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in Saudi Arabia than it does back home. In the United States, the
major unit of time for assessing punctuality for appointments is
usually on the order of five minutes. When visiting traditional
Arab cultures, however, you should know that the corresponding
unit of time is fifteen minutes. If an Arab is thirty minutes late by
your clock, he is only ten minutes late by his own standards. You
should be willing to wait a half-hour or more for your host, or he
will be insulted.’

You can also be taught a culture’s customs for making and
keeping appointments. The fundamental cultural clash here often
comes down to what is more important: accurate information and
facts or people’s feelings? I, for one, have not fared particularly
well with this lesson, and have paid for it. Before accepting my po-
sition in Brazil, for example, I asked my prospective employer if
she could also find work for a friend who wanted to come along.
“Nao tem problema,” my employer answered—a response that was to
become for me a familiar but meaningless refrain. After our ar-
rival, we inquired again about my friend’s job. My chefe made a
phone call, scribbled out a name and address, and told us to be
outside her building the next day at g A.M., en punto (sharp), at
which time her chauffeur would take us to the interview. Pretty im-
pressive, we thought. Except that the driver never showed up. The
same scene was replayed the next day. We were furious with my
chefe, even more so when she failed to apologize. Deciding to take
matters into our own hands, we began asking other seemingly well-
connected people if they could find work for my friend. In every
case, they quickly and enthusiastically assured us that they knew
just the person to talk to. Ndo tem problema! Without fail, they told
us that their chauffeur would take us there. And not one of those
drivers ever showed up. After about five of these misfires, I altered
my tactic. The next time I received a “yes” to my request, with the
usual offer of a driver, I explained with that charming U.S. forth-
rightness about how it was O.K. if they couldn’t help, but it would
really be so much nicer to get an up-front “no” than to have to wait
all the next morning for a no-show driver. My colleague looked
uncomfortable and insulted. “But Dr. Levine,” he responded, “I'm
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telling you that I know just the person to help your friend.” He
then belted out one of the most voracious Ndo tem problema’s I had
yet heard. And then the usual: no driver, no job, no apology.

When we described our frustration to a Brazilian friend, he ex-
plained my error, one I was to repeat many times: how a “yes” often
meant “no” and that it was more important to Brazilians to appear
helpful and polite than to stand by their time commitments. My
friend then scolded me for having backed my colleagues into a
corner by making a request they could neither deny nor deliver
on. Rejecting my request would have been both rude and an ac-
knowledgment of their inefficacy. Missing an appointment is sim-
ply a severe case of lateness, a well-accepted Brazilian behavior.
And in Brazil, people’s feelings are more important than accurate
information.

Richard Brislin tells of a similar experience with a Japanese
friend: “Oftentimes a ‘Yes’ is just a way of saying, ‘You’ve really got a
good idea there.” One of my colleagues is a Japanese national . . . I
[might say to her]: ‘Work meeting, noon, Friday at the Maple Gar-
den Restaurant. Okay?’ She says, ‘Maple Garden, what a great
choice for a restaurant.” Now is that a ‘Yes’ or a ‘No’? It’s a ‘Yes’
from my perspective. But from her perspective, she’s just telling me
what great taste I have in restaurant choices. She hasn’t committed
to showing up. Oftentimes ‘yes’ meaning ‘no’ and ‘no’ meaning
‘yes’ is to keep a positive current going through the relationship.”*

Misunderstanding each other’s silent messages often leads to
culture clashes where well-intentioned behaviors are attributed to
shortcomings of character. Western businessmen, for example,
have too often concluded that their Japanese counterparts can’t
be trusted; that they are two-faced, dishonest, and untrustworthy
people who will make promises at the meeting table but not come
through later. The Japanese, on the other hand, tend to interpret
the accusation that they have lied as proof of Westerners’ social in-
sensitivity: the Westerner is either too lazy or incapable of reading
the meaning of yes, no, and silences within the social context.

Many of these problems can be avoided. People who are knowl-
edgeable about the target culture can lay out the norms of punctu-
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ality and appointment making for as many situations as possible,
and also try to explain the logic behind these rules through the
eyes of an insider.

Lesson Two

Understand the line between work time and social time. What is the rela-
tionship between work time and down time? There are easy an-
swers to some questions: How many hours are there in the work
day? The work week? Is it five days on followed by two days of rest?
Or six to one, or four-and-a-half to two-and-a-half, or what? How
many days are set aside for vacation, and how are they spaced?

Other questions are more difficult to get a handle on. For ex-
ample, how much of the work day is spent on-task and how much
time is spent socializing, chatting, and being pleasant? For Ameri-
cans in a big city, the typical ratio is in the neighborhood of about
8o:20—about 8o percent of work time is spent on-task and about
20 percent is used for fraternizing, chitchatting, and the like. But
many countries deviate sharply from this formula. In countries like
India and Nepal, for example, be prepared for a balance closer to
50:50."

When you are in Japan, the distinction between work and social
time can often be meaningless. The workday there has a large so-
cial element and social time is very much a part of work. The cru-
cial goal that overrides both of these types of time is the wa of the
work group. As a result, dedicated Japanese workers understand
that having tea with their peers in the middle of a busy day, or stay-
ing overtime to down a few beers and watch a ball game, is an es-
sential and productive part of their jobs. Private time, which many
Americans believe is part of their Bill of Rights, is not terribly im-
portant to the Japanese. Want a good laugh? Try explaining to a
Japanese company man about the contemporary American de-
mand for guaranteed leave for “personal days.”

The outsider not acquainted with a culture’s norms concerning
the balance between work and social time, or who is not prepared
to go along with them, will quickly find himself or herself isolated.
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Lesson Three

Study the rules of the waiting game. When you arrive in a foreign cul-
ture, be sure to inquire about the specifics of their version of the
waiting game. Are their rules based on the principle that time is
money? Who is expected to wait for whom, under what circum-
stances, and for how long? Are some players exempt from waiting?
When and where is the Siddhartha move a viable alternative? What
is the protocol for waiting in line? Is it an orderly procedure or, as
in India, do people just nudge their way through the crowd, push-
ing the people ahead of them, until they somehow make their way
to the front? Is there a procedure for buying oneself a place in
front, or off the line completely? What social message is being sent
when the accepted rules are broken? Either you learn these rules
or you are condemned to plow, like a foreign water buffalo,
through your hosts’ temporal landscape.

Lesson Four

Learn to reinterpret “doing nothing.” How do your hosts treat pauses,
silences, or doing nothing at all? Is appearing chronically busy a
quality to be admired or to be pitied? Is doing nothing wasted
time? Is constant activity seen as an even bigger waste of time? Is
there even a word or concept for wasted time? Of nothing hap-
pening? Doing nothing? What must it be like to live in a country
like Brunei, where people begin their day by asking “What isn’t go-
ing to happen today?”

