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Giving yourself time

to become a different story

Now is the only moment any of us has and as soon as we try to grasp it, it's gone.
Time, Einstein tells us, is not linear. And physicist, Julian Barbour, adds that it is
change that gives us to the illusion we call time, when all that exists is a
succession of ‘nows’. Time, or the illusion of it, is mind-bending, but the notion
that it is more qualitative than quantitative isn’t so hard to grasp when we think
about how some people seem to be able to squeeze a lifetime into a month while
others feel that time slips away with frustrating rapidity; that some days seem to

last forever, while a year can flash by in an apparent blink.

So how do writers and other creative people find ways to give time to their most

passionate quests?
There are two ways forward.
* The first is to take some practical steps. These steps are concerned with

how we guard or curate time, the twenty-four hours in each day, even if to

conceive of time like this is an illusion.



* The second is to think, and so to live, from a different perspective. In this
perspective, we don’t snatch time or take or make it, we give it—to
ourselves, to those we love, to the life that delights us and through which
we create.

So let’s start with the practical.

1. Curating time

i. Shift the balance

Agnes Martin addresses the problem of time like this:

Adults are very busy, taught to run all the time. You cannot run and

be very aware of your inspirations.

How do we stop running?

A technigque I've used several times is to spend a week or two documenting all the

ways | give my time to various activities and people.



Keep three lists:

A. All the ways you give time to tasks that distract you, annoy you, or that make
you wonder, ‘If | didn’t do this would it make the slightest difference?’ (Checking
phones and apps compulsively, or cleaning your kitchen for the third time today,

might be good examples.)

B. All the ways you give time to tasks that make life keep working, things you
would see as essential but which might not fill you with delight. (The weekly
laundry or grocery shopping, or emails, or work tasks that are not your favourite
things but are tolerable within limits, for example.)

C. All the ways you give time to things you love. (This should include your creative
work, time with loved ones, favourite ways to relax and recuperate, the parts of
your work that you enjoy and find fulfilment in.)

What'’s the balance?

Putting it into a pie chart or block graph to get a visual idea can help.

Now ask yourself some searching questions:

How are you going to reduce group A to an insignificant amount of time?



In Essentialism, Greg McKeown makes that point that many more things are

inessential than we first imagine:

You cannot overestimate the unimportance of practically

everything.

How many things in group B are essential and how many could you let go of, or at

least reduce, with very little impact?
Annie Dillard says it with characteristic wit:

It’s endearing how people think writers have time to dust.
If things are essential (you might sometimes have to reply to email or do laundry),
how can you batch them together so that you’re not wasting time on switching
back and forth between activities?
Using time blocks for email and admin tasks, rather than being reactive and doing
them as they come in, has freed up huge amounts of time for me this year, for

example.

The first time | did this exercise, | disliked the look of the pie chart. | was giving less

than 30% of my time on passion projects, people and activities | love, work | find



most rewarding or ways to relax and refuel. Over the course of this year, I've

shifted that to nearer 80%.

Ask yourself: What has to go? What can | do in a different way?

ii. Batch and limit

Instead of a simple To-do list, | now add all my tasks for the week into a timetable.
They get slots depending on how essential they are. Writing, editing and
mentoring get big chunks of time when I'm fresh and awake. Routine admin,
emailing and maintenance tasks get less time and at less productive times of the

day.

If | give myself three hours for email, I'll use it. If | have an hour to answer emails
and do five small admin tasks, I'll get it done within the deadline. These types of

tasks will expand to fill whole days if we allow them to, so limit them.



Batching activities that are similar and giving your most focussed times to the

important tasks will go a long way in preventing overwhelm.

What activities can you batch together to save switching time?

iii. Take one step at a time

The reactive thing to do when we are facing demands to do five things at once is
to jump in. Sometimes I've found myself going between two or three tasks at the
same time, each suffering as a result. Breathe. Think. Prioritise. Do one thing. In

short:

Forget multi-tasking

There are lots of things we can do at once. We can walk and have a conversation.
We can cook and listen to music. If one of the things we are doing is automatic

and simple, we can likely combine them together.

