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by Simon Monster

Tsagaan Sar (the Mongolian Lunar New Year)   

When I opened my curtains one 
February morning, I saw a woman 
offering milk to the spirits/heav-

en; 15 yards behind her an elderly man 
was doing the same. Why? That day was 
the first of 3 public holidays in February, 
called Tsagaan Sar (literally: the White 
Month), the start of the Lunar New Year, 
which is celebrated throughout almost all 
of Asia. It is the main celebration of the 
year here, and involves many different 
customs intended to please the spirits. 
On Lunar New Year’s Eve the family is at 
home; one is not supposed to talk about 
bad things or to get angry. On Lunar New 
Year’s morning everybody gets up early; 
the very first thing they do is go outside to 
observe the ‘making footsteps in the snow’ 
ritual. Exactly what one has to do depends 
on one’s year of birth; the newspapers 
contain a list of specific instructions given 
by the lamas. For instance, someone born 
in the year of the tiger must take so many 
steps towards the north, then so many 
steps towards the west, etc. This is sup-
posed to bring success and prosperity in 
the new year. As mentioned above, people 
often offer milk too (something that many 
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Tsagaan Sar (the Mongolian Lunar New Year) continued from p.1

After serving as 
a lecturer at 
Union Bible 

Theological College  
(2003-2009) and as 
JCS Language and 
Culture Coordinator 

(2009-2015),
 Simon now works 
for TEE Mongolia.

an ovoo 
(a holy 
cairn) 

also do before important events such as 
weddings and exams). Then some people 
go to a nearby mountain to greet the sun: 
when the first sunrays touch the moun-
tain, people begin to shout and lift up their 
hands towards the sun. If there is an ovoo 
(a holy cairn), they walk around it clock-
wise three times. On this day or the next, 
many Mongolians also go to see a shaman 
(a medium between people and the spirits) 
or go to a Buddhist temple to ask a lama 
(in fact a kind of Buddhist shaman) to say 
prayers for them; at the temple they also 
turn the prayer mills containing sacred 
texts. By carefully observing all these and 
other rituals they hope to be healthy and 
prosperous in this life and gain merit for 
a better next life (i.e. a higher reincarna-
tion). 

Christians no longer do these things, of 
course. During a JCS devotion I asked the 
Mongolian staff how they spend New Year’s 
morning. Most of them get up early too, 
but stay inside to give thanks to God and 
pray together for the new year. If you are 
the only Christian in the family, there may 
be considerable family pressure to join in 
the rituals; not doing so is thought to bring 
bad luck on the whole family. Talking with 
Mongolian believers about this, I often 
notice how grateful they are that they are 

no longer bound to these rituals because 
they have found true freedom; they need 
no longer fear the displeasure or anger of 
the spirits, for their lives are in the hands 
of God, their Provider, Guide and Protector 
(prosperity in a deeper, fuller sense!). 
Before and during Tsagaan Sar many of 
them pray fervently that their relatives and 
others may find freedom and new life in 
abundance too.

 

buuz (the traditional Mongolian meat dumplings), 
eaten in large quantities during Tsagaan Sar
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From the Executive Director - JCS, a Cross- 
Cultural Living and Learning Community

by Kwai Lin Stephens

“Never make 
fun of 

someone 
who speaks 

broken 
English.  
It means 

they know 
another 

language.”
American author

 H. Jackson Brown, Jr.  

JCS is a place where languages and 
cultures come together.  We have 
people from numerous countries.  

Many of us do not speak English as 
our first language.  American author H. 
Jackson Brown, Jr. wrote, “Never make 
fun of someone who speaks broken 
English.  It means they know another 
language.” It is true that before calling 
Mongolia our home, many of us have 
already learned one, two, or three for-
eign languages.  Some of us have also  
lived and worked in other countries.  
Even if all of us speak English, it still 
does not guarantee we fully understand 
each other!

