Beating the Blahs #8

“Motoring through Monotony”

selected Scriptures

Here’s a news flash that you won’t see in tomorrow’s newspaper or on the evening news:

The most costly disease in America is neither cancer nor coronaries, but boredom. Transplants are increasingly available—pancreas, kidney, liver, heart, bone marrow, lung—but if a man’s mind is devoid of horizons he will succumb to boredom.

Surprised? Suspicious?

It’s not only our health at risk: The number-one enemy of happy marriages is not money, adultery, or incompatibility but boredom! Creativity is essential to keep a love relationship polished.
 Our closest relationships are in danger.
We often associate the problem of boredom with children, but Christian counselor Gary Collins writes,

In the middle years, the excitement and challenge of establishing a career and launching a marriage can give way to what has been called “middle-age blahs.” Everyday routines at work or home, dull and uninspiring church services, marriages that have lost their luster, and duty-motivated visits with uninteresting relatives can all merge into a routine of boredom. This boredom can be made worse by ongoing daily frustrations, such as a house that always needs work, monthly bills that must be paid, bosses that make continual demands, and children with perpetual needs…. For some, boredom leads to depression, inertia, excessive worry, or mindless addiction to television. Others try to escape their boredom through extramarital affairs, radical lifestyle or job changes, the pursuit of more exciting activities such as gambling, or unconventional and outlandish dress.

This is not exactly “news” though. C. S. Lewis wrote seventy-five years ago in his brilliant work The Screwtape Letters, “The long, dull, monotonous years of middle-aged prosperity or middle-aged adversity are excellent campaigning weather [for the Devil].”
 

Boredom can be a serious cause of depression. If we don’t have a clear sense of God’s purpose in our life to help overcome such depression, or if we don’t have a clear sense of how God is working to make us the sort of people He wants us to be, boredom can be overwhelming.

We might imagine this to be a purely American problem, but it is not. Christopher Garriott (who preached here at Texas Christian Church as a teenager) writes,

A few years after World War II, many persons in England complained that they missed the nightly bombings and the whining rockets which were catapulted across the Channel. They felt that life had meaning for them under the crisis of attack and claimed that they could not find the same intensity of meaning in the monotony, boredom, and indeterminate fears which came with peace.

Can you imagine that? People would rather endure military attacks against their city than deal with the problems of boredom and monotony? 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, humdrum, pedestrian. In a word, blah.

And so, as we continue our series in “Beating the Blahs,” we have come to an issue that is very serious and very common yet rarely discussed from pulpits. I’ve called this message, “Motoring through Monotony,” and I want to look scripturally at the real hazards monotony can bring and hopefully some practical steps to get through it.

Be Alert to the Immiseration of Similar Things

My first suggestion is this: Be alert to the immiseration of similar things. Now, I can hear some of you saying, “Immiseration? You made that word up!” No, I didn’t. It is found in Webster’s Dictionary and it means “the act of making miserable.”
 So there!

Monotony can make us miserable, and it is the tedious sameness that accompanies routine of any kind that often does it.
 The same thing, day after day, week after week, month after month, year after year…you get the picture. 

Boredom is a product of a highly technological and automated society. “I have tried it all, and there isn’t much left to do,” or so we tell ourselves. Boredom, however, is a choice we make. Those same old things may be exciting if we choose to look for the excitement in them. Boredom sets in when I lose sight of my purpose or when I cease to savor the pleasure of the activity.
 Let me illustrate that with two biblical examples.

First, think of the Israelites in the wilderness. One of the most burning problems in the Sinai desert was monotony. Mile after mile of weariness and sand without the amenities of forests and lakes, fields of clover and grazing cattle, takes its toll. As the Israelites trudged through the desert, boredom seemed inevitable. Every day appeared the same. Since the wandering tribes had never been where they were going they didn’t know precisely what lay ahead. The 400-year-old visions of the Promised Land began to fade. So did the frustrations and harassment caused by the Egyptian taskmasters. They wanted to turn around and go back.

