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      Habit 4

      Log Off and Go Touch Grass

      In the 2000 movie Gladiator, Maximus, a Roman general, goes from a life of tremendous authority and prestige to a life of slavery. In case you haven’t seen the movie, I won’t say much more about what happens to him. But I’ve always enjoyed one specific aspect of Maximus’s character: Before any battle—whether he’s alongside a legion of his troops or he’s fighting a one-on-one duel to the death against a single warrior—Maximus reaches to the ground, grabs a handful of dirt, and rubs it between his hands.

      Why does he do this? One theory is that this act might help dry up any sweat on his hands, strengthening his sword grip. But I think the deeper reason is revealed in a scene in which Maximus tenderly describes his home while he is away at war. He tells the emperor about all the delicious fruit trees and herbs that grow near his house, and he describes how the summer air is warm and fragrant in his family’s kitchen. Maximus is a man who feels a connection to the physical world. Grounding himself in it comforts him. No matter how intense a situation is, a handful of dirt brings him a sense of calm.

      I can relate to this concept. I wonder if you can too. Have you ever been cooped up inside all day, working on a project or perhaps just feeling aimless and bored? After a while, did you start to feel weirdly anxious or restless? Maybe you decided you couldn’t take that feeling anymore, so you got up, went outside, felt the sunshine on your skin and the wind on your face, and immediately felt as if someone had taken a suffocating blanket off your head.

      Have you experienced that scenario? I certainly have. Something about spending too much time cramped inside, hunched over screens, suddenly makes time in the backyard seem therapeutic. I’ve had days when I’ve started to feel an undeniable rise of worry, frustration, or even fear, only to feel it lift right off my shoulders after a nice walk or a short time sitting outside. It’s as if escaping into the world outside my door can be a way of escaping the stress inside my own head.

      A saying that’s rooted in this idea gets passed around on social media often: “Go touch grass.”

      Usually this phrase is said to a person who is talking or acting in a way that shows that he or she has lost touch with reality a bit. Maybe this person has gotten too involved with some online argument. Maybe he or she has been doing foolish or ridiculous things to get noticed. Maybe this person has been scrolling too much and has gotten all kinds of strange ideas and fears. “Go touch grass” has become an internet catchphrase for “You need to go on a walk.”

      I kind of love the phrase “Go touch grass.” At first it may sound rude. But the more you think about it, the more you realize how helpful this advice is. You see, in a digital age it’s easy to become trapped inside our own heads. I can think of at least three signs that we have fallen into a harmful obsession with or addiction to digital distraction: anger, anxiety, and boredom. There are other signs too, of course. But these three signs are, I think, the big alarms that go off in our souls when we’ve allowed ourselves to become too immersed in the online world.

      To choose wisdom is to choose to live in a way that aligns with how God created people to flourish. Because he made us as physical creatures who live in a physical world, we need to regularly redirect our attention and our energy toward the people, places, and things that we share actual space with. Living wisely involves knowing when to go touch grass.

      Know the Signs

      Have you ever seen those posters at doctors’ offices that tell you to know the signs of a particular health problem? Some list the signs of a heart attack. Others outline the signs of a stroke. These little bits of information need to be taken with a grain of salt; not every weird muscle ache means a heart attack is coming! But as a whole, these reminders are helpful because when something begins to go wrong, telling symptoms often occur. Anger, anxiety, and boredom can be telling symptoms of a bigger problem; they are red flags that can tip us off to the fact that our tech habits have gone wrong somewhere.

      Of course, not every flash of anger arises because we spent too much time online. Not every anxious moment means we need to delete an app, and not every afternoon of restless boredom can be cured just by logging off. Life is seasonal and full of many components, so there will be days, weeks, and maybe even years when we struggle with these emotions. That doesn’t necessarily mean we’re doing anything wrong.

      But we do need to look out for patterns. By patterns I mean situations when we repeatedly experience anger, anxiety, or boredom in the same kind of way. In the digital age, patterns of anger, anxiety, and boredom usually tell us that something is off with our relationship to the world.

      What should we do when we notice these patterns? The answer is simple but not easy: We should log off. We should sign out, put away the device, and go touch grass. In many cases the act of logging off and stepping away from our screens will bring relief. Because we are physical creatures, we are intended by our Creator to live in the physical world. Coming back to friends, books, and yes, even grass, can have a healing effect.

      So let’s consider what it might look like to encounter these three warning signs in real life and how to respond to them.

      It’s a Mad, Mad, Mad World

      You don’t have to be on the internet for very long before you realize that people can get really angry. This isn’t just true of “people”; it’s also true of me. When I was younger, I posted a lot on a particular website where I interacted with strangers who had very different opinions. It didn’t take long for the arguments to get heated, and I quickly became frustrated.

