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Abstract
The meaning of הבל is a crux interpretum for the book of Ecclesiastes. Notwithstanding some 
variation, Jerome’s vartitas reading of הבל in Ecclesiastes dominated scholarship for several 
centuries. Since the rise of modern biblical scholarship, הבל as ‘vanity’ has been largely 
rejected; however, little consensus has been reached regarding the word’s meaning. The 
result has been a rich history of interpretation as scholars develop various suggestions for 
how הבל should be understood in Ecclesiastes. This essay briefly sketches the history of 
interpretation of הבל, then surveys proposals for the meaning of הבל in Ecclesiastes during 
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
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Introduction
The twentieth and twenty-first centuries have seen an explosion in proposals 
for how we should read הבל in the book of Ecclesiastes. This previously unseen 
interest in the meaning of הבל is important for the study of Ecclesiastes because 
the meaning of הבל is a crux in terpretum for the book (Ellenneir 1967: 97). How 
one understands this single word will determine in large part one’s view of the 
book as a whole, or perhaps vice versa (Shuster 2008: 229; Miller 1998: 437). 
For the first several centuries of the term’s history of interpretation, Jewish schol- 
ars mostly agreed on how הבל should be read. Likewise, early Christian scholars
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agreed for the most part on how to interpret הבל. However, the rise of histori- 
cal criticism and the various hermeneutical strategies that followed it brought 
renewed interest in examining the term’s meaning. This renewed interest, along 
with new hermeneutical lenses through which to read the book, resulted in a vast 
array of options for interpreting הבל in Ecclesiastes.

This paper endeavors to sketch the history of interpretation of הבל in 
Ecclesiastes from its earliest interpreters into the twentieth and twenty-first cen- 
turies. While the primary focus is to establish the various ways in which modern- 
day scholars have read הבל, describing early readings of הבל provides a helpful 
framework for understanding the current conversation. Prior to the twentieth 
century, readings of הבל generally followed one of two trajectories according 
to whether the interpreter was Jewish or Christian. Therefore, I label as ‘early’ 
any interpretation that came before the twentieth century. I divide early readings 
into the subcategories of Jewish and Christian because each followed a distinct 
pattern of interpretation. Readings in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries do 
not follow the same schematization of Jewish and Christian interpretation, so I 
discuss readings from this period according only to how they interpret הבל.

Early Jewish Interpretation
The Septuagint uses a variety of terms to translate הבל, including κενός (‘empty’, 
‘void’, ‘vain’; Job 7.16), καταιγίς (‘blast of wind’; Isa. 57.13), είδωλα (‘idol’; 
Jer. 16.19), and μάτην (‘in vain’; Ps. 38.7 [ET 39.6; Heb. 39.7]) (see Lavoie 
2006: 222-23); however, it uses only ματαιότης to translate הבל in the book of 
Ecclesiastes, ματαιότης has a broad range of meaning that includes the meta- 
phorical ‘emptiness’, ‘transitory’, ‘vanity’, and the more literal ‘breath’ (Beteram 
1952). The Septaugintal translators had recourse to other terms to communicate 
a similar—though more limited—range of ideas, but their sole use of ματαιότης 
maintained the flexibility that הבל afforded its Hebrew readers and may indicate 
that they recognized the word’s distinct usage as a leitwort in Ecclesiastes.

Whereas the LXX translators used ματαιότης, the recensions of Theodotion, 
Symmachus and Aquila used ατμός to translate הבל. Ατμός, used only to refer to 
‘vapor’ or ‘steam’ (see e.g., Gen. 19.28; Lev. 16.13; Ezek. 8.11; Hos. 13.3; Joel 
3.3), precludes the metaphorical interpretations allowed by ματαιότης.

Targum Qohelet, which used Ecclesiastes to supply missing details of 
Solomon’s life (Longman 1998: 3), translated three (1.2 [2x]; 2.17) out of the 38 
occurrences of הבל in Ecclesiastes with the Aramaic term הבל (‘vapor’, ‘breath’). 
Its choice of Aramaic הבל to translate Hebrew הבל in these two verses reflects its 
concern with demonstrating Solomon’s remorse over his apostasy, as he consid- 
ers the future destruction of Jerusalem and the temple he built. Everything was 
‘vapor’ in the sense that it did not last. For the rest of the occurrences of הבל in 
Ecclesiastes, Targum Qohelet uses the Aramaic term הבלו (‘vanity’).
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Midrash Rabbah Qohelet understands הבל to mean ‘without substance’. This 
is indicated in the Midrash’s discussion of Qohelet’s iconic phrase הבלים הבל , 
where it stated that the phrase ‘may be likened to a man who sets on the fire 
seven pots one on top of the other, and the steam from the topmost one has no 
substance in it, [and such is man]’ (Cohen 1983: 5).