Cross-cultural learning is really like learn-
ing a new language.  When it comes to 
language, it is more than just sounds 
and words. Often non-verbal communi-
cation makes up a lot of ground, building 
bridges between two cultures. Sharing a 
cup of tea, a gesture of appreciation, a 
tone of affirmation, all are tools of com-
munication that help two strangers build 
friendship and trust without relying on 
words. And these baby steps must be 
repeated multiple times before we actu-

ally feel at home in JCS, embracing this 
cross-cultural community.  

Then we have another challenge. 
Learning Mongolian language and culture 
is difficult for many of us. A senior JCS 
staff may tell you, “Don’t point with your 
finger; use your mouth.” It definitely 
takes some practice before you can do 
that! Then another JCSer may tell you, 
“Never return a food container empty; 
always put some candies inside.” “When 
you take off your hat, never put it upside 
down,” an old Mongolian may advise, 
because in the old belief, your spirit may 
fly out if your hat is upside down. 

Learning a new language and culture 
can be challenging but also fun.  For this 
Horizons we have invited some JCS staff 
to share their experiences. Whether the 
writers are from Switzerland, Holland, or 
Sweden, whether they are old or young, 
cultural adjustments can be difficult.  
But they are delightfully surprised how 
speaking the Mongolian language helps 
them build bridges to the hearts of the 
Mongolian people.  
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During our time of 
preparation and after 
receiving our call to 

Mongolia, we had to wait for 
the big moment of going. 
Finally, in the summer of 
2016, God gave us the sign 
to start a new life in a totally 
different country. Especially 
the language and culture are 
things we cannot compare 
with our European back-
ground. We are used to living 
close to other countries, and 
besides our mother tongue 
we know 3 more languages. 

The first thing we had to do 
after arrival was to find a 
place to set up a new home. 
In time, we settled in and 
started to learn Mongolian. 
Unfortunately, that is not 
a gift to be received, but 
something we need to take 
time for and work at. We 
found a language school 
(Life Center) with a special 
teaching method: the stu-
dents learn the language in 
the way children start to 
acquire it.  

This means that, just like 

babies, we first have to lis-
ten and repeat the words we 
hear. We do not have to write 
things down or read from a 
textbook; all we need to do 
is listen and try to repeat. 
It was a new experience 
and we quickly noticed the 
results. Because we learned 
the words in this way, it was 
easy for us to use them in 
the world around us. It gave 
us the opportunity to start 
applying at once what we 
had learnt. The results are 
amazing, and it gives us 
hope to learn in a positive 
way.

After a while we started to 
put together sentences, but 
we also learnt letters and 
numbers. It is interesting to 
see that now we can recog-
nize words on signs when we 
are walking outside. Just like 
when you started to read 
for the first time in primary 
school, it stimulates you to 
know and explore more.

With the patient help of our 
teacher Oyunaa, we continue 
to enjoy going to school and 

learning more and more. It 
is a safe environment to try 
and understand, but at this 
moment we are still like tod-
dlers and struggling to keep 
going. 

The good thing is that we 
can still laugh together, 
which gives us hope for the 
near future. It is good to 
know that there is someone 
to hold us before we fall. It 
is just like learning to walk 
or ride a bike. Because our 
‘language-bike’ coordination 
is still very rough and has to 
become more in shape, we 
lose our the balance and fall 
over. But because of grace, 
we have already noticed 
the results of our language 
learning, in church or in the 
market where we buy our 
groceries. Part of that may 
also be that the local people 
are willing to help us time 
and again. Although we are 
not yet able to speak their 
language well, it is our will-
ingness to try that brings 
down possible barriers. 

Learning a Strange Language In a New 
Country                                            by Bert and Elisabeth Mensert 

“... all we 
need 

to do is 
listen 

and try 
to repeat. 

It was 
a new 

experience 
and we 
quickly 

noticed the 
results.” 

Bert and Elisabeth 
Mensert are from the 

Netherlands. They are in 
Mongolia for a long-term 

placement.
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“Why would 
anyone 
come to 
Mongolia 
to study 

Mongolian??”

