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The Shape of Rising

Behind the podium I pour a cup of transparent liquid and wait for it to settle,
the way I wait for a class to settle. Then I drop in that grain of powder, and a
string of bubbles rises from the bottom of the cup. I deliberately say nothing. The
bubbles speak for me: they set out from the depths, round and bright, climbing along
the body of the liquid, faster and faster, as if finally believing in the act of
rising. The lamp’s light slants into the cup, and each bubble passing through it
glows like a small moon. More than thirty students hold their breath; more than
thirty gazes follow the bubbles upward, upward, and at the second of bursting, more

than thirty people softly and without any plan breathe out together.

In that second I see the beauty of science land. It is not in the bold print of
the textbook but where bubbles meet gazes: the liquid is silent, light is silent too,
and the bubbles join the two silences into one rising road. What the students see is
more than a phenomenon—they see that lightness can pass through heaviness, that
slowness can reach height, that a circle, before it bursts, earnestly lifts light all
the way to the surface. One child, usually the least able to sit still, stared at the
cup for a long time that day and asked after class: why are bubbles not afraid of

bursting? I did not answer. I thought: letting him ponder for another semester is
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more precious than my saying it aloud.

Since then I have demonstrated this experiment every year. The liquid has
changed—plain water, then salt water; the bubbles have changed in size; the light
has changed its angle—yet the shape of rising stays the same: setting out from an
unseen place, growing brighter all the way, and giving everything up at the surface.
Sometimes I think teaching is probably this shape too—placing one question at the
bottom of the cup, watching a string of bubbles rise in young gazes, watching light
bend its waist inside the liquid, watching more than thirty people hold their breath,
then breathe out softly.

The bell rings. The cup is taken away, the liquid poured out, the bubbles
scattered. But the shape of rising stays behind—in the three characters I wrote on
the blackboard: it rises. And it stays behind in some later day of those
children—when each of them sets out from their own depths, round and bright,
climbing along invisible liquid upward, faster and faster, finally believing in the

act of rising.
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