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Acedia, Depression and the Spiritual Journey

We are doing an adult religious education class on a book with a really sexy title: Acedia & Me: A Marriage, Monks and a Writer’s Life. It was written by a popular contemporary spiritual writer named Kathleen Norris. She is so popular that even the Unitarian Universalist General Assembly invited her to give a lecture a few years back. She has a number of books but this one she has been writing for over 20 years and pretty recently finished it after the death of her husband. It has not been an easy read and our study group slowly dwindled as time went on. For sure it has stretched us all, but last week’s session was really engaging; at least for me! 

Acedia is an ancient word that emerged in the 4th century in a Christian monastic context as monks tried to explain how difficult it could become to pray and meditate all through the day. For many, at various points, they simply couldn’t. And when acedia embraced them, they would simply report that nothing mattered anymore; they would lose interest in life, stop caring, become indifferent and even often stop believing, “why bother, why care, why do anything?” I wonder how many of us have been there? This is how one 8th century monk described it: 

“Once when I was sitting silently in my cell, that accursed demon of acedia rose up against me and refused to let me celebrate the office both night and day. I lay on the ground for a week under the massive weight pressing down upon me, in such a way that the remembrance of God could no longer well up within my heart…Being stuck all this time in this distressing situation, I began to despair of my life, saying to myself: “It would be better for me to leave for the world rather than to wear the monastic habit; I am doing nothing at all, save being lazy and thinking vain things.” 

Modern day monks explain acedia’s like a marathoner hitting the wall; it’s like climbing up “heartbreak Hill” in Newton around mile 20! But in this case it’s the soul or spirit that seems dead. 

Kathleen Norris explains that she is now convinced she suffers from acedia, soul sickness or spiritual lethargy. It’s a constant battle. She discovered this while living in the vast plays of South Dakota when her husband was hospitalized with deep depression; she found a Catholic monastery of Benedictines, even though she is not Catholic, and she uncovered her spiritual ailment and learned ways of combating it and regaining some spiritual vitality. She thinks it’s common in our society but not understood or recognized. And she thinks it is not only a personal experience of many people, but she thinks our society suffers from acedia; indifference, lack of caring, spiritual deadness. She calls the latter “industrial acedia,” i.e., endless weapons’ production and consumerism, which erode our human spirit leading to a loss of care about the life of the community and nation by ordinary people; spiritual journey replaced by economics and the pursuit of wealth. And she wants to share this incite so that others who suffer from spiritual numbness can learn ways of combating it and regaining spiritual vigor. 

Although it takes some doing to distinguish, Norris believes what many people call depression, is actually acedia. In fact, she goes on, it’s important to try to figure out when we get in a deep rut, whether in fact we are depressed and need medical attention and, possibly medication, are experiencing normal sadness and grief such as when we lose a loved one or a job or a relationship or just through life’s ups and downs which we need to ride out, hopefully with the help of friends and community, or, in fact, real spiritual paralysis and indifference, i.e., acedia. 

Norris cites a recent study among psychiatrists suggesting that “estimates of the numbers of Americans suffering from depression are about 25% too high – as more and more people report symptoms, it’s hard to distinguish normal sadness from real depression. In an article in the NY Times Magazine entitled: “Did Antidepressants Depress Japan?,” a Japanese psychiatrist is quoted as saying the following: “Melancholia, sensitivity, fragility – these are not negative things in a Japanese context…It never occurred to us that we should try to remove them.”  The article goes on to offer a critique of the massive pharmaceutical industry which see Japan as an “emerging market. Between 1998 and 2003 sales of antidepressants in Japan quadrupled.” 

Could it be acedia is underreported? Guess I’m being funny for who has ever heard of it? But is Norris on to something that acedia is what ails some of us at certain points of our lives when we just feel numb and indifferent and uncaring, conditions not appropriate for medical people to treat, but that have spiritual or religious remedies? Norris is sure of it, at least in her own case. 

This book, challenging as it has been, has me doing lots of personal probing of my own life and my family. I’ve thought a lot about my own mother. After my father’s death and well into her 80s, my mother lost a lot of her interest and withdrew from life. She stopped caring for herself, stopped connecting to others, she seemed sad and depressed her last 6-7 years. The diagnoses were of some dementia and some depression. Maybe so. Maybe not. Maybe partly. But I now wonder if she was struggling with acedia. After 80 years of practicing her Catholic faith and being a pillar of the local church, in leadership roles all of her adult life, she admitted to me one day she didn’t really believe any of it! She stopped praying, stopped believing, no longer imagining God or afterlife; she was spiritually deadened. 