Hola! I am Jakob 
Svahn from Sweden. 
The only way for 

me to be in Mongolia 
short-term was to get a 
Mongolian language study 
visa. I was really excited 
to learn a new language. I 
thought it would be cool to 
speak Mongolian; it is not a 
well-known language (only 
9 million people speak it) 
and the best part is that a 
lot of Mongolians go into 
shock when you, a foreign-
er, are able to speak their 
language even a little. One 
time I went to my friend’s 
school where he teaches 
English. His students want-
ed to interview me. One of 
them asked me what I was 
doing in Mongolia. I told him 
I was studying Mongolian. 
My answer stunned him! 
It was obvious that he 
thought, “Why would any-
one come to Mongolia to 
study Mongolian??”
My language study is fun 

but hard too. Mongolian 
is one of the hardest lan-
guages to study, I think. 
It is difficult for me as 
a European because the 
structure of the sentence 
is  different. In many lan-               
guages, the sentence order 
is Subject, Verb, Object 
(e.g. I bought some apples), 
but in Mongolian the order 
is Subject, Object, Verb (so 
literally translated, I some 
oranges bought). 

Learning the language is 
also hard because I have 
few opportunities to prac-
tice my Mongolian; most 
of the people I spend 
time with are foreigners 
or Mongolians who speak 
some English. Because of 
the lack of practice I do not 
really make much prog-
ress. So if you are learning 
a new language, or plan-
ning to do so, let me give 
you a tip: speak a lot with 
native speakers!

I have found it interest-
ing that many Mongolians 
appear to have a really 
hard time understand-
ing foreigners speaking 
Mongolian. Even if you 
speak fluent Mongolian but 
you look like a foreigner, 
they tend not to under-
stand you or to misunder-
stand you. I remember that 
once a Mongolian asked me 
if I could say something 
about myself in Mongolian, 
so I produced a simple 
Mongolian sentence, so 
that it would be impossible 
to misunderstand: “I like to 
cook food.” But everyone 
thought I had said, “I like 
to eat children!” 
My advice is not to get 
discouraged when people 
do not understand you, but 
to continue using the lan-
guage.

Speak a Lot With Native Speakers! 
by Jakob Svahn

Jakob Svahn from 
Sweden. He is a 

short-termer 
in Mongolia.
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Oh yes, this lullaby 
is called `Oh my 
ugly baby’!,” our 

teacher told us yesterday. 
And even though we knew 
Mongolians would see it as 
a great compliment when 
their baby is called ugly, 
it is hard for us to under-
stand.1  Situations like this 
happen all the time. Diving 
into a new culture is defi-
nitely a great adventure. 
Things you are so used to 
doing in a certain way sud-
denly get questioned and 
you are challenged to take 
a closer look at your own 
culture. 

When I came to Mongolia, 
I noticed that in several 
situations, when I, being 
Swiss, would have shaken 

1   Mongolians are afraid 
of saying that a baby is 
beautiful, because this          
may anger the spirits.

	

people’s hands as a greet-
ing, the Mongolians did 
not. My interpretation was 
that the other person was 
not interested in me. So I 
got challenged to look at it 
from a different perspective 
and see how Mongolians 
and other people from the 
West greet and value each 
other. Incidentally, later I 
noticed that Mongolians do 
shake hands in certain con-
texts. 

I often expect people to be 
able to explain why they 
do things a certain way. 
Why am I not allowed to 
put my cup on the bed? 
Why should I not jingle my 
keys in someone‘s home? 
I think it is weird when 
people are not able to give 
me a satisfactory expla-
nation. But wait, what if 
somebody asked me why 
we Swiss give three kisses 
when we greet someone 
close to us? What if people 

asked me why everybody in 
Switzerland has to wait to 
start eating until everyone 
has been served? Would 
I be able to give a satis-
factory explanation? To be 
honest: No, I would not! It 
is then that I realize how 
deeply culture is rooted in 
ourselves and how we have 
absorbed it without being 
aware of it; it also makes 
me realize how we need 
to be ready to question 
and occasionally change 
our own cultural beliefs in 
order to understand and 
appreciate a new culture.   

Culture Learning by Rahel Habbeger

“Diving 
into a new 
culture is 

definitely a 
great 

adventure.” 

Rahel Habegger is from 
Switzerland. She is in Mongolia 

short-term.   
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“... learners 
must form 
the habit of 
spending 

time 
in English.” 