In a similar vein, the Zohar reads הבל as ‘breath’ in Ecclesiastes, though it 
interprets the term allegorically: ‘Salomon designe par la Thaleine des enfants 
qui vont a l’ecole et par laquelle le monde subsiste’ (‘Solomon means by that the 
breath of children who go to school and that the world remains’; Zohar 2.38b; de 
Pauly 1975: 3.183). Lavoie (2006: 223) points out that the Zohar interprets הבל 
to indicate that Te monde n’existerait done que grace aux voix des enfants qui 
apprennent la Torah! ’ (‘The world will therefore exist only through the voices of 
children who learn Torah! ’).

Other early Jewish interpreters agree that the term refers primarily to tern- 
porality in some sense, thus holding on to the non-metaphorical meaning of 
‘breath’, but often expanding it to include the broader concept of ephemerality 
and transience. For example, Saadiyah ben Gaon translates הבל with two Arabic 
terms: mustahTl (29x), which indicates insubstantiality, and haba (9x), which 
indicates ‘dust that floats in the air’ (Lavoie 2006: 224; see also Zafrani and 
Caquot 1989). The Karaite scholars Solomon ben YeruhTm, David ben Abraham 
al-FasT and Yephet ben ‘Ali recognize that הבל could carry the connotation of 
temporality, but they argue it primarily refers to ‘instability’ (Lavoie 2006: 224; 
see also Vajda 1971). Ben ‘Ali (1969: 146) captures this sentiment well: ‘It is 
generally held that [הבל] is an appellation for a ray of sunlight in which some- 
thing like dust becomes visible. You stretch out your hand and grasp at it, but 
there is nothing in your hand’. Through comparing הבל to dust floating around 
in sunlight, ‘Ali was able to capture the metaphorical ideas of instability and 
insubstantiality through reference to the more concrete meaning of ‘vapor’ or 
‘breath’. הבל can just barely be seen, but not grasped. Similarly, Ramban (1985: 
1.161) understands הבל to refer to ‘mist’, commenting that it is like steam that 
comes from a person’s mouth on a cold day (see Zlotowitz 1994: xxxvii-xxxviii).

Persian-Jewish interpretations of הבל seem to have moved slightly away 
from the more common readings presented above. For example, four thirteenth- 
century Persian-Jewish texts systematically translate הבל with harzah, whose 
range of meaning includes ‘without profit’, ‘without reason’, ‘without result’, 
‘evil’, ‘corrupt’, ‘disorderly’ and ‘foolish’ (Lavoie 2006: 224; see also Lavoie 
and Mehramooz 2000: 489-508).

Notwithstanding slight variation, early Jewish interpretation primarily under- 
stood הבל to refer either to something that is insubstantial—such as mist or float- 
ing dust—or temporal, such as death itself (e.g., b. B. Bathra 100b [Rodkinson 
1918]). This tradition of understanding הבל as communicating the concept of 
ephemerality or transience remained consistent throughout the peshat tradition
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of medieval Jewish scholarship, which attempted to understand and apply the 
simplest meaning of the biblical text.

Early Christian Interpretation
Whereas early Jewish scholars were apt to understand הבל metaphorically in a 
way that communicated its denotative meaning of ‘breath’ or ‘vapor’, Christian 
interpretation tended toward a more negative understanding of הבל. However, 
Christian interpreters did not always agree as to the referent for vanity. For 
example, Gregory of Nyssa (1993: 34-36) argued that הבל referred to two dis- 
tinct aspects of‘futility’: ephemerality—things, such as words, that do not last— 
and purposelessness—activities that produce no lasting value. Gregory’s reading 
of הבל illustrates its complexity in Ecclesiastes, where Qohelet uses it to refer to 
several different situations and their outcomes. His discussion is worth quoting 
at length:

The insubstantial is deemed ‘futile’, that which has existence only in the utterance 
of the word. No substantial object is simultaneously indicated when the term is used, 
but it is a kind of idle and empty sound, expressed by syllables in the form of a word, 
striking the ear at random without meaning, the sort of word people make up for a joke 
but which means nothing. This then is one sort of futility. Another sense of ‘futility’ is 
the pointlessness of things done earnestly to no purpose, like the sandcastles children 
build, and shooting arrows at stars, and chasing the winds, and racing against one’s 
own shadow and trying to step on its head, and anything else of the same kind which 
we find done pointlessly. All these activities are included in the meaning of ‘futility’ 
(1993:34-36).

