Making Good Use of Time 


Each and every passage in the gospel gives us more than sufficient material for meditation.  Some passages, however, either because they have been much commented on over the centuries or because their meaning is more obvious even at first reading, lend themselves to more immediate application than others.  One of these texts, placed by St. Matthew at the end of the Sermon on the Mount, is as follows:  “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.  On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord did we not prophesy in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?’  And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you evildoers’” (Mt 7:21-23).


It seems quite clear that the most important thing of all is God’s will, for whether we have fulfilled it will decide nothing less than our entry into the kingdom of heaven—our salvation, in other words.  It is so important that many actions which are intrinsically good, or even excellent (such as, for instance, prophesying, working miracles or casting out devils from the people possessed—can we think of anything more excellent?), may become evil if, by doing them, we go against the will of God.  This would mean that in choosing between God’s will and our own, we have chosen our own and placed it before God’s; this would be a disorder.  In fact, every sin is a disorder, for it diverts us from our goal, and every disorder is evil, for it distorts the direction which any action must take to reach its final end.  Hence, as far as the life of any Christian is concerned, order is of prime importance. 


It is not a mania or an obsession.  It may become one, of course, like anything else, if taken to extremes or treated as an end instead of a means.  When practiced correctly, however, it is a great resource, almost an irreplaceable instrument, for the spiritual life, for using our time to the best advantage, and consequently for making our apostolate more effective.  St. Augustine, who combined long and intensive experience with an exceptional intelligence, said: “Safeguard order and order will safeguard you.”  If we distribute everything we have to do according to its relative importance and organize our time properly, we shall not only be safeguarded from many temptations but also more productive on the supernatural and human levels.


Because of the importance which, as has been said, we should attach to the fulfillment of God’s will throughout each day by adapting our own will voluntarily, freely and lovingly to his, we must be careful not to seek ourselves, to ensure that it is not love of comfort, our own whims or likes and dislikes, human respect or vanity that inspire us to do whatever we have to do.  And if we are to do the will of God above all else, the fundamental thing is undoubtedly to know what that will is, to know what God wants of us at every moment.  Once we know all the things we should do to please God, we can distribute them in order of importance throughout the day.  In other words, we must make a plan or schedule, for “without a plan of life you will never have order.”


Obviously we are not suggesting that our whole life be divided up into airtight compartments; the plan is made for the man, he is not made for the plan.  It is meant as a help, not a straightjacket.  A plan is no less necessary for a Christian than it is for an architect, who has to draw up plans before beginning to build a house.  It would be just as disastrous for the Christian to flounder on aimlessly, simply following the impulse of each particular moment throughout the day, as it would be for the architect to build unthinkingly, improvising as he went along.


To continue the comparison: just as an architect draws his plans so as to include strong outside walls, strong enough to bear the weight of the whole building, the Christian also in drafting his plan of life, should pay special attention to the strength of some fixed points or pillars, which will help to guarantee the solidity of the order he has worked out.  The first of these, and perhaps the most important, is a fixed time for getting up each morning.  This is the starting-point for the day’s work.  If it varies continually, the rest will vary too and then, instead of something solid to which the rest of the edifice can be fixed, he will find that the pillar of support will be as fluid as liquid and any attempt at order will become impossible:  “If you don’t get up at a fixed time you will never carry out your plan of life.”


Since sleep is indispensible for restoring lost energy and a minimum number of hours are necessary to keep the organism healthy and efficient, the time for going to bed can be calculated in relation to the hour fixed for getting up.  In theory this is easy, but in practice it requires mortification, especially for those people who always feel lazy just when it is time to go to bed and just when it is time to get up.  If we take a third fixed point, determined by another natural requirement, namely the mid-day meal, then we can distribute the tasks we have to perform in order of importance throughout the two halves of each day, and it will then be easy to organize anything else so as to occupy the spare moments.


In order of importance, the first things are the obligations which are specific to the each Christian’s vocation (Responsibilities to the family, or the responsibilities of a religious).  Immediately following these things and almost equal in importance, comes one’s spiritual life, remembering that one must never be short of time to take proper care of one’s own soul.  Work, volunteering, study, reading, mental relaxation, friendship, and contact with other people more than fill the day, so that one will always find themselves short of time and will always have to leave something for the following day.


