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WHAT IS IT. TIME?
October 2. 1995

Leland Davis

For as long as I can remember I have been
fascinated with the subject of time. Where this almost
obsessive reverence for the value of each 24 hours came
from I'm not sure. But for most of my adult life I
have regarded each day as a gift both precious and
irreplaceable.
Perhaps my sensitivity to time's fleetingness
began with hearing Ralph Hodgen's poem, "Time, You Old
Gypsy Man" read to me by my father in my early youth.
Its haunting overtones have stayed with me 10 all these
many years:
Time, you old gypsy man
will you not stay,
Put up your caravan
Just for one day?
All things I'll give you
Will you be my guest,
Bells for your jennet
Of silver the best,
Goldsmiths shall beat you
A great golden ring,
Peacocks shall bow to you
Little boys sing,
Oh, and sweet girls will
Festoon you with may.
Time, you old gypsy,
Why hasten away?
Last week in Babylon,
Last night in Rome,
Morning, and in the crush
Under Paul's dome;
Under Paul's dome
You tighten your rein
Only a moment
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And
Off
Now
Off
Ere

off once again;
to some city
blind in the womb,
to another
that's in the tomb.

Time, you old gypsy man,
Will you not stay,
Put up your caravan
Just for one day?
I must have been only six or seven years old when
I first heard this, yet it has made a permanent
impression on me and began a lifelong sense of the
awesomeness of time's relentless passage.
Another of my father's favorites, which he quoted
to me often, was Kipling's "If".
"If you can fill the
unforgiving minute with 60 seconds' worth of distance
run, yours is the earth and everything that's in it ... "
Ah, that line has stuck with me all my life and created
in me a kind of sUbconscious compulsion to wring the
most value out of every hour.
seeking always to understand the nature of time
itself and to achieve a better use of it, I ran into
much conflict among poets, scientists and philosophers
concerning the subject. The sonnets of Shakespeare
attack what he calls "time's tyranny, seeking to "stay
time's scythe." He fears his love will not escape
time's decay. But then, although he knows he cannot
save his love from change and her beauty from fading,
he can, through his poems make the memory of it
immortal. He says, "Do thy worst old t ime, despite thy
wrong, My love shall in my verse ever live young."
The almost painful loveliness of Austin Dobson's
"Fancy from Fontenelle" puts it a different way:
The Rose in the garden slipped her bud
And she laughed in the pride of her youthful
blood,
As she thought of the gardener standing by
"He is old, so old, and soon he must die."
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The full rose waxed in the warm June air,
And she spread and spread 'til her heart lay
bare;
And she laughed once more as she heard his
tread -"He is older now, and soon will be dead!"
But the breeze of the morning blew, and found
That the leaves of the blown Rose strewed the
ground;
And he came at noon that Gardener old,
And swept them gently under the mold.
And I wove the thing to a random rhyme;
For the Rose is Beauty; the Gardener, Time.
A philosopher like Marcus Aurelius neither defies
nor deplores the passage of time but accepts the
changefulness of all things as fitting and, as he says,
"suitable to universal nature." He is not depressed by
seeing time as a "river made up of the events that
happen ... for as soon as a thin? h~s been seen, it ~s
carried away, and another comes ln lts place, and thlS
will be carried away also."
Pascal thinks it requires no special effort for
man to resign himself to time's passage. Time, he
says, is beneficial not only because "it heals griefs
and quarrels" but because it washes away the boredom we
feel sometimes when we are imprisoned in the present.
Voltaire, the great French writer and philosopher,
posed an interesting question in his book Zadig: The
Mystery of Fate.
In it the Grand Magi asked Zadig,
"What, of all things in the world, is the longest and
the shortest, the swiftest and the slowest, the most
divisible and the most extended, the most neglected and
the most regretted, without which nothing can be done,
which devours all that is little and enlivens all that
is great?"
without hesitation Zadig answered, "Time." He
added, "Nothing is longer, since it is the measure of
eternity. Nothing is shorter since it is insufficient
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"To every thing there is a s.~~~
be born, and a
purpose under the heaven : a
I a
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to pluck up
time to die; a time to plant ,
that which is planted; a t ' e to eep , and a t ' e to
to dance . ·
laugh: a time to mourn, and a t '
Although the ideas of t ' e and space are
traditionally linked together , t '
se
uch ore
difficult to define. Time engages p ilosophers in a
dispute about its very intellig ibility. To so e it is
irremediably obscure, and struggle to say exactly what
it is. They are exasperated by its vapor-like
qualities. Aristotle says that -t ' e is a continuous
quantity, and that past, present and future form a
continuous whole." However , co ents Mortimer Adler,
author of the Syntopicon, centerpiece of the multivolume Great Books of the Western World, "the very
nature of a continuous quantity is to be divisible.
The present moment, the~, which is ... the dividing
line between past and future, seems to be the
indivisible instant." Consider the nano second --- a