Also writing in the fourth century, Ambrose (see Dressier 1947-: 65.282) 
argued that הבל referred to those things that do not cause a person to know and 
love God, that is, everything that is temporal and physical. Before urging people 
to seek God, he illustrates his case with several examples: ‘The circus is vanity, 
because it is totally without profit; horse racing is vanity, because it is counterfeit 
as regards salvation; the theater is vanity, every game is vanity. “All things are 
vanity!” as Ecclesiastes said, all things that are in this world’.

Valerian (see Dressier 1947-: 17.341) limited the ‘vanity’ of the world to 
‘devotion to riches and the pursuit of worldly pleasures’. Didymus the Blind, and 
John Chrysostom after him, each distinguished between types of vanities. For 
Didymus (see Wright 2005: 194), there were degrees of vanity, even though all 
was vain compared to the spiritual realm, or ‘actual truth’. Thus, while Didymus 
held that the temporal must be avoided, he was unwilling to declare everything 
vanity except in comparison to the spiritual. Likewise, John Chrysostom (see 
Schaff 1994: 13.109) was unwilling to call God’s creation vain—‘heaven is not
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vain, the earth is not vain—God forbid! ’—instead limiting the realm of vanity to 
the things that humans make and do. These interpreters’ restrictions concerning 
what should be considered vanity anticipated Martin Luther’s (1972) criticisms 
of the contemptus mundi reading by several centuries.

Jerome produced his Vulgate (Weber 1975) in the late fourth century. His 
translation of הבל as vanitas (‘vanity’, ‘emptiness’, ‘falsity’, ‘futility’) quickly 
became the standard Christian translation, and his commentary ‘became the stand- 
ard interpretation’ of Ecclesiastes until the Reformers (Bartholomew 2009: 28). 
Vanitas’s range of meaning is much more limited than that of either ματαιότης or 
 and lacks both the connotation of temporality and the concrete imagery of ,הבל
‘breath’ carried by these and other terms used to translate הבל. Instead, vanitas 
translates הבל ‘according to the one connotation pertaining to value’ (Fredericks 
2010: 46). This reading, which made its way into modem translations ‘virtually 
without competition’ (Fredericks 2010: 47), robbed Ecclesiastes of much of its 
meaning by reducing הבל to a single idea: lack of value.

The natural outworking of Jerome’s vanitas reading of Ecclesiastes is his 
overall approach to the book, the so-called contemptus mundi reading, which 
holds that הבל הבל  means that the entire earthly realm (‘all’) lacks value (‘is van- 
ity’) (Christianson 2007: 100-101). Despite exegetical difficulties that accom- 
pany it (Meek 2013: 243), this reading of Ecclesiastes—and its understanding of 
the meaning of הבל—quickly came to dominate interpretations throughout the 
Middle Ages and survived the protest of the Reformers to remain a prominent 
interpretation today. Nevertheless, along with John Chrysostom and Didymus 
the Blind, a few early Christian interpreters disagreed that everything lacks 
value. For example, Gregory of Argigentum declares that ‘nothing is totally use- 
less’ (Ettlinger 1985: 320). Bonaventure (2005: 77) likewise contends thatpeo- 
pie’s contempt for the world should only be contempt in that they value God that 
much more, for ‘the person who despises the world, despises God’.

Even though there was little deviation from Jerome’s reading of הבל from 
the fourth century throughout the Middle Ages (Eliason 1989: 57), some 
Reformation scholars—most notably Luther (1972: 4)—argued sharply against 
the contemptus mundi reading because they felt it denigrated God’s good crea- 
tion and led people to retreat from affairs in which they should actively engage. 
Luther made no attempt to hide his ‘contempt’ for a reading of Ecclesiastes that 
he thought encouraged abdication of responsibility to engage in the affairs of the 
world. He stated:

No less noxious for a proper understanding of this book has been the influence of 
many of the saintly and illustrious theologians in the church, who thought that in this 
book Solomon was teaching what they call ‘the contempt of the world’, that is, the 
contempt of things that have been created and established by God (Luther 1972: 4).
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Instead, Luther (1972: 10) argued that the true ‘vanity’ in life was the ‘vanity 
of the human heart’, that is, the inability of humans to be properly content with 
God’s gifts. Consequently, though Luther translated and interpreted הבל as ‘van- 
ity’, he disagreed with previous interpretations of its referent. For Luther, human 
sinfulness is the locus of vanity: God’s creation is good, but the human inability 
to be content with God’s gifts is the height of vanity. Despite this transition in 
interpreting הבל during the Reformation—from ‘vanity’ of the world to ‘vanity’ 
of human works and sinfulness—there was no real debate regarding the meaning 
of הבל. Christian interpreters continued to follow Jerome’s reading of‘vanity’.

