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Hosea 11:1-11
Psalm 107:1-9, 43
Ecclesiastes 1:2, 12-14; 2:18-23
Psalm 49:1-12
Colossians 3:1-11
Luke 12:13-21

What links the texts this week? 

What do we aspire towards? Who are we aspiring to become? Many give their lives over to capital or 
imperialism. These can neither fulfill us nor save our souls. We are all living, and we must die. We are all 
dying, so we must live. Living for greed and power may not be living at all in a lifetime as ephemeral as 
a breath. If our time is a currency of its own, what have we invested most in? Nothingness? We could 
spend the time, instead, loving one another. We could spend our lives seeking redemption for targeted 
communities. We can inhale for ourselves and exhale for the mother trees. Together, we have so much 
to live for.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

So precious is your life. So precious is each life here.
So precious is the life we create together,
the life we share across the planet,
the lives of our children near and far.

So precious is the land, the creatures, the sea.
Inherently precious.
Born precious.
All life, a web. All lives, connected.

In the company of God, we remember the preciousness of life. 
Precious to each other, we protect each other.
Let us welcome Courage among us. 

Opening Prayer

Source of All, your steady rhythms humble us. Age after age, your seasons come and go, your sun rises and 
falls, your waters ebb and flow. Though we prize novelty and cherish progress, the foundations of life have 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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been in motion for eons. Teach us to recognize the wisdom woven into everything around us and even 
within us. Your wise ways, incarnate in the flesh of the earth. There is so much here to help us. May we open 
our hearts. Amen. 

Invitation to Offering

Let us bring together our offerings, holding these multiple truths: many have too much, many have too little, 
greed and consumerism steal life away, and no one should have to struggle to make ends meet. Until we 
build the world anew, let us share all we have in love for each other.

Prayer of Dedication

Holy Maker, we are grateful that you require nothing more from us than becoming our most loving, 
authentic selves. Forgive our striving to earn our worth - we get ensnared by arrogance and shame, fear 
and individualism. Draw us deeper into the simple and sacred meaning woven into existence, woven into 
our being. In gratitude, we offer what we have. Amen. 

Benediction

One can work to acquire the whole world - 
become a billionaire and aim to own the heavens,
but satisfaction will only ever come from coming home -
to ourselves, to each other, to the web of life to which we belong.
Let us go and live this truth, this holy wisdom,
in community, and for the common good. 

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 What sorts of aspirations are celebrated in your faith community? Which are considered most godly? 
How can we find ways to celebrate those who are not pursuing conventional ways of ascending social 
or professional rank?

•	 How does your spiritual community manage mental health needs and neurodiveristy? How can those 
impacted by the behavioral/psych industrial complex be better protected as a marginalized group?

•	 What communal practices have been helpful for you in finding joy in sorrow and tragedy? Where do 
you go to pursue pleasure even as this world is seepig with pain? How might you ritualize this as a 
spiritual practice?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries and the liturgical benediction are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her). 
 
Cosmic - “There’s nothing up there.” 

That’s what a friend told me early in my adulthood when he saw me working long hours at my first career job. 
He—let’s call him Wes—was raised owning class in a wealthy enclave in Southern California, but had long since 
opted out of that world to become a conscientious objector to the system. Motivated by gospel objection 
to war, he now worked odd jobs, making just enough to survive while staying under the federal income limit 
for paying the income taxes that fund the Pentagon. Wes spent the rest of his time supporting movements for 
peace and justice.

When he said there was nothing up there, Wes was referring to the social and economic hierarchy that he saw 
me—raised working class—trying to climb. He meant there was nothing to aspire to.

I think Wes and Qoheleth, the enigmatic writer of Ecclesiastes, might have felt some resonance with one anoth-
er.

Little is known about Qoheleth, whose name means “one who assembles or speaks to an assembly,” but it 
is clear they would be part of an upperclass segment of the Judean society, part of the aristocratic or royal 
courts, since they were able to write. This class status is important for understanding the perspective from 
which Qoheleth looks around and finds everything “meaningless, meaningless.”

Although Qoheleth would have been part of an elite class, likely with some proximity to power, they seem to 
identify with laborers who work long hours “under the sun” even as they also, in other places, take on the per-
sona of Solomon, the king, with all his riches. Qoheleth condemns an economic system by which laborers toil 
with no hope of getting ahead even as they recognize the meaninglessness of lavish royal projects. Meaningless, 
meaningless, all is meaningless.