Stop and think about this, though. How could you be bored when every day was literally filled with miracles? We sometimes wonder if we are truly following God’s path. They didn’t have to wonder; all they had to do was look outside their tent to see the cloud (in daytime) or a pillar of fire (at night) and they could see the presence of God! Every morning they would wake up to find food (called manna) laying on the desert floor! On at least two occasions they watched water flow out of a rock—in the middle of a desert—so that the people and animals could survive. For forty years their sandals never wore out! And there were the unique events of the quail flying into the camp for meat, the bronze serpent made to counteract the bites of poisonous snakes, or the ground splitting open to swallow up those who dared to challenge the leadership of Moses. Yet how did they respond to all these miracles? Complain, complain, complain! When they weren’t asking, “Are we there yet?” they were whining, “Let’s go back to our slavery in Egypt!”

How could this be? They chose to look at their circumstances instead of God. By an act of the will they refused to remember the goodness of God and instead focused on the monotonous tedium of every day.

Another example is King Solomon. We read in Ecclesiastes 1:2-9,

“Meaningless! Meaningless!” says the Teacher. “Utterly meaningless! Everything is meaningless.” What does man gain from all his labor at which he toils under the sun? Generations come and generations go, but the earth remains forever. The sun rises and the sun sets, and hurries back to where it rises. The wind blows to the south and turns to the north; round and round it goes, ever returning on its course. All streams flow into the sea, yet the sea is never full. To the place the streams come from, there they return again. All things are wearisome, more than one can say. The eye never has enough of seeing, nor the ear its fill of hearing. What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun. 

Here is Solomon in all his glory, the wisest and wealthiest man in history, and he is bored! Now remember, monotony is not so much a lack of activity as much as a lack of purpose. Solomon was plenty busy throughout this book. But he was bored. Charles Williams writes, “Ecclesiastes is, in some sense, a classical expression of utter boredom, though the boredom is set to such high counterpoint that its very expression is exciting. No one who can enjoy Ecclesiastes can be as bored as Ecclesiastes.”
 Another notes,

A significant phenomenon of our times is the spirit of boredom that fills so many hearts with a passive, uncommitted attitude to life and its choices. Perhaps many are blocked by a sense of guilt over the past as well as by a sense of anxiety for the future. Between guilt and anxiety, the present is emptied of actualization or of potentiality. The present is thus perceived as valueless and meaningless. It is the experience of boring a hole and looking into the abyss. If we analyze in order to look through everything, instead of looking at something, we see nothing. So much boredom is the consequence of the analytical spirit that forgets that there is vision as well as reason, faith as well as pragmatism.

One of the real battlegrounds of monotony is on the job. In his book Take This Job and Love It, Stanley Collins devotes one entire chapter to “Making a Boring Job Interesting.” In it he observes, “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 boring or tedious jobs.”
 We’ve all heard of repetitive motion injuries, like carpal tunnel syndrome, tendonitis, and bursitis, but I would suggest that repetitive work can also lead to psychological stress as well.

And it doesn’t have to be our job. Any activity can become boring. “Whether it be listening to great music, eating wonderful food, making love, skiing, or whatever, it is impossible to do anything that one ordinarily enjoys without sometimes becoming bored. Woe to the man who cannot tolerate some boredom, for he shall forever be bored.”
 Sexual obsession is often a response to boredom. A person who is bored with sex because it has become depersonalized may become obsessed with sexual thoughts in hopes that sex will get more exciting. But obsessional sex is always depersonalized, so boredom increases and the obsession grows deeper.

Even those things that once brought us joy—a hobby or pastime—can fall into the malaise of monotony if we are not careful. Nothing in life is immune to this form of the blahs. But there are things we can do about it.

Be Aware of the Importance of Simple Things 

This leads to the second suggestion: Be aware of the importance of simple things. Zechariah 4:10 says, “Do not despise these small beginnings,” [nlt] and sometimes it is in the small, simple things that we can motor through monotony.

Practically speaking, there are simple things that can help transform the tedious in our lives and make the more bearable. If your job involves a lot of travel—especially to and from the same places—try altering the route for a change of scenery. Or you can listen to inspiring music or messages from God’s word while behind the wheel. I have found that audio books help me on long trips. Not only do they keep me awake, but they make the trip seem to go quicker! This also can help if you work alone, perhaps at home doing the same chores everyday. Find music that you like or a good audio book that will engage your mind while your body performs the menial tasks. 