Summary of Early Patterns of Reading הבל

Early readings of הבל in Ecclesiastes followed two basic trajectories. Early 
Jewish interpreters drew on the term’s denotative meaning to understand it pri- 
marily in its metaphorical sense of temporality or brevity. Their reading of הבל 
allowed for the Hebrew term’s broader range of meaning to be explored in inter- 
preting the book as a whole. Early Christian interpreters understood הבל strictly 
as a value judgment: vanity. For most interpreters, Qohelet declared that the 
entire world was valueless, which led them to interpret the book as justifica- 
tion for abandoning temporal reality in favor of the spiritual. Some, however, 
qualified the contemptus mundi reading so that it referred only to the things that 
humans make and do, thus avoiding the charge that Ecclesiastes devalued God’s 
good creation. The Reformers continued the latter interpretation, identifying 
‘vanity’ with human sinfulness. The dominant reading of הבל remained ‘vanity’ 
until the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, which have seen a marked increase 
in proposals for the meaning of הבל in Ecclesiastes.

Twentieth- and Twenty-first-century Readings of הבל

While early interpretations of הבל in Ecclesiastes could be demarcated cleanly 
between Christian and Jewish interpreters and examined on a fairly straight 
chronological line, such is not the case for readings of the past two centuries. 
Therefore, this section treats together scholars who take a similar approach to 
reading הבל.

a.הבל as Incomprehensible, Unknowable, Mystery

Staples (1943) posits ‘incomprehensible’ as the meaning of הבל, rather than 
the more negative translations ‘vanity’ or ‘futile’. He argues that two phrases 
generally used to explain the meaning of הבל—רוח ו״עות  and ח רו רעיון —are in 
fact not synonymous with הבל; rather, ‘they describe the same thing from two 
different points of view’ (1943: 97). That is, both phrases describe a thing’s
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incomprehensibility. According to Staples, a person’s רוח—something deeper 
than reason—leads him or her to pursue things that cannot be grasped, and therein 
lies the problem, especially for Qohelet, within whom a battle rages because 
humans are driven to understand that which cannot be understood. In examining 
the objects of Qohelet’s הבל statements, Staples argues that each object—God’s 
work, labor, joy, wisdom, the wise person, the shared fate of humans and beasts, 
life itself, words, profit, and evil—are united by the simple fact that humans 
could not understand them. Consequently, in Staples’s view, הבל should not be 
understood negatively, nor should the book as a whole be seen as unorthodox. 
Rather, it should be read as pointing to life’s mysteries:

They are mysteries which are unfathomable to his finite mind. He [Qohelet] recognizes 
God as the creator of all things, as the director of the universe, and that the universe 
is essentially good. In this respect our author is not greatly different from Zophar in 
Job ll:7ff and the author of Job, chapter 38. The attitude of the book, as summed up 
in 5:1, ‘God is in the heavens and you are upon the earth’, is like that of the remainder 
of the Old Testament (Staples 1943: 104).

Similarly, Bartholomew holds that הבל is best understood as ‘enigmatic’ 
(2009: 97) (as does Ogden 1987). Bartholomew contends that הבל is a live meta- 
phor whose meaning is controlled by its immediate context. In order to allow for 
the various nuances that הבל carries in the Hebrew text, Bartholomew opts for 
a term with a wide range of meaning in English. For him, Qohelet uses הבל to 
describe situations that to him—and to readers today—are thoroughly mysteri- 
ous, though the context determines exactly how they are mysterious. The choice 
of a single metaphorical term allows Bartholomew to account for the framing 
statements of 1.2 and 12.8, about which Fox (1999: 36) has argued that ‘we must 
look for a concept that applies to all occurrences, or failing that, to the great 
majority of them. Then the summary statement “all is hebel” can use the word in 
the sense established in the particulars’.

Seow (1997, 2000) argues that הבל means ‘beyond mortal grasp’. In order 
to arrive at this metaphorical meaning of הבל, Seow focuses on the literal con- 
notation of ‘vapor’ or ‘breath’, creating for readers a vivid picture of a person 
attempting to grab something that cannot be held: ‘What is hebel cannot be 
grasped—neither physically nor intellectually. It cannot be controlled’ (Seow 
1997: 102). Seow states that determining the referent for each הבל judgment 
is not entirely important, for the ambiguity indicates that situations—things 
that cannot be fully understood by mortals—and things—physical objects 
that literally cannot be held, such as vapor—are both in view. In Seow’s view, 
everything in life is ‘imprehensible’: ‘nothing that human beings accomplish 
or possess or try to grapple with is ultimately within mortal grasp’ (Seow 
2000: 15).
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b. הבל as Absurd

