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Prudence in the use of time 

I. What is Prudence? 

A. Definition: Prudence is the virtue which lets us habitually deliberate well about 

how to act (morally). Deliberation is the thinking we do before we make a 

decision or choice. 

B. Prudence is involved in all the acts of all the virtues, because we always have to 

think/deliberate about how we will act. Since we are free, our actions flow from 

our choices, and choices are made by thinking beings, such as human beings. 

C. The deliberation of prudence aims at the highest goal, which is the goal of our 

whole life: happiness. We can also call happiness success in life. Happiness is not 

just a warm feeling, but an objective way of being. 

1. All the subordinate goals (health, wealth, athletic achievement, 

entertainment, artistic activity, etc.) are aimed at this higher, 

comprehensive goal. We do all that we do in order to be happy. 

2. When the prudent man deliberates, he is thinking about a possible action 

in light of how it will impact happiness (his own or others’).  

3. The prudent person can regularly and dependably find the right means to 

achieve happiness (as a good doctor can regularly and dependably find the 

right means to restore the health of the patient). 

II. Well-used time 

A. Time is a gift from God. It is like the parable of the talents in the Gospel. Each of 

us is given so much time in our life and God wants us to use it well to “make a 

profit.” The ultimate measure of our use of time is whether or not we have used it 

the way God wants us to use it. 

B. As we all know from our own experience, we can easily waste time. 

1. Sometimes it is as simple as sitting around daydreaming. 

2. Sometimes it is wasting time looking at stuff on the internet we have no 

need to know or can learn easily another time. 

3. Sometimes we do good things, but not the right thing: not what we really 

to be doing at this time. For example, we can be at work—a good thing—

but we really should be home with our family. Or we can be exercising—a 

good thing—when we really ought to be praying. 

C. It takes the virtue of prudence consistently to use our time wisely: to be doing at 

each moment the thing we should be doing at that moment. This does not happen 

spontaneously, but rather requires the deliberate consideration proper to prudence. 

III. Priorities 

A. An absolutely first condition for good use of one’s time is to have one’s priorities 

clear. Use of time always involves choosing to do one activity when you could do 

(many) others. Without any set of priorities, these choices would become random 

and you could not really think about them in a rational way. That is, you could not 
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make prudent choices about how to use your time. You would just end up doing 

whatever you felt like doing at a given moment. 

B. It is necessary to step back from time to time to review your priorities. What are 

the most important things in life? Am I giving priority to those things? Something 

like a retreat is an excellent time to do this. 

C. What things should have priority? 

1. 1st priority: our relationship with God. 

a. Praying should be something we do daily in a planned way. 

b. Learning more about the faith (spiritual reading): this should be 

regular and on-going. A little time each day. 

c. Working on our own spiritual development, e.g. receiving spiritual 

direction or attending an annual retreat. 

2. 2
nd

: our family. Wife first, children second, then other relatives. Taking 

care of all their needs. These are obligations of charity. 

3. 3
rd

: our professional work well done (an obligation of justice). 

4. Other things of lower priority: personal friends, community service, health 

and fitness, hobbies, entertainment, etc. 

D. To have priorities does not mean that you focus only on the higher priorities. You 

need to take care of all of them. In many circumstances the right thing to do is to 

take care of a lesser priority. For example, there are times when the right thing to 

be doing is exercise and not praying or doing professional work, even though 

these are more important. But, overall you do not abandon or slight what is more 

important for the sake of what is less important. This can happen, for example, 

with men with their hobbies: they can spend less time on their families than they 

should because of a hobby or sport. 

IV. Some important aspects of good use of time 

A. Getting up at a set time (vs. sleeping in) 

1. This is usually not much of an issue on a normal work day (except, 

perhaps, giving in and hitting the snooze button). 

2. It is important to have a fixed time to rise, even on weekends and 

vacations. When are seeking the good of others—family and friends—we 

will always have a lot to do and need as much time as we can find to do it. 

3. In terms of the first priority, if you try to pray daily, do spiritual reading 

daily, or go to weekday Mass, you quickly find out that a key element is 

getting up early which gives you some quiet time. Taking your kids to 

Mass on a Saturday morning is a great way to build up their piety. 

