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Kohelet, Contemplative Attention, and the 
Media Literacy Habit Loop 

Attentional Interruption and Responsible Agency  

Abstract. This article develops an integrated theoretical account of Kohelet, or 
Ecclesiastes, as an ancient Israelite discipline of contemplative attention with implications 
for contemporary critical media literacy. Building on Prof. Rabbi Tzvee Zahavy’s 
interpretation of Kohelet as a meditative text, the essay argues that the book’s repetitions, 
paradoxes, breath imagery, and guided visualizations function as technologies of attention: 
textual practices that interrupt habituated forms of desire, cognition, and self-securing. 
The article then brings this model into conversation with algorithmic information 
environments, where platform design accelerates aMective reaction, compresses 
interpretive delay, and converts attention into circulation. By comparing Kohelet’s 
contemplative suspension of grasping with the Media Literacy Habit Loop—pause, verify, 
contextualize, and participate—the paper develops “attentional interruption” as a 
theoretical bridge between biblical interpretation, theological anthropology, and digital 
pedagogy. Kohelet’s final exhortation, “Revere God and observe His commandments,” is 
read as the theological endpoint of this attentional discipline: the reordering of perception 
and action toward humility, obedience, and responsible participation in conditions of 
impermanence. 

Thesis 
This article argues that Kohelet’s meditative form and the Media Literacy Habit Loop are 
best understood not simply as analogous practices, but as formally comparable modes of 
attentional governance. Both intervene at the threshold between stimulus and response: 
Kohelet by destabilizing the reader’s attachment to permanence through hevel, repetition, 
paradox, and contemplative imagery; media literacy by converting reactive digital 
consumption into a staged process of epistemic validation, contextual analysis, and 
intentional participation. The article therefore proposes “attentional interruption” as a 
shared theoretical category that links ancient Israelite meditation, theological 
reorientation, cognitive regulation, and critical digital citizenship. 
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Key Concepts and Their Relationships 
This paper depends on five interrelated concepts. Contemplative attention refers to 
disciplined awareness that slows perception and resists immediate possession, reaction, 
or judgment. Hevel names the breath-like, vaporous, and unstable character of human 
striving; it is the textual sign through which Kohelet repeatedly confronts the reader with 
impermanence. Attentional interruption is the central theoretical bridge: a pause that 
interrupts habitual movement from stimulus to response and creates space for 
discernment. Attentional governance describes the structured formation of perception and 
action, whether through Kohelet’s literary repetition or through pedagogical media literacy 
practices. Responsible participation names the ethical endpoint of disciplined attention: 
action that is reflective, accountable, and oriented toward truth, reverence, and the 
common good. 

The relationship among these concepts can be stated as a sequence. Kohelet’s language of 
hevel generates contemplative attention by repeatedly exposing the fragility of 
permanence. This contemplative attention produces attentional interruption, which 
suspends automatic grasping and opens a space for judgment. When formalized as 
attentional governance, this same structure can be translated into the Media Literacy Habit 
Loop. The result is responsible participation: in Kohelet, reverence and commandment; in 
media literacy, verified, contextualized, and ethically accountable engagement 

Table 1. Parallel structure of Kohelet’s meditative form and the Media Literacy Habit 
Loop 

Kohelet’s 
Meditative Form 

Shared Theoretical 
Function 

Media Literacy Habit Loop 

Hevel / breath 
imagery 

Interrupts immediacy by 
confronting the subject with 
transience. 

Pause: create reflective space 
before response. 

Repetition and 
paradox 

Slows automatic response by 
destabilizing habitual 
assumptions. 

Verify: test claims through 
evidence, provenance, and source 
comparison. 

Cycles of nature 
and transience 

Reframes meaning within 
larger temporal, social, and 
systemic contexts. 

Contextualize: analyze systems, 
incentives, visibility, and framing. 

Reverence and 
commandment 

Forms responsible agency by 
converting disciplined 

Participate: act responsibly 
through constructive engagement, 
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attention into accountable 
action. 

correction, silence, or refusal to 
amplify. 

 

Theoretical Framework: Attentional Interruption 
The concept of attentional interruption names a disciplined pause that prevents 
perception from collapsing immediately into possession, reaction, or amplification. 
Theoretically, it combines three dimensions. First, it is cognitive: it slows automatic 
processing and creates space for reflective judgment. Second, it is ethical: it asks what 
forms of desire, power, or self-interest are shaping interpretation. Third, it is theological: it 
reorders the self away from illusions of mastery and toward reverence before what exceeds 
human control. Kohelet and the Media Literacy Habit Loop diMer historically and 
normatively, but both operate by introducing friction into habitual patterns of response. 

Kohelet as Contemplative Discipline 
For centuries, readers have confronted Kohelet as an anomaly within the biblical canon. Its 
voice appears fragmented, ironic, and at times contradictory, moving between the 
attractions of pleasure, the burdens of labor, the limits of wisdom, and the inevitability of 
death. If approached as a linear philosophical treatise, the text can appear incoherent. Yet 
this very instability may be central to its function: Kohelet does not resolve anxiety through 
argument so much as it exposes the instability of every human strategy for overcoming 
finitude. 

In “Kohelet: An Israelite Form of Meditation,” published on TheTorah.com, Prof. Rabbi Tzvee 
Zahavy proposes that Kohelet operates through meditative repetition and contemplative 
disorientation. This reading reframes the book’s unsettling claims about pleasure, work, 
wisdom, and legacy. Rather than presenting a merely negative anthropology, Kohelet 
disciplines the reader to perceive the limits of human control and the instability of all 
attempts to secure permanence within temporal life. 

