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“Sine Sole Sileo”:
Tiredness and rest
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A two-part article on the need
to rest amid a life of hard work
as God's sons and daughters.
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Among the classical inscriptions
found on sundials, one has a
charming simplicity, although it
seems to state the obvious: Sine sole
sileo. “Without the sun, I remain
silent.”[1] Such self-evident
expressions often pass unnoticed,



and yet they may contain important
truths for our lives. Just as without
sunshine a sundial becomes only a
decorative piece, or a plant deprived
of daylight can end up withering
away and dying, so too the ideals God
has placed in our heart can fade
away and even vanish if we lack the
“sunshine” of rest.

Saint Josemaria said that, for people
in Opus Dei, work is “a chronic,
contagious, incurable and
progressive disease.”[2] God counts
on the constant effort of Christians,
working shoulder to shoulder with
their fellow men and women, to
draw the world to him. But he also
wants us to look after ourselves,
since our daily effort can wear us
down and make it necessary for us to
recover our strength. “Your body is
like a little donkey, and it was a
donkey that was God’s chosen throne
in Jerusalem. It carries you along the
divine pathways of this earth of ours.



But it has to be controlled so that it
doesn’t stray away from God’s paths.
And it has to be encouraged so that it
can trot along with the briskness and
cheerfulness that you would expect
from a poor beast of burden.”[3]

Generally speaking, there are two
types of tiredness, one physical and
the other psychological.[4] These are
closely related, because each human
being is a unity of body, mind and
spirit. One type of tiredness usually
influences the other and tends to
aggravate it, giving rise to little, or
not so little, spirals of fatigue.
Someone who gets physically
exhausted can find their mind and
heart becoming numb and
unresponsive. And a person who gets
psychologically tired can end up
expressing it physically, in bodily
aches and pains that accentuate the
inner tiredness. This second
downward spiral is especially subtle,
and it is good to pay attention to it.



For it could easily be overlooked by
the person suffering from it and by
those living with them. Without
getting alarmed, we need to be on
the watch for this, since prevention is
the best cure. At times difficulties
can crop up in people’s lives that are
due, not to a lack of dedication or
interest, but fundamentally to
tiredness.

In this article and the next we will
look at aspects of tiredness and rest
that form part of our life as children
of God. “He who is perfectus Deus,
perfectus Homo — perfect God and
perfect Man — and who enjoyed
every happiness in Heaven, chose to
experience fatigue and tiredness,
tears and suffering, so that we might
understand that if we are to be
supernatural we must also be very
human.”[5]

Learning not to get exhausted



Certain circumstances in life can be
particularly draining, especially
when they have to be made
compatible with the normal course
of life. For example, the illness of a
family member, the birth of a new
child, an especially demanding
period of study or work, or the piling
up of all a whole stack of problem:s...
Such situations, above all when
prolonged, require making provision
for times and ways of resting, even if
fairly brief, to prevent the wear and
tear from leaving a permanent mark
or even becoming chronic fatigue.
The support by people who live
alongside someone in this situation is
decisive. But equally crucial is
promptness in requesting assistance,
since others might be unaware of
just how exhausting something is
becoming for that person.

Just as “a stitch in time saves nine,”
and can prevent a small tear from
spreading, so too the first and best



way of resting is to learn not to get
excessively tired, not to get
exhausted. At such times we may
need to step back for a while and let
others battle on the front line, even if
we find this hard to accept. This
doesn’t mean shirking responsibility
or becoming unyielding. It simply
means recognising our own
limitations and also at times being
detached from the outcome of our
efforts. God wants us to spend
ourselves for love, but not to become
so spent that our love is extinguished
and the building collapses, like the
house built on sand (cf. Mt 7:24-27).
“Physical collapse. You are worn
out... Stop that exterior activity. Rest.
Consult a doctor. Obey, and don’t
worry. Youw’ll soon return to your
normal life and, if you’re faithful,
yow’ll improve your apostolate."[6]

Conventional wisdom advises us not
to leave for tomorrow what we can
do today, because it’s a fact that we



do sometimes put off decisions and
initiatives out of pure laziness. But it
is just as important to read the
proverb the other way around.
Together with diligence in getting
things done we should also say to
ourselves “leave for tomorrow what
we can't do today.” Don’t overburden
today with more than we can
actually do, and don’t leave for
tomorrow the rest that we need
today. As the Book of Wisdom says
forcefully: My son, don’t be busy with
many things; if you multiply pursuits,
you won’t be held guiltless. If you
pursue them, you won’t overtake
them, and when you flee, you won’t
escape (Sir 11:10). Saint Josemaria
advised: “As for myself, I always have
things left to do for the next day. We
should reach the night-time, after a
day full of work, with many things
left over for the following day. We
should reach the night-time weighed
down with work, as little donkeys of
God.”[7]



And so when taking on tasks, it is
important to distinguish between
availability — an attitude of service,
being open to whatever might be
asked of us — and an excessive sense
of responsibility, whereby we try to
take on more than we are really
capable of. In this, as in everything, it
is wise to try to strike a balance. It is
not a question of being impervious to
unexpected demands, which are
frequent in everyday life; but neither
is it a matter of letting our whole life
become one unexpected task after
another, to the extent that we can
avoid it.