In her book on Ecclesiastes, When the Horizons Close, liberation theologian Elsa Tames points out that Qo-
heleth’s assertion that “there is nothing new under the sun” would have been heresy in the first few centuries 
BC, when they were likely writing. The Hellenistic period was celebrated as a time of innovation and imperial 
improvement—new, new, everything is new! And better! Qoheleth is voicing a protest to that ideology. Perhaps 
they are a student of history: New empire, same as the old empire. In our own times, Qoheleth is a powerful 
counter both to liberal narratives of progress and to theologies that “God has a plan” and “Everything happens 
for a reason,” which are offensive when “everything” is happening on your back, with your labor, to your con-
tinued impoverishment.

Ecclesiastes is a fascinating and enigmatic departure from scriptural salvation history in which God is working 
to liberate God’s people. Here, there is little hope of that, and the best one can do, if one has some access to 
wealth, is to enjoy one’s work, one’s food, one’s leisure as best one can, It’s not much of a rallying cry to resis-
tance or the fight for freedom.

But Wes’s words to me so long ago were powerful. It took a couple years, but over time, they changed the 
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trajectory of my life. They changed what I aspired to and helped me to release the false hopes that kept me 
bound to an economic system—bolstered by ideology of progress and newness—that was hollow and led 
only to more suffering, especially for those at the bottom of the system, but also for those at the top in the 
form of ennui.

This might be a Sunday to ask folks, “What do you aspire to? And is there a there there?”

Structural - Are you depressed, or is it capitalism? (Catch this little video for a lively reference.) 

In our times, Qoheleth would likely receive a diagnosis for their discontent. The individualism of Western 
culture, turbocharged in the current United States, tends to obscure possible social and political causes of 
our moods and level of satisfaction, leading to individual diagnoses, therapy, and pharmacological solutions. 

These can be incredibly helpful, and…sometimes the individualism of this approach obscures social, political, 
and economic causes of discontent. The process of pathologizing discontent and longing for a better life 
dates back centuries in the US;  people who attempted to escape from enslavement were diagnosed in the 
mid-nineteenth century with a so-called mental disorder called “drapetomania,” and Native Americans who 
did not assimilate or remove themselves to reservations were incarcerated in mental institutions. (For a 
powerful decolonial expansion of the understanding of “madness,” check out La Marr Jurelle Bruce’s book 
How to Go Mad Without Losing Your Mind.)

There is also big money to be made in the medicalizing of mental health. Secretary of Health and Human 
Services, Robert F. Kennedy, Jr., may not be entirely wrong in criticizing the inflated influence of the pharma-
cological industry on the treatment of mental disorders. However the solutions that RFK, Jr, is advocating—
dietary and lifestyle changes, faith-based programs—continue to treat mood disorders as individual prob-
lems rather than understandable reactions to ongoing genocide, underfunded schools and social supports, 
inadequate and bureaucratized healthcare (healthcare without the care, as one of my friends calls it), rising 
costs of living without living wages, and so on. RFK’a so-called solutions pave the way for defunding what 
meager mental health services we currently have while blaming individuals even more harshly for their fail-
ure to diet or pray themselves out of their depression, anxiety, or substance dependence.

Is it depression, or is it capitalism?

Qoheleth did not live under capitalism. That system did not arise until the mid-eighteenth to the nineteenth 
centuries AD. Qoheleth most likely lived during the Ptolemaic dynasty (305-30 BC), which was charac-
terized by an oppressive agrarian economy in which land was controlled by the elite, and peasant farmers 
labored long hours to afford the steep taxes those elite demanded. “The logic of the Hellenistic production 
system,” writes Elsa Tamez, “is enslaving toil. The economic and political administration keeps up a dehu-
manizing rhythm of labor.” Although Qoheleth’s economy is not the capitalist economy we live under, it, like 
ours, serves the economic interests of the elite at the expense for the poor, and the discontent Qoheleth 
with the nature of labor in his society bears some resemblance to Karl Marx’s concept of alienation.

Marx defined alienation as the process by which people become foreign to, separated from, the products of 
their labor. Rather than creating goods for their own use or to sell to another real human being, workers 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6b_dZDZM8eY
https://bookshop.org/a/105320/9781478010876
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are forced to produce in order to survive. Under capitalism, our labor is not our own but the property of 
an owner who uses it (us) to produce goods that will enrich the owner rather than the worker. This leads to 
alienation—separation—of the worker from themselves, their own agency and decision-making power, the 
fruits of their work, and their relationships with other workers. Alienation is the separation of human beings 
from their humanity.

While this alienation is created by external economic forces, it quickly becomes internalized in what 
many have called internalized capitalism—a drive to produce more and more in order to feel that one has 
“earned” a right to be alive. Internalized capitalism can suck the joy from even activities that otherwise 
would be pleasurable. As soon as my morning walk becomes an exercise routine—the completion of which 
determines whether I have “been good” or not—is the moment it becomes, in Qoheleth’s terms, meaning-
less.

