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Life is a string of unknowns separated by moments of
waiting. Everyone is always waiting for something, big or small,
important or trivial: waiting for the traffic lights to change; for
a phone call; for a table at a popular restaurant; for medical test
results; for success or love; for the children to grow up; for
retirement; for the last bus.

In an era of instant results and immediate gratification,
waiting seems to be universally perceived as tedious and
annoying. It is particularly irritating if, for whatever reason, you
are deprived of distractions such as smartphones and talking
with friends. The line never moves. The clock seems to stop
ticking. In waiting, time goes by so slowly that we can almost
feel it. We fidget. We fret. We fume. We are frustrated with the
wait, feeling that our time is being wasted. Dr Seuss describes
“The Waiting Place” as “a most useless place” in his book Oh,
the Places You’ll Go! However, Henri Bergson, the famous
French philosopher, would disagree. While waiting for a cube
of sugar to dissolve in a glass of water, Bergson had an epiphany
about the nature of human consciousness, duration and time.
For those of us who might only think of calories under similar
circumstances, is it possible to turn these mundane moments to
our advantage?

Most of you have probably heard of Hayao Miyazaki, the
legendary Japanese animator and filmmaker. In his films, there
are often scenes devoid of dialogue or action. Sometimes it’s
two young sisters waiting at the bus stop for their father to
arrive (My Neighbor Totoro). Sometimes it’s a silent train
journey of a girl heading deeper into the spirit world with her
companions (Spirited Away). Nothing really happens; yet it’s
these moments that make Miyazaki’s world feel so real and
humane. In one of his interviews, Miyazaki explained, “We
have a word for that in Japanese. It’s called ma (H]). Emptiness.
It’s there intentionally.” He elaborated by clapping several
times, “The time in between my clapping is ma. If you just
have non-stop action with no breathing space at all, it’s just
busyness. But if you take a moment, then the tension building
in the film can grow into a wider dimension.”

The utility of emptiness is best illustrated by the Chinese
philosopher Lao Tzu over 2,500 years ago in Tao Te Ching:

Thirty spokes connect to the wheel’s hub;

yet, it is the centre hole that makes it useful.

Clay is shaped into a vessel;

yet, it is the emptiness within that makes it useful.

Doors and windows are cut for a room;

vet it is the space where there is nothing that makes it useful.

Therefore, though advantage comes from what is;

usefulness comes from what is not. Vo

Just as the centre hole that makes the wheel useful, the
emptiness inside the vessel that enables it to hold things, the
inner space of a room that renders it liveable, waiting can be a
valuable experience. Instead of finding a way to “escape all that
waiting and staying” as Dr Seuss urges, we might think of the
pockets of time spent waiting as our moments of ma, a respite
from the tension and haste of modern life. Instead of reaching
for the phone and busying ourselves with texts, email messages,
social media updates or whatever amusements, we might just
let our mind wander and do nothing. As Winnie the Pooh, the
honey-loving bear, says, “Doing nothing often leads to the very
best of something.” You can trust this little bear. He is considered
the epitome of a Taoist thinker and his wisdom has been compiled
by American writer Benjamin Hoff into a book titled The Tao
of Pooh.

The value of waiting is all the more relevant in the current
coronavirus pandemic. By waiting in quarantine for test results,
by waiting in line to receive a vaccination shot, by waiting until
it is safe enough to attend large gatherings or visit our favourite
places, each of us plays a small but crucial part in weathering
this storm together. Waiting can be an exercise of agency and
can be experienced in myriad ways that do not necessarily entail
negative feelings such as dullness, helplessness or boredom.
Rather, even at its worst, waiting comes with an element of hope.
And hope springs eternal.

Note: Translated by Tolbert McCarroll. The original text reads:
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Venturing out to somewhere new is exhilarating, and a little
bit intimidating too. Before heading off, we usually do some
research on the destination by reading travel guides and asking
someone who has been there for advice. Unfortunately, though
it is the destination that we all share, no one comes back from
death to tell us what it is like on the other side. In the absence
of first-hand accounts, Richard Holloway, an octogenarian and
a former bishop who has spent a lifetime guiding the dying to a
peaceful death and helping the bereaved, is eminently qualified
to give us some tips on ageing and dying well.

