MORE TIME?

Introduction

[The clocks at the start of “time”.] The lesson for today is taken from Pink Floyd, “Dark Side of the Moon”, Side 1, Tracks 4 “Time” and 2 “Breathe”

“Ticking away the moments that make up a dull day 

You fritter and waste the hours in an offhand way

Kicking around on a piece of ground in your home town

Waiting for someone or something to show you the way”

“Run, rabbit run, dig that hole, forget the sun

And when at last the work is done, don’t sit down it’s time to dig another one

For long you live and high you fly, but only if you ride the tide

And balanced on the biggest wave you race towards an early grave”

Last week Wayne encouraged us to avoid the manic desire for more stuff that is programmed into our society. Being too busy, always wanting more, more, more, risks to miss the best things in life. Today we are going to get specific on an aspect of that, namely time. Ah, time! There never seems to be enough of it! We have been given 168 hours a week and that’s it! No flexibility. Not like money, where there can be more (or less!) depending on our efforts, our wisdom, our folly, or our luck. For time, there are no balances to carry over to the next day; there are no overdrafts. Time is our greatest resource. The theologian Leonard Sweet says “time has replaced money as the prime scarcity of the western world.”

Using and valuing time

So how do people on average use their time? I looked into the Eurostat survey of time use by people in the EU. The results are interesting. On average over the year, including holidays, the unemployed and retired, British men aged 20-74 spend 4¼ hours per day in paid work and women spend 2 ½ , while women spend 4 ¼  hours doing domestic work and men 2 ¼. One for the married ones to discuss at home perhaps! Average Britons have around 5 hours a day free time (do you?) no less than half – over 2 ½ hours, is spent watching TV, and then less than 1 hour socialising. Oh, and women sleep 9 minutes more than men, and take 12 minutes more on meals and personal care and (only?) 9 minutes more shopping, while men spend 2 minutes ironing and women 11 per day! I’m sure you will find these averages are unrepresentative of your household!

Society has a view of the value of time (my economist hat goes on here) encapsulated in the road building programme. To find if a new road is worth building, the government have to value the time saved. They decided in the 70s that working person’s time was worth the hourly wage, and time of the unpaid like housewives was worthless! I did my dissertation trying to prove them wrong, interviewing 150 housewives door to door then analysing using an elegant equation called the logit model. I found housewives time savings were just as valuable as workers’, given their complex and interlocking responsibilities……

Here’s an alternative view of the value of time. One beautiful Sunday morning, a pastor announced to his congregation: "My good people, I have here in my hands three sermons...a £100 sermon that lasts five minutes, a £50 sermon that lasts fifteen minutes, and a £10 sermon that lasts a full hour. "Now, we'll take the collection and see which one I'll deliver."

Pressures on time

There’s a serious point here. There are massive pressures on our time. I think we can summarise these as over waste and over work. Over waste – or as the Floyd put it “fritter and waste the hours in an offhand way” – maybe our average 2 ½ hours watching TV is a major candidate for this. But also over work, being too busy, like Floyd’s rabbit “when the work is done, don’t sit down it’s time to dig another one” Over work is something that can happen not just to those doing paid work but for example, homemakers pefectionist about cleanliness, or fanatical hobbyists!

I can witness to how time pressure can take over your life when I was working at the European Central Bank in Frankfurt – I worked from 8 till 7 daily, had stuff to comment on at home and at weekend, and I still tried to keep up my academic publication record by writing books and articles in the holidays! Poor family didn’t get much of a look in – fortunately as some of you know, God stopped me in my tracks with a serious illness and I became a Christian! The kids got a “new dad”!

Two key things get squeezed out when we allow time pressures to take over – time with God and time with people. Jesus’ greatest commandment is: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” It took a major illness to convince me of the need to devote time to that. And “Love your neighbour as yourself”. As I discovered myself, in the end, when busyness gets overwhelming, the focus of life narrows to the self. Family, let alone friends and the needy go out of the window in terms of time. Business acquaintances and work colleagues become objects to advance us in our career. Before I was a Christian, I collected 2000 names in my address book but did I care for them? 

Time, creation and fall

Something has gone wrong when the pressures integral to the way modern life is run lead us to break the first and second commandments, because we don’t have time to love, to nurture relationships, with anyone but ourselves…..It wasn’t always like that. Think of Eden. Adam and Eve had ample time for perfect communion with God, who would walk with them, talk with them, in the cool of the day. They had time for perfect harmony with one another, relaxed and naked with no shame. There was work, tending the garden, but also rest on the seventh day – Adam and Eve would “work from rest” and not “rest from work”.