Daydreaming while washing up or exercising are great ways to give the brain a hit
of dopamine without frazzle, but the idea that we can do two (or more) complex

activities at once is a myth.
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What happens instead is that the brain switches between the two activities. And
the constant switching has consequences. We use up glucose, causing feelings of
exhaustion or even disorientation. We store information in the wrong place,

making our short-term memory weaker. We produce more stress hormones.

Multi-tasking and overwhelm belong together. Don’t do it.

In fact, if a task is complex, don’t even do one thing—bigger tasks, major quests

and passion projects are complex and not something you’ll do in one sitting.

The novel | want to write in 2019-2020 is going to require research, reading,
terrible early drafts, shaky chapters, planning sessions and editing (again and
again and again). I'm not going to spill out that book in one go. And when it's done
there will be several other stages for it to go through.

When you break big visions into tiny steps they are much less overwhelming.

List your top one—three passion projects or quests, including the writing you want

to do in the next six months/year.

How can you break each down into small steps?

Put the steps into your calendar and track them.
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iv. Ask for help

People with an ‘I'll do it all myself’ attitude are most prone to getting overwhelmed.
A few years ago, when | found myself living alone in a tiny rural village with no
shops, | had to ask neighbours for help. The alternative would have been to let my
business collapse because | couldn’t get to the post office with boxes of books.
The responses were unfailingly generous. Similarly, Cinnamon Press keeps going

because many people volunteer their help. They donate skills or time or funds.

The more we insist on never asking for help, never connecting with others who
have complimentary skills, the less time we will have. The obverse is true. When
we tap into the energy of a whole group and work collaboratively, we release an
enormous flood of synergistic energy that everyone benefits from. When we work

together, we all have more time.

When you feel overwhelm creeping up, ask for help. Sometimes you need to use
financial resources to get help, but not always. Other people can give practical
help, offer insights you might not have had, or tell you that the thing you are
worrying about isn’t nearly as important as you imagined. Sometimes people

you’d never have thought of asking can be the most supportive or wise, and that
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includes children when help is invited and accepted on its own terms, rather than

forced.

What things do you need help with?

Who will you ask for help?

v. Eliminate

If you are going to give your creativity, your inner life and your sanity slow, deep

time, then something will have to go to make room for it.

When I’'m not curating my time well, my To-do list contains at least 5 miracles to
perform before breakfast. And every time | eliminate a task that isn’t important or

essential, I'll think of two things | ‘should’ do in its place.

Let me repeat that quote from Greg McKeown:

You cannot overestimate the unimportance of practically

everything.
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And another attributed to Anne Lamott:

‘No’ is a complete sentence.

Over this year, I've been making a concerted effort to stop the cycle of wild
optimism followed by overwhelm. It’s so easy to overestimate what we can do in a
short period. Then we fail and feel frazzled and lose even more time to the

downward spiral of negative energy.

I've always been someone who’s bad at saying no. In the past I've taken on more
work than was sane simply because saying no was so difficult for me. Saying yes
exempted me from hard decisions. It also insulated me from the possibility of

facing others’ disappointment or even outright conflict.

Over the last 18 months I've been radically reappraising this approach. This has
involved a complete overhaul of my working life and uncommitting to inessential

tasks, even when they were things others wanted me to do.

It’s been a revelation to learn that saying not doesn’t have to be negative and
ungiving, but can simply be about making choices with grace and clarity in order
to avoid the downward cycle of overwhelm. Saying yes to things that aren’t
essential, or that drain you, will sap your energy. Saying yes to things that leave
you lukewarm or because you want to appease others, is a recipe for self-

negation and probably resentment, too.
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If you want to avoid overwhelm, learn to say no sometimes.

What do you need to say no to?