Norris says that acedia, indifference, lack of caring, spiritual deadness, can also exhibit itself as over caring, of being completely encompassed by a caretaker identity, a kind of careaholic, if you will. One monk interviewed by Norris said that while monks often exhibit acedia by ignoring others, indifferent to them, “he or she might might also obsess in her efforts to care for them, almost preying on those in need.” The healthy spiritual life needs balance, we are reminded. 

But acedia is not confined to the monastery, writes Norris. It can happen in marriage as well. She talks at length about her relationship with her husband and how different their struggles in life displayed. David, she says, was often depressed and benefitted from therapy and medication. Though a born Catholic, he had no interests in the spiritual life, though she often said, he was happy when she or others prayed for him. Kathleen on the other hand, suffered not from depression, but spiritual sickness and indifference, and found her remedies through the monastic tradition, most especially the Old Testament psalms, and the monastic rhythm of work and repetition. David had zero religious instincts; Kathleen found help and healing in her religious practices. 

“And what of the ‘dead times’ in a marriage, when the romance has faded, and ‘happily ever after’ seems a cruel sham?....It is easy to fall in love over a meal in a restaurant, where someone else does the cooking and the cleaning up; it is hard to tolerate, much less love, the person who shares our kitchen, bath, and bed.” She learned from the monks that the key to a life-giving relationship is actually the repetition of mundane acts. The routine can be so life -giving. “The human need for routine is such that even homeless people establish it the best they can, walking the same streets, foraging in the same dumpsters, sleeping in the same spots, in an attempt to maintain basic relationships with people and places.” Speaking of routine and marriage, she suggests, that in a study of “daily habits of couples,” it was found that one particular ritual that seemed to demonstrate “good and stable relationships” and made a real difference was “the embracing of one’s spouse at the beginning and end of each day.”  Just as medieval theologians reasoned that the virtuous life primarily involved the constant repetition of good actions, this constant flow of even a peck on the cheek each morning and evening could help shape the relationship for the better. Melanie and I add another time for a brief peck on the, i.e., when we share a glass of wine or beer. 

Like the centuries old monastic tradition, Kathleen Norris treats her acedia, her spiritual indifference and lack of caring, by praying the psalms, all 150 of them over and over. The psalms are very human, very emotional, very direct, very personal. They often cry out for God’s presence when one is feeling abandoned. They bring comfort and solace. Her other remedy for acedia is also part of the monastic tradition: labor, work , the repeating of mundane tasks over and over – wash the dishes, make the bed, sweep the floor, iron the clothes, chop the wood, paint the deck, etc. Prayer and labor, repeated over and over again. And, for Norris, going to church. When experiencing spiritual numbness, indifference, a lack of caring about life and others, we often have the inclination to isolate, hide out, sleep the day away. But, writes Norris, “…it can be a major victory over acedia to walk through the sanctuary doors on Sunday morning. ..An ordinary service can spark with words that ignite my imagination, shore up my resolve, and tell me that I am something more than I had thought myself to be when I awoke that morning.” 

And she carries that with her out the door somewhat fortified when the next bout of bad thinking or bad behavior occurs a few hours later. The ritual reminds her of who she wants to be, as one of us has said over and over again about coming to church every week. 

The book is a tough read, but full of human wisdom from a woman who clearly has struggled in her life and her relationships and her professional writing life. In an interview undertaken since she has published this book, Norris expresses gratitude for her journey back through time into the ancient monastic tradition and how much she has learned from contemporary monasticism. She has learned, in the end, that the opposite of acedia, of boredom, or indifference, or even anger, is love. And she says a remarkable thing about love – “it’s always there. It’s a constant. It’s not going away.” But it’s demanding to practice love; it’s work and sometimes “you don’t want to care that much…(yet) to wake up in the morning and realize that love is there in the world, it’s there in your relationships,” it’s there in your church community, most especially when life has become a burden. 

This final insight is what our own Universalist faith is built on, i.e., that love is the principle of the universe, that God is love. It surrounds us, carries us, and rescues us when we are in the throws of discouragement and despair. At least that’s what we believe. That’s our faith. 

The other night Alan asked Melanie and me whether or not in our monastic, religious communities, we ever personally experienced anything like acedia, I answered no, I didn’t think so. But having now finished this journey through this book with the others and tried to make sense of it and share it with all of you, I now think that I have experienced acedia and the way that it comes out in my life and work is when my ministry is less about love and compassion, and more just about duty. That is, when I am responding the demands of this calling as mere duty or responsibility as part of the job description, and not out of my better self with a compassionate heart, I think that is acedia. And it never feels very good. And I begin questioning whether I have chosen the right calling and whether I am suited for it or not. And I’m grateful to Kathleen Norris for unearthing this ancient wisdom and also grateful for tips as to how to counteract it when it occurs: prayer, especially the Old Testament psalms, work and the repetition of simple yet important daily tasks, and love – believe in it and work at it; be changed by it. 