You may have the opportunity to discover how curiously relax-
ing it can be to sit together in silence, free from plans, simply wait-
ing for what happens next; and to eventually gain the reassurance
that something always does. From the Japanese, you can learn how
the spaces between events are as significant as the events them-
selves. People in the West are mostly attuned to the arrangement
of objects; in Japan, it is the arrangement of spaces—the ma, or in-
tervals—that are the focus. Ma teaches that the stops along the way
are as meaningful as the eventual destination. The traditional
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Japanese garden, for example, is designed with stepping stones
that require the observer to stop and look down and then up
again; as a result, every step offers a different perspective.'” As the
Westerner Artur Schnabel observed about his own art, “The
pauses between the notes—abh, that is where the art resides.”"
Mustn’t all significant action be preceded by an incubation pe-
riod? If you are going to China, you will find that the waiting pe-
riod is not just a delay to be endured in order to reach the right
moment. It is respected as the very creator of that moment.

Lesson Five

Ask about accepted sequences. Each culture sets rules about the se-
quence of events. Is it work before play, or vice versa? Do people
take all of their sleep at night, or is there a siesta in the midafter-
noon? Is one expected to have coffee or tea and socialize before
getting down to serious business, and if so, for how long? There are
also customs about sequences over the long run: for example, how
long is the socially accepted period of childhood, if it exists at all,
and when is it time to assume the responsibilities of adulthood?
Misunderstandings about accepted sequences can land the visi-
tor in serious trouble. One particularly vulnerable and volatile area,
for example, is love and intimacy. Even in one’s own culture, it is
difficult to move smoothly through the intimacy cycle; when cross-
ing cultural boundaries, it becomes a minefield. When is it time to
move from one romantic stage to another? At what point does a
couple progress from dating to an exclusive relationship? Often
cues do not translate across borders. In the United States, for ex-
ample, many young women believe there needs to be a physical
event before a relationship is exclusive. The event doesn’t have to
be sexual intercourse, but there needs to be at least some touching,
holding hands, certainly long passionate kisses. But in many other
cultures—Japan, Israel, and Taiwan, for example—a physical event
is not necessary. Consequently, a young American woman who
takes up a nonphysical relationship with a man in one of these
countries will be prone to assume it is just a nice platonic or profes-
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sional affair. To her surprise, however, the woman hears that the
whole town is gossiping that the man and she are an item. In her
thinking, it cannot be time because there hasn’t been a physical
event. But to someone from another culture, a physical event isn’t
necessary for interpreting that the relationship has moved on.*

Should you fall into a long-term intimate relationship, be aware
that the expected sequences may be troublesome. In the United
States, the vast majority of people believe that romantic love—
“true” love, of course—is an essential prerequisite to marriage. But
this is hardly the case worldwide. In a recent survey, my colleagues
and I asked respondents in eleven countries: “If a man [woman]
had all the other qualities you desired, would you marry this per-
son if you were not in love with him [her]?” In the United States,
approximately 8o percent of both men and women answered flat-
out “no.” The percentage of people who ruled out marriage with-
out love was considerably lower, however, in other countries: only
24 percent in India, g4 percent in Thailand, and g9 percent in
Pakistan, for example. Looking at the eleven countries as a whole,
we found that people from individualistic (versus collectivistic)
cultures were much more likely to believe that romantic love
should precede marriage. This was also true for people from eco-
nomically well-off countries. It may be no coincidence that these
two characteristics—individualism and economic vitality—were
also related to a faster pace of life in our g1-country study.*

Most cultures believe in some type of romantic love. In the ma-
jority of cases, however, it is assumed that love is something that de-
velops after the commitment of marriage, rather than the other way
around. After all, how can you really love someone before learning
what they are like to live with? And isn’t it a bit ridiculous to make a
lifelong arrangement based on an emotional reaction? The assump-
tion that love comes after marriage is particularly common in cul-
tures where marriage decisions are traditionally based on economic
arrangements between families: the vast majority of cultures in the
world. In a study of the marriage patterns of 850 distinct societies,
anthropologists Erika Bourguignon and Lenora Greenbaum'
found that some form of bride-price or dowry or other type of finan-
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cial exchange exists in more than 70 percent of these groups. (In
many countries, these arrangements have simply become more ex-
pensive. In Libya, for example, fathers used to demand a fee of
about $3,500 in cash, with a camel, sheep, and a few gold coins
thrown in, for marrying off their daughters. With Libya’s oil boom,
however, it is now not unusual for the groom’s family to plunk down
gifts of $35,000 or more, raising fears in some quarters that many
Libyan women are being priced out of the marriage market.)

When is it time for marriage? To fall in love? It depends on
where you are. One thing for sure is that the intelligent visitor had
best learn some answers before getting in too deeply.

Before leaving the “When is it time for . . . ?” lesson, one other
nasty cultural misunderstanding should be mentioned: the time it
takes to move from out-group to in-group status. How long should
you expect to be an outsider? You may find yourself being treated
pleasantly enough, but you may still be frustrated by your hosts’
unwillingness to reach out more closely. What is most important in
this lesson is to recognize that cultures vary in their modal time for
in-group acceptance. In parts of the United States that are used to
heavy migration the waiting period will be considerably smaller
than it is in closely knit cultures like Japan, where many foreigners
perceive that the outsider’s status is unalterably permanent. (The
Japanese word for foreigner, “gaijin,” is literally translated as “out-
sider.” Even from a legal standpoint, it has been nearly impossible
for any immigrants—other than perhaps a few famous sumo
wrestlers—to ever receive Japanese citizenship.) Be prepared for
what time frame to expect.

Lesson Six

Are people on clock time or event time? This may be the most slippery
lesson of all. For the first five lessons, there are aspects of a culture’s
rules that can be translated relatively concretely: the accepted
range of punctuality for a particular situation; the percentage of
the work day that is spent socializing; who is expected to wait for
whom; the length of time a silence must be endured before a “yes”
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means “no”; and even many of the cues that signify to the outsider
when it is time for something to happen. But a move from clock
time to event time will require a complete shift of consciousness. It
entails the suspension of industrialized society’s temporal golden
rule: Time is Money. For most of us who have been socialized un-
der this formula, the shift requires a considerable leap.