B. Planning (avoiding last minute panics; highly inefficient) 

1. Planning is a matter of charity. Unless you have planned what you are 

going to do and when, you end up wasting a lot of time figuring out what 

to do next. You also have many last minute “panics” which are usually 

pretty inefficient (e.g., the extra trips to the store that result from not 
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having thought ahead). When you consider the virtue of charity and all the 

good you can do for other people, you can see that inefficient use of time 

means that you can do less for others, that is, you cannot live charity as 

well. 

2. Everyone needs some sort of daily schedule. Between commutes and 

professional work we usually work out a schedule for workdays. It is 

important to have plans for how you will use whatever free time you may 

have. 

a.  It may be little, especially during the week. It may be simply that 

you help your wife as much as you can. 

b. But, especially on weekends and vacations, it is good to have plans 

(obviously leaving room for some spontaneity). What should be 

avoided is having stretches of time where you just “veg out” doing 

nothing worthwhile. Being out with friends is another story. 

3. It is good to step back periodically, on a retreat or something similar, and 

look at how well planned your time is. Many people, if they actually track 

their use of time by the hour discover how much time they are wasting and 

how little they are following their priorities. Once you realize this, you can 

adjust your plans for what you will do and when (i.e., make a plan). 

C. Doing one thing at a time 

1. Multitasking is a myth (for almost all persons).  

2. People who get things done efficiently almost always focus on the task at 

hand and get it done and then move on to the next thing. They avoid the 

constant interruption of phone, email, texts, TV, etc. It is good to have 

time just to focus on tasks that need to be done (maybe leaving your phone 

off for a stretch of hours). 

3. Especially in giving attention to other people, it is important to give them 

one’s full attention without being sidetracked by phone, texts, etc. 

D. Not wasting time. There are many ways to waste time and we all fall into them. 

1. Doing something you don’t really need to do (checking the score of the 

game for the fifth time). 

2. Doing nothing at all (daydreaming, idle fantasies about unreal successes, 

useless memories, and so on).  

3. Wasting “down-time”. Consider how well you use your commute; you 

may actually be able to read books (on tape) or pray the Rosary. Even 

waiting in line at a store or an airport can be put to good use, if you try to 

pray (e.g., you can easily do a decade of the Rosary while standing there). 

So too sitting in the waiting room at the doctor’s office (as opposed to 

flipping through People magazine). 

4. Doing what someone else can do while not doing what only you can do 

(and are supposed to be doing). 

5. Unnecessary or over-extended conversations (especially at work). 
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E. The role of temperance and fortitude 

1. Fortitude is needed to face difficult things and do them without hesitation. 

People waste a lot of time avoiding things they find hard, or painful or 

embarrassing, etc.  

2. Temperance is needed to control all the urges that lead to distractions from 

what we should be dong at a given moment. People can spend hours on 

video games, internet, blogs, watching sports or TV, long unnecessary 

conversations, etc. Usually this reflects a lack of temperance; they are 

following urges that should be curbed. 

V. Teaching sons how to use time well 

A. The father’s example is crucial. If the father uses his time well, it sets a tone in the 

house. If the father wastes a lot of time, the sons will pick up on that. 

B. Sons need to see that their father lives clear priorities. God is first. Then family. 

Then work. The priority of God should be reflected in family life. Prayer is not 

seen as a waste of time, but as something necessary for a happy life. 

C. Getting up in the morning. Children should get up at a set time. This can vary, but 

sleeping in until you just feel like getting up is not good. If this becomes a habit, it 

will be hard to overcome later in life. 

D. Children should not spend too much time on play.  

1. They should spend the majority of their time on serious activities such as 

school, homework, chores. Reading should be encouraged to avoid empty 

time and boredom. Reading aloud to young children is an excellent way 

for them to want to read books on their own. 

2. If they can get a job early on, that is good. Not giving them money (or 

very little) is a good way for them to want to work. 

3. Video games are to be avoided as much as possible. They should learn 

early on that life is not about play. 


