Take This Job and Love It #9

“Beating the Boredom Blues”

Psalm 90:12


In our series of messages entitled Take This Job and Love It, we have encountered a variety of challenges for the Christian in the workplace.  Last week we considered the problem of stress, and how too much stress can be detrimental physically, emotionally, and spiritually.  This week I want to consider the topic, “Beating the Boredom Blues.”


At first glance it might seem that boredom would be the opposite of stress, but in fact “boredom is a condition that can be more stressful and damaging than overwork, according to those who have studied the issue.”
  Boredom is “one of the biggest contributors to work-related stress,” said Douglas LaBier, a business psychologist who runs the Center for Adult Development in Washington. The less someone works at work, the more pressure they feel.


The classic symptoms of boredom are all too easy too familiar. We no longer enjoy what we are doing. We dread to go to work. One wag said, “You know you are bored when it takes twice as long to drive to work in the morning as it does to get home at night.”


With that in mind, consider this: A recent survey found that the average adult spends about one-third of his waking time bored!
  How can this be?  For one thing, the industrial revolution produced a higher stan​dard of living materially, but it did so at the cost of placing many people in unfulfilling jobs.
  Those who work on assembly lines or in factories of some sort do the same thing hour after hour, day after day, year after year.  They may never see the finished product of their work, missing out on the satisfaction of seeing a job completed.  Chuck Swindoll comments on such boredom, 

In referring to monotony, I do not have in mind a lack of activity as much as a lack of purpose. We can be busy yet bored, involved yet indifferent. Life becomes tediously repetitious, dull, hum​drum, pedestrian. In a word, blah.


When we lose our sense of purpose, everything loses its significance.  We become tempted to agree with the conclusion of Ecclesiastes, “Meaningless! Meaningless!  Utterly meaningless! Everything is meaningless” (Ecc 1:2).  This becomes particularly true of our occupations.  Stanley Baldwin writes, 

Many people literally hate their jobs. I’m not talking about mild dissatisfaction; even people who love their jobs have off days. I’m not talking about fatigue, either. Everyone needs time off. I’m talking about people who every day dread going to bor​ing or tedious jobs.


For too many of us, boredom is the rule at work.  Whether the job is blue collar or white collar, high tech or hard labor, monotony is a challenge to be taken seriously.  How do we beat the boredom blues on the job?

Obstacles to be Avoided


Before we get to the topic of beating boredom at the workplace, I want to consider some obstacles to be avoided.  These tend to be emotional responses that could get us into trouble in one way or another.


The first obstacle to be avoided is feelings of self-pity.  When our job is less than fulfilling, we tend to whine and throw a pity party for ourselves.  William Barclay insightfully observes,

The characteristic modern disease is boredom; and boredom is the direct result of selfishness. So long as a man lives on the principle of, “﻿Why should I do it? Let someone else do it,﻿” he is bound to be bored. The interest of life lies in service.


Self-pity is simply a form of self-centeredness.  Everything is about self.  It is only as we lose sight of ourselves that we truly “find ourselves”!  Instead of this selfishness, Paul writes in Galatians 5:13-14, 

You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love. The entire law is summed up in a single command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”

A second obstacle to be avoided is the feeling of frustration, anger, or hostility.  These emotions tend to build over time, as the monotony of our work gets the better of us.  We become short-fused with fellow workers, employers, customers, or even equipment!  What we need to do is follow the wise words of James 1:19-20, 

My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires.

A third and particularly dangerous obstacle is fantasizing.  When we can do the job “with our eyes closed,” so to speak, our minds are free to think about other things.  We need to be careful that we do not allow our minds to daydream unchecked. The Bible says, “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good” (Rom 12:21). Boredom very well may open the door to a sinful fantasy life. But when we use a boring situation to grow spiritually rather than yield to temptation, we turn the tables on Satan and fulfill God’s admonition to overcome evil with good.
  A couple of good Bible texts to help us in doing this are:
2 Corinthians 10:5 - We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.
Philippians 4:8-9 - Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things. Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you. 


If we allow our minds to wander—and that’s not a bad thing in itself, as long as we are still able to do our job correctly—these verses give us some parameters in which to keep our thoughts.


One last obstacle to be avoided is finding shortcuts.  Sometimes this is done just for the mental challenge of trying to do something easier or quicker.  Other times this is done just to minimize the monotony!  We might be especially tempted to do this if our supervisor is not watching us at that moment.  But we need to remind ourselves of Colossians 3:22-23, 

Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything; and do it, not only when their eye is on you and to win their favor, but with sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord. Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men.
Even the most mundane duties merit our best efforts, not “just enough to get by.” Who would ever expect such a thing as boredom to be such a problem?  It seems too mild, too passive to even mention. Not so! It is one of the deadliest darts in the Devil’s quiver. Once it strikes, the poison spreads rapidly, leaving us listless, careless, and disillusioned. Our vision gets blurred and our shoulders start to stoop. We become putty in the enemy’s hand.

We need to avoid those obstacles of self-pity, anger, unchecked fantasy, and finding shortcuts.  They can lead to much greater problems than being bored on the job!