Nonetheless, outsiders can learn some of the behaviors that
might be expected in event time cultures. Richard Brislin, for ex-
ample, describes a common scenario faced by visiting professors:
“Imagine you have an appointment at 11:30 with a very solid stu-
dent who always turns their assignments in on time and is really
working along their degree program. They’'re going to get out on
time. There’s another student, though, who’s been slow to come
up with a thesis topic and is getting an awful lot of Bs and Cs even
in the graduate program . . . At 11:25 this student comes and says,
‘Professor, I finally have a thought, I finally have a potential thesis
topic.” Who has more claims on our time, the student who had the
11:30 appointment or this student who shows up at 11:25? Who
has claims on our timer”

In clock time cultures like the United States the priority obvi-
ously goes to the student with the appointment. But if you find
yourself in an event time culture, be prepared for the drop-in to ex-
pect the temporal right of way. “I'm very happy to work in cultures
with event time,” Brislin says. “I just hope someone tells me which
one (event or clock time) we’re on. That’s all I ask them to do.”"”

The same sort of lessons apply to your expectations when mov-
ing from monochronic cultures, where one activity is scheduled at
a time, to polychronic cultures, where people prefer to switch back
and forth from one activity to another. In a polychronic culture,
don’t be insulted when your hosts become distracted from their
business with you. It’s simply cultural expectations talking. Noth-
ing personal. To polychronic insiders, in fact, it would be rude not
to shift their attention when the unexpected drops in. Moreover,
you, too, will be expected to exercise polychronic flexibility, or
else expect to be condemned as a social boor, a poor team player,
and an inefficient worker.
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Lesson Seven

Practice. An intellectual understanding of temporal norms does
not in itself insure a successful transition. You can memorize other
people’s rules about time all you want but may still be totally dys-
functional when confronted with the real thing. As they say in the
city, “He can talk the talk, but can he walk the walk?” The well-
prepared visitor should seek out homework assignments that
utilize on-site practice. Innovative teachers have been known to
devise rather elaborate practice conditions. Anthropologist Greg
Trifonovich of the East-West Center, for example, used to prepare
Peace Corps volunteers and teachers for conditions in rural Pacific
societies by creating a simulated village. One of the behaviors that
Trifonovich taught was how to live without clock time. He showed
students, for example, how to tell time by observing the sun and
the tides.”” Whatever your technique, realize that mastering the
language of time will require rehearsal, and mistakes.

But be assured that it is well worth the effort. Cross-cultural
training produces a wide range of positive skills. Research has
shown, for example, that people who are well prepared for tran-
scultural encounters have better working relationships with peo-
ple from mixed cultural backgrounds; are better at setting and
working toward realistic goals in other cultures; are better at un-
derstanding and solving the problems they may confront; and are
more successful at their jobs in other cultures. They also report
more pleasurable relationships with their hosts, both during work
and free time; are more at ease in intercultural settings; and are
more likely to enjoy their overseas assignments. The most astute of
cross-cultural students also seem to develop a more general inter-
est and concern about life and events in different countries—what
has been called a general “world-mindedness.

»1g

Lesson Eight

Don’t criticize what you don’t understand. Last, a guideline about ob-
serving cultures in general: the trap most difficult for the student
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of culture to avoid or escape concerns the inference of meaning.
Almost by definition, cultural behaviors signify something very dif-
ferent to insiders than they do to the visitor. When we attribute a
Brazilian’s tardiness to irresponsibility, or a Moroccan’s shifting of
attention to their lack of focus, we are being both careless and eth-
nocentrically narrow-minded. These misinterpretations are exam-
ples of what social psychologists call the fundamental attribution
error—that, when explaining the behaviors of others, there is a per-
vasive tendency for people to underestimate the influence of the
situation and to overestimate others’ internal personality disposi-
tions. For example, when I hear strangers lose their temper, I infer
that they must be angry people. When I lose my own temper, I
blame it on the situation—perhaps the other person was being an-
noying or the situation was frustrating. After all, I know that I
rarely lose my temper, so there must be something unique to this
situation that set me off.

An important ingredient in the fundamental attribution error
is how much information you have about the person you are judg-
ing. The less familiar you are with others, the more likely you are
to resort to explanations that reside inside the other person.
When we enter foreign environments—which are, by definition,
alien—the fundamental attribution error is an accident waiting to
happen.

The careful observer would be wise to attend to the advice of
Clifford Geertz: “cultural analysis is (or should be) guessing at
meanings, assessing the guesses, and drawing explanatory conclu-
sions from the better guesses.” Without fully understanding a cul-
tural context, we are likely to misinterpret its people’s motives.
The result, inevitably, is conflict.

THE TEMPORAL ESTUARY
Being able to shift into the consciousness of another pace of life,

no matter which the direction, has its rewards. When event time
people learn to accelerate to a clock-driven pace of life, they open
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doors to otherwise unobtainable wealth and achievements. And
when clock time people adapt to slower cultures—well, what could
be so painful about entering a consciousness where personal rela-
tionships come before accomplishment, in which events are al-
lowed to take their own spontaneous course, where one gives time
to time? Taking control of time—learning to live “inside the
time”—is an empowering experience. Mastering the temporal
concepts of alien cultures becomes its own reward.

Neil Altman, the New York psychoanalyst who once served as a
Peace Corps volunteer in southern India, is a poignant example of
this. Altman describes the slowness of life, a feeling of time stand-
ing still, that he experienced upon setting foot in India. “Leaving
the airplane at the Calcutta airport, I entered a small building, the
terminal, in fact, where no one was moving. There were several
maintenance men carrying small brooms, standing there, with big
black eyes, staring at us as we got off the plane and approached
the terminal. Ceiling fans rotated languidly in the humid air.
There was a sense of having stepped outside time. It just seemed
like time was standing still. Not only did nothing seem to be
changing from moment to moment, but also there was a sense of
continuity with other times produced in me by the slower pace
and the absence of machines. It was a feeling of time in which you
aren’t going anywhere.”

For a good year, Altman recalls, he found the stillness of the
pace of life very difficult:

At first, it was very stressful, because you’re in an unfamiliar
situation that makes you feel insecure. It took a year for me
to shed my American, culturally based feeling that I had to
make something happen. The first year in India, I joined the
ranks of “mad dogs and Englishmen” who are the only ones
outdoors in the midday sun, as I rode my bicycle in deter-
mined search of work to do while everyone else slept. Being
an American, and a relatively obsessional American, my first
strategy was to find security through getting something
done, through feeling worthwhile accomplishing something.
My time was something that had to be filled up with progress
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toward that goal. But it’s very anxiety-provoking to en-
counter people who are in a different sort of time than you
are. You say, for example, “So when can I meet you in your
field, to talk about planting vegetables?” And they say, “Four
o’clock.” And then you go there at four o’clock and they
aren’t there, because they didn’t take the appointment liter-
ally. And then you get very anxious, because you're trying to
get something done and they’re not cooperating.