billionth of a second --- the basic element in a
supercomputer's internal clock.
If the present had an
extended duration, Aristotle points out, it would have
to include parts, some of which would be past, and some
future.
Hence, though the present seems to be a part
of time, it is unlike the rest of time, indivisible.
"Thus," he says, "the now is but the end of that which
is past and the beginning of that which is to come."
Augustine concurs. He says that when we try to
define the present as an instant we rea lize that it
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"cannot be divided, even into the most minute
fractions. A point of time as small as this passes so
rapidly from the future to the past that its duration
is without length. Only past time and future time can
be called long or short. Only they have duration ••. "
But wait. Augustine continues: "But how can anything
which does not exist be either long or short? The past
is no more and the future is not yet. They have
duration ... but no existence. The present exists, but
does not endure." Exasperated, he says, "What then is
time? I know well enough what it is, provided nobody
asks me; but if I am asked what it is and try to
explain, I am baffled." Me too!.
stepping away from this maddening dispute Adler
says thdL "Wherever in the great books of pOQtry,
philosophy or history men reflect on their lives and
loves they face man's temporality. Fortunately, his
memory and imagination enable him to encompass time and
save him from being merely rooted in it. Man not only
reaches out to the past and the future but he sometimes
lifts himself above the whole of time by conceiving, or
trying to conceive, of the eternal."
We get into some pretty heavy stuff when it comes
to the notion of eternity, or endless time. Although
it indeed is unimaginable, we may feel that we have
some sense .of an infinite duration when we talk , as
Ivan does 1n The Brothers Karamazov about a billion
years, or, he says, "a quadrillion of a quadrillion
raised to the quadrillionth power." Infinite time is
like, that, says Adler, only longer. "But because all
our experience is temporal ••• it is more difficult to
get any sense of that which is both absolutely timeless
and endlessly enduring."
An example from something I read as a youth
provides a sense of the awesome. It told of a mythical
mountain, far up in the north, a thousand miles high
and a thousand miles wide. Once every thousand years a
little bird comes to sharpen its beak on the tip of
that mountain. When that mountain is worn completely
away from the sharpening of that little beak, one day
of eternity will have passed.
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Regardless of ever being
erstand time
fully, I nevertheless pursued
ess y o re
efficient ways to use it.
y co lege and
business years I rationed y t "
y, geared to
specific goals and priorit ies, practic "
faithfully
the principles of good time usage. I scoffed at the
misuse of the term "time manag ent.obody· anages"
time, I said to audiences after l o o p professional
speaking on the subject. "If yo
i
y o can," I
said, "get up some morning at 5 A. . and try to keep
the sun from rising. The onl y thing you can do with
time is 'spend' it." My approa cb as to present the
subject as the hallmark of success , quoting the
renowned management consultant Peter Drucker, who said,
"Nothing else, perhaps, distinguishes effective
executives so much as their tender, l oving care of
time." I pled with people to heed the warning of the
old motivational poster:
"Lost, yesterday, 60 golden
minutes, each studded with 60 diamond seconds. There
is no reward, for they are lost forever.
Color them
gone."
I talked of the importance of planning each hour
of the day by combining, eliminating or delegating
activities to save time.
I taught how to read faster.
I described ways to avoid interruptions and how to cut
telephone conversations down to core subjects.
I
demonstrated how to dictate more effectively and how to
do two things at once. I implored my audiences to be
aware, always, of where the time was going, to keep a
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daily log of how the hours were being spent and to
review it regularly to check on the proper utilization
of their time. I even used ridicule, citing the story
of the man who always arrived home at the end of the
day with a fat brief case full of work still to be
done.
"Why does Daddy always bring his work home to
do," his little boy asked his mother.
"Well, honey,"
she said, "he just can't get it all done at the
office." "Maybe," said the lad, "they should just put
him in a slower group." I emphasized how important it
is to stay well-informed by making efficient use of
every available minute.
"How does one grow and prosper
without an intense and passionate husbanding of one's
time?" I asked.
I was so gung-ho about my subject I even titled
one of my seminars, "How to Make More Money Managing
Moments Magnificently." I spoke admiringly of how H.L.
Hunt, the billionaire, gave up smoking cigars, which he
loved, in the 1950's. But not for reasons of health
but because the way he figured it, just the time it
took to unwrap his cigars -- the time he could
otherwise have been concentrating on his work, was
costing him $300,000 a year!
I was, I am sorry to say, simply obsessed with the
subject of time.
And then, one night, some years ago, at the most
unlikely of places, at half-time at a college