Richard Holloway was born into a working class family in
Scotland in 1933. At the age of 14, he entered Kelham Hall, the
home of an Anglican order that trained impoverished boys for
the priesthood. In the fifty years or so that followed, Holloway
touched the lives of many people as he charted his journey in
ministry. However, his support for same-sex marriage and
women priests put him at loggerheads with proponents of the
more conservative Anglican doctrines. Eventually, he resigned
as Bishop of Edinburgh and head of the Scottish Episcopal
Church in 2000 when he was 66. He has since written a stream
of books on faith, ethics, forgiveness and the human condition.
As he approaches his nineties and acknowledges that the last
bus is on its way, he turns to explore how humans deal with the
ultimate inevitability. His book Waiting for the Last Bus, subtitled
“Reflections on Life and Death”, is the fruit of decades of deep
meditation on the existential uncertainty. It gently nudges us to
ponder our own eventual demise.

Holloway started going bald in his twenties. When all his
attempts to save his mop proved futile, he grew to accept not
only his baldness but also “the reality of the way we look and
the certainty of our death”. Such acceptance does not come easy
for most of us. Holloway observes that the modern society is
more concerned about “the postponement of death rather than
the enhancement of life”. And with increasing longevity, “life
would soon become unsustainable on our little planet”. He does
not understate the physical changes that come with ageing, but
sees the process as no cause for resentment and bitterness. He
suggests that ageing is our last chance to learn fortitude, “the
ability to endure the reality of our condition without flinching”,
and “courage is the wise person’s response to the fear of going”.

Still, the fear of the unknown is haunting. “To die will be
an awfully big adventure,” Peter Pan tells himself when facing
the danger of drowning. This is not so much a blithe disregard
for death, but more like singing into the void to purge the welling
fear and anxiety as one walks down a dark and eerie path. What

Our patience will achieve more than our force.
Edmund Burke

awaits us at the end of the path? For a Buddhist, karmic
reincarnation. For a Christian or Muslim, the Last Judgement.
Describing himself as “a doubting priest”’, Holloway confesses
that he no longer desires or expects life after death. But he
concedes that at times there is no room for his own doubts; what’s
needed is consolation and compassion. A child’s death is one of
those times. “In the moment of encounter with the dying child,
theory vanishes, as well as the doubts that must accompany all
theory,” he says.

A leitmotif in this life-affirming volume is to live thankfully.
Be grateful for winning the lottery of life and being born a
human. Be grateful for the beautiful world that receives and
nurtures us. Be grateful for the love that has been given to us.
Looking back, he reproaches himself for “rushing” his life and
“spending too much time trying to understand life rather than
just living it”. Make a confession of past mistakes to a priest, to
a friend or even to your pillow and forgive yourself and others.
After all, people get to play the cards they are dealt in life.
Quoting the poet Derek Walcott, Holloway urges us to master
early the practice of honest self-examination and reconcile with
our real selves. “You will love again the stranger who was your
self,” Walcott writes. “Give wine. Give bread. Give back your
heart / to itself, to the stranger who has loved you.”

Walcott is among the many poets whom Holloway quotes,
alongside William Shakespeare, WH Auden and Philip Larkin.
It is delightful to see how the erudite author illuminates his
thoughtful arguments with aphoristic gems from the greatest of
English bards and with other more esoteric references. Biblical
passages are cited too, as well as excerpts from the addresses he
has given at funerals and weddings. Interspersed with materials
from prose, novels, films, music and paintings, the book
underlines a profound love of the arts. Holloway asserts with
dignity that even if the universe is devoid of meaning, the great
works of arts, as well as our acts of kindness “have proved
ourselves better than the void that spawned us”.