After his initial year, however, Altman not only capitulated to
his hosts’ sense of time, but began to enjoy it:

By the second year, I relaxed and fully caught on to how one
has to live in an Indian village. Since there were no telephones,
I would often get up in the morning and ride my bicycle five
miles, say, to meet a particular farmer. Arriving there, it was
usual to find out that he was away or expected back soon,
which might well mean the next day. By the second year, this
type of event had stopped feeling like a disappointment,
because I no longer really expected to accomplish anything in
the first place. In fact, it seemed almost humorous to think that
you could truly accomplish what you had set out to accomplish.
Instead, I would just go and sit in the local tea shop and meet
some new people or simply stare at the animals, children, and
other assorted passersby. Then, maybe, something else other
than what I'd planned to do would happen. Or maybe it
wouldn’t. Whatever work was going to get done would come to
me. By the second year Indian time had gotten inside me.

Ironically, Altman has found that the domain in his current life
most influenced by his Indian temporal experience is his work as a
psychoanalyst.

I have used my internalized Indian self often as a psychoana-
lyst. In my experience, the psychoanalytic session has a cul-
ture of its own that is reminiscent of that of an Indian village.
One has to enter a session with an openness to the unex-
pected. The expectations of patient and analyst, the attach-
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ment to any particular outcome, get drawn into the process
of the session. What is important is to be able to go with the
flow of the session, to “be here now,” undistracted, as far as
possible, by the desire to have something happen other than
what is happening. I believe this is something like what the
psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion, who interestingly was born in In-
dia, meant when he advocated entering each session without
memory and desire. I believe that having preset goals in
therapy is as futile as planning to get something done in In-
dia. If you are going to retain your sanity as a therapist, you
need to look with a sense of humor at the pretension that
you are going to change the person according to a set plan
and schedule. In these ways, living with Indian time has
made me a better therapist.*

Altman’s story eloquently addresses the benefits of a bicultural
time sense. Before leaving this chapter, though, it should be noted
that achieving literacy in another culture’s time system can also
lead to a consciousness that goes beyond bitemporal flexibility. Vi-
cente Lopez, when describing his former Chicano commuter cul-
ture, argues that his fellow time travelers have done more than
master the two cultures’ times; they have developed their very own
time sense, one unique to their own subculture—what Lopez calls
an “estuary” culture. In nature, an estuary is the wide mouth of a
river into which the tides flow, an area where the fresh water of the
river and the salt water of the sea mix together. “In an estuary,”
Lopez observes, “nature creates a set of organisms which are not
from one side or the other, but completely different. In the same
way, people who live on the Tijuana border have this kind of estu-
arian time. It’s not a Mexican time. It’s not an American time. It’s
a different time. The Chicanos are not Americans and are not
Mexicans. They live by their own set of rules and have their own
unique values and time and pace of life.”

And how could it be otherwise? As Oswald Spengler once
wrote, “It is by the meaning that it intuitively attaches to time that
one culture is differentiated from another.”™ When a new culture
is born, so too is a singular time sense.
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TEN

MINDING YOUR TIME,
TIMING YOUR MIND

Hold fast the time! Guard it, watch over it, every
hour, every minute! Unregarded it slips away, like a
lizard, smooth, slippery, faithless . . . Hold every mo-
ment sacred. Give each clarity and meaning, each
the weight of thine awareness, each its true and due
fulfillment.

THOMAS MANN, Lotte in Weimar: The Beloved Returns

here is nothing like studying other cultures to inspire ques-

tions about one’s own.' In a curious way, the outsider’s van-

tage point leads us to see home with fresh objectivity and
insight, in the tradition of a de Tocquevillian foreigner. (Then
again, the most profound comment that de Tocqueville had to of-
fer about the time sense of Americans was that they are “always in
a hurry.”) More times than not, as the cross-cultural psychologist
Craig Storti observes, “the average expatriate, even the average
tourist, returns from a stay abroad knowing more about his or her
own country than about the one just visited.”

For most time travelers, the enduring contribution of cross-
cultural knowledge is what it adds to their lives at home. Once one
understands that there are alternative constructions of time, a new
range of options unfolds. Are there occasions when it would be
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healthier to switch to event time? Do I always need to be busy?
When might I benefit from doing nothing? In this final chapter, I
offer a few suggestions.

ATTEND TO TIME

From my own cultural roots in Judaism I have inherited a philoso-
phy that emphasizes careful attention to time. Judaism is very
much a religion of time. It gives more consideration to history and
events—the Exodus from Egypt, the revelation of the Torah—
than to things. The prophets teach, for example, that the day of
the Lord is more sacred than the house of the Lord. Temporal set-
tings, rather than spatial ones, frame the sacred Jewish texts. The
Talmud opens with, “From when?” and The Torah with, “In the
Beginning.”

The observant Jew is guided by a series of time-bound rituals.
The day is organized around prayer times. The male infant has his
brit (ritual circumcision) on his eighth day of life. The bat and bar
mitzvah occur at age thirteen. The traditional year of mourning is
highly scheduled: the requirements of the first seven days (shiva)
are different from those of the first month (shloshim), which differ
from those of the next eleven months. The Jewish year prescribes
eight days for lighting Hanukkah candles, six days for fasting, and
eight to eat only unleavened bread. “Counting is our way of notic-
ing,” observes writer Letty Pogrebin about her Judaism. “It re-
minds us that a day counts or it doesn’t. Counting imputes
meaning; one does not count what one does not value.” Even the
calendar resists being taken for granted. The modern Jew lives by
two sets of dates. I am writing this sentence in the year 1997 on the
Gregorian calendar, but when I walk into my local synagogue,
where time is measured on the lunar Hebrew calendar, I am in the
year 5757

The essence of Judaism’s mindfulness of time is the Sabbath.
“And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy,” it is written
in the Book of Genesis. God devoted six days to creating the
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heaven and earth. Then, on the seventh, the work is finished—not
by building a holy place, but by creating a sacred time. Although
the world was created in the first six days, its survival depends
upon the holiness of the seventh. “What was created on the sev-
enth day? Tranquillity, serenity, peace and repose.” The Judaic philoso-
pher Abraham Herschel, who wrote so eloquently about the
Sabbath, observed: “Six days a week we seek to dominate the
world, on the seventh we seek to dominate the self . . . In the tem-
pestuous ocean of time and toil there are islands of stillness where
man may enter a harbor and reclaim his dignity. The island is the
seventh day, the Sabbath, a day of detachment from things, instru-
ments and practical affairs as well as of attachment to the spirit.”

