on Eddie’s shoulders.

Eddie felt that warm, melting sensation.
“Strangers,” the Blue Man said, “are just family you

have yet to come to know.” (Five People, 49)

Despite the declaration in Ecclesiastes that all is vanity, some
of its teachings deal with the centrality of relationships in life,
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though with all the fatalism characteristic of “The Teacher.”
While an individual who lives a solitary life has no one with
whom to share his or her workload or accomplishments, those
who live in relationship and community find companionship,
solace, and perhaps even cause for celebration:

Two are better than one, because they have a good
reward for their toil. For if they fall, one will lift up the
other; but woe to one who is alone and falls and does
not have another to help. Again, if two lie together,
they keep warm; but how can one keep warm alone?
And though one might prevail against another, two
will withstand one. A threefold cord is not quickly
broken. (Eccl. 4:9–12)

Certainly the teachings about human nature that the Blue
Man imparts evidence some differences from the philosophy
of Ecclesiastes. Although Ecclesiastes acknowledges the craving
for relationship and human contact that we all share, the
understanding that the Blue Man reveals to Eddie—that there
is something innate that makes us a human family—is missing.

Of course, this may point to the central issue that separates
the Blue Man’s lesson from the teachings of community in
Ecclesiastes. While at the core of Ecclesiastes is the vanity of an
impermanent life filled with limited understanding, according
to the Blue Man there is nothing vain about life. In fact, “the
only time we waste is the time we spend thinking we are
alone” (50). Although this may not be an exact contradiction
of what we encounter in Ecclesiastes, the optimism that is part
of the Blue Man’s message is certainly missing from Ecclesiastes.
While community is an innate part of life—and death—for
Albom’s character, Ecclesiastes teaches that death is certain.
The vanity of life can be improved by living in community
and reaching for joy, and all this may make life less of a vain
farce, but such happiness is relative, considering the instability
of life.
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Conclusion

As we journey through Mitch Albom’s vision of heaven
and initiate a conversation between the teachings of his
characters and the teachings of the wisdom traditions, we
discover that not everything his characters teach Eddie about
heaven has an exact parallel in the wisdom traditions. We have
begun a conversation between Albom’s vision and the vision
of this strange book, Ecclesiastes. Although they do not all fit
together, many of the themes of each book are tangential to
themes of the other, raising interesting questions about how
we, as readers of both Albom’s book and of the Bible, see life.
Do we opt for the thorny fatalism of Ecclesiastes or the
optimism and hope for human connectedness that the Blue
Man offers? Does Ecclesiastes trump Albom because we claim
that the Bible is spiritually authoritative? How do we deal
with the seeming contradiction between the divine sovereign’s
demand for obedience and human freedom’s search for joy?
Does Albom leave room for the search for joy during your
life? Must all understanding and joy come with a final visit in
heaven?

To travel alongside Eddie through heaven means that we
have to at least consider such questions. But is all wisdom as
troubling and uneven as that offered in Ecclesiastes? Will there
always be a tension between the wisdom literature and Albom’s
vision? We turn now to the Captain and to the ancient scribes
of Israel as we continue our journey.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. How do you see Ecclesiastes as differing from other biblical
books? Is its message at all disconcerting?

2. Is it a gift to have your life explained for you after you
have lived it, or is it another sor t of vanity to have to wait
until after death to make sense of things?

3. Do you see Ecclesiastes as a book that contradicts itself?
What positive message do you get from reading Ecclesiastes?
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4. What role does human freedom and the search for joy
have in Ecclesiastes?

5. Does Eddie’s life as far as we have seen it indicate that joy
just is not in the cards on this earth prior to death? Or
does Albom point to human relationships as a source of
joy?
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