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As the year draws to a close  
and a new year beckons, do you 
strike while the iron is hot, or do 

you look before you leap? Proverbs 
have been an age-old succour of 
mankind when making decisions, 
expressing emotions, and needing 

general life principles to live by.  
Two Malaysians from different fields 

share their favourite proverbs  
and their aspirations for  

the new year.
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In every culture and 
language, there is a 
collection of wise sayings 

that express perceived truth 
based on common sense 
and practical experiences. 

Proverbs, as they are 
known, are short sayings 
that are often metaphorical, 
sometimes in figurative 
language to make a 
statement about life, and 
idiosyncrasies of people 
and their culture in time 
and history.  Proverbs can 
be moral teachings, act as 
inspiration and serve as a 
practical guide to live a 
conscious life.  

Almost every culture has 
its unique proverbs and very 
often, similar proverbs exist in 
more than one culture and 
language.

There are numerous 
proverbs in the English 
language and some have 
already become part of 
our daily speech, such as: 
“Actions speak louder than 
words,” “Where there’s a will, 
there’s a way” or “Don’t judge 
a book by its cover” and 
many more.  

As we are at the end 
of 2021, let’s revisit some 
proverbs that are related 
to time. Calibre speaks to 
two local personalities from 
different fields to share their 
favourite proverbs related 
to time, as well as their 
aspirations for the new year.

TIME-RELATED PROVERBS  
FROM VARIOUS CULTURES AND 

LANGUAGES

There is a time and place  
for everything

– TRADITIONAL

Time waits for no one
– JAPANESE

Time and tide wait for no men
– ENGLISH

There is a time to fish and a 
time to dry the nets 

– CHINESE

The right man comes at  
the right time 

– ITALIAN

Time heals all wounds 
– ENGLISH

It takes time to build castles 
– IRISH
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Fahri Azzat
Advocate & Solicitor

“My favourite proverb related 
to time is a phrase I fashioned 
myself—’Counting birthdays 
backwards’. I am not sure if 
anyone had coined it before me, 
but I won’t be surprised if they did. 

Some proverbs about time that 
come closest to mine are:!carpe 
diem!quam minimum credula 
postero (seize the day); pluck the 
day; there’s a time and place for 
everything; and time waits for no 
man.!

Like ‘Counting birthdays 
backward’, these proverbs remind 
me that time is the most precious 
thing. Without it, there is nothing. 
It is also a reminder that my life 
is finite. Our lives on earth are 
short, fragile, and precious and 
we should make the best of it. We 
should make an effort to discern 
what is important to us and focus 
on that, such as keeping this 
planet for future generation. To 
me, time is not money and money 
is not time because we can 
recover money, but we can never 
recover time. 

This proverb of mine came 
about having realised we can 
have a rough estimate of how 

long we generally live by statistics 
recorded. Usually, we go forward 
thinking—we don’t know how 
long we will live, so we tend to 
take the time we have for granted. 
Instead, we can have a vague 
figure, assuming 76.36 years 
is all I have from the average 
statistic. With this thought lodged 
in my brain, it prevents me from 
wasting time, wishful thinking and 
passivity. I!am reminded I have 
to make the most of the time 
I have. The thought may seem 
rather morbid; to me it is positive 
and motivating. It keeps me on 

the path of doing good and 
spending my time well. 

It is my favourite proverb 
because it is something that grew 
out of me.

My aspirations and hopes for 
2022 are for all of us to reflect 
on the pandemic we have been 
through and discover what is 
important to us. In the new year, I 
intend to continue with my writing, 
play more tennis and start a 
law-art project that I have been 
thinking about last year. I would 
like to see if ‘artifying’ the law will 
help make it more accessible and 
appealing to the common man.”

My Favourite Proverb:

“Counting Birthdays Backwards”
Why I Love It: Counting birthdays backward’ reminds me that 
time is the most precious thing. Without it, there is nothing. It 
is also a reminder that my life is finite. Our lives on earth are 
short, fragile, and precious and we should make the best of it.

With 23 years under his belt 
in legal practice, Fahri has a 
wide experience in litigation, 
frequently appearing in the Court 
of Appeal, Federal Court as well 
as arbitrations and statutory 
tribunals. He blogs occasionally 
on social activism and his interests 
include reading, writing, learning, 
teaching, and playing tennis.
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Janet Lee
Performer & Singer

“My favourite proverb is ‘This too 
shall pass’. It does not relate 
directly to time, but it is an idea 
that has served me well, taking 
me through life’s ups and downs. 
‘This too shall pass’ is a phrase 
that reminds me that everything 
is transient, everything will come 
to an end; good, bad, sadness, 
happiness. Nothing is forever.