The Sabbath is not an interlude, but the pinnacle of life. The
seventh day, according to Jewish tradition, is a palace in time. It is
a sanctuary we build—a temporal sanctuary. Herschel refers to the
Sabbath as God’s gift of time. (“I have given thee something that
belongs to Me. What is that something? A day.”) It is pure time;
the day when one lives inside time. The Sabbath is our distraction-
free opportunity to become masters of time. “Labor is a craft,”
Herschel reflected, “but perfect rest is an art.” And “time,” he
wrote, “is the presence of God in the world.”™

The Sabbath ritual also extrapolates to longer time periods.
The Torah speaks of every seventh year as a Sabbatical year. In bib-
lical times, the Sabbatical meant the cessation of all agricultural
activities (as well as, notably, the cancellation of all outstanding
debts). Today, particularly in my academic world, it refers to a
time of psychological rest and rejuvenation. Also, Leviticus ordains
that every fiftieth year’, the end of seven Sabbatical cycles, is the sa-
cred Jubilee year. Historically, the Jubilee decreed the cessation of
a wide range of activities: land was supposed to be returned to the
original owners or their descendants;’ all Israelites who had been
sold into slavery for debt were to be freed; and, as in any Sabbati-
cal year, the land was to lie idle. It is unfortunate that the Jubilee
idea has lost its popularity. Perhaps we should bring it back as an
emblem for fiftieth birthdays. We could ordain the Jubilee as a
year in which we cease production, pause and reflect on where we
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have been and where we are going, and, most important, give our-
selves up to the dynamics of time and whatever it may bring. It
sure beats the sound of the “big five-oh.”

Judaism is not, of course, the only tradition that values time.
One of my favorite temporal cultures is that of the Quiché Indi-
ans, who occupy highland villages in Guatemala. The Quiché are
descendants of the Maya, from whom they inherited a great horo-
logical tradition. The Mayan calendar was one of the most ad-
vanced in the world at the time of the Spanish conquest of Latin
America. In many cases, in fact, the Mayans were more accurate
timekeepers than their European conquerors. But the Mayans, un-
like the Europeans, were less concerned with the quantities of
time than with its qualities—in particular, what it meant for hu-
man lives.

A particularly interesting aspect of Quiché time is the care with
which they tend to the uniqueness of each day. The day has not
only a proper name, but a divine one. When the Quiché address a
day directly, which they do often, the name is prefixed with the re-
spectful title “ajaw™—the equivalent of saying “Greetings Sir, Lord
Thursday.” The Quiché believe that every day has its own “face,” a
nature, a character, that directs the course of events for each per-
son differently. This nature can be understood by interpreting the
calendar. But a proper reading requires considerable expertise.
The Quiché live with two calendars—a g65-day civil calendar and
a 260-day religious calendar. The latter is in the shape of a wheel,
with neither a beginning nor an end. Each day on the wheel has a
name, a character, and a number, all of which change in different
contexts. To make accurate predictions from this elaborate sys-
tem, the Quiché rely on specialists: diviners that are known as
“ajk’y,” meaning “day keeper.” Day keeping is regarded as a sacred
function among the Quiché. The ajk’ij are respected as both
priests and shamans. They communicate directly with the gods to
help lay people decide how to approach each day.

There is an aspect of this day keeping that sounds disturbingly
like the unscientific predictions of astrology. Whether or not this
is true and how much value there is to this criticism is arguable.
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But the more crucial lesson from the Quiché is that they think
deeply and carefully about each day. There is no such thing as just
another Monday. For typical Anglo-Europeans, the temporal chal-
lenge of most days is to make every moment productive. The task
for the Quiché is more delicate—to decipher how each moment is
meant to be lived.’

“The main thrust of Torah,” according to Jerusalem professor
Debbie Weissman, “is to teach us how to spend our limited time
on Earth wisely.”® The same can be said for the temporal philoso-
phy of the Quiché.

LIVING IN MIDDLE TIME

Travel, be it as a tourist or as a cross-cultural psychologist, teaches
the aesthetics of middle time: finding a balance between fast and
slow, event and clock time, up and down time. When time-urgent
workaholics visit relaxed cultures they are pretty sure bets to re-
turn home resolved to slow down the regimens of their clock-
driven lives. Writer Eva Hoffman captured this striving for
moderation when describing her adaption from a childhood in
Poland to adolescence in Canada and adulthood in the United
States:

Psychological pleasure is, I think, channeled in time, as phys-
ical pain or satisfaction runs along the conduits of our
nerves. When time compresses and shortens, it strangles
pleasure; when it diffuses into aimlessness, the self thins out
into affectless torpor. Pleasure exists in middle time, in time
that is neither too accelerated or too slowed down.®

Experiments by social psychologists Jonathan Freedman and
Donald Edwards confirm Hoffman’s observation. Freedman and
Edwards found that the relationship between pleasure and time
pressure falls into an inverted “U.” The greatest pleasure is experi-
enced under an intermediate level of pressure. Too much tempo-
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ral burden may be stressful, and too little leads to boredom. They
also found an inverted U-shaped relationship between time pres-
sure and how well people perform. Once again, the best work oc-
curs at an intermediate degree of time pressure.'

Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi has found that, at least for
Americans, the least happy people are those with no time pressure
at all:

For people in our studies who live by themselves and do not
attend church, Sunday mornings are the lowest part of the
week, because with no demands on attention, they are un-
able to decide what to do. The rest of the week psychic en-
ergy is directed by external routines: work, shopping,
favorite TV shows, and so on. But what is one to do Sunday
morning after breakfast, after having browsed through the
papers? For many, the lack of structure of those hours is dev-
astating."'

Itis in the middle ground between too much and too little pres-
sure that people enter the experience, described in an earlier
chapter, called “flow.” When Csikszentmihalyi kept tabs on people
by having them wear beepers, asking them at frequent intervals
what they were engaged in and how good they felt, the most posi-
tive reports came when people were in moderately challenging ac-
tivities that engaged their skills. People doing too many things at
once tended to be overstressed. But those who were doing nothing
at all experienced little sense of flow and little pleasure. Many con-
temporary psychologists believe the flow experience is an impor-
tant key to a happy and satisfying life. Studies have shown that flow
experiences are not only exhilarating but empowering: they raise
self-esteem, competence, and one’s overall sense of well-being.**

My own studies, we have seen, point to the mixed consequences
of a rapid pace of life. People in faster environments are more
prone to potentially deleterious stress, as evidenced by higher
rates of coronary heart disease; but they are also more likely to
achieve a comfortable standard of living and, at least in part be-
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cause of this, are more satisfied with their lives as a whole. The
work by Freedman and Edwards and by Csikszentmihalyi addresses
a different domain of psychological satisfaction. They are writing
about the pleasure and stress that people find in the very work
they are performing as they perform it, while our studies are con-
cerned with how people feel about their lives as wholes. But it is
noteworthy that their results, like ours, indicate a mixed blessing
from time pressure. Working against the clock is not always stress-
ful, nor is the absence of time pressure inherently relaxing. Time
pressure can be energizing and invigorating when served in the
right dosage.

