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What good is sitting alone in your room? 
Come hear the music play 
Life is a cabaret, old chum 
Come to the Cabaret 
 
What good's permitting some prophet of doom 
To wipe every smile away 
Life is a cabaret, old chum 
So come to the Cabaret! 
 
That song set itself up as an earworm in my brain and I’ve been singing it silently all 
week. You remember the musical “Cabaret”. Liza Minelli sang it with gusto.  
 
When I read the part in Jeremiah where God is asking, “What did I do wrong? Why have 
you abandoned me and gone after worthless things,” it brought up a  
lot of thoughts, including the glittery, vapid world of the cabaret. There’s a whole lot 
more to dissect in that musical, but I don’t want to get side-tracked. 
 
Back to Jeremiah - we tend to think of ourselves, of humanity, as searching for God, but 
here, God is yearning for a strong relationship with us, and, more to the point, 
wondering what God has done wrong to prevent that relationship. Why, God asks, are 
you settling for cracked cisterns instead of life-giving water. 
 
The passage made me painfully aware of the useless amusements with which we fill our 
lives and which separate us from God and from ultimate fulfillment. That put me in 
mind of a book by Neil Postman. It’s called “Amusing Ourselves to Death”, for which I 
have named this reflection and which I will draw on as I talk more about Jeremiah’s 
message.  
 
The word that Jeremiah, (who is, by the way, called “the prophet of doom”), is trying to 
convey is that we sacrifice those things of ultimate value at the altar of the trivial, the 
useless. It’s nothing new, apparently, since Jeremiah is talking about it - some small 
consolation perhaps, but at the same time, we don’t seem to have progressed in the 
past 27 centuries since Jeremiah lived. Through the ages, there have been various 
circumstances and various kinds of entreaties away from ultimate joy and satisfaction, 



but we’re living now, and I want to concentrate on the world we’re in and how it affects 
our search for the Divine, our search for fulfillment. 
 
Twentieth-century American cultural historian and professor Warren Susman wrote that 
there was a shift during the 20th century from a “Culture of Character” to a “Culture of 
Personality”.  
 
A culture of character, it seems to me, aligns better with accessing the Divine and with 
those things of ultimate value. It focusses on relational principles like integrity, fidelity, 
compassion, contribution, responsibility, justice, courage, all of which manifest in moral 
and ethical conduct and in care for one another. In short, a culture of character is the 
guiding belief that honesty and treating others well is important. In a culture of 
character, what matters is the life you live, not the impression you make.  
 
The shift away from that to a culture of personality, Neil Postman would say, is due in 
large part to the advent of radio and, more especially, television. A culture of 
personality is based not on principles but techniques. It revolves around image creation 
and its management, and on the impression created.  
 
In the song “Cult of Personality”, the hard rock group Living Colour sings: “I sell the 
things you need to be, I’m the smiling face on your T.V., I tell you one and one makes 
three, I’m the cult of personality.”  
 
Our culture has developed into one centred on entertainment, not substance. And lest 
you doubt that, I just heard that the University of Texas is going to be offering a course 
on Taylor Swift in the fall. I don’t know how that qualifies as having educational value, 
but in a culture of personality, we observe attractive personality traits and manufacture 
out of them pseudo-character traits.  
 
True character takes more time and effort to discern. We hear sound bites and make 
truth and depth out of them. We attribute meaning to the trivial, which is ultimately 
unsatisfying and of little value.  
 
For one thing, we have, to a great extent, moved away from reading to more 
entertaining, immediate and “glittery” pastimes. One example: in 1776, Thomas Paine, 
an Englishman living in the American colonies wrote a book entitled Common Sense. It 
sold roughly 400,000 copies within a population of 3 million. In 1985, that would have 



translated into sales of 24,000,000 copies. Postman says, and I tend to agree, that the 
only communication event that could draw such huge attention today in the U.S. (and 
farther afield than that) is the Superbowl. 
 
Postman, while castigating modern media, nonetheless takes no issue with the junk of 
television, when it is recognized as junk. Undisguised trivialities are just that and are not 
threatening. But much of what we experience, primarily through the medium of 
television, claims to be significant… and isn’t. “The medium is the message”, as Marshall 
McLuhan said. Definitions of truth, of importance, of gravitas, are filtered through the 
way in which information is communicated. 
 
We are lured away from lives of fulfillment, lives of relationship with each other and 
with the Divine. We amuse ourselves with things and activities that promise satisfaction 
but which always leave us feeling unsatisfied and ultimately empty.  
 
There is a place for the trivial; I don’t think we can live without it entirely. There is a 
place for the trivial when we recognize it as such. There is a place for the light, the fluffy, 
the amusing, but not at the expense of that which brings us more deeply into God’s 
presence and ultimate satisfaction and joy.  
 
The second hymn we sang this morning, Ode to Joy, speaks to that ultimate and divine 
satisfaction. It is the 4th movement of Beethoven’s 9th Symphony, and it puts to music 
the poem Ode to Joy by Friedrick Schiller. The first three movements of the symphony 
are efforts to express joy, efforts that are ultimately rejected by the composer. The first 
movement portrays the hero overcoming adversity, the second is a serene and lyrical 
movement, one of the most serene and lyrical that Beethoven wrote. The third 
movement evokes country dancing and a party-like atmosphere. And then comes the 
fourth movement. After a brief re-statement of each of the first three themes, the cello 
stops the theme and rejects it. A bass voice intones, “Stop this noise”. He then goes on 
to say that true joy comes from solidarity with our fellow human beings and with the 
Divine. The chorus then sings the Ode to Joy, which has been adapted in our hymn book 
as:  
 
“Joyful, joyful, we adore you, God of glory, life and love; 
Hearts unfold like flowers before you, opening to the sun above. 
Melt the clouds of sin and sadness, drive the gloom of doubt away;  
Giver of immortal gladness, fill us with the light of day.” 


