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It Is A Vapor

The Editorial Article by His Holiness Pope Tawadros Il

As a child | used to hear the phrase
“life is short” from adults when
someone departs. In my mind, it was
associated with the person’s short
stature, until one day a tall young man
from our family passed away, and | heard
the same phrase. | went back to my
father and asked him why we didn’t say
“life is long” since the deceased was
tall?! My father was amazed at the
question and began to explain to me the
meaning of “life is short” in small words
suitable for my age, understanding and
comprehension.

Years have passed, and as the phrase
continued to be repeated to me by many,
| gradually began to understand its
general meaning; that no matter how
long a person lives for, seventy, eighty, or
even ninety years, and perhaps a
hundred or more, his or her life is only a
few years considering the period
between the creation and the end of
human life when the just Judge will
come. The time lived by a person would
be like a drop in a large ocean or a period
in a huge encyclopedia with many
volumes.

The concept of “life is short”
continued to intrigue me from time to
time, while the time of youth, vitality, and
embarking towards a limitless future,
distanced its definition-we may forget it
while we are in the euphoria of success,
achievement, and progress. Then the
birthdays that end with zeros came: 10,
20, 30, etc., giving a warning that the
countdown had begun, and there would
inevitably be a countdown because “life
is short.”

Destiny decreed that in my forties | live
in a place very close to the railway lines,
and only two kilometers (~1.5 miles)
from the train station where trains always
travelled back and forth quickly, slowing
down as they enter the station, or vice
versa, slowly and then speed up when
they leave the station. So each train
appeared in front of my residence for a
few seconds then disappeared; in those
few seconds it came with sounds,
engines, whistles, and noise, then
everything returned to be silent and
quiet, as it was the silence of graves.

| found that the concept of “life is
short”coincides with the movement of
trains, and that the hustle and bustle of
life, its crises and problems, are similar
to the sounds of trains that quickly
regress, disappear, and are replaced by
other sounds. | began reading books
about individuals who appeared on the
stage of life in many fields, and were
successful in science, literature, art,
culture, inventions, or discovery. Yet,
their lives ended because life is truly

short. | took pleasure in reading the
biographies of famous people or
watching documentaries that speak
about figures that appeared in the lives
of countries and nations, representing
heroics and models that people can
learn from. If one desires, these may
become a beacon in life, and a motive to
be influential and effective.

Although | have read the Bible over
and over, and memorized many verses
and phrases from it, the saying of Saint
James the disciple of the Lord Christ in
his epistle (James 4:14), including the
question and the answer in context
emphasizes this concept: “For what is
your life? It is even a vapor that
appears for a little time and then
vanishes away.” This is an eloquent
and more-than-sufficient explanation of
the concept “life is short’-a
comprehensive answer to what life really
is and what does it entail.

This eloquent expression of life, that it
is “vapor,” describes the nature of human
life scientifically and realistically. Vapor in
its chemical composition is water that
evaporates and rises high in the sky to
become clouds from which rain falls to fill
the seas and rivers, returning to the
earth. Just as it was said about man that
“... dust you are, and to dust you shall
return” (Genesis 3:19).

The vapor that comes out of the nozzle
of a kettle of boiling water, for example,
takes shapes or forms in the void, as if it
were human beings who paint many
artistic paintings of the people in a
specific stance, young or old, but then
those stances go away in less than a
second. Thus, the vapor provides a
realistic description of the short human
life.

In my life, | have experienced events
that can be described as vapor for
people | know for a time. One of my close
friends always boasted in never needing
to visit the physician, while | used to visit
the physician regularly because of
frequent colds, sniffles, and flu. We were
friends from childhood until college. In
senior year, he traveled to Europe as
was the custom of many students at that
time (1970s). When he arrived at an
airport in a European country, while he
was getting off the plane, his feet slipped
on the stairs and he suffered fractures in
his hands and legs that required him to
stay in the hospital in that country for
three months. Then he returned and
completed his studies and graduated. A
few years later, he died of a severe heart
attack ... and “life is short”.

| know another person who was
approaching sixty, and whom | found to
be a blessed person right away, so |

entrusted him with an important
responsibility, which he carried out better
than | expected. However, after a few
years that can be counted on one hand,
his life ended like a vapor that appeared
for a little while then disappeared,
leaving a precious spiritual imprint.

A third person | knew forty years ago
when he was getting married. He was a
promising physician, but a few weeks
after the wedding, his life ended as a
vapor that appeared for a little while then
disappeared, leaving a wife and an
unborn child who never saw the light.

What is this life in which each of us
enters with nothing, then lives trying to
acquire everything by any means, and
then exits life with nothing, leaving
everything?! What does that mean?! It is
an ongoing series of which no one
learns. A person continues to try to prove
himself every day, fulfilling his lusts and
desires, good, bad, and perhaps corrupt,
and for this he may abandon the
humanity God intended for him to have.

In the past, King Solomon the wise
experienced this trial and recorded it in
the Book of Ecclesiastes that he wrote at
the end of his life, writing down this
continuous drama in human life.
Although the absence of a deep meaning
in life for some leads them to depression,
isolation, and perhaps suicide, some
realize the intended meaning perfectly,
and live the short life as a treasure, a
blessing, and a precious gift in which a
person must utilize every minute for the
benefit of his life, serving others and his
eternity. A few have chosen a spiritual
path through monasticism, in its deep
philosophy that relies on voluntary
poverty, severing the will by obedience
and self-renunciation, directing the
energies of the body towards worship,
prayer, reading, and physical work, and
expanding the scope of family, making all
humanity to be his or her family for which
they pray.

In general, “life is short” no matter
how many days and years it may be.
This concept calls on everyone to strive
and labor, not to be contempt or lazy, and
exert effort with sweat, tears, and blood,
in order to achieve the ultimate purpose
for man’s creation which God declared,
saying: “Trust in the Lord, and do good;
dwell in the land, and feed on His
faithfulness” (Psalm 37:3). But never
forget: “It is even a vapor that appears
for a little time and then vanishes
away.”

Pope Tawadros ||
Pope of Alexandria & Patriach of the
See of St. Mark
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