Gauging our own strength

Some quite alert and capable people
find it hard to decline requests.
Sometimes they prefer to take on a
task even though they know they
don’t have the time or energy for it,
rather than disappoint someone or
look bad. And sometimes they might



take it on because they know they
can resolve the matter better than
others, not out of presumption but
based on experience. There are also
people who are very sensitive to
others' problems, and who may tend
to take on too many of them. While
other people, who are very attentive
to details, may find it hard to finish
their tasks, and their work piles up
and overwhelms them. All these
people gauge their own capabilities
poorly, and can end up like an
overloaded cart. Strong horses are of
little use if the axles are bent by the
weight they are carrying. Even if at
first the axles turn, they end up
getting bent or even breaking.

Among people who take their work
seriously, one or another of these
features can often be found. And
sometimes a perverse effect can
occur that only serves to aggravate
one’s tiredness. Since such people
rarely decline a request and truly try



to work well, others tend to ask them
for more favours. Some may try to
take advantage of their good will;
while others may not realize (and
sometimes have no way of realizing)
the burden the other person is
bearing. When fatigue begins to set
in, that person might explode, or
respond angrily, irritated at the rest
of the world, much to the surprise of
others. Since each person placing
demands only knew about the favour
they asked for, while the person in
question bore the brunt of them all,
this reaction can seem
incomprehensible. And so someone
with a sincere disposition to be
helpful might in fact become
somewhat bitter and isolated. Here
too the wisdom of Sirach holds: There
is a man who works, and toils, and
presses on, but is so much the more in
want (Sir 11:11). In weighing work
we need to distinguish between
generosity and “prodigality.” With
the latter, a person gives more than



he or she should, thus becoming
incapacitated to go on giving. The
present shouldn’t make us lose sight
of the future, even the near future.

Reading the signs of tiredness

We need to learn to read the tell-tale
signs of tiredness, both in ourselves
and in others. Not everyone gets
tired for the same reasons, nor at the
same rate. But the symptoms are
similar: the defences supporting the
personality are lowered and
character limitations come to the
fore. Someone who is tired is
inclined to see things more
pessimistically than usual, which can
lead to a person of an optimistic bent
reacting with an apathy that seems
strange. Another person with a
tendency to worry will find many
reasons for becoming uneasy and
can end up paralysed, and needs to
be helped to realize that he or she is
not seeing things objectively.



Someone who is normally mild-
mannered may react with a
brusqueness that in another person
might simply be a habitual character
trait.

Someone going through a period of
tiredness, with their vision a bit
clouded, needs a friend at their side
who can advise them without being
patronizing, and try to help them to
get to know themselves better. Then
they themselves can learn to read the
signs of their own tiredness, and to
rest or to ask for a change of pace
before getting exhausted. “So you
couldn’t care less? Don’t try to fool
yourself . . . It’s not true that you
don’t care. It’s just that you’re not
tireless and that you need more time
for yourself: time that will also be for
your activities since, after all, you are
the instrument.”[8]

A refined expression of friendship is
to help others by putting oneself at



their side and teaching them with
real empathy to be able to say no to
certain requests without feeling
remorseful. Or to leave aside projects
that might occur to them, if it is
unrealistic to take them on. Or to see
things in perspective, and perhaps
leave some things less perfectly
finished than they would prefer. We
need to help them see, beyond what
they have in hand at the moment, or
new ventures that might occur to
them, their duty to rest.

In recent decades ever more
frequent cases of “burnout” or stress
at work seem to be occurring,
especially in the service professions:
doctors, nurses, teachers priests...
These are people passionate about
their work, because there is nothing
so appealing as dedicating oneself to
serving other people; but they find
themselves overwhelmed by the
constant demands they receive from
without and from within. It’s like



what happens to an electrical cable
that receives so many signals from its
multiple connections that it ends up
burnt.