Fox (1986) rejects previous proposals for translating הבל because he feels that 
they do not convey the full meaning of the term. He further criticizes those 
who translate הבל with different terms according to the context in Ecclesiastes 
because ‘the hebel leitmotiv disintegrates if the word is assigned several different 
meanings’ (1986: 413-14). In his view, only a broad abstract term can compen- 
sate for (1) the frame (1.2 and 12.8) and (2) the various ways Qohelet uses הבל 
throughout Ecclesiastes. He prefers ‘absurd’, which he draws from The Myth of 
Sisyphus, where it indicates ‘absence of a rational relationship between (legiti- 
mate) expectations and outcomes’ (Meek 2013: 244). Fox connects Camus’s use 
of absurd with Qohelet’s use of הבל because, in his view, הבל refers to ‘the 
manifestly irrational or meaningless’ (1986: 411), or those situations in which 
the deed-consequence principle is non-operative.

Several scholars anticipated Fox’s view that הבל should be understood as absurd. 
For example, Barucq (1968: 55-56) uses ahsurdite, ‘in keeping with certain modem 
philosophies’, because in his view הבל communicates the idea of ‘something incon- 
sistent, as the breath, nothingness; that remains a mystery to humans’. For him, the 
inability of humans to ‘pierce the mystery’ of God’s actions reveals ‘the bankruptcy 
of wisdom’ (1968: 56). Pennacchini (1977) follows Barucq in translating הבל with 
absurd (Italian assurdi), which he argues refers primarily to human limitations. Thus, 
Barucq and Pennacchini differ from Fox in that they see הבל as communicating pri- 
marily mysteriousness or incomprehensibility rather than irrationality or meaning- 
lessness. Michel (1989:40-51) is much closer to Fox’s view when he uses ‘pointless’ 
(.sinnlos) to translate הבל, as his reading moves closer to the idea of absurdity.

More recently, Schoors (2013: 38-46) has followed Fox in translating הבל with 
absurd. For Schoors, as Fox, הבל must be translated with a single term because 
it functions as a key word for Ecclesiastes. Schoors clarifies that absurd must 
be read in its existential context and offers the following definition: ‘it refers to 
a disparity between two phenomena that are thought to be linked by a bond of 
harmony or causality but are actually disjunct or even conflicting’ (2013: 43).

c. הבל os Zero, Nothing, Void, Empty

Another approach is to render הבל simply as ‘zero’ or ‘nothing’. Ginsberg (1950) 
prefers ‘zero’, though his proposal has not gained popularity. Loretz (1964) con- 
tends that הבל refers to ‘the worthless, powerless, helpless’ and thus offers ‘noth- 
ing’ (Nichtig) for a translation (p. 223). Galling (1964) holds the same view, as 
do Levine (1997: 83) and Frydrych (2002: 46) some 30 years later. Ehlich (1996) 
argues for ‘nothingness’ (Nichtigkeit) according to its use in philosophy. Ravasi 
(1991: 23) thinks that ‘empty’ (vuoto) offers the best translation because it is ‘not 
as abstract and Western as “nothing”’.
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d.הבל as Vanity

Despite increasing opposition to the use of‘vanity’ to translate הבל in Ecclesiastes, 
some supporters have remained steadfast. Like many of those who read הבל as 
‘vanity’, Mitchell (1913) takes a very dim view of the book, which likely colors 
his understanding of הבל. He states that, before later redaction,

The fact is that there is no gospel of any kind in the book of Ecclesiastes in its original 
form and dimensions. Its shallow philosophy ignores all that is best and noblest in 
human character and experience, and thus robs youth of its dreams, manhood of its 
rewards, and old age of its consolations. What wonder, then, that the author found life 
empty and closed, as he began, with the pessimistic refrain, ‘Vanity of vanities! all is 
vanity’ (p. 138).

Devine (1916: 197) likewise sees the message of the book as pessimistic; how- 
ever, he holds that Qohelet’s message is not that everything is ‘vanity’, but that 
‘ [a]ll human effort to explain the destinies of men, apart from God, are in vain’. 
Whybray (1982, 1989), on the other hand, takes a positive view of the book, yet 
understands הבל as ‘vanity’.