      When someone disagreed with me, it always felt personal. On the internet there was no difference between the person that I was and the opinions that I expressed. I only “existed” on the message board if I posted. In that way, my words became me. To have my words attacked was to be personally attacked.

      That’s a pretty foolish way of thinking, isn’t it? In many situations it’s normal for two people to disagree about certain topics and still respect and even enjoy each other. Maybe they playfully disagree about which sports team is better or which Harry Potter book is the best. Or maybe they disagree about a more serious issue, such as a topic in the Bible, politics, or a big decision. These disagreements may be significant, but they don’t mean that the people engaging in them have to stop liking or loving each other.

      Something about in-person interactions helps us remember this truth more easily than we do in online exchanges. When we can see someone’s eyes, hear someone’s voice, and read someone’s body language, the temptation to reduce that person to his or her opinions is much weaker.

      Feeling angry toward someone online is a very reliable sign that we need to step away from the technology that’s exposing our strong opinions while hiding the other person’s humanity. So if you find yourself in a situation where someone or something online has pushed your buttons, check three things:

      1. Check your surroundings. Are you unreasonably irritable at the actual people and things around you? If so, you may be caught in an online rage storm, and you should walk away from it for at least the rest of the day.

      2. Check your time. Did you start scrolling at noon, look up after what felt like fifteen minutes, and realize that it was actually three o’clock in the afternoon? If you’ve completely lost track of time, end your online marathon and redeem what remains of your day.

      3. Check your heart. Do you find yourself wishing something bad would happen to an online stranger? Are you starting to feel a sense of suspicion or resentment toward people in your life, wondering if they might secretly be against you? If so, shut down your device and go be with people whom you know and who know you.

      Anxious for Nothing

      A few years ago I came across the social media account of a husband and wife whose young daughter had suffered a serious accident during a playdate and experienced significant brain damage. The first weeks after the accident, they weren’t sure if she was going to survive. Nearly every post gave some kind of update on her condition and asked followers to keep praying. My wife, Emily, and I both became engrossed in this couple’s journey. We eagerly checked their feed every day for new updates, hoping to see positive reports and feeling the weight of negative ones.

      At some point I realized that keeping up with this couple (whom I did not know and had no connection to) was making me fearful for my own children. The heartbreaking pictures they posted from the hospital room stuck in my head, and I started to visualize my kids in the bed, connected to various machines. I became anxious during my kids’ playdates and constantly wondered if I’d find myself in this online family’s situation.

      This anxiety was a tip off that something was wrong. What was it?

      After sharing this with my wife and hearing her say that she was experiencing similar feelings, we started to understand that consuming this constant stream of new and often very sad information was not good for our hearts. We could not really serve this family in a tangible way since we did not know them at all. We could not bring them a meal. We could not watch their other kids for them. We could not even text or call them to say that we were praying. The Bible tells Christians to “bear one another’s burdens” (Gal. 6:2), but because we knew of this couple only through social media, we had all the burdens but no ability to tangibly carry out the command to bear their burdens with them.

      Online anxiety usually occurs when our knowledge of things greatly exceeds our ability to do something productive with that knowledge. We become passive consumers of information, whether about significant matters or small ones.

      But God didn’t design our minds to soak in this much information every day. Only God is capable of knowing everything. Bible teachers use the word omniscience to refer to God’s knowing of everything all the time. God sees all war, all poverty, all suffering, and all heartbreak all at once. He can take it. He can do something about it (and he does—read Psalm 145:14). Omniscience isn’t a characteristic that we share with God. God gives us limited minds with limited attention and limited time. He calls on us to pay attention to the people and responsibilities he puts in our lives, but we can’t handle knowing everything.

      Whether we’re reading about politics, the suffering going on around the world, or the drama in a stranger’s life, constantly consuming this content on the internet has a way of making us “anxious and troubled about many things” (Luke 10:41). So when a restless anxiety seems to take hold of your heart, try these three steps:

      1. Log off and turn your anxious thoughts into prayer. Instead of scrolling or clicking for more information, turn off your feed and take what you do know to the Lord. Pray for that suffering person. Pray for that uncertain situation. Pray that God would protect you and the ones you love in body and soul. Most of all, pray that he would help you trust that, like a good parent, he will give good gifts to his children (Matt. 7:11).

      2. Log off and fight your anxiety with Scripture. When anxious thoughts strike as a result of scrolling, silence the voice of the internet and instead play the following verses on repeat in your mind. It won’t take long for the strong voice of the risen Jesus to sound so much nearer than the cry of anxiety.