How are you going to do it?

vi. Be kind to yourself

There are days when we are so overwhelmed that the energy eludes us. There are
days when all we want to do is curl up in bed and pretend the world doesn’t exist.
There are days when despite our intentions not to be reactive, not to spend hours
on inessentials, we nonetheless look back later and think all we’ve done is waste
time. On those days time blocks crumble and doing anything well can feel

impossible.

Annie Dillard is right that:

How we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives.
What we do with this hour, and that one, is what we are doing. A
schedule defends from chaos and whim. It is a net for catching

days. It is a scaffolding on which a worker can stand and labor
15



with both hands at sections of time. A schedule is a mock-up of
reason and order—willed, faked, and so brought into being; it is a
peace and a haven set into the wreck of time; it is a lifeboat on

which you find yourself, decades later, still living.

But not all days conform and on those that don’t, it can be useful to do something
that has nothing to do with the twenty tasks demanding you attend to them now,

leaving you too dizzy to function. On such days, abandon the plan and:

Go for a walk
Pour a long bubble bath
Read your most ‘comfort-book’ book

Do something fun with someone you enjoy sharing time with

On those days, be kind to yourself.

What activities can you have on hand when the day needs rubbing out and

starting over?

What are your ways of being kind to yourself?

| know that won'’t get anything on your list achieved, that you’ll be anxious about
being even further behind and more overwhelmed. But the truth is often the

opposite. By giving yourself a merciful pause you can return with fresh thinking
16



and more energy and positivity. We often solve problems by not thinking about

them for a while. Give yourself a break.

If it's true that we often overestimate how much we can get done in a short
amount of time, leading to overwhelm, nonetheless the converse is also true: we
can underestimate the amount of change we can accomplish in a longer time.

Getting the flow right is the trick.

How?

Shift the balance of what you give time to
* Batch and limit tasks that have to be done but aren’t what you are
passionate about

Take one step at a time, breaking down big tasks into smaller parts

¢ Ask for help

Eliminate the inessentials and learn to say no

Be kind to yourself—the more merciful you are towards yourself, the more

likely you are to be compassionate to others
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2. Giving time

The (wo)man who has lived the most is not (she who has
counted the most years but (s)he who has felt the most life.

Jean Jacques Rouseau
There are practical things we can do to curate time differently. And there are deep
shifts in perspective that we can make that will, slowly and by increments, change

our paradigm dramatically.

i. Be kind to yourself

(Yes this was also the last recommendation in the list of practical ways to curate time, but
this time it's about perspective shift rather than the ways we can show practical
compassion to ourselves.)

None of us has an objective sense of self but when we’re overwhelmed, our

perspective is likely to be at its least accurate. Feeling overwhelmed often comes

with a slew of self-accusations:
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I’'m useless

| never get anything right

| can’t manage even...

You know the kind of negative thinking that keeps you wallowing.

Whenever you find yourself thinking like this, ask yourself what is inaccurate in

your mindset. Make yourself think of five things you’ve achieved —

Five big achievements from your whole life

Five everyday but essential things you’ve achieved today (no matter how
small they seem)

Five times you’ve been generous

Five times you’ve finished something
Don’t let anyone berate you, not even yourself. If something has gone wrong, face

it, but don’t feel that taking yourself apart will help. Start again. And start by

thinking about what you can do, not about what you can’t do.
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ii. Live by kairos, not chronos

The most important perspective shifts we can make for everyday life is to realise
that time, like so many things, is not an absolute. Time, like any other experience,

is as qualitative as it is quantitative, if not more so.

In a former incarnation as a theologian, I'd have explained this by using the Greek
concepts of kairos and chronos. Chronos is the ticking of seconds on a clock,

chronological. But kairos is ‘the right time’; it is ripeness, the moment of truth.

Kairos FEELS different—it is related to those experiences when time seems to

slow down or stop. Having a perfect life is unrealistic and perfectionism can be a

toxic myth. But having perfect moments is possible and time-expanding.

