Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
The Cost of Boredom 

By Erica Brown

“That which has been, is that which shall be, and that which has been done is that which shall be done. There is nothing new under the sun.”

Ecclesiastes 1:9

The book of Ecclesiastes is traditionally attributed to ancient King Solomon. It is a somber book, a repository of life wisdom and a treasure trove of cynicism. It’s also one of my favorite books of the Bible. After pursuing a life of material and intellectual excess, Solomon concludes that all is vanity, futility, vapor. Special moments are fleeting, and all that we pursue in the mind-numbing enterprise of being human amounts to very little, as he writes later (12:6-7): “The silver cord snaps and the golden bowl crashes; the jar is shattered at the spring, and the jug is smashed at the cistern. And the dust returns to the ground.” All that is beautiful is not long-lasting and returns to a state of non-existence.

Solomon reflects a feeling that many of us have or have had. We go through cycles where little in life seems worthwhile. We go through motions without the requisite emotions. We feel psychically tired, numb to experience, unable or unwilling to generate excitement. We call this boredom. In its worst manifestation, these thoughts may lead to clinical depression. A close reading of Deuteronomy 28:66-67 articulates it this way:
“…your life shall hang in doubt before you. You will fear day and night and have no affirmation of your life. In the morning you will say, ‘I wish it were evening.’ In the evening, you will say, ‘I wish it were morning.’” We recognize the anguish of this curse. Time passes, and we passively observe it without meaningfully engaging it. 

Boredom holds many dangers for people and also for institutions and cultures. When religion fails to engage us, when it seems a repeat of the same old, same old, we may struggle to make it more meaningful, or we may simply walk away. Judaism is an age-old religion with repeated, cyclical rituals; its patterns can be an anchor and a comfort or they can be tedious and burdensome. In Solomon’s words, what happens when we believe that Judaism contains nothing new under the sun?

I’ve been engaged with this question for some years and this week, the results of my research will come out in a book, Spiritual Boredom: Rediscovering the Wonder of Judaism (Jewish Lights). I wanted it to come out before the holiday season because long days in the synagogue can become breeding grounds for boredom. If the prayer book isn’t working, maybe there is another spiritual alternative. Why did I bother spending so much time on what has been called a trivial emotion? Because I believe that boredom is a human construct that Judaism has become boxed into that needs an escape route. I believe that most people believe Judaism is boring without ever finding out if it can be thrilling. Many of us know that being Jewish can be a dynamic and meaningful way to interact with the world.

Boredom isn’t merely a condition. For some, it’s a state of mind. Nothing excites the passions. We can walk through life with our gears in neutral. And yet, every once in a while, we wake up. We’re shaken up by something extraordinary, and it makes us realize that we are living fractionally. Every day can be filled with enormous purpose, with a bracing sense of zeal, with a commitment to others that is vivifying.


Not feeling it? If you open one of the sixteenth-century codes of Jewish law, you’ll see it right there in bold print, the very first law on the very first page. Wake up like a lion to serve your creator. That’s not boredom. Jewish life is meant to be lived with ferocity. The mitzvot are designed to make us exquisitely sensitive to each moment in time, each change of season, each piece of food that we place in our mouths. Its comprehensiveness is a way to engage every part of our lives, as one Talmudic sage once said in Ethics of the Fathers, “Turn it inside out and round about. All is within it.”
The poet Dylan Thomas once wrote, “Something is boring me. I think it’s me.” If we’re feeling Solomon’s mental fatigue, it just may be time to take some personal responsibility for our Judaism. Maybe it’s nto Judaism. Maybe it’s us.
Shabbat Shalom
.