basketball game, my 25 year old son who was sitting
next to me, turned to me suddenly and asked, "Dad, if
you had it to do allover again, would you do anything
differently?" The suddenness of his question, out of
the blue, surprised me. Without any forethought and
out of what I suppose was an uneasiness that had been
ticking away in my subconscious for a long time, I
replied, "I think I would lighten up." He smiled
(knowingly, I thought, for he knows me pretty well) and
turned back to the game. Afterward, I found myself
thinking long and hard about my answer that night.
There had always been a kind of breathlessness about my
approach to the subject of time and its usage, not only
in business but in my personal life as well. Although
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I was never as strictly structured as was Douglas
Southall Freeman, the author of the multi-volume Lee's
Lieutenants, whose writing schedule for the day once
noted, "Talk to wife, 7:20 to 7:32 P.M." Nor was I as
completely out of touch as the man who came with his
wife to his pastor's study to resolve a perpetual
conflict between time. Even before they had time to
sit down the woman began berating her husband: "He
never hugs me, he never kisses me, he never pays me a
compliment, he, he ••• " The pastor suddenly stood up,
went over to where she was sitting, leaned down and
gave her a great, big hug. "Now that's what she needs,
at least 3 times a week," he said to the husband. With
that, the husband looked out the window, scratched his
head, and then said, "All right. I can bring her in on
Monday, wednesday and Friday but I bowl every Tuesday
and Thursday."
No, I wasn't that bad, but I began to wonder about
the direction of my life, and my lifestyle. I wondered
if I wasn't becoming similar to the man in the old
ditty: He never romped, he never played, or even
misbehaved. To waste one single minute he was
desperately afraid. So when he upped and passed away,
insurance was denied. For since he'd never really
lived, they claimed he never died.
Such tight control over all my hours had, in
retrospect, taken some of the shine off what had been a
happy and rewarding life. I hadn't been able really to
enjoy completely the pleasure of living, being always
conscious of what time it was, sensitive,
hypersensitive to the passage of minut 7s. I saw wit~
increasing clarity how such preoccupat10n was hamper1ng
my ability to relish life in all its aspects. I was
drawn to a different interpretation of a passage from
the Rubaiyat:
come, fill the cup! and in the fire of
spring,
Your winter garment of repentance fling.
The bird of time has but a little way to
flutter,
And the bird is on the wing.
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It seemed to me that my "winter garment" was my
miserly, out-of-proportion approach to time's usage.
I
recalled that wonderful line from William Davies' poem,
"Leisure":
"A poor life this, if, full of care, we
have no time to stand and stare." As Gandhi once said,
"There is more to life than increasing its speed."
Once, at a time management seminar which I was
conducting at Indiana University, I was orating about
the importance of putting every single minute to some
productive use. A student raised his hand and asked a
question that brought the subject sharply back into
perspective. He asked, "But, Mr. Davis, don't you ever
leave time just to look out the window?" Ah, yes, my
young friend, the memory of that question still stops
me periodically when I find myself overscheduling my
day. Yes, by all means, we need to leave time "just to
look out the window."
As someone, somewhere, has said so beautifully:
"God loves an idle rainbow no less than the laboring
seas."
Maybe, for me, in the years ahead, there was a
better way to look at the subject of time:
to honor
each day as a gift for good use, but not to grasp each
hour so tightly and fervently that I couldn't relax and
enjoy the moment rather than try to squeeze every ounce
of "productivity" out of it.
Author storm Jameson, in an article entitled "Here
and Now" has written:
I believe that only one person in a thousand
knows the trick of really living in the
present. Most of us spend fifty-nine minutes
an hour living in the past, with regret for
lost joys, or shame for things badly done
(both utterly useless and weakening) -- or in
a future which we either long for or dread.
Yet the past is gone beyond prayer, and every
minute you spend in the vain effort to
anticipate the future is a moment lost.
There is only one world, the world pressing
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against you this minute. There is only one
minute in which you are alive, this minute
here and now. The only way to live is by
accepting each minute as an unrepeatable
miracle. Which is exactly what it is -- a
miracle and unrepeatable.
In Ken Key's wonderful book entitled Handbook to
Higher Consciousness, the meaning of the here and now
is beautifully illustrated by a Zen story of a monk who
is being chased by two tigers. He came to the edge of
a cliff. He looked back -- the tigers were almost upon
him. Noticing a vine leading over the cliff , he
qUlckly crawled over the edge and began to let himself
down the vine. Then as he checked below he saw tigers
waiting for him at the bottom of the cliff. He looked
u~ and observed that two mice were gnawing away at the
Vlne. Just then, he saw a beautiful strawberry within
arm's reach. He picked it and enjoyed the best tasting
strawberry in his whole life!

