The Upside of Downtime

Why is it so hard for most of us to do nothing?  Nothing at all. Except maybe listen to our own heartbeat and rediscover our own selves?  Why is doing nothing demonized as wasted time rather than praised as scared time?

These and other questions were the subject of a talk by Barbara Brown Taylor, the first speaker in this spring’s Westminster Town Hall Forum at the Westminster Presbyterian Church in downtown Minneapolis. 

Dr. Taylor is an Episcopal priest who teaches religion and philosophy at Piedmont College in Georgia.  She also lectures on preaching and spirituality at Columbia, Duke and other universities and has published 12 books.  Her speech, “Downtime: The Sacred Art of Stopping,” was more like a very good sermon and it was enthusiastically received by a near-capacity audience.

Everywhere, Taylor says, people are too busy.  Lawyers and bankers and ER nurses and mothers and middle school teachers and fifth graders and college students are so busy they tire themselves out. Even Taylor’s 81 year old mother seems to be busy all the time, keeping track of kids and grandchildren, following the news on widownet.com, keeping the bird feeders filled and staying up way too late watching Leno.  Why?  Why is there no space in these lives for downtime?  And what is downtime anyway?

An online search revealed a number of definitions.  Most of the them refer to downtime as “wasted, lost, unproductive and worthless.”  The word originated with computer engineers who used it to refer to computers that had crashed.  Downtime means your normal systems are unavailable to you.  “Downtime,” it turns out, is also the name of a “German death trash metal band.” 

The busy lives of so many of us have made downtime increasingly rare. More and more people hold two jobs.  Some get up before dawn to go work an extra shift at Walmart so they can feed their kids.  Others get up before dawn to put in a few more billable hours so their kids can enjoy an extra couple days of skiing.  Target now sells “Sorry I cant be there” cards for parents who can’t be at a dinner, a game or breakfast.

We are addicted to our toys.  Kids on college campuses are in constant cell-phone contact with each other... and often with their working parents.  Do we cling to these devices  to increase our connections with each other or because we’re afraid of being alone?  We risk our lives by punching in phone numbers while driving.  Taylor admits to saving some messages she gets on her cell phone to use as solace “for those dark nights when God is not picking up.”

We play on computers, watch TV and go to movies.  What we don’t do is sit and do nothing, or as Taylor put it, we have lost the ability to imagine and to create our own worlds, to get connected with our own minds “instead of hitchhiking a ride on someone else’s mind.”

She suggests that we ask when was the last time we could hear our own heartbeat.  Not in extreme situations like a hospital or an emergency, but just quietly.  She also suggests we should make a list of the top things that “give us life” and put next to it a list of the top reasons we don’t do those things.  Then hang the double list in a place where we’ll see it often.

One of the assignments she gives students in a world religions class is to do absolutely nothing for three 20-minute periods and then write about it.  The papers are revealing and the writing is usually fresh and powerful.  Most kids have a difficult time.  They think they are “wasting time” or they don’t have the willpower to be quiet and alone that long.  One student, who had eaten a meal before starting the assignment, vowed “never to eat a Whopper again.”  Another said she was “no one” when she was not doing something.

Finding a “clearing” of stillness in one’s busy life is difficult and rare. Deer hunters (“the sober ones”) sometimes find it.  One wrote that when he does nothing in the woods but wait and watch “I am not in the woods.  I am the woods.  It’s kind of cool.”  Others who manage to find the lessons in stillness include “Zen monks, bird watchers, hospice volunteers and Presbyterians” (Westminster is a Presbyterian church, though as its pastor pointed out later, most of the audience was probably Lutheran -- people perhaps in even more need of stillness.)

Taking time out in your day helps you rediscover “what your primary function is.”  You need to ask the important questions more often:  “What am I doing here? -- Who AM I and WHY am I here?” Stopping and making room for downtime becomes a way to find fresh answers to those questions.  But Taylor says we need to re-discover how to be “idle and blessed”  -- which can be as hard as “crossing those last 12 yards of dessert before you reach the oasis.”

In the Q&A session Taylor highlighted the many religious traditions that preach (and sometimes command) taking a break from everyday activities to place your spirit in enforced downtime.  It’s not just eastern traditions of meditation but also Judaism and Christianity with their traditions of reserving a Sabbath for contemplation.  These breaks from “a driven lifestyle” -- 6 days on, 1 day off -- help reinforce a different pattern of life, balancing work and rest as well as engaged and disengaged mental activity.

One of Dr. Taylor’s books, “Leaving Church,” described her experiences after resigning as a parish priest to spend more time teaching in colleges.  She missed the community of people who gather at a given place and time, but enjoyed the “rich exercise” of running into all kinds of people, including “seekers known to God alone.”  She is spending more time “visiting” Hindu and Buddhist teachings because she feels that her own Protestant religion is “frustrating” in its lack of emphasis on downtime.  This is in spite of the many examples cited in holy books of “wilderness time” when “God does his best work.”

Can “stopping” help people deal with grief?  Taylor cited her own experiences as an eldest daughter caring for her father while he was dying.  This is one of life’s “predictable” periods of downtime.  For the last month of her father’s life and the month after he died, “I felt I was doing exactly what I was supposed to be doing. My mind was focused and I felt fulfilled.”

Will stopping for downtime make you a better person?  Maybe, maybe not.  But it will definitely “deepen” you and make you wiser.  Taylor cited students who wrote about crying during their 20-minute downtime periods.  They hadn’t known there was grief or sadness or sometimes gratitude that had built up inside them.

What’s the difference between “stopping” and being lazy? And how can we avoid the feelings of guilt when we’re not being “productive?”  Calvin (and the Protestant work ethic) has a lot to answer for. Most people find that balancing activity and withdrawal from activity does, in fact, make them more able to fulfill their life’s purpose.

What should you do when you don’t know what to do or what believe or what to think?  Downtime can help.  So can reading poetry (Taylor read Mary Oliver’s “A Summer Day” -- sort of a text for her sermon).  And if you really feel spiritually paralyzed, “Go wash some feet.  Go share some food. Go help someone.”

COMMENT:  Man I’m way ahead of the curve on this!   I’ve been building days around a mandatory nap for more than a decade. Downtime I Am. My normal function appears to be one 20-minute quiet time after another.  My kids keep trying to find things to keep me busy. There are times I actually do listen to my heart beat -- though usually on an uphill grade during a bike ride, and it’s more scary than spiritual. 

The audience was surprising -- why a capacity crowd on this gray Thursday for a relatively unknown speaker talking about a subject that has been mushed over so often?  Were these people some of the Truly Religious come to hear a good preacher?  Were they here because they had nothing else to do?  Was the subject more intense because of the economy and general malaise of the news?

Taylor’s talk was especially relevant for a lot of people who find themselves facing a forced change in daily routines.  Using the downtime of being laid off, or jobless or without clients or business, can be challenging.  It requires a different kind of introspection.  It requires coming to grips with those bigger questions Taylor cites:  who am I and what am I doing here?  I find it also includes other questions:  who have I been and what do I want to be?  What should I change, what should I keep? 

 Eventually, perhaps, you may find yourself asking the questions in a different way:  what does God want me to do now?  Am I doing that?
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