In a way, one’s plan of life will protect him from his own “brilliant ideas,” which are often—not to say always—a product of the human mind and usually an obstacle both to his spiritual life and to the success of his activities.  The danger that threatens the Christian and from which order may give him protection is very graphically pointed out by Thomas Merton: “One of the first things to learn if you want to be contemplative is how to mind your own business.  Nothing is more suspicious, in a man who seems holy, than an impatient desire to reform other men.  A serious obstacle to recollection is the mania for directing those you have not been appointed to direct, reforming those you have not been asked to reform, correcting those over whom you have no jurisdiction.  How can you do these things and keep your mind at rest?”


Certainly when we are doing what we should be doing and putting great effort into it, using our five senses, recollection becomes more easy and the work more effective, among other reasons, because our energies are less diversified.  This avoids temptations, which would very probably assail us if we diverged from the plan we have worked out, and experience confirms that it keeps us more consciously in the presence of God.   For just as it would be wrong even to work miracles, if the Lord wants us to perform some humble or obscure, routine chore, so also we can be sure that we are doing what he wants of us if we stick to the tasks planned and approved; nor is there any better way of remaining in God’s presence.


Order is like a path along which the Christian must walk, a path marked out and defined clearly enough to be really a path while at the same time sufficiently wide to allow that minimum amount of mobility we all need.  Therefore on the one hand a plan of life should tie up all loose ends and leave only the narrowest of margins for impulses and whims, while on the other hand it should be flexible enough to make room for all those things that may—and so often do—arise, if their importance justifies leaving aside what was planned in order to give them priority because they are a clear sign of what God wants us to do.  This freedom—which is not fickleness—will give the Christian the agility to avoid settling into a staid routine which could become a disastrous way of using order and degenerate into a comfortable rut.  For this would mean making use of a weapon, intended to help him serve God, the Church and souls more effectively, as a shield to protect himself from the calls of grace, the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and the demands of God.


Order is also a method for stabilizing the golden mean, which it does by means of the plan of life.  In effect, it protects us both from wasting our time by doing nothing and from being uselessly overactive.  If a neglectful man, not knowing what to do with his time—when in fact the harvest in the Lord’s field is so great—is a sorry spectacle and a deplorable example, the man who spends his day hurrying about from one thing to another and proving the truth of the saying “the more haste, the less speed” is no less pitiful.  Overwhelmed by so much all-consuming activity, he always gives the impression of being behind schedule in whatever he is doing (and indeed it is not only an impression), of not having time to think.  He is like a bad swimmer who uses up most of his energy splashing and waving his arms about, when he would achieve more with less effort if he controlled his movements and went straight to his goal.


A time for everything and everything in good time; without hurry but without pause, as Goethe said of the movement of the stars.  Time is short and the work is immense, so no Christian can really hope to do everything—which is another reason why he should try to eliminate the less important things in favor of the essentials.  Perhaps we should mention at this point, though we shall be going into more detail later, that the source of the Christian’s strength and success lies, not in his activity, but in his prayer and sacrifice.  It lies not in moving about like a cat on hot bricks, but in working serenely, as befits a man doing what he should be doing, namely the will of God, minute after minute, not in an externally active life, but in a recollected and profound inner life of even more intense activity.  Such an inner life however, is impossible without order, and order is impossible without a plan of life in which prayer occupies a place as fixed and essential as sleep and food, as obligatory as the most necessary daily tasks.


There is one other facet of order which we should mention, namely the external aspect: “Let your outward conduct reflect the peace and order of your soul.”  A person’s interior inevitably shows on the outside.  Disorder in outward things, whether in one’s personal appearance or in one’s books, papers or the drawers of a wardrobe, is usually a sign of interior disarray.


“Safeguard order and order will safeguard you.”  There is very little time in the day for sin or even temptation if a Christian is orderly and makes an effort to keep to his plan of life.  Before getting inside him, the enemy has to break down, one by one, all the lines of defense raised by order around the sanctuary of his soul.  And if holiness is based on union with God through the fulfillment of his beloved will, is there any method more effective than this for helping to achieve it?

(This article was taken from the book About Being a Priest from Federico Suarez)