Adding to the mixed-blessing argument are the results of a re-
cent study of parents who report that they are under constant time
pressure at work. Ellen Greenberger and her colleagues at the
University of California at Irvine observed the parenting behavior
of 188 employed mothers and fathers of five- to seven-year old
children. They found vast differences in how time-pressured par-
ents react to their demands at home. Many follow the stereotypical
pattern of returning home exhausted and proceeding to treat
their loved ones harshly. But parents with demanding jobs that are
also complex, challenging, and stimulating are actually more likely
to be warm, responsive, and flexible at home."> These findings
confirm what is also coming out of our research: achieving a bal-
ance between the pace of your worklife and the rest of your life
may be more important for psychological and physical health than
simply whether you work in a high-pressure or low-pressure job."

There is, of course, no single formula for middle time. The diffi-
cult task—one of the fine arts of living, really—is to discover the
optimal degree of pressure for each person and activity. One strat-
egy I have found personally useful for keeping within the bound-
aries of middle time is to establish temporal governors: feedback
alarms that signal when I am outside of my optimal speed range.
Sometimes these signals pop out of unlikely sources. In my own
particular case, one of the clearest and most reliable governors has
turned out to be an old unpleasant speech impediment, my ten-
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dency to stutter when speaking too quickly. I'm certainly not rec-
ommending that anyone take up stuttering as a new skill. (Yikes,
no!) But my disorder has presented this single psychological gem:
more often than not, it prevents my speech cadence from escalat-
ing to manic extremes, and it goes off at just about the cutoff point
beyond which my speed would otherwise feel unpleasant and un-
productive. When younger, I learned to slow down my thoughts to
prevent my stuttering. Now, I often use my stuttering to help slow
down my thoughts. To my good fortune, my verbal governor has
turned out to be an exquisitely tuned gauge. Its permissible speed
zone very nicely matches my preferred pace of inner activity.

The British editor and writer Robert McCrum tells of an even
more tyrannical temporal governor that recently forced itself into
his life. In the summer of 19gs, with no warning, he suffered a
stroke that has left him seriously physically impaired. In an essay
entitled “My Old and New Lives,” he described his initial frustra-
tion with the slowing it caused in his life:

In the past, I was noted for the impressionistic speed with
which I could accomplish things. At first, the contrast was a
source of great frustration. I had to learn to be patient. In
English, the adjectival and nominal meanings of “patient”
come from the Latin for “suffering” or “endurance”—patien-
tia. A patient is by definition “long-suffering.”

When preparing McCrum for the post-crisis stage of recovery,
one of his doctors warned him how fast the world was going to feel
in his new restricted body, offering the prognosis: “You are about
to go through the rapids.” But one year after the stroke, McCrum
had come to appreciate his temporal life change. “I have,” he de-
clared, “become friends with slowness, both as a concept and as a
way of life.”'s

As Thoreau observed, we must listen for our own drummers.
What spells boredom for one person may mean overstimulation to
the next. We often hear urbanites talk about “getting out of the rat
race” as if it were a sentiment shared by all city dwellers, much as
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small-town adolescents assume that any sane person would want to
“leave the sticks” for more excitement. But the pace of an environ-
ment affects people differently. Pace-of-life personality scales have
shown that people with both fast and slow temperaments can be
found in both fast and slow surroundings. This leads to the most
critical art of all—achieving a healthy fit between yourself and
your environment.

THE PERSON-ENVIRONMENT FIT

The person-environment fit is related to how much pleasure peo-
ple experience in everything from their leisure, social, and work
lives to the cities and countries where they live. If you tend toward
a high activity level and prefer speedy environments, you are best
advised to seek out time-pressured jobs and faster places; if your
preferences are for a slower pace of life, frenetic jobs and cities
can be the (literally, perhaps) kiss of death.

A classic study by Robert Caplan, John French, and their col-
leagues at the Institute for Social Research at the University of
Michigan demonstrates some of the broad consequences of the
person-environment fit. Caplan and his colleagues measured the
degree of stress and strain experienced by over 2,000 men holding
a heterogeneous mix of 29 different white- and blue-collar occu-
pations. By far the best predictor of work stress turned out to be
the fit between workers’ personal temperaments and the charac-
teristics of their jobs. The degree of fit was more closely connected
to psychological stress than were either people’s occupations or
their personality temperaments considered alone. In other words,
the fit is more important than the objective stress level of the job.
In fact, after taking into account the person-environment fit, there
were virtually no differences in the amount of stress workers expe-
rienced across the 29 different occupations. The P-E fit was
strongly related to job satisfaction, workload satisfaction, bore-
dom, depression, anxiety, and general irritability. These findings
are especially noteworthy because they suggest very applicable di-
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rections for increasing job satisfaction: employers often have little
control over the characteristics of particular jobs but they can de-
cide who does what task based on workers’ temperaments. '’

The connection between the pace of life and coronary heart
disease can likewise be understood as a consequence of the P-E fit.
Because fast-paced places and fast-paced people both have higher
coronary death rates, we might expect the worst for Type A people
living in Type A cultures. But it is overgeneralizing to assume that
all individuals follow the pattern of their cultures—a stereotype
that cross-cultural psychologists refer to as the ecological fallacy.
Type A environments affect people differently. Even Ray Rosen-
man, one of the co-originators and continuing champions of the
Type A concept, has argued that both the person and the environ-
ment must be considered when making predictions about coro-
nary heart disease. He argues that distress will be highest for Type
A individuals in Type B environments and for Type B individuals
in Type A environments."”

In the University of Michigan study, for example, the occupa-
tion scoring highest on the Type A personality scale was academic
administrators. In most universities, these administrators are
drawn from the ranks of professors. The work life of academic ad-
ministrators is typically fast-paced and deadline-driven, while pro-
fessors tend to have more control over their time. But the
Michigan study found that administrators are not necessarily more
stressed by their jobs than are their colleagues who remain in the
professorial ranks. This may be explained by the fact that the pro-
fessors attracted to Type A administrative jobs are generally those
with Type A temperaments; and these are the very people who are
likely to thrive on the temporal demands of these jobs. In the same
way, the New Yorker addicted to the buzz of Wall Street may be
best off staying right where he or she is.

Coronary heart disease remains the single largest cause of
death in the United States. Traditional (non-Type A) risk factors,
such as diet, smoking, and essential hypertension, can account for
only 5o percent of its causes.”” If, as it appears, the temporal
matching of persons to environments comprises a significant por-
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tion of the remaining Ko percent, it seems worth the effort to
make these fits work.