Sooner or later the bus will come for us all. Keeping the
end in mind will profoundly influence how we behave and what
choices we make in the present. That’s why Holloway advises
us to learn the many important lessons from death—such as
gratitude, compassion, forgiveness and self-understanding—
early in life, “while there may still be time to rewrite the script
and make a happier story”. As for Holloway, happily he is still
waiting at the bus stop, and indeed published a new book last
year. When the bus comes along, he says, “I hope I’ll have time
to lace on my boots and set out to meet it.”
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“O, wind, if winter comes, can spring be far behind?”
exclaimed the great English romantic poet Percy Bysshe Shelley.
Any Alaskan would have answered him right away, “Of course
spring could be far behind!” Coming with a thick blanket of
snow and precious little sunshine, winter is a particularly long
season in Alaska. In interior Alaska, winter lasts for at least a
good 200 to even 300 days.

Break-up is a hot topic of conversation in Alaska during
March and April. Not the break-ups of celebrities, mind you,
but the break-up of river ice. In Alaska, springtime is often
referred to as the break-up season. It is a transitional period of
days or weeks in between gorgeous winter wonderland and
wondrous midnight sun. Animals come out of hibernation. Birch
sap starts running. The snow melts and the ground thaws, leaving
the trails knee deep in slush and mud, and generally a treacherous
mess—just like any break-up. Yet this rejuvenating and often
infuriating liminal period not only brings extended daylight
hours, but heralds something better, such as a cash prize.

Every year, thousands of Alaskans enter the Nenana Ice
Classic to bet on when the ice on the Tanana River will break
up, down to the minute. On the first weekend of March, when
the ice is still thick and stable, a wooden tripod is planted 300
feet from the shore and two feet into the Tanana river ice at
Nenana. The top of the tripod is connected by wires to a clock
in a watchtower onshore. When the ice melts and the tripod is
swept 100 feet downriver, the clock will stop, signalling the
long-awaited arrival of spring and a substantial windfall to the
lucky entrants who have guessed the exact or closest minute. In
2020, five winners who had chosen the exact time shared
US$125,000 in prize money, an impressive sum considering that
each guess costs only US$2.50. This year the ice went out
officially on 30 April at 12:50pm Alaska Standard Time.

The 105-year-old Nenana Ice Classic goes back to 1917
when a group of engineers building the Alaska Railroad from
Seward to Fairbanks came up with an idea to pass the boredom
of pre-television winter. They bet against each other on when
the ice would give way on the Tanana River. Eight hundred
dollars landed in a pot in a roadhouse; rules were determined
on how to time the break-up; and the wager was on. What began
as a winter diversion has since evolved into an annual state-wide
event and become an iconic Nenana tradition.

Nenana is located about 55 miles southwest of Fairbanks,
the largest city in interior Alaska. For this isolated town with a
current population of 363, the Nenana Ice Classic is more than
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a guessing game. It offers yearly temporary employment to
nearly 100 locals. The proceeds from ticket sales are used to
fund scholarships, sporting groups, medical charities, senior
centres and other local causes. With people from across the world
watching obsessively a lonely tripod on a living-room-sized
patch of ice through a live webcam, the Ice Classic is Nenana’s
moment in the sun. To the residents of Nenana, the Ice Classic
is an intrinsic part of the fabric of the community and they strive
to keep everything going in the same way it started. The tripod
is always 26 feet tall and constructed of spruce. It is always set
up in the same spot. The old Heath Robinson contraption is still
in use to determine the winning time. “The Ice Classic is owned
by the people in the community,” says Cherrie Forness, who has
worked for the Ice Classic for 25 years, in an interview. “It
employs people. And they’ve always just wanted to keep it the
way it’s been. It’s traditional. This works for us.”

Honouring the tradition and legacy of the community pays
off not just for the locals, but also for scientists. The Ice Classic
has provided valuable climate data covering over a century for
researchers studying global warming because the methodology
and definition of ice break-up have been constant from year to
year. Even the town’s population has remained more or less the
same. “It’s almost as perfect a climate record as you could get,”
says Rick Thoman, an Alaska climate specialist at the University
of Alaska Fairbanks. The earliest break-up date in the history of
the Nenana Ice Classic was 14 April 2019, a whole two weeks
earlier than the first record. Climatologists suggest that the
increasingly early melt reflects a gradual trend towards earlier
springtime, which is in line with historical temperature data from
Nenana and Fairbanks.