It’s not something you can fake or force but the more you take moments to slow
down, breathe deeply, notice the small pleasures of a day, simply inhabit your day
more fully and with more attention, then the more you’ll find yourself living by

kairos.
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Some kairos moments will be the extraordinary times of life. The seconds after
each of my children were born or meeting my grandson for the first time are kairos
memories. These were huge life events and not something | can repeat or call up
to order. We can’t always construct such moments, but we can at least put

ourselves in the path of them.

When | spend lots of time with family members in an attentive way, when | take the
time in a morning to set up a slow breakfast with beautiful plates and a pot of drip
coffee doing ever so slowly, then kairos moments come about unlooked for. You
can live more life in one excellent day than some people experience in a lifetime
and when you we spend one day and then the next and then the next putting

yourself in the way of living by kairos, then it will become how you spend your life.

Think and write about some of your most extraordinary kairos moments.

Think about 1-3 things you do today to slow down, attend to simple pleasures

and experience some of your time more fully.
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ii. Live life not lifestyle

We’re sold things all the time. If your inbox is anything like mine it will be full of

spam—a million offers of products and services nobody needs.

Investing in ourselves, whether through courses and books or through
experiences of music, adventure, travel... can be deeply fulfilling and mind-

expanding, but too often we are being sold a lifestyle that costs our lives.

Do faster cars or bigger mortgages make anyone more fulfilled? Far too much of
life is infected by fear: fear of missing is everywhere. There are adverts constantly
warning you that you need these 3, 5, 15, 100 products just to make it through

the next month. Don’t give them credence.

If you find yourself working to maintain a lifestyle that you don’t need or want, it
might be time to reappraise. Similarly, given that work takes up a huge slice of life,
if you spend most of your life on work you hate, then time will hang heavy but
disappear fast. Sometimes we have responsibilities that demand we take work we
don’t welcome. But this shouldn’t be the norm. Work should be integral to who

we want to be, not something that consumes us to no good end.

22



What can you unsubscribe from what is trying to sell you lifestyle rather than than

deeper life?

In what ways do you want to invest in yourself and what has to change to allow

this?

iii. Live by less

We live in a world that urges us to have more, do more, be more. In Essentialism

Greg McKeown urges us to instead to make fewer and better choices.

If you want to feel time-rich, don’t be busy with things that don’t matter. Instead,
focus and pay attention to the things that matter. Be present. The more that
matters is not quantity, but depth.

In the words of David Henry Thoreau:

A (wo)man is rich in proportion to the things (s)he can afford to let

alone.
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When we are not distracted by what doesn’t matter and not seduced by all that
glitters, we are rich in other ways. We begin to focus: on loved ones, on deep life
quests. We understand what we want and live less fragmented lives. Less

distraction gives us more and deeper time.

What is distracting you and how will you stop it?

Journal about all the ways in which you are rich that have nothing to do with

money or POSSEessions.

iv. Live slowly

When we face adverse conditions, we often slow down and focus on the
essentials. I've had two examples of this during the last year. Last winter, a minor
injury to a hip joint made me much less active and forced me to live more slowly
for a couple of months, with the result that | got much more deep work done: |

thought more, wrote more, read more.

And more recently, cracking a rib while travelling has made me take care of how

I’m sleeping and the pace of each day.
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I’ve witnessed this in more serious situations, when people are spending time with
extremely sick loved ones. Faced with emergencies, we find the time to focus on
what counts, usually those we love or those passions that we are most motivated

to achieve.

It’s salutary and humbling to watch. When it most matters, we slow time down to

the essentials, yet at other times we claim this is impossible.

I’m not suggesting we can abandon work indefinitely, but there are always ways to
slow life down and often it begins with shifting perspective to look at what we
most cherish.

What matters to you most?