Recovering a sense of “down time” can also help in this area. We all need time away from the ordinary. I’m convinced that is the purpose of the Sabbath as God had originally instituted it. We need a mental as well as a physical break from the everyday! Get plenty of rest on your days off, and do something different than what you ordinarily do. Those who work hard on the job, take it easy! Those who may not have physically taxing jobs, you may find that more strenuous activity as gardening or taking care of the lawn or physical exercise is more satisfying. We may not be able to change what we do on the job, but we can change what we do when we’re not at work!

Another simple thing that can help with monotony is to remember that what you do matters to others. It’s like the story that businessman Jack Eckerd tells of the man walking along a beach, who came upon a pitiful sight: thousands of beautiful starfish washed up by the tide, now drying and dying in the hot sun. So the man reached down, picked up one of the limp creatures, and flipped it back into the sea. He continued his walk in this manner, pausing every few feet to grab another starfish. Another man came by and asked, “Why are you doing that?” “I’m trying to save the starfish,” the man replied. At this, the other man laughed and swept his arm to indicate the thousands of starfish that littered the beach. “Why bother?” he said cynically. “It won’t make any difference!” But even as he spoke, the first man was tossing another starfish into the surf. He watched it disappear beneath the waves, turned and said, “It made a difference for that one.”
 Remind yourself that what you do matters—to your customers, to your employer, to your family. 

Also remind yourself that what you do matters to God. Jesus said in Matthew 10:42, “And if anyone gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones because he is my disciple, I tell you the truth, he will certainly not lose his reward.” In the story of the sheep and the goats in Matthew 25:31-40, He states,

“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. 

“Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ 

“Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ 

“The King will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.’”
If we get this concept of pleasing God into our daily routine, it will transform anything that we may be called upon to go through.
 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 details of life. It is there amidst the blahs of boredom that we can motor through monotony of our existence and appreciate the small things that matter.

Beware of the Immorality of Sinful Things 

There is one more suggestion about monotony: Beware of the immorality of sinful things. King David provides the tragic example of this in 2 Samuel 11:1-2, 

In the spring, at the time when kings go off to war, David sent Joab out with the king’s men and the whole Israelite army…but David remained in Jerusalem. One evening David got up from his bed and walked around on the roof of the palace. From the roof he saw a woman bathing. The woman was very beautiful…

John Kitchen pictures the scene:

It had started innocently. The battles had been won, resistance put down, enemies subdued. It is at once both the goal and undoing of every military man. Victory is the objective to be gained at all costs. Yet when it is had, what does he have? Boredom. Uselessness. The soldier longs, not for bloodshed, but for a battle, a purpose, a cause to defend, a principle to advance, something worth living and dying for. But it was the boredom that had done David in. In the vulnerability of idle security, when most other kings had battle lines to visit, David sat out the sultry evenings of late spring in his palace. The oppressive, muggy air hung heavy in his bedroom. Sleep eluded him. He rose to seek a breath of cool air on the roof. He surveyed the scene he’d beheld hundreds of times—his city, the city of God, the city of peace. As David lazily scanned the housetops and darkened, winding streets, his eyes lighted upon something new, something extraordinary. A woman. Bathing. Naked.

We all know what happened next, but don’t lose sight of when this happened in David’s life. It was in a time of restless monotony. Chuck Swindoll observes, “Our greatest battles don’t usually come when we’re working hard; they come when we have some leisure, when we’ve got time on our hands, when we’re bored.”
 And it usually starts in the mind. Boredom very well may open the door to a sinful fantasy life.

This is when we must exercise our will power. As much as I hate to admit it, when boredom strikes, the responsibility is mine. It is not my setting that has become stagnant, I have. At this point I have some options. I can become complacent; I can pursue other interests and be diverted from what God has called me to do; or I can press hard into a new cycle of growth in which I dig deeper and draw closer to the Lord.

I’m not suggesting that we will escape boredom altogether. Such is the substance of life. The question is, Will boredom control us? The choice is ours.
 We can allow the repetition lull us into boredom and apathy, or we can decide to change our thinking. We may not be able to change the routine, but we can change our mindset. And when we do, life will be anything but dull; we may suffer from fatigue but never from boredom.
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