Cam ere (1997) uses הבל as ‘vanity’ to bring cohesion to the book of 
Ecclesiastes. Perry (1993), who views the book as a dialogue between interlocu- 
tors, also renders הבל with ‘vanity’. Several German scholars also think ‘vanity’ 
(German eitel/Eitelkeit) is the most fitting reading, including Hertzberg (1932), 
Zimmerli (1962), and Lauha (1983). However, Lauha utilizes vanity simply 
because, in his view, there is no single term that is suitable for use in all instances 
of הבל in Ecclesiastes. Glasser (1970: 18-20) and Kidner (1976: 22) follow suit 
by translating הבל with ‘vanity’, but allowing context to determine the word’s 
meaning (e.g., ‘pointless’, ‘futile’, etc.).

Finally, some scholars translate הבל with ‘vanity’, but provide nuanced 
definitions. Loader (1986) translates הבל with ‘vanity’, but understands it in 
the sense of ‘meaningless’. Similarly, O’Donnell (2014) states that he under- 
stands הבל as an onomatopoeic term for ‘breath’, but he translates it as ‘van- 
ity’ throughout his work. Further, O’Donnell’s understanding of הבל as an 
‘as-in-your-mouth, curse-filled concept’ (p. 9) indicates that he does not fully 
embrace its more neutral denotative meaning. Castellino (1968: 17) uses ‘van- 
ity’, but thinks it describes those things that ‘hav[e] at most but a flimsy reality 
and an utter inability lastingly to satisfy a man’. For him, then, הבל is ‘irreal- 
ity, insubstantiality, non-entity’, despite his choice of ‘vanity’ to translate its 
occurrences. Gordis (1951) likewise understands הבל to refer to that which is 
insubstantial and temporary despite his translation of ‘vanity’. Murphy (1991, 
1992) utilizes ‘vanity’, but argues that ‘the categories of Qoheleth are “know/ 
not know’” and suggests ‘that the nuance is incomprehensible rather than irra- 
tional’ (1991: 573).
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e. הבל as Breath,Vapor,Transience, Ephemeral

Following the tradition of early Jewish interpreters, many modem scholars under- 
stand הבל primarily according to its denotative meaning. Fredericks (1993, 2010) 
is perhaps the most well-known proponent of this view. He argues that הבל must 
be read in Ecclesiastes according to its range of meaning throughout the rest of the 
Hebrew Bible; a unique meaning for the term in Ecclesiastes will not do. Thus, 
he demonstrates the nuance of transience is communicated in other biblical texts 
that use הבל, such as Pss. 144.3, 4; 78.33. Based on this usage elsewhere in the 
Hebrew Bible and his exegesis of Ecclesiastes, Fredericks holds that ‘transience’ 
or ‘brevity’ is the most accurate way to render הבל into English. Fredericks argues 
that his view of הבל dramatically alters how one reads Ecclesiastes: ‘First, the 
book describes the human condition as being limited in its duration and in the 
duration of its efforts, yet without emptying life of true, though temporary value. 
Secondly, the book consoles rather than disturbs the realist’ (1993: 31).

Multiple other scholars translate הבל with a term such as ‘breath’, ‘brevity’, 
‘transience’, or other terms that derive directly from its concrete meaning of 
‘breath’ or ‘vapor’. Farmer (1991) translates הבל with ‘breath’ in order to enable 
readers to see the metaphorical nature of ‘all is הבל’. Perdue (1994) allows for the 
possibility that Qohelet utilizes הבל according to various nuances, but also argues 
that it must be understood as pointing to the ephemeral in most instances: ‘Instead 
of essentially regarding all of life and its activities as meaningless and absurd, 
Qoheleth primarily laments the fact that life passes so quickly’ (Perdue 1994: 207).

Lohfink(1998; see also 1980,1989)usesthephrase ‘breath ofwind’ (Windhauch) 
and argues that it has only an anthropological meaning. Vonach (2004), similarly to 
Fredericks (1993), rejects the idea that Ecclesiastes is pessimistic and thus prefers 
‘transitoriness’ (Verganglichkeit). Scott (1965: 209) argues for ‘breath’, but under- 
stands it in the sense of meaningless or futile, thus holding a more negative reading 
of הבל. Dor-Shav (2008) bases his reading of הבל as ‘transience’ on the fleeting 
nature of Abel in Genesis 4, whom he connects with the use of הבל in Ecclesiastes. 
He further argues that what he sees as the three-part structure of Ecclesiastes, in 
which Qohelet progresses from a more negative view of the world to a more posi- 
tive view of the world, cannot be understood unless הבל is read as ‘transience’ 
(2009: 18-20). Bolin (2005: 247-48) follows this view, but holds that הבל refers to 
a particular type of transience: ‘More specifically,הבל describes the insubstantial- 
ity of human existence, which, like vapor, is fleeting, transient, and vanishes with- 
out a trace’. Other proponents of this translation include McNeile (1904: 95-112), 
Barton (1908: 69), Schultz (2005: 266) and Alter (2010).