      The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.

      He makes me lie down in green pastures.

      He leads me beside still waters.

      He restores my soul. (Ps. 23:1–3)

      In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I [Jesus] have overcome the world. (John 16:33)

      The Lord works righteousness

      and justice for all who are oppressed. (Ps. 103:6)

      And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose. (Rom. 8:28)

      For this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison. (2 Cor. 4:17)

      3. Log off and defeat your anxiety with love. Shut down your virtual world and look for someone who needs a real helping hand, especially someone in your church. Maybe somebody in your youth group has had a hard week and could use some hangout time. Maybe an older member would be really blessed by a conversation or by you mowing the lawn. Maybe the person you can love lives in your home. The apostle John wrote that “perfect love casts out fear” (1 John 4:18). Drive out the anxiety of empty consumption by doing the good works that God prepared for you to do (Eph. 2:10).

      Bored Games

      Not all emotions sound the alarm at the same blaring level. Some alarms are so quiet that you barely know they’re going off. Boredom might not sound like the same level of threat as anger or anxiety at first, but it really is.

      When you’re waiting for your ride to arrive, what are you probably going to do? When you’ve got a few minutes between classes, what are you probably going to do? When it’s nine o’clock at night, all your homework is done, and you don’t have plans, what are you probably going to do?

      Look, you can answer honestly because my responses are the same as yours: I’m going to scroll. Reaching for our devices in those moments feels almost as unavoidable as gravity. And if we’re being really honest, many times we use our phones and laptops to make situations less awkward or to help us feel less nervous. I once read a comedian’s post about going to a coffee shop and seeing in the corner a man who wasn’t reading and wasn’t using a phone or headphones. The comedian jokingly commented on how weird it was to see a person sitting and enjoying coffee—nothing else.

      The fact that we reach for our devices so automatically in our digital age creates a lot of issues to navigate. One of those issues is persistent boredom and laziness. Many times we get caught in long stretches of mindless online screen time. We’re not looking for anything or trying to get something done. We’re just scrolling while bored.

      It turns out that mindlessly scrolling on our phones is modern evidence of what is actually an ancient problem. Many years ago Christian pastors and teachers talked about something called “acedia.” It’s related to laziness but with an important difference: Acedia is a spiritual laziness that causes you to fill up on meaningless things so much so that you cannot delight in God.1 Think about what happens when your younger brother or sister inhales a bunch of candy right before dinner: He or she becomes so full of junk that it’s impossible to feed on more nutritious things. This is what acedia does to our minds.

      Acedia is often what we’re experiencing when we decline an invite to go somewhere with someone because we’ve been on our apps or streaming something for hours on end, and we barely have any desire to move. Acedia is often to blame when we realize we can’t remember any of that morning’s sermon because we were scrolling nothing in particular for most of the service. And acedia can often be the culprit when we end up consuming something sexually inappropriate or harmfully graphic without really intending to. When it comes to our online lives, mindless is not harmless.

      So how do we defeat the wandering aimlessness of being on the internet? We’ll talk more in a later chapter about living a life too big for screens, but for now, consider these three strategies:

      1. Log off and change your surroundings. It sounds too easy to actually work, but it’s true: One of the best ways to beat mindless boredom is to go someplace else. If you’re in your bedroom, leave your phone there and go see what’s going on in the kitchen, in the family room, or outside. If you’re in a room that you can’t leave, such as a doctor’s office or a classroom, get up and walk to another part of the room. I’m being serious! God made us to live in this world, and the simple act of getting on our feet can remind us of this truth.

      2. Log off and get to work. Time for more honesty: When we’re mindlessly scrolling, many times we’re supposed to be doing something else instead. Log off and say a quick prayer asking God to help you complete your homework, your Bible study, your chores, or anything else that he has put in front of you in his providence. Then get to work! Make a to-do list and circle the one task that you should get done right now.

      3. Log off and take in something beautiful. Go gaze at an old maple tree near your house or a charming painting in the hallway. Open up a book and get lost in its story. Or turn on your favorite music, the kind that feels as if it was written just for you. Soaking in something truly beautiful cultivates wonder and appreciation for the physical world and is one way to fight acedia.

      Conclusion

      It’s so easy these days to let our lives shrink to the size of our screens. And when this happens—when we get so busy consuming that we forget to live—we often encounter anger, anxiety, and boredom. But the good news is that these warning signs tell us that something about the way we’re investing our time has gone wrong so that we have the opportunity to return to wise living.

      When our devices begin to lead us down harmful or distracting paths, we can reengage with the good physical world that God has created. There are people around us who could use our
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