Thoughts on Time and Eternity      John Twisleton

‘Yesterday is history… tomorrow is a mystery… today is a gift.. which is why it’s called the present… ’

It is indeed a present, grace or gift to live in the present moment.

To be preoccupied is to live partially outside the present moment. Although some preoccupations are pleasant and make time fly there are other occasions when time drags its heels as we look backwards in regret or forwards in apprehension.

Such preoccupations make us less present in the present moment, our ears and hearts less open to those we share that moment with. 

Many people are so busy with future plans that things are falling apart all around them. If ever there was a need for attentive people it is in Western society today. Recent surveys have shown that in the United States of America most fathers spend only a few minutes daily with their children.

The Christian Faith stands or falls on the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. It is this stupendous event opening up such a vast horizon to believers that vitally affects their use of time. Regrets and anxieties are put in their place by life in a relationship with one said to be the same ‘yesterday, today and for ever’. 

To be a Christian is to enter the perspective of that eternal horizon daily through prayer, the reading of Scripture and the celebration of the sacraments. In this way the Holy Spirit enters our lives as the greatest ‘present’ to the ‘present moment’ helping us sift out what is important from among the many things that press upon our lives.

The Holy Spirit is our ‘Advocate’, the one on our side who helps us brave our fears and overcome our anxieties and regrets by helping us own God’s perspective.

One of the things that most distracts people from life in the present moment is impatience, the frustration of not getting our own way. This leads people to escape the spiritual challenge by turning to the ‘next thing’. The 18th Century French writer De Caussade has this advice concerning such frustration:

‘If our first task is to realise that God is in everything, the next is to realise that he is more particularly in everything that crosses the natural self.’

In the Scriptures Our Lord commends the eternal perspective by pointing in the to the natural world which lives obediently and without anxiety. In the same spirit St. Paul, though admitting his own anxieties, is able to ‘glorify’ in them along with his infirmities and sorrows, trusting them to be outweighed by the eternal vision ahead of him.

The anxiety of people in Western Society today is heedless of this counsel. Loss of the eternal perspective of faith seems linked to people living in a ‘race against time’. People are said to have no time because they are always trying to gain more time, which is a receipe for impatient, superficial living.

‘So many people of good will would become persons of noble soul if only they would not panic and resolve the painful tensions within their lives too prematurely’ wrote Jacques Maritain of the endemic impatience of the Western world. He continues by saying it would be so much better if people stayed with their tensions ‘long enough, as one does in the dark night of the soul, until those tensions are transformed and help give birth to what is most noble inside of us – compassion, forgiveness and love’.

The Christian perspective is able to face up to our limited human possibilities and  finite lifespan though the assurance of eternal life  - life no longer measured in terms of duration but as unending relationship.

In short the God and Father of Jesus has been revealed as a loving God. He is therefore encountered as one with time to waste. Those who find time to love him find themselves called to be like him, gaining time to waste themselves for the love of God and neighbour in a frantic world.
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