Alienation is just one example of the ways that our social and political circumstances contribute to our 
mental health. What are the conditions that are influencing the mental and emotional well-being of your 
community?

Some good people to learn about and from if you are interested in rethinking mental health from a social, 
political, and decolonial lens are Franz Fanon, Ignacio Martín-Baró, Lucy Johnstone, Theri Alyce Pickens, La 
Marr Jurelle Bruce, and Eduardo Duran.  For a decolonial take on addiction recovery, check out Carolyn 
Collado on Instagram (@recoveryfortherevolution) or via their podcast Recovery for the Revolution.

Interpersonal - This passage opens up the topic of doubt and despair in a way that is rare within Chris-
tianity, or at least within US Christendom. There’s an opportunity here to speak to those voices within us 
that, if we’re honest, sometimes wonder if all of this is meaningless.

The text itself seems a little ambivalent on this point. There is a tension between Qoheleth’s repeated asser-
tions of meaninglessness, on the one hand, and some of the depictions of the natural world, which shimmer 
with vitality: the streams flowing endlessly to the sea in chapter 1; the thriving, well-watered fruit trees in 
chapter 2; the fish and birds in chapter 10;  the light of the sun in chapter 11; the  “sun and the light and the 
moon and the stars” in chapter 12, followed by the sounds of the birds and the appearance of the almond 
blossoms. In her earth-based commentary on Ecclesiastes, Marie Turner articulates this as a tension between 
the voice of the earth and the voice of the economy, one that sings of gratitude and grace and the other that 
emphasizes gain and progress.

To what degree is that same tension alive in you? In your congregants?

We are being asked to hold these impossible contradictions right now: a live-streamed genocide alongside 
the vivid greens of the summer; Jaime Garcia falling to his death in an ICE raid while the ocean roars majes-
tically not 100 miles away; one teenager whose hormones are denied while another astounds crowds with 
his clarinet solo. The bombs and the bullfrogs, the defunding of education and the delicious ears of corn, the 
disastrous legislation and the drowsy lightning bugs—they all coexist at the same time. How do we hold all 
of this at once?

© 2025 enfleshed 
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The Hebrew word translated as “meaningless” or “vanity” is habal, which means literally “breath.” A breath 
is fleeting, insubstantial. It might even, in certain agonizing moments, seem absurd. To keep breathing amidst 
all this meanness is no small thing. It is a huge gift to your congregation to linger here, to allow them to 
share doubt and despair without trying to minimize or fix it or even claim blessing in the midst of it. (Even 
as I write these commentaries, I want to talk Qoheleth out of their feelings–true confession–but learning to 
be with despair is a skill for community survival in this time..)

The late poet Andrea Gibson, who died of cancer the day I was writing this commentary, has a spoken 
word piece called “The Nutritionist,” which is about the life-saving power of finding community precisely in 
our doubts and despair:

“The trauma said
Don’t write this poem.
No one wants to hear you cry about
the grief inside your bones.
but my bones said
Tyler Clemente dove into the Hudson River
convinced he was entirely alone.
My bones said 
write the poem.”

On the right Sunday, the full piece may be sermon enough.

The breath is as short-lived and insubstantial as the almond blossom, but we can bear witness to both to-
gether. Of the absurd, Camus writes “In this desert everything begins to flower again.”

Words for inspiration:

Consider the themes in “Madness, Disability, and Abolition” in this offering by Mad Libera-
tion Front.
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

The Detention of Families Facing Deportation Proceedings

Nigerian visa applicants who submit false information, fake documents will be banned for life: U.S.

Fugitive Solidarities

Author Dana A. Williams on what Toni Morrison can teach us about editing

‘I’m afraid to go home’: Israeli soldiers fear prosecution over genocide in Gaza

[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought partners

Commentaries Author 

Nichola Torbett (she/her) is a spiritual seeker, recovering addict, gospel 
preacher, podcaster, writer, resistance fomenter, dog-walker, nonviolent 
direct action trainer, and abolitionist. Driven by her passion for both 
spiritual formation and social change, she co-founded Seminary of the 
Street, a training academy for love warriors, in 2009 and Second Acts, a 
liturgical direct action affinity group, in 2014. She is co-editor of 
RESPISCENCE: A LENTEN DEVOTIONAL FOR DISMANTLING WHITE 
SUPREMACY and a contributor to THE WORD IS RESISTANCE, a 
podcast from SURJ-Faith, as well as to GEEZ Magazine, JESUS RADICALS, 
THE YOKE, and other radical discipleship publications. 
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M Kaiser (they/them) is co-director of enfleshed. They are passionate 
about the ways spirituality and theology can both support and hinder 
the labors of individual and collective freedom. Over the last decade, 
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movements of shared longing and action such as Texas Freedom 
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they seek out creaturely encounters and enjoy working with stained 
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