One provocative paradigm for understanding the person-environ-
ment fit comes from the research on social entrainment being
conducted by psychologist Joseph McGrath and his colleagues at
the University of Illinois. The entrainment concept, borrowed
from biology, refers to the process by which one temporal rhythm
is captured and modified by another. For example, a flock of birds
becomes a flock through entrainment: each member using deli-
cately tuned sensory machinery to detect and then adjust to envi-
ronmental cues. Similarly, herding animals become a herd by
synchronizing their rhythms to each other. On human byways, mo-
tor vehicle drivers manage to travel at high speeds for long dis-
tances (mostly) without running into one another by mutual
entrainment. McGrath and his colleagues have demonstrated in
their experiments that entrainment surfaces in a wide range of sit-
uations, ranging from how quickly people work to the tempo of
their social encounters."

The possibility of entrainment raises a number of questions.
Just how far can people adapt themselves to temporally disagree-
able environments and vice versa? Under what conditions is en-
trainment most likely to occur, and when is it most successful?
What sort of person is most suited to temporal adaptation? Can we
design environments that are capable of adapting themselves to
the preferred rhythms of individuals?

The possibility of entrainment underscores the importance of
calibrating our own rhythms to those around us. If we aspire to-
ward what Carl Jung called synchronicity, there must be temporal
flexibility on both sides of the person-environment equation.

MULTITEMPORALITY

There is an interesting concept in personality psychology known
as psychological androgyny. Traditional research on psychological
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sex differences has treated masculinity and femininity as polar op-
posites. Early studies offered the unsurprising finding that stereo-
typical “masculine”type personalities are more likely to succeed in
situations calling for qualities like assertiveness, while “feminine”
types do better in situations requiring such traits as nurturance
and emotional expression. Since professional success has tradi-
tionally been associated with masculine skills, one result of this
stereotype is that a long line of career women have had to con-
front doubts about their femininity; the more successful they were,
the more they felt they were looked upon as more like a man than
a woman.

But a recent generation of (female) social psychologists—
leaders like Sandra Bem and Janet Spence—have challenged the
assumption that women’s ability to compete in traditionally mas-
culine endeavors must mean a compromise of their feminine side.
It is they who have developed the idea of psychological androgyny.
Psychologically androgynous people combine both traditional
masculine traits (such as assertiveness) and feminine traits (such
as nurturance) in their personality repertoire. The androgynous
person is not a psychological neuter who falls midway between
extreme masculinity and femininity, but one who has both strong
masculine and feminine attributes at his or her disposal.

A number of studies have demonstrated the value of psycholog-
ical androgyny. Whereas masculine types do better in traditional
“male” situations and feminine types excel in “female” situations,
experiments have shown that androgynous people—both men
and women—are more likely to succeed at both masculine and
feminine tasks. It has been demonstrated, for example, that mas-
culine and androgynous personalities are better than feminine
types at resisting group pressure to conform, but that feminine
and androgynous people do better on tasks such as counseling a
fellow student with problems.* Androgynous and feminine
spouses—both husbands and wives—also tend to have happier
marriages.* The androgynous person, in other words, has access
to the best of both worlds.

The pace of life moves in an analogous pattern. “The question
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is not just what floor of the building you’re living on,” as the
transpersonal psychologist Ken Wilber puts it, “but how many
floors you have access to as you negotiate your way through life.”*
Many situations are best met by a temporal approach requiring a
rapid pace of life: speed, attention to the clock, a future orienta-
tion, the ability to value time as money. Other domains in life—
rest, leisure, the incubation of ideas, social relationships—are
more adequately met with a relaxed attitude toward time. The per-
son, or the culture, who combines both modes in a temporal
repertoire—or even better, who can draw upon a multiplicity of
modes—is more likely to be up to all occasions. Jeremy Rifkin
speaks of the dangers of temporal ghettos. People who are con-
fined to rigid and narrow temporal bands are unprepared to de-
termine their own futures and political fates.* Multitemporality is
the ticket out of these temporal ghettos. To have the ability to
move quickly when the occasion demands it, to let go when the
pressure stops, and to understand the many temporal shades of
grey may be the real answer to the question of “Which pace of life
is best?” As Lewis Mumford wrote:

Though our first reaction to the external pressure of time
necessarily takes the form of the slow-down, the eventual ef-
fects of liberation will be to find the right tempo and mea-
sure for every human activity; in short, to keep time in life as
we do in music, not by obeying the mechanical beat of the
metronome—a device only for beginners—but by finding
the appropriate tempos from passage to passage, modulat-
ing the pace according to human need and purpose.*

Like the psychological androgyne, the truly multitemporal per-
son and culture does not simply fall in the average range, but has
the ability to move as rapidly or slowly as is needed. Not surpris-
ingly, another significant result of the University of Michigan study
was that personal flexibility (versus rigidity) was an effective buffer
against stress and job dissatisfaction no matter what one’s occupa-
tion. The European who works hard enough to achieve, but who
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can decelerate to enjoy la dolce vita, the fruit of his or her labors,
possesses an element of this multitemporality. The Japanese
worker who excels at both speed and slowness also understands
the skill. This is hardly to say that all European and Japanese work-
ers have mastered multitemporality. If anything, in fact, the data
highlight the price that many in these countries are paying for
their rapid pace of life; it is no coincidence that coronary heart
disease rates in Western Europe are some of the highest in the
world and that suicide is a serious problem in Japan. But the tradi-
tional values in these cultures offer potential templates—recipes
of a sort—that illuminate paths by which the mindful individual
may take control of his or her time.

Joyce Carol Oates wrote, “Time is the element in which we exist
... We are either borne along by it or drowned in it.” How to be
productive enough to be comfortable, to minimize the temporal
stress on which this achievement is built, and to simultaneously
make time for caring relationships and a civilized society—this is
the multitemporal challenge.

SEIZE THE CONTROLS

And the end of all exploring will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time
T. S. EvioT, The Four Quartets

One last story. While planning what was to turn into my twelve-
month trip around the world, it seemed as if every seasoned
and/or frustrated traveler I met offered words of advice. These
ranged from lists of places that I absolutely Zad to visit or avoid, to
graphic descriptions of what would happen to my body if I even
thought about drinking the water. But the single most prophetic
wisdom came from an unlikely source. While sitting in the chair of
a rather unworldly dentist, my mouth stuffed with the usual un-
pleasant objects, he offered the longest nondental communica-
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tion that ever passed between us: “I went to another country once.
You learn a lot about yourself.”

He was right on the money. After a year of vagabonding across
some twenty countries on three continents, visiting every marvel in
touring distance from the Great Wall of China to the Wailing Wall
in Jerusalem, having collected multinational data on what would
turn out to be the focus of my professional research ever since,
what I mostly carried home with me was a new point of view.