I love the proverb’s simplicity 
and truth. It resonates well with 
me. In almost all situations 
that I have experienced 
negative emotions—weariness, 
sadness, frustration, grief, 
anger, confusion, etc.—I have 
comforted myself with the 
thought that those horrible 
feelings will come to pass, I just 
need to wait them out. 

Sometimes I wish I had higher 
wisdom to cope better in all 
the roller-coaster journeys I 
experience. But I accept that 
everything I am experiencing 
is part and parcel of life. While 
I am in the present, sometimes 

soaking and brining in the 
juice of my foolishness and 
pessimism—I still hold my chin 
up, above the waters and  
chant loudly to myself ‘THIS TOO 
SHALL PASS!’

On the flip side, when life 
is grand and when I feel 
contented, I take in the feeling 
and try to hold onto everything 
about that moment. Though I 
almost never remind myself of 
this proverb when I am deep in 
my bliss, I tell myself that I still 
have struggles and challenges 
that I have to face once the 
blissful moment is over.

I almost never make any 
resolution at year end because 
I have been living from day to 
day and keeping afloat with 
whatever simple joys I could 
manage. But if and when I 
do make a list of resolutions, 
I always try to aim to do the 
following: be kinder to others 
and to self, learn to rest better, 
read more books, work less 
on the phone, and be more 
consistent with my workout. 

I would also like to work on 
opening myself up to my most 
raw and real emotions, without 
any prejudice from my smart-
aleck intellectual mind. I guess 
the first step is being honest 
with myself of all the emotions 
that pass through my mind and 
heart. The new season would be 
my training ground for getting 
better at being real, being 
vulnerable, being authentic and 
being honest.”

My Favourite Proverb:

“This too  
shall pass”
Why I Love It: 
I love the proverb’s 
simplicity and truth. It 
reminds me that that 
everything is transient, 
everything will come 
to an end; good, bad, 
sadness, happiness. 
Nothing is forever.

A multi-faceted performer with a 
diverse portfolio, Janet is widely 
known as Malaysia’s Queen of 
Shanghai Jazz. A consummate 
artist known for her unique 
repertoire, Janet’s claim to fame is 
in combining the lyrical delicacy 
of mid-century Mandarin Pop 
with the romanticism of old-school 
American songbook show tunes in 
a cabaret performance.
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Proverbs or words of wisdoms, 
were first heard of in Ancient Egypt 
around 3000 B.C. According to an 
article by Carl William Brown, a high-
ranking political advisor named 
Ptahhotep attained high repute for 
his wisdom and his precepts, in the 
form of a collection of proverbial 
sayings and ethical treatise. He is 
credited with writing The Maxims 
of Ptahhotep, an early piece of 
Egyptian ‘wisdom literature’, meant 
to instruct young men about good 
manners and proper conduct. 

Wisdom literature flourished 
throughout the ancient Near 
East, and dated back to the 3rd 
millennium B.C. It revolved around 
the professional sages, or wise 
men, and scribes in the service of 
the court, and consisted primarily 
in maxims about the practical, 
intelligent way to conduct one’s life 
and in speculations about the very 
worth and meaning of human life.

The best-known collection of 
proverbs is probably The Book of 

Proverbs!in the Old Testament 
of the Bible. Written in Hebrew 

by King Solomon (touted the 
wisest of all the Israelite kings), it 
is a collection of ancient wisdom. 
The proverbs and sayings contain 
truths that apply universally, with 
warnings, admonitions, standards of 
conduct and speech, revelation and 
promises.  The book of Proverbs is still 
recognised today as wise practical 
advice.

While proverbs are often the 
foundations of religious and 
moral wisdom, they are popular 
in sapiential and folk literature as 
well. They contain not only moral 
and practical truth but also convey 
spiritual truth. 

Most proverbs are common 
to all cultures and are timeless, 
because they represent homely 
wisdom, transmitted orally in the 
ancient past and through different 
books in modern times. They are 
also philosophical and thought-
provoking in nature.

Carl William Brown believes that 
a proverb is a great blend of sense, 
wit, and wisdom. It is a kind of 
literary expression that can convey 
ingenuity, surprise, metaphors and 
paradoxes. 
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