Then came the fall; and everything was spoilt. Adam and Eve’s companionship with God was broken; they hid from him and covered themselves. They fell out with one another. And work was also cursed “By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food” said God to Adam. Work that had been a pleasure to Adam in the garden became a burden and a devourer of time in a fallen world. Sometimes work would be a torment, as it says of the ancient businessman in Ecclesiastes 2:3 “All his days his work is pain and grief; even at night his mind does not rest. This too is meaningless.” Anyone feel like that sometimes? And work is just one example; even leisure in a fallen world can devour time. Some computer games like World of Warcraft can take over people’s lives, and there have been cases where individuals stop eating and one even starved or children have to be taken into care owing to parental neglect...

Time as God’s gift

Time is given to us as God’s good gift of creation, for whose use we are responsible. God created it, time began as he created the heavens and the earth. God regulates time, as he promised to Noah “as long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night will never cease.” (Genesis 8:22); God has set the hours and days and the seasons in place. There is an appointed time by God for all things; Ecclesiastes 3 tells us of “a time to be born and a time to die, a time to plant and a time to uproot, a time to kill and a time to heal, a time to tear down and a time to build, a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a time to dance…..” And God in the Law institutes a “Sabbath of rest, holy to the Lord” (Exodus 16:31) when there should be no work, so people may again work from rest, even in a fallen world.

The tragedy of the fall is that humanity has seized control of its time from God, and we are misusing his gift. We have become, as Jesus puts it, “choked by life’s worries, riches and pleasures” (Luke 8:14), with no time for things of eternal value. Maybe the growth of atheism makes the rush ever more frenetic nowadays their motto is after all “one life and what are you going to do with it?” But Christians are not immune to either wasting or trying to overfill our days. We have less of an excuse. Unlike the poor atheists, we know there is a better perspective on time, for God has “set eternity in the hearts of men”, for we know eternity is waiting for us.

Redeeming time

Let’s remind ourselves, what is the core of our faith? It is that Jesus came to earth, died on the cross and rose from the dead to reverse the effects of the fall and to redeem God’s good creation. I think our challenge is to accept f-rom Jesus his redemption of time. God’s good gift of creation. 

A first clue to redeeming time is given by the Lord’s rebuke to Martha when her sister Mary sat at Jesus’ feet in Luke 10; “She came to him and asked, "Lord, don't you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me!" "Martha, Martha," the Lord answered, "you are worried and upset about many things, but only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her." We need to do what God is telling you to do, in this case sitting at Jesus’ feet, not what society expects, rushing around getting busy.

A second clue as to how time can be redeemed is in Ephesians 5:15-17: Paul says “Be very careful, then, how you live--not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord's will is. Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs.” Note that it’s our choice to a great extent whether we waste our time, or whether we align with God. But it’s also a question of our openness to God’s spirit, discerning from him how to prioritise what God sees as important. We must “understanding what the Lord’s will is” by being “filled with the Spirit”.

I believe that when time is redeemed, we can have great joy as we use time for things of eternal value. We can worship, as Ephesians 5 emphasises. We can pray, as 1 Thessalonians 5:17 says “Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.” We can meditate on Scripture; Psalm 1 celebrates the man who “delight is in the law of the Lord [that’s the Bible], and on his law he meditates day and night. He is like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither. Whatever he does prospers.” Wouldn’t you like to be that tree? We can serve – Martha was not rebuked for serving but for not seeing that the time of Jesus’ presence on earth required another response. We can love our families, friends and the needy. Remember the old saying; love is spelt T-I-M-E. And we will find rest with Jesus, so we can work from rest. As Jesus says in Matthew 11:29 “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.” Worship, pray, meditate, serve, love, rest.

Some practical ideas….

That’s fine, I’d love to do more of those you may say, but how does it happen? How can I possibly find time in my busy life for all that? I want to start with four practical suggestions you might like to consider. First, work out what you actually spend your time on by doing a time log for two weeks, and try to discover what your idols are, which take time you could devote to God’s purposes. Second, try a TV fast for a week and see how much extra time you gain. Third, particularly for those out at work, don’t let answering emails take over your non work time, switch off the mobile, and leave the BlackBerry in your office. Fourth, try to make one day a week a true “Sabbath rest for the people of God” so you work from rest. It needn’t be Sunday.