.

Although only moments from death, the monk could
enjoy the here and now. Our lives continually send us
"tigers" -- and continually send us "strawberries."
But do we let ourselves enjoy the strawberries? Or do
we waste precious moments worrying about the tigers?
In Thornton Wilder's Play, Our Town, there is a
scene where a group of people is simply sitting and
staring blankly into space. They are the residents of
a small community, now dead, pondering about what life
could have been like. One of them is allowed to go
back in time to the morning of her 12th birthday. She
is invisible and speaks to her mother, who is fixing
breakfast. For the first time she really sees her
mother and father in all their simple goodness.
"It
goes so fast!" she says.
"We don't have time to look
at one another. Good-bye ... good bye Grover's Corners
... Momma and Papa. Good-bye to clocks ticking and
Mama's sunflowers and new-ironed dresses and hot baths,
to sleeping and waking up. Oh earth, you're too
wonderful for anybody to realize you. Do any human
beings ever realize life while they have it? Every,
every minute?"
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The sadness of failing to recognize the blessing
of today is summed up in one sentence by the French
poetess, Colette. She said, "What a wonderful life
I've had!
I only wish I had realized it sooner."
Perhaps the answer, as it is so often in life, is
balance. My approach to time had really been
unbalanced, a kind of stressed-out pursuit of
efficiency instead of a steady, relaxed appreciation
for each moment. All of us will be richly rewarded if
sometimes we even waste some time in some pleasurable
pursuit not on our "agenda" for the day. And yet, to
waste it in this way is not to "waste" it al all, is
it? Can we call it "wasting" time if we, as Emerson
says, "Never neglect seeing anything that is beautiful
... but thank God for it as a cup of blessing," or on a
lovely fall day to stop and enjoy what poet Carl Wilson
Baker calls the sight of "curled yellow leaves,
drifting down, one after one."
At Walden Pond Thoreau would often sit in his
doorway for hours and just watch, just listen, as the
sun moved across the sky and light and shadow changed
imperceptibly. He said:

There were times when I could not afford to
sacrifice the bloom of the present moment
(don't you love that, 'the bloom of the
present moment') to any work, whether of the
h 7ad or hand:
I love a broad margin to my
11fe. Sometlmes, on a summer morning, having
taken my accustomed bath, I sat in my sunny
doorway, from sunrise to noon, rapt in
revery, amidst the pines and hickories and
sumachs, in undisturbed solitude and
stillness, while the birds sang around or
flitted noiseless through the house, until by
the sun falling in my west window, or the
noise of some traveller's wagon on the
distant highway, I was reminded of the lapse
of time.
I grew in those seasons like corn
in the night, and they were far better than
any work of the hands would have been. They
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were not time subtracted from my life , but so
much over and above my usual a ll owa nce.
There are days in our lives, perhaps eve n t hose we
recall most pleasurably, when we have happi ly abandoned
ourselves to such as those described in the Ruba i yat:
"A Book of Verse beneath the Bough, a Jug of Wine, a
Loaf of Bread and Thou Beside me, singing in t he
Wilderness -- Oh Wilderness were paradise enow ! "
will Durant, author of the monumental story of
Civilization, tells of the beauty and the joy of such
"breakaway" moments: "Today, I have neglected my
writing. The voice of a little girl calling to me,
'Come out and play!' drew me from my papers and books.
Was it not the final purpose of my toil that I should
be free to frolic with her, and to spend unharassed
hours with the one who had given her to me? And so we
walked and ran and laughed together, and fell in the
tall grass, and hid among the trees; and I was young
again. Now it is evening; while I write, I hear the
child's breathing as she sleeps in her cozy bed. And I
know that I have found what I sought. Gladly I
surrender myself to nature's imperative of love and
parentage, trusting in her ancient wisdom ... "
Yes, our time here on earth is precious and indeed
brief. It should rarely if ever be spent on pursuits
of little value. However, we compromise our joy in
living if we overdo the structuring of our time and
neglect the occasional little detours that can lead to
unexpected peacefulness and pleasure.
So, what is it, time?
it best when he said:

I

think perhaps Thoreau put

Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in. I
drink at it; but while I drink, I see the
sandy bottom and detect hoW shallow it ~s.
Its thin current slides away, but eter n1ty
remains. I would drink deeper; f ish i n the
sky, whose bottom is pebbly with stars.