Kohelet’s literary form is essential to its theoretical function. Its repetitions, paradoxes, 
contradictions, visualizations, and recurring images of breath and wind should not be 
treated merely as signs of incoherence. They constitute a textual apparatus for producing 
attentional interruption. The reader is repeatedly led through the same analytic sequence: 
an object of human desire is presented, its promise of stability is intensified, and its 
inability to provide lasting security is disclosed. The result is not argumentative closure, but 
a disciplined destabilization of attachment. 
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Three meditative mechanics are especially significant. First, Kohelet’s sonorous 
repetition—most memorably hevel havalim, “vanity of vanities” or “breath of breaths”—
functions almost like a mantra, slowing the reader’s interpretive momentum. Second, the 
repeated association of hevel with breath, vapor, and wind anchors attention in transience 
rather than possession. Third, the book’s visualizations of natural cycles—the sun’s rising 
and setting, the movement of wind, and the flow of streams into the sea—draw the reader 
into a contemplative awareness of cosmic rhythm and individual limitation. 

The meditative force of Kohelet therefore lies in its capacity to release the soul from the 
agony of grasping. Pleasure, productivity, wisdom, wealth, and reputation are not denied all 
value; rather, their inability to secure ultimate permanence is repeatedly revealed. The 
jarring shifts within the scroll strip away intellectual defenses and existential pretenses, 
guiding the reader toward surrender, presence, and reverence. 

This pattern gives particular significance to Kohelet’s concluding injunction: “Revere God 
and observe His commandments.” In academic discussions, this conclusion is sometimes 
treated as an editorial or theological framing device that stabilizes the book’s more radical 
reflections. Yet within a meditative reading, the exhortation can also be understood as the 
logical and spiritual outcome of the text’s discipline. Once human claims to permanence, 
mastery, and self-suMiciency have been relativized, reverence before God becomes the 
only stable orientation available to the reader. 

From Kohelet’s Meditation to the Media Literacy Habit Loop 
The transition from Kohelet to media literacy rests on a formal homology rather than a 
simple thematic resemblance. In both cases, the problem is not information itself but the 
unexamined immediacy with which the subject attaches meaning, value, and identity to it. 
Kohelet addresses the impulse to convert finite goods—pleasure, achievement, wisdom, 
and legacy—into ultimate sources of security. Algorithmic media environments exploit a 
structurally similar impulse by converting attention into instantaneous engagement, 
emotional alignment, and public circulation. Both domains therefore require a disciplined 
delay: in Kohelet, the suspension of grasping before impermanence; in media literacy, the 
suspension of reactive amplification before digital content. 

The Media Literacy Habit Loop operationalizes attentional interruption as a repeatable 
interpretive discipline. Pause functions as a metacognitive circuit breaker that delays 
aMective capture and interrupts automatic heuristic processing. Verify shifts judgment 
from impressionistic acceptance to epistemic validation through evidence, provenance, 
and source comparison. Contextualize expands evaluation from the isolated claim to the 
socio-technical systems that determine visibility, circulation, monetization, and 
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ideological framing. Participate converts reflection into ethically accountable action, 
including constructive response, corrective clarification, strategic silence, or refusal to 
amplify. In this framework, the habit loop translates Kohelet’s contemplative structure into 
a critical pedagogy for algorithmic environments, while preserving the deeper claim that 
disciplined attention is a precondition for responsible agency. 

Conclusion 
Kohelet’s meditation does not end in nihilism, but in disciplined reorientation. Its reading 
during Sukkot—a festival marked by temporary shelters and embodied awareness of 
impermanence—intensifies the text’s central pedagogical claim: human life must be lived 
within transience without being governed by illusion. This same pedagogical problem 
reappears in algorithmic media environments, where attention is captured, accelerated, 
monetized, and converted into public action before reflective judgment can intervene. By 
reading Kohelet alongside the Media Literacy Habit Loop, this article has argued that 
attentional interruption is a transferable mode of ethical formation. The movement from 
hevel to reverence and from pause to participation identifies a common structure of 
disciplined perception: delay reaction, examine desire, test claims, situate meaning, and 
act responsibly. Kohelet’s final summons—“Revere God and observe His 
commandments”—therefore functions not as withdrawal from public life, but as a 
theological account of rightly ordered agency. Reverence names the disposition that resists 
self-mastery; commandment names the form disciplined action takes when freed from 
illusion. In this sense, Kohelet oMers more than an ancient meditation on impermanence: it 
provides a theoretical model for ethical attention under conditions of cognitive, 
technological, and spiritual instability. 

Future Research Directions 
Future research might develop this integrated framework in four directions. First, biblical 
scholarship could further examine whether Kohelet’s repetitive, sensory, and cyclical 
features correspond to broader ancient Near Eastern or Israelite contemplative practices, 
ritual settings, or pedagogical forms. Second, theoretical work could refine the category of 
attentional interruption by comparing it with concepts in cognitive science, 
phenomenology, virtue ethics, and media theory. Third, empirical media literacy research 
could test whether training in pause–verify–contextualize–participate increases latency 
before sharing, improves source verification accuracy, reduces reactive amplification, or 
changes patterns of civic engagement. Fourth, pedagogical studies could investigate how 
this framework functions across religious education, digital citizenship curricula, and 
interdisciplinary humanities instruction, particularly in contexts where ethical formation 
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and critical information practices are treated as mutually reinforcing rather than separate 
educational aims. 
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