Opportunities to be Afforded


Turning to the positive approach, I’d like to begin with a verse from Psalm 90, from our Scripture reading earlier this morning.  Verse twelve states, “Teach us to number our days aright, that we may gain a heart of wisdom.”  Swindoll writes,

Now Moses isn’t suggesting that we keep a calendar, obviously. Nor does He mean we need to remember when our birthday is or simply how old we are. It is much deeper than that. Look at the word teach—“teach us.” The word means “cause to know.” And the word number means “to reckon” or “assign” or “appoint” something. One lexicon suggests the phrase “that we may present to Thee” could be rendered “that we may gain.” All these observations lead me to this paraphrase of verse 12: “So cause us to know how to assign significance to our days so that we may gain the ability to see life as You see it.” To say that in the form of a prayer, “Lord, in the daily, mo​notonous assignments of life, cause me to learn how to view each day as You look at it”

Warren Wiersbe adds, “For the Christian believer, life becomes a school in which we learn more about God and His Word, as well as more about ourselves and how much we need to grow.”
 
In contrast to the obstacles to be avoided, there are also some opportunities to be appropriated if we find ourselves less than challenged than we might like.  Baldwin comments,

Of course, any job—whether monotonous or exciting—serves God if we do it in obedience to him. But even if we are con​sciously trying to glorify God in our work, repetitious jobs may bore us because they offer no mental challenge. The worker operates on automatic pilot. Nevertheless, you can take what may be the worst aspect of your job—boredom—and turn it into a benefit. How? By taking advantage of those eight hours each day when your mind runs at idle. Those hours can do double duty for you. You can get paid for your physical labor or presence on the job while engaging in your own mental pursuits.


What are some of these positive “mental pursuits”?  One is meditating on Scripture.  Perhaps we read a passage in our devotions, or we remember a verse that really stuck out in the preacher’s sermon last Sunday.  Use the time when we don’t have to focus as much on the work and allow God’s Word to become engrained into our minds.  In doing so we fulfill Joshua 1:8, 

Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful. 


A related opportunity is prayer. Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 5:17,“pray continually.”  How can we accomplish that?  By making the most of every opportunity to pray.  We may choose to incorporate 1 Timothy 2:1-2 during these moments: I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone—for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness.

We can also plan for off-work hours during our boring jobs.  I try to carry a small notebook with me on the job so that I can jot down any ideas or reminders of commitments I had made.  How often do we think about something while at work when we can’t do anything about it, then when we can do something about it, we don’t remember it!  This can help us stay on top of our schedules and commitments.

Finally, boring jobs can provide the opportunity for creative thinking.  People speak of being trapped in a boring job as if it were a prison. If you feel trapped in your job, remember that prison was the setting in which some of the great creative works of our age were born. Cheryl Forbes notes,
It seems as if the greater the physical confinement the larger the imaginative space grows. John Bunyan and Alexander Solzhenitsyn are two examples. Pilgrim’s Progress was writ​ten in prison, a tremendous feat. Greater still was that of Solzhenitsyn, who wrote in prison despite the fact that he was allowed no paper. He wrote in his head and memorized what he wrote…. Prison stripped him of everything except his imagination.


Even in the most mundane work, we have opportunities for positive activities if we avail ourselves to them.  We must be careful not to take these activities too far, though, that we are negligent in fulfilling our duties.


What about some practical steps toward alleviating the boredom that comes with our occupation?  Ramon Greenwood of CommonSenseAtWork.com provides some helpful hints:
If upon rational analysis you find you are bored with your job as a whole and not just some routine part of it, you should discuss the problem with your boss and ask for a transfer to another, more challenging position. 

(If you can’t discuss your feelings with your boss, you have a problem of another kind.)

If a transfer is not feasible, then you need to make a dedicated effort to enlarge your present responsibilities. Or find new ways to carry them out; learn new skills. Change your daily routine. Find life-enlarging interests aside from your job.

It helps to see your job in the context of the larger mission of the organization. That is, to understand that no matter how small, you are an integral part of the organization. What you do is important.

Boredom and burnout have a hard time surviving when you learn to take pride in your work and try constantly to improve what you do.

Finally, if none of these steps provide any relief, then you need to seriously consider moving on to another position with new challenges. But you should be careful about taking this extreme step. You have to be sure that you are not running away from yourself and the realities of the challenges and periods of boredom that are inevitable parts of life.

Outcomes to be Anticipated


What can we expect when we do this?  Baldwin mentions three outcomes to be anticipated when we beat boredom on the job. 


The first is spiritual growth.  Any time we spend in God’s Word and in prayer will result in greater spiritual maturity.  Many Christians find it difficult to schedule time in Scriptures and in prayer in their busy lives.  By spending time with God on the job we are able to fill this essential need.


We will also experience more job fulfillment.  No, the work won’t magically become less monotonous or boring, but we won’t feel that our job is such a waste of time.  By having something positive to look forward to, our whole attitude toward our job will be enhanced.


Thirdly, we may also find improved reputation on the job.  Paul writes about church leaders in 1 Timothy 3:7, “He must also have a good reputation with outsiders, so that he will not fall into disgrace and into the devil’s trap.”  When our attitudes toward our work improve, our work performance will also increase.  We will be complaining less, arguing less, and be less miserable all around.  This will be a good testimony to those around us.


We need not be defeated by boredom at work.  As Swindoll concludes, 

In the monotonous assignments of daily living, God can take something that seems routine and dull and use it as a platform on which to do His significant work. Remember this: Those who achieve excellence are faithful in the tedious, monotonous details of life. It is there amidst the blahs of boredom that we rise above the level of mediocrity and soar.

Even when the work is tedious, we can “take this job and love it.”
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