How can you slow down your life to give this/these more time?
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v. Live new

We often notice how, when we’re on holiday, a week can seem to last forever
whereas at home days blur into one another, time moves on at a sprint. Being in
new places, exposing ourselves to new experiences, helps us to perceive time as

slower.

Of course, taking one holiday after another is likely to be impractical, but we can
all expose ourselves to new ideas. Challenging books, a foreign language film or a

long walk can all contribute to changing our experience of time.

And if you have the opportunity to travel, grab it. The pressure of unfamiliar places,
the space to devote time to walking and soaking up other cultures, is perspective

altering.
What new experience can you bring to your life this week? (It can be as simple as

cooking a dish you’ve never eaten before; reading a book in a genre outside your

usual reading...)
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vi. Live now

Being present, focussed and attentive in a world of distractions is one of the
hardest and most rewarding things we can achieve. In the words of David Henry

Thoreau:

The meeting of two eternities, the past and the future... is

precisely the present moment...

You must live in the present, launch yourself on every wave, find your eternity in

each moment.

We’ve come full circle. Now is the only time any of us has and as Rumi puts it:

Happiness is now

Time is much more than chronos. It is the quality and depth of each fully lived,
truly awake and connected moment. We may not be able to add a single hour to
life by worrying, to paraphrase Matthew’s gospel, but the depth is in our gift.

Creative people, in this sense, have much more time. When we both curate our
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time differently and give it intentionally, things change. To give time to what you

really care about, you need to shift your perspective and:

Be kind to yourself

Live by kairos, not chronos
Live life not lifestyle

Live by less

Live slowly

Live new

Live now

What will you do today to find a bit of eternity?

What do you most need to change in your life to give time to your creativity?

This is how, step by step, you can:
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Live the story you want to become

A great deal of living with a sense of more time is about not being afraid. There are
people in your life who will tell you that you have to do X, Y and Z, or else. There
are people who will try to guilt or manipulate you into using your time in ways that

drain your energy to no good end. You need to stop listening to such people.

It’s not always other people who undermine you. There will be voices inside that
whisper that you cannot create your own life, that biology predetermines your life,
that the creativity you long to nurture is an empty dream. There will be inner voices
that tell you that you can’t do the depth of work it takes to write a book or have a

fulfilling relationship.
These people, demands and inner voices will consume your time at extraordinary
speed. But you’re not going to allow that to happen. Don’t speed up. Don’t jump

at every call to fear. Excise these voices from your life by every means possible.

Determine to live a life that aligns with your quest, let go of the rest and you will

find that you do have the time to give to your creativity.
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A non-liner view of time, mind-turning as it is, implies that you can change yourself
at any moment. We each create who we want to be. This view of time frees us to
live more wide-awake, more consciously. It frees us to spend more of our precious

time in deep flow on the projects we love.

When we spend more of our time on intrinsically motivated activities, time slows
down. We can see this in toddlers. A young child will take an hour to examine one
pebble, or a tiny stretch of beach. Why? Because it absorbs her attention and she

is following her own motivation to learn.

When we are doing something we are passionate about, time takes on a different
quality. Life, David Henry Thoreau tells us, is precious. We do not want to find
ourselves at the end of it having not lived. So how do we know that we are living,

that we are sucking out the marrow of life?
For me it has to do with the courage to live as the person | want to become. This

has made me think hard about my art and my work and about what | need to let

go of in order to live the story | want to become.
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the apophatic way

In theology, the via negativa (negative way) describes divinity by what it is not (for
example, to be God is not to evil or capricious...). So much of what consumes our
lives and our time is inessential. We sometimes need to consider the negative way

in order to pursue great things.

What do you need to let go of to be the person you want to become?