Three possible signs of “burnout” are
a feeling of emptiness, exhaustion,
and being overburdened. In order to
prevent these situations and provide
timely assistance, attention needs to
be paid to the person’s way of being.
Features of one’s personality that can
lead to “burnout” are an exaggerated
sense of responsibility,
perfectionism, insecurity, or being
overly demanding on oneself. In
short, having unrealistic
expectations.

Work atmosphere

We also need to pay attention to the
work atmosphere in the place where
a person works: how tasks are
allocated; how one rests; what the
incentives and rewards are; the
ongoing formation of personnel.



Neglecting these environmental
factors, or the tendency to give
excessive responsibility to younger
staff without dedicating time to their
proper training, or without giving
positive reinforcement, is a risk
factor.

It’s not only an excess of work that
can provoke “burnout;” this can also
be triggered by a lack of work or not
finding meaning in one’s work and
feeling useless, or not sensing that
one’s work is truly valued. A sense of
meaningful work is something that
has to grow within each person. It’s
not enough just to remind a person
of it from the outside, like giving
someone an occasional pat on the
back

Although it goes without saying that
people are very different, today’s fast
pace of life can sometimes lead to
dedicating little time or effort to
evaluating what we can expect from



each person. Some people, for
example, are quite capable of
resolving unforeseen matters that
can often arise in the workplace. We
could even say that they enjoy doing
so. As in sports for people who enjoy
risks, unexpected challenges shake
them out of their routine and can
even prove restful. Other people
need more stability. What others find
restful, they find exhausting.
Therefore it is important that
managers in companies are careful
to avoid that someone, probably
quite capable, is given a task that
wears excessively on them. Most
people have some degree of
flexibility, and can overcome their
limitations with experience and
advice. But with others, it’s better to
seek someone else for that task. All
jobs have their unpleasant side and
sometimes there is no alternative but
to adapt to the situation. But when
someone is in the right place, that
person yields more and rests more.



At times being overloaded with work
might not be due to the self-induced
fatigue that comes from taking on too
many tasks or handling them badly,
but rather to organizational
deficiencies within the company. For
example, someone might have more
work than is reasonable, because too
many people can give them things to
do. Although it is important that
those in this situation speak to their
bosses in order to adjust their
workload, it is also an important part
of the managers’ responsibility to be
aware of such situations. It is
necessary to look after people so that
they don’t break down, and show a
concern not only for efficiency, but
also for the well-being of each
employee and their families.
Sometimes, however, the situation is
not easy to remedy, because the
person and the enterprise are the
same thing, or because the person
bears the burden of leading a project
that can become almost tyrannical,



which can make it hard to recover
one’s strength.

A happy tiredness

Occasionally tiredness can stem from
the frustration of not accepting that
our expectations for projects and
people are not always fulfilled. “The
problem is not always an excess of
activity, but rather activity
undertaken badly, without adequate
motivation, without a spirituality
which would permeate it and make it
pleasurable. As a result, work
becomes more tiring than necessary,
even leading at times to illness. Far
from a content and happy tiredness,
this is a tense, burdensome,
dissatisfying and, in the end,
unbearable fatigue.”[9] There are
people who wear themselves out
“because they throw themselves into
unrealistic projects and are not
satisfied simply to do what they
reasonably can. Others, because they



lack the patience to allow processes
to mature; they want everything to
fall from heaven. Others, because
they are attached to a few projects or
vain dreams of success.”[10]

The clash of our limited hopes with
reality can be a sign and an
opportunity for us to rest in a much
greater hope.[11] O Crux, ave spes
unica! “Hail, oh Cross, our only
hope,” as the hymn Vexilla Regis
sings.[12] True rest comes from
abandoning ourselves in God’s
hands, in embracing Jesus’ words:
Father, into thy hands I commit my
spirit! (Lk 23:46). “Abandonment,”
Saint Josemaria taught, “is to desire
good things, to use the means to
attain them and then, if they don't
turn out as we expected, to stay in
God's hands saying: I'll go on
working so that they do turn
out.”[13]



“But what if my Cross should consist
in boredom or sadness? In that case I
say to you, Lord, with You I would
gladly be sad.”[14] Even when we
become exhausted because we didn’t
know how to rest in time, or because
of our own limitations, we need to
rediscover and savour the deep
happiness promised by our Lord’s
words to the weary, who today may
be some of us and tomorrow others —
because who does not get tired
sometimes along the path of life?
Come to me, all who labour and are
heavy laden, and I will give you rest.
Take my yoke upon you, and learn
from me; for I am gentle and lowly in
heart, and you will find rest for your
souls. For my yoke is easy, and my
burden light (Mt 11:28-30).

Wenceslao Vial - Carlos Ayxela
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