When I give something I do not possess, I give a false and dangerous gift, a gift that looks like love, but is, in reality, loveless — a gift given more from my need to prove myself than from the other’s need to be cared for. That kind of giving is not only loveless but faithless, based on the arrogant and mistaken notion that God has no way of channeling love to the other except through me. Yes, we are created in and for community, to be there, in love, for one another. But community cuts both ways: when we reach the limits of our own capacity to love, community means trusting that someone else will be available to the person in need.

One sign that I am violating my own nature in the name of nobility is a condition called burnout. Though usually regarded as the result of trying to give too much, burnout in my experience results from trying to give what I do not possess — the ultimate in giving too little! Burnout is a state of emptiness, to be sure, but it does not result from giving all I have: it merely reveals the nothingness from which I was trying to give in the first place.”

So, what can we do to get out of zombie mode? Writing to the Romans, the apostle Paul says, “if you live according to the flesh, you will die” (8:13). He is not talking about the lives of flesh-eating zombies like the ones you see in the movies. For Paul, to “live according to the flesh” is to live an ordinary human life, one dependent on human effort and ingenuity. Such a life tends to be focused on worldly success, which is very satisfying when your company is worth billions of dollars; but along with the highs come the lows. 

Everything in this life comes to an end, from innovative companies to ordinary human lives. Focusing on worldly success leads to exhaustion, burnout, stress, and anxiety. You may be keeping up appearances, but you feel dead inside. Zombie mode. The way out, says Paul, is to open yourself fully to God’s investment in you. God wants to fill you with the power of the Spirit and give you membership in God’s own family. This does not involve venture capital or an initial public offering. It all comes from God’s loving and graceful initiative.

God invests in you so that you will become a part of God’s family welcomed and included by the Spirit instead of by the flesh. Paul says that “all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God” (v. 14). As children of God, we need never feel hollowed out or empty, living without meaning or direction. “Being Spirit-led,” says Bible professor Richard Carlson, is “a prime mark of membership in God’s family.”

It is a gift to be part of God’s family! We are adopted into God’s family because God makes a conscious choice to select us. As members of God’s family, we can call God, “Abba! Father,” just as Jesus did (v. 15). We can experience the “Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (v. 16). We can enjoy the benefits of being “heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ” (v. 17). God. Spirit. Christ. These are our closest family members once we allow ourselves to be led by the Spirit of God. This is a set of relationships that will fill us up instead of emptying us. Membership in God’s family is the cure for zombie mode.

For many churches, today is Trinity Sunday, the day each year when we focus on God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. The Trinity is lifted in prayers and hymns and other elements of the worship service. The Trinity reveals that God does not exist in some kind of individual isolation, but in a loving network of relationships. The Father loves the Son, the Son loves the Spirit, the Spirit loves the Father, and all are mutually supportive and interdependent. There is never any hollowed-out zombie-like existence in the Trinity. No, within the family of God there is always love and direction and meaning and purpose.

The same is true for us, once we are part of God’s family. When we allow ourselves to be led by the Spirit, we become children of God, which means that we can experience the deep love and strong connections constantly being experienced by the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. When we follow the Spirit’s leading, we find ourselves filled with the fruit of the Spirit: “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control” (Galatians 3:22-23). This is the opposite of zombie mode, in which we keep up appearances but feel hollow inside. Filled with the fruit of the Spirit, we make life-giving connections with God and the people around us.

Life-giving connections are essential, now more than ever, as isolation is on the rise in the United States. Surgeon General Vivek H. Murthy calls isolation “an epidemic.” A recent survey revealed that 50% of adults in America said they experience loneliness; and that was before the pandemic cut so many people off from friends, loved ones and support systems. But there is hope, according to the surgeon general. “Religious or faith-based groups can be a source for regular social contact,” he writes, “serve as a community of support, provide meaning and purpose, [and] create a sense of belonging around shared values and beliefs.”

When churches provide opportunities for contact and support, they are following the example of the Trinity. When congregations provide people with meaning and purpose, they are being led by the Spirit of God. When Christians serve their neighbors, they are taking up their crosses and following Jesus Christ.

Paul makes clear that being “heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ” involves self-giving. He says that we suffer with Christ “so that we may also be glorified with him” (Romans 8:17). Such an approach always involves a willingness to put others first. Such a life “entails selflessness, suffering, vulnerability and love for the sake of others,” says Carlson. This life “is not an option; it is a full and indispensable component” of a Spirit-created life in the family of God.

Selflessness. Vulnerability. Love for the sake of others. Although such attitudes and actions might seem like they would deplete us, they fill us up. In the Spirit-led family of God, the antidote to hollowness is service to others.

On the Blue Apron website, one customer wrote, “Blue Apron has changed my life for the better.” That may be true when it comes to preparing delicious, healthy dinners. But to fill more than your stomach, you need the recipe provided by the apostle Paul. Start by following the lead of the Spirit of God (v. 14). Then, call God your “Abba! Father!” (v. 15). Finally, suffer with Christ so that you can be “glorified with him” (v. 17). Spirit, God, Christ: They are the cure for zombie mode.

A Litany for Trinity Sunday (Unison – read )	written by Steve Collins
three is the magic number	one to conceive
calling us out of individualism	one to die
insisting on relationship	one to resurrect
i to you	
we to another	one to plan
trinity seeding networks 	one to act
until all the cosmos joins in	one to explain

one to create	one is sufficient
one to save	two is relationship
one to sustain	three is community

one to author	trinity expose our self-reliance
one to fight	trinity break open our exclusivity
one to enliven	trinity seed our joining together
	Amen
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Blue Apron is an American ingredient-and-recipe meal kit company headquartered in New York City. Fans of the company love the quality ingredients that show up at their doors, along with recipes that help them cook delicious meals. Customers rave: “Blue Apron has been amazing for me”; “We have so much fun making these meals”; “Produce — fresh and very high-quality”; “Blue Apron has changed my life for the better.”

Blue Apron may be changing lives, but the company is facing hard times. Back in 2017, the company’s worth reached $2 billion. Then Blue Apron acquired BN Ranch, “a network of sustainable meat producers.” Ainsley Harris reports that Blue Apron’s dreams to reimagine the food industry “soon withered.” Last September (2023), the company sold for $103 million, quite a drop from its $2 billion peak. They are in “a kind of zombie existence,” says Harris. “To the consumer, they are keeping up appearances, but behind the scenes, they are hollowing out…only a brand veneer and intellectual property remain.”

We know what it feels like to be keeping up appearances but hollowing out inside. Some days we find ourselves entering our own personal “zombie mode.” Zombification can be caused by stressful work environments, heavy responsibilities, chronic stress, demands in home life, job relocation, serious health concerns, and generally feeling a lack of control over life. These factors lead to symptoms of burnout and diminished mental health.

It's a vicious cycle that starts with events, situations and experiences which trigger zombie-like feelings of numbness and being overwhelmed. These feelings lead to fatigue, reduced energy, low motivation, and lack of joy in life. We engage less, decrease our activity, neglect our responsibilities, and feel hopeless, guilty, and filled with shame which only prolongs our zombie like feelings and behaviors. In zombie mode, we go through the motions without finding meaning. 

In Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation, Parker Palmer talks about burnout. “If I try to be or do something noble that has nothing to do with who I am, I may look good to others and to myself for a while. But the fact that I am exceeding my limits will eventually have consequences. I will distort myself, the other, and our relationship — and may end up doing more damage than if I had never set out to do this particular ‘good.’ When I try to do something that is not in my nature or the nature of the relationship, the way will close behind me.