For me, some of those things are qualities or mindsets that limit me. Things like:

* Making excuses for not keeping promises to myself
* Small thinking

* Fear

* Attaching to outcomes rather than to process

*  Complaining instead of problem-solving

*  Self-sabotage

Other things that I’'m acutely aware of needing to let go are those things that so
many of us tolerate in life and that, once tolerated, set the tone of our days,

weeks, months and more... Life is too short and too precious to tolerate:
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*  Wasted time:

| don’t mean day-dreaming or rest or play or creative mooching. What wastes time
(and our lives) is more often those small inessentials that pile up—hours on

Facebook, demanding emails, inessential nonsense...

* Bullying and harassment:

Sometimes aggressive and difficult people can teach us a great deal about
ourselves by how we react. | recently had an onslaught of demands and
undermining from someone over quite an extended period. It made me reflect on
lots of aspects of my internal response and the importance of doing the creative
work I'm committed to and letting it speak for itself. And it also made me much

more clear about setting boundaries and what none of us should tolerate.

*  Bad literature

Story is my way of making sense of the world. Narrative matters in every
civilisation and era. Not only do | want to make Cinnamon Press more and more a
home for excellence, and not only do | want to push my own writing further, but,
even more fundamentally, | have no time for stories that lie. | don’t mean stories

that are imaginary or fantastical. | mean those that deliberately mislead, that sell
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hatred and division or promote the myths of fascism or greed. Story is too urgent

for that.

What is your list of what needs letting go?

the katophatic way

The tradition of katophatic theology deals in what we can positively say. We need
to know what and who we don’t want to be; what we need to let go of, but we
also need to know what we want to embrace.

What do you need to embrace to be the person you want to become?

We will each have different answers to this question depending on our passions

and our values, but there are also constants that we an all benefit from:

*  Commitment to our intrinsic motivation

that is, the courage to follow our passion and our quest.
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* Gratitude

We might think this is easier for those of us living in rich countries or those of us
not handling current tragedies, yet often those in difficult or even appalling
situations have a lot to teach about valuing the small, vital graces and connections

of each day.

Expectation

We need to live in hope, not to allow cynicism to take over.

Keeping promises

to ourselves and those who are most important and transformational in our lives.
* Courage

None of us have charmed lives. We all know illness, loss, grief... Yet some

navigate this with a grace and dignity that is awe-inspiring. To have the courage to

face whatever a day brings, and to take risks for what is right, is powerful.
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Being who we want to become

We have to live as if we are that person. We have to believe it’s possible and we

have to hold to the values that this person would live by. To repeat:

What do you need to embrace to be the person you want to become?

And then there will be individual components to this answer. For me, it includes:

A daily morning routine of journalling and yoga
Cooking and eating whole foods

* Writing

*  Travel

Time with family and friends

* Work

*  Reading

* Bubble baths

What are your positives?
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Delighting in life

Each of us is a work in progress. Each of us has 24 hours in a day and a chance
to see time differently, but only if we’re willing to make vital decisions about our

precious lives.
Consider this from the last half of Mary Oliver’s poem, ‘The Summer Day’:

| don’t know exactly what a prayer is.

| do know how to pay attention, how to fall down

into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass,

how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the field,
which is what | have been doing all day.

Tell me, what else should | have done?

Doesn’t everything die at last, and too soon?

Tell me, what is it you plan to do

with your one wild and precious life?

Tell yourself: what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?
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Thank you for taking this journey exploring the power of shifting your perspective
about time in order to give your writing and your writing life the time and attention
it needs and deserves. | hope you have made discoveries along the way and that
you will stay open and curious as you push your writing further and further.

If you are at the beginning of your writing journey or in the process of re-
establishing a writing rhythm, my course Setting Out might be of interest.

If you are a more experienced writer or keen to support your writing life with
journalling, my course Becoming Your Story, on the the transformative power of
journaling dives deep into the writer you want to be and the person you want to
become as that writer.

It's always great to hear how writers’ stories are developing and | can be
contacted at jan@janfortune.com

You can also join in the conversation with my blogs which are found at https://
janfortune.com/ and on Medium @ https://medium.com/@janfortune

San Fortune

Budapest, 2018
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