f. הבל as Multiple Terms

Despite Fox’s (1999) insistence that the use of הבל in the framing statements of 
1.2 and 12.8 dictates that a single term be used to translate הבל, some scholars
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hold that the best option is to translate it according to its individual context. Webb 
(2000: 90), following Peterson (1992), states that ‘it is a mistake to try to nail this 
word down, as though one “right” meaning could be found in it for Ecclesiastes’. 
Peterson (1992: 153) contends that ‘[v]arious meanings glance off the surface 
of the word as the context shifts: futility, spuriousness, illusion, fraud’. Meek 
(1960: 330) argues that הבל ‘has manifestly the sense of futility’, but that con- 
text must determine how one translates הבל. He offers ‘futile’, ‘empty’, ‘sorry’, 
‘senseless’ and ‘transient’ (1960: 331). Lauha (1983: 19-25; mentioned above) 
holds that ‘vanity’ is the best translation for הבל, but argues that in various con- 
texts it carries different connotations, such as ‘frailness’ (Hinfalligkeit), ‘transi- 
ence’ (Verganglichkeit), ‘uselessness’ (Nutzlosigkeit), ‘futility’ (Vergeblichkeit) 
and ‘deficiency of all of existence’ (Gebrechlichkeit des ganzen Daseins).

Crenshaw (1987: 57) argues that Ecclesiastes uses two nuances of הבל: the 
temporal and the existential. In instances where the first nuance is in mind, 
Crenshaw prefers terms that denote ephemerality. When used existentially, he 
prefers terms such as ‘futility’ and ‘absurdity’ to communicate the author’s mean- 
ing. Crenshaw (2013: 30) later articulates that Qohelet’s use of הבל ‘illustrates 
the utter futility of attaining definitive knowledge’. For Crenshaw, Ecclesiastes 
records Qohelet’s search for ‘the essence of reality’, which was ‘elusive’ (2013: 
48). That elusive reality is what Qohelet refers to when he uses the term הבל.

g.הבל as a Symbol with Multiple Referents

Miller (2002) outlines what he sees as the deficiencies of previous approaches 
to translating הבל and concludes that הבל should be understood as ‘a “symbol”, 
an image which holds together a set of meanings, or “referents”, that can neither 
be exhausted nor adequately expressed by any single meaning’ (p. 15). Miller 
argues that each of the multiple referents for הבל in Ecclesiastes ‘finds connec- 
tion with some aspect of hehels material sense: its insubstantiality, transience, or 
foulness’ (p. 15). Qohelet therefore uses הבל as a symbol that encompasses all of 
the referents to show that ‘all human experience is hebel in one way or another’ 
(p. 15). Thus, while not offering a single term to translate each occurrence of הבל 
in Ecclesiastes, Miller does maintain the all-encompassing nature of Qohelet’s 
use of הבל in 1.2 and 12.8 while also allowing for the word’s variances in usage 
in Ecclesiastes. This approach differs from simply translating הבל with different 
words according to its context by arguing that every use of הבל in Ecclesiastes 
points to one of four referents that are inherent in the word itself.

Fuhr (2013: 48) follows Miller and calls הבל a ‘tensive symbol’ that refers 
to multiple referents. Whereas Miller sees three categories of referents for הבל, 
Fuhr argues for four families: the ‘transience family’, ‘vanity family’, ‘irony 
family’ and ‘frustration family’ (p. 48). Fuhr argues that הבל cannot be translated 
simply with glosses; instead, he notes that ‘perhaps the most accurate rendering
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is to simply transliterate and understand his [Qohelet’s] reflections as “hevel”’ 
(P- 49).

Meek (2013, 2014) also follows Miller in understanding הבל as a symbol that 
calls readers to a specific set of referents. However, Meek connects הבל with the 
narrative of Abel in Genesis 4 and suggests that the term refers to at least one of 
two aspects of Abel’s life: transience and/or injustice.

h.Vorious Other Proposals for הבל

Many scholars utilize more colorful language to translate הבל in Ecclesiastes. 
For example Crusemann (1979: 80) uses ‘dung’ (Scheisse), Tamez (2001: 251) 
agrees with Fox’s term ‘absurd’, but states, ‘In everyday life, there are more 
trivial or less elegant words, such as “garbage” and “s[%$]t”, that better express 
the malaise produced by a situation of impotence before a crushing reality’. 
Zimmerman (1973: 131), somewhat humorously, offers ‘flatulence’.