My most lasting insights, those that continue to make a differ-
ence in how I live my life, always seem to hover about the theme of
time. When people live on the road for extended periods, there
seems to be a point when they shift into the consciousness of a
transient. Most travelers I have questioned about this transition re-
port that the critical cutoff seems to occur sometime around three
months. After that, the days of the week and even the months of
the year—especially for those who have the good sense to follow
the warm weather—meld into one another. Expectations and
plans for the future become stunted, or nonentities.

There is something about the frequent, swift, and often dra-
matic changes that are the fabric of long-term traveling—deciding
in the middle of breakfast to pack up and head for another coun-
try before check-out time; ending a seemingly intimate affair be-
cause one partner is inspired to head east while the other selects
west—that usually leaves no alternative other than to live from day
to day. The force is so strong that it feels more somatic than a voli-
tional choice. I know that personally, by the end of each extended
excursion, it felt as if I was physically incapable of fixing my
thoughts on either the future or the past. This is not to presume
that I had transcended time to some idyllic Zen present-connect-
edness; more often than not I was, as we say in psychology, simply
out to lunch. It was temporal limbo. Having spent most of my life
until then as a future-oriented person—a future often defined by
the expectations of others—I found it almost comical to observe
how my mind was unable to focus on what was coming tomorrow,
even when it might be an event that I had been anticipating for
months, such as my first visit to the Great Pyramids. But it was defi-
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nitely the beat of my own clock. As the philosopher Johann
Herder once wrote, “everything transient has the measure of s
time within itself.”

So when I arrived home to resume my role as a university pro-
fessor it was with the sensibility of a vagabond. My intellect was
temporally unavailable, and I was disoriented from many of the
usual ingredients of culture shock. Many long-term travelers will
tell you that the shock of returning home is often more jarring
than that of leaving. I believe this is because we return with the
dangerous illusion that, having arrived home, it is at last permissi-
ble to let up, to cease the hard work of coping with constant
change. (It is for good reason that the word “travel” is related to
the French “travail,” meaning hard work and penance.) But social
psychologists will tell you that it is at those very moments when
people hold an “illusion of invulnerability” that they are really the
most susceptible targets.

I walked up to my university office trying my best to look like
Mr. Chips, but feeling more like Rip Van Winkle. I was frightened,
afraid of trying to go home again—not in the sense that Thomas
Wolfe meant, but I feared that I would not be able to reenact my
expected professional role. What happened next took me by sur-
prise. Suddenly, as if a toggle had been switched, I felt my mind
morphing, like a cheap movie image, into the very time-driven psy-
che that had stood on this same spot twelve months earlier. It
seemed as if every task expected of “Professor Levine” came rush-
ing back; I knew what I had to do and I knew the time and place to
do it. For a full year my university had gotten along just fine, thank
you, without me. And now, with frightening immediacy, my future
was once again filled with an abundant helping of “shoulds” and
“musts.” My schedule was packed.

Part of me welcomed the structure and normalcy. But a louder
voice protested that coming home needn’t mean tossing out the
proverbial baby with the bathwater. Must I repress all of the
changes I had gone through? In one of those rare moments of in-
ner sanity, the louder voice ordered me to leave the building in or-
der to think things through.
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When I was able to consider my situation from a detached
perch, it occurred to me that my culture shock was simply a limbo
state, a bridge between two modes of life: the day-to-day spontane-
ity of longterm travel on the one hand and the schedule-driven ex-
istence of my professional life on the other. In fact, I was
sandwiched between the very temporal forces I had been studying.
Perhaps it was simply some undigested Nepalese curry, but I found
myself thinking of the Tibetan Book of the Dead, the sacred Bud-
dhist text that teaches how to consciously control the processes of
dying, death, and rebirth. Death, the book instructs, is an interme-
diate state between life and one’s inevitable (with the exception of
a few super Buddha-types) reincarnation on earth. The after-death
transition must be handled with care and precision, as it offers the
singular opportunity for consciously shaping the character of
one’s next life:

Improvident art thou in dissipating thy great opportunity;
mistaken, indeed, will thy purpose be now if thou returnest
empty-handed.
The Tibetan Book of the Dead*

It felt as if I, too, was passing between incarnations. My charge
now was to discover what I could retain from the life I was leaving
to enhance the one I was approaching. And at that moment I was
offered a rather simple insight that improved my life: I understood
I had a rare opportunity to break cycles of worthless habits and
compulsions. I resolved that each time I saw myself reentering a
pretrip activity—be it a professional task, such as meeting with a
student, teaching a class or writing up a research paper; or a social
activity, anything from going to lunch with a colleague to exchang-
ing niceties with an acquaintance to answering the telephone—I
would be alert to intercept my knee-jerk response. And I would
pause; then I would ask two questions. First, is this something that
I absolutely must do? And, second, is it something that I choose to
do? Unless there was a “yes” to one of these questions I would not
invest my time in the endeavor.
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Over the next couple of weeks I posed my questions compul-
sively. I discovered that the answer to the “must” question mostly
came back “no”; certainly, there were many more negatives than I
had anticipated. I recognize, of course, that my potential “no”
quotient may be higher than that of most people. After all, I am
blessed with a profession that allows a formidable degree of per-
sonal control. I was also, at the time, without the responsibilities of
either a marriage or children. But still, it was surprising how pain-
lessly my colleagues and companions usually seemed able to sur-
vive without my participation. This modal “no” answer mostly left
me evaluating my options by the second criterion. And here I was
surprised at the number of my “yes” responses. Most unexpected
was how often I chose to engage in relatively mundane activities.

When all was said and done, when my transition period had
passed, I felt more in control of my life than I ever had before, and
it is a feeling that has stayed with me to this day. I understand that
my time truly is my time. And even though the pace of my life, like
everyone else’s, is often directed by the world around me, it has
become clear that people have considerably more control over
their tempos than they often let themselves believe. And I've come
to see another basic truth: that our time is our life. As Miles Davis
said, “Time isn’t the main thing. It’s the only thing.”** How we con-
struct and use our time, in the end, defines the texture and quality
of our existence. To seize control over the structure of one’s time
is my own definition of what it means, as it is said in the Tibetan
Book of the Dead, to avoid “devoting thyself to the useless doings
of this life.”

And that, more than anything, is what I have taken away from
my studies of the time senses of other cultures. Borrowing again
from Russell Banks’s image of Hawthorne’s Wakefield: I had
moved out of my house and this is what appeared when I looked
back to “see what’s true there.” Simply that. It may not hold a
candle to the “primary clear light” that the Tibetan Buddhists
watch for at the entrance to the afterlife. But I do know that my
time has been just a little more my own ever since.
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