….and the core of redeeming time

These will I believe move you forward with redeeming time, but I think there’s more. In the final part of the sermon I want to focus on one matter of great importance, which I believe is the core of redeeming time, the cornerstone of a better life. That is to become able and willing to listen to God. And it is only when we slow down and spend time that we hear from God.

Slowing down and spending time to listen. At the core, I think it needs us to set time aside regularly - reserving it for God as a daily Sabbath. We need the will, the resolve, to make it happen. My four suggestions will definitely help you get started –by freeing up time. Then, it’s a question of becoming still, reducing the engine revs of our lives, as Psalm 46 says “be still and know that I am God”. And he is waiting there for us, loving, with arms wide open. 

Jesus shows mastery at doing this; Mark 1:35 records “Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.” He took time, in solitude to listen to God. And he wasn’t alone. David went early in the day to seek God (Psalm 63:1). Isaiah went into the temple to hear from God of his prophetic assignment. Peter, before his revelation from God to allow the Gentile to become Christians “went up on the roof to pray” at lunchtime (Acts 10:9-20).

Like Jesus, David, Isaiah and Peter, we must come to God in solitude, centre our hearts and be quiet before him, setting aside all other demands on our time. Bill Hybels in this great book “Too Busy Not to Pray” tells how he goes every morning to his place of meeting with God – just a corner of his office – in my case it’s a chair in my office at university. For you it could be somewhere else, perhaps taking a quiet time of solitude in nature. But make it regular.

Bill Hybels quietens his heart by writing down in a spiral notepad his reflections on the previous day and writes down his prayers too, then when his heart is quiet, he just writes L for listen, and says “Lord, I invite you to speak to me by your Holy Spirit”. This won’t suit everyone. I sing praises in my head. Others may want to talk quietly to God or meditate without speaking. In all cases the aim is the same, to still a racing body and mind, to soften our heart and enable us to hear God’s still, small voice. [Pause] Then we can question him. Ask him about how our life should go, our relationships, our giving, and most especially how to use our time. He may respond in various ways, with pictures, with scriptures that he highlights, with comments of others we recall, and with direct leadings. Then, we are called to obey what he says, when we are sure it’s from him. Otherwise why should he bother talking to us, if we are going to ignore his prompts?

Let me encourage you to try such a quiet time of listening to God’s leading daily. If you haven’t tried it yet, don’t think of it as a duty, but an investment, yes an investment which will be deeply rewarding for your whole life. Many of you do have a quiet time of prayer and bible reading – for you my encouragement is to listen and not just read or talk to God. And you can add a weekly special time at Jesus’ feet in the 24 every 7. Do try it.

I really think making space to listen is the core of redeeming time for God, from the frantic busyness that the Prince of this World wants us to suffer. Don’t believe Satan’s lie that God went dumb at the end of the first century. Jesus promised to send “another Counsellor to be with you forever-- the Spirit of truth…I will not leave you as orphans.” (John 14:16-18). Paul reminds us that “the Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children” (Romans 8:16) – and what father would fail to speak to his beloved ones? When we listen to God, he will give us confidence in our destiny, help us to grow as a Christian, guide us in our lives, in the disposition of our time, help us to find rest. Or if you are not a Christian today, he will lead you to Christ. He’s waiting for you in that quiet place.

The promise of time’s redemption

I believe this need to devote time to listening to God needs priority over all other obligations, be they family, friends, church or work. For God will care for them too, if we put him first; as Jesus says, “ seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 6:33).

Once we have slowed down and heard from God, he will help us to redeem the rest of our time. He will help us to reduce our time-wasting and busyness. He will lead us to become fruitful in prayer, worship, meditation on scripture, service….and love. And he will teach us to rest, that we may work from rest as Jesus taught the disciples, maybe including regular retreats in our lives as well as daily and weekly Sabbaths with him.

Our attitude and thinking will change too when God redeems our time. We will talk of enjoying time or giving it away, not spending it or wasting it. We will always say we have an hour to redeem and not an hour to kill. And we will develop a sense of what the church fathers called “Otium Sanctum” – holy leisure, in his presence, becoming a human being and not a human doing. Seeing time as God’ precious gift, but in the wider perspective of eternity and his love. A love which enables us to be generous, yes generous, with our redeemed time for others in a busy, suffering, stressed out world.