Hobbins (2013) has argued for ‘crock’. He attempts to translate הבל with an 
abstract term because abstract terms do not allow for the latitude that ‘multiva- 
lent metaphors’ offer. Such latitude is necessary in order to communicate all that 
is intended by Qohelet’s use of הבל, which ‘is a master metaphor that stands for 
things that are devoid of sense’ (p. 163). He holds that ‘crock’ is a suitable trans- 
lation for הבל because, in his view, crock has ‘approximately the same seman- 
tic range as הבל’ and is ‘an equivalent metaphor...perhaps better than any other 
available’ (p. 166). For example, in Eccl. 11.8b,הבל does not refer to ‘ephemer- 
ality, an allusion, or absurdity’, but rather ‘crock; specifically, decrepitude, days 
of darkness’(p. 165).

Jarick (2000), following Knopf (1930), argues that הבל refers to the concept of 
change. While Jarick offers ‘everything is changing’ as a paraphrase of the firam- 
ing statements in 1.2 and 12.8, he acknowledges that the term does not exactly 
mean ‘change’. However, he insists that ‘the very notion of change is inherent 
within the concept of breath’ (2000: 85).

Shuster (2008) sees Ecclesiastes as a philosophical text and compares it with 
Heidegger’s work because both have been viewed as existentialist. He sees הבל 
as a ‘metaphor of vapor as a stand-in for the Heideggerian notion of contingency’ 
(p. 231). Thus,הבל in Ecclesiastes refers to the fact that the human experience is 
tied, in some sense, to history—it is in essence contingent.

Rudman (2007: 122) argues that הבל in Ecclesiastes, as well as in the rest of 
the Hebrew Bible, is used ‘in contexts where the author is trying to express the 
idea of a thing or course of action being chaotic’. He examines the use of הבל 
with various vocabulary clusters, each of which he argues communicates the 
idea of that which is chaotic, or anti-Yhwh. For him, the multiple nuances of הבל 
found in the Hebrew Bible are tied together by this one overarching theme, and 
thus the primary argument for the author of Ecclesiastes is that the ‘world [is] 
under the dominion of chaos’ (p. 141).
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Weeks (2012) insists that הבל must be understood as a metaphor in order to 
remain consistent with the framing statements. While holding on to the various 
nuances of הבל, Weeks states that the term ‘seems principally to represent for 
Qohelet [what] is bound up with a misapprehension of the world, and their place 
in it, by humans’ (p. 119). He goes on to argue, ‘What confronts humans is hebel 
because it is misleading or illusory, but what they typically do in response to it 
is also hebel because it is misguided or deluded’ (p. 119). Thus, while recogniz- 
ing the difficulty of translating הבל into English because of a lack of equivalent 
term(s), Weeks proposes ‘illusion’ and ‘human delusion’ (see also Weeks 2010: 
81, where he offers ‘illusory’ and ‘deceptive’). Sneed (2012: 162) follows suit by 
offering ‘futility’ or ‘illusion’ as the most appropriate rendering of הבל.

Other proposals include Burkitt (1921: 28) and Whitley (1979: 68), who 
agree that ‘bubble’ accurately captures the meaning of הבל. Ingram (2006: 109) 
argues that הבל communicates the idea of ambiguity and accordingly offers 
‘ambiguous’/‘ambiguity’ as translations. Shields (2006:121) highlights Qohelet’s 
emotional response to the situations he deems הבל, and argues, ‘Senseless may 
come closer to expressing Qoheleth’s intent in many instances’. Longman (1998) 
thinks that ‘meaningless’ is the most appropriate translation, while Gianto (1992) 
similarly argues for ‘futility’. Good (1965: 176-83) and Polk (1976) each con- 
tend for ‘irony’/‘ironic’ as the most suitable translation for הבל.

Conclusion
Prior to the twentieth century, readings of הבל were somewhat predictable. Jewish 
interpreters understood הבל primarily in a metaphorical sense that extended from 
its denotative meaning, breath or vapor. Early Christian interpreters, on the other 
hand, almost exclusively followed Jerome’s popular vanitas reading and inter- 
preted both הבל and the book of Ecclesiastes accordingly. The preceding survey 
of research demonstrated that during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries 
Christian and Jewish scholars alike significantly expanded their understandings 
of הבל in Ecclesiastes. However, rather than solving the problems created by 
this crux interpretum, these expanded understandings have left readers with a 
much wider variety of interpretive options from which to choose. Given the great 
degree to which scholars disagree over how הבל should be read in Ecclesiastes, 
a consensus is unlikely in the near future. This essay has sought to orient readers 
to the quickly changing and ballooning landscape of research into the meaning 
of הבל in Ecclesiastes, and perhaps provide a starting place for the one interpreta- 
tion to rule them all.
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