Alaska, fondly described as the Last Frontier, is considered
the last pristine and unspoilt wilderness in North America. But
now, it has become one of the places most affected by climate
change. Temperatures in Alaska have been rising at twice the
rate of the global average. Native communities in remote areas
such as Nenana, where subsistence activities are critical to
livelihoods, will be particularly susceptible to the dire
consequences of accelerated warming. A report by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change of the United
Nations states that human-induced warming has already reached
about 1°C above pre-industrial levels. Unless humans act
urgently and decisively to hold global warming at 1.5°C, the
impact will be catastrophic for life on this planet. The ice is
disappearing. The clock is ticking. If we don’t act now, can our
end be far away?

Life was always a matter of waiting for the

right moment to act.

Paulo Coelho



Traditionally, actors wait in the wings of the theatre until
it’s time for them to step on the stage. If we say someone or
something is waiting in the wings, we mean that they are ready
to make an entrance, be brought to public attention, or take
over arole or a position: A new start-up wave is waiting in the
wings. My deputy is waiting in the wings and will take over
once I retire. To wait on someone hand and foot means to
serve someone well, attending to all personal needs: / am going
to wait on my mother hand and foot on Mother’s Day. This
hotel is a perfect place for a getaway when you just want to
relax and be waited on hand and foot.

Something that is practical is useful or effective: The
book is practical and easy to read, not some theoretical fluff.
Practicable is more narrowly defined. It means feasible,
possible: It is simply not practicable to complete the project
by the end of this month. Consider the following sentence: /
don’t think your suggestion is very practical/practicable. If
you mean to say the suggestion is ineffective, choose practical
here; if you want to say it is impossible, choose practicable.
A practical joke is a mischievous trick intended to embarrass
someone and involves a physical action rather than words:
Peter played a practical joke on his roommate by slipping a
whoopee cushion onto his chair.

Assume and presume both mean “to take for granted or
to suppose that something is true”. Although they are often
used interchangeably in this sense, there is a slight difference
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in the degree of confidence held

by the speaker or writer. When

you assume something, you are not

really sure. When you presume

something, you are making an educated

guess based on probability. If your cat is
limping, you might assume that it had had

an accident. However, if you had seen an event
take place—say, a fall or a fight, you might
presume that this was the primary cause of the limp.

Continuously and continually are words with
similar but not quite identical meaning. Continuously
describes an action that goes on and on without interruption:
Jogging continuously for 30 minutes or more is best for
burning calories. Continually, on the other hand, describes
things that occur repeatedly or regularly with intervals of
interruption: As information is continually being updated, it
is important to keep on top of the latest developments. The
same distinction holds true for the adjectives continuous and
continual. The most common mistake is to use continuous
when you actually mean continual. For example: The
continuous rumble of thunder during the night kept me awake.
A continuous ten-second clap of thunder is terrifying enough,
whereas non-stop, continuous thunder for the whole night
would be apocalyptic! The word continual would fit better in
this context.
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With advances in technology, we can get almost anything with a mouse click. The convenience of technology is making us more
and more impatient. Many of us even become irritated just waiting for a sluggish webpage to load. Yet patience is the key to a happy
life, and it may do us more good than we ever expect. To find out more about patience, read the following passage and {ill in the
blanks with words that best complete the sentences. Some letters have been given to you:

2

The word “patience” originates from the Latin word for (1) “s , which suggests endurance or submission. When

we are waiting for something pleasurable—for example, waiting in a long queue to nosh on our favourite food or to watch a good

film—we are usually able to resist our desire for immediate (2) g f . But when a situation is not under our control

or when waiting doesn’t seem (3) w _ w_ __ _, weeasily get exasperated. Patience, however, isn’tjusta(4) v __ __ _ , as the

proverb goes; it’s (5) e to our health and happiness. Here are some simple tips to become as patient as (6) J _ _. Take a

mp___p______ . Many studies show that patient people tend to experience less (10)d ____s_ _ __ and often report greater
life(1l)s____f______ . As you may have heard, good things will come to those who (12) w _ _ _. So, let’s process the world in
no rush.

Please send your entry to the Editorial Board of Word Power, Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310,
High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong before 26 August 2021. Watch out for our coming
issue to see if you get all the answers right, and better still, if you are one of the lucky ten to win a prize. The Editorial Board
will have the final say on the answers.
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