English Clubs or Better Named English 
Accountability Clubs    by Anita Jackson 

As a native English speak-
er living in Mongolia, it 
is quite common for 

me to be asked by friends and 
sometimes even strangers I 
pass on the street if I can 
help them learn English. Even 
though I do not teach English, 
I may invite those who are 
serious about learning to one 
of my English Clubs where 
they can practice conversa-
tional English.

Most hope to improve their 
English by attending an English 
Club once a week. This, how-
ever, does not actually help 
anyone very much. So now 
my focus has changed to lead 
English Accountability Clubs. 
Learning a new language 
takes discipline and work; or 
maybe instead of viewing it as 
work, let us call it disciplined 
fun. Any new skill, change in 
life, new good habit, takes the 
work of study to understand 

the skill and then practice to 
make it “second nature.”

In the Accountability Clubs I 
have given each member a 
simple calendar to select and 
mark the times when they hope 
to do some individual English 
practice each week. Then they 
have an Accountability Sheet 
to record the time actual-
ly spent on improving their 
English. This can mean study-
ing, reading and writing; or it 

continued on p.8
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can be focused listening to an 
English CD (i.e. the Bible on 
CD being read as they follow 
along in English and refer to 
their Mongolian Bible), or even 
watching English movies or 
having English songs playing 
in the background. I review 
their goals and accomplish-
ments with them. 

Speaking a second language 
fluently means that the sounds 
flow naturally from my mouth 
and brain. This fluency will 
only come if these sounds 
and constructions are part of 
“natural” everyday life. The 
first step is that learners must 
form the habit of spending 
time in English. As a result of 

spending regular time in the 
language, the language itself 
becomes regular.

I have found that the skills 
we talk about for language 
learning are also true for our 
faith walk. Learning to be dis-
ciplined and to change our old 
habits and learning to walk 
and live as a “new creation” 
takes hard work. The discipline 
of creating good habits needs 
to be encouraged. Having 
an accountability system is 
important in that respect. The 
person to be accountable to 
could be a partner or a men-
tor. A few of my English Club 
members came to me and 
said, “We know that we’d like 

to study English, but we real-
ize that we need a mentor 
to help us create new habits 
in our lives to live as faithful 
people.”  

“If you have goals and pro-
crastination, you have noth-
ing. If you have goals and 
you take action, you will have 
anything you want.” Thomas 
J. Vilord 

Accountability. It recognizes 
that we need external help to 
encourage us to do the right 
thing. Who are you account-
able to so that you learn the 
things you always wanted to, 
and become the person you 
are called to be?

English Clubs or Better Named English Accountability Clubs continued from p.7

Anita at one of her 
English Clubs

Charles and Anita Jackson 
are from Canada. 

Charles is JCS Projects 
and Placements Director 

and Anita has a
spouse’s visa. This gives 

the freedom 
to make her own 
schedule which 

includes running English 
Accountability Clubs.

one of the 
English Clubs 

Resources: 
Drawings by 

Ruth Jackson
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Language Learning    by Ben Selin 

Language acquisition must 
be one of the largest       
frustrations of being in         

a new country. As an adult, who 
has no doubt already learned 
how to speak in your native 
tongue, you have the ability 
to be understood. Oh, what an 
amazing gift! To make oneself 
understood and to understand 
others! How often do we take 
this precious gift for granted.  
It will be years before I can 
express myself in Mongolian 
in a way anywhere close to 
how I can express myself in 
my native language now. Yet 
I find myself longing to under-
stand those around me and 
be understood by them.  From 
the most basic daily tasks 
to the deep conversations I 
would like to have with new 
friends, these lack the basic 
element of understanding - a 
common language.  

When we came to Mongolia 
almost a year ago, we decided 
that we would tackle learning 
Mongolian as a family.  We 
have 4 children, 2 girls aged 

15 and 14, and 2 boys aged 
12 and 10. This past year 
we took a lot of the beginner 
lessons together, which has 
been great. As we are well 
into January now, we are tak-
ing a lot of the same classes 
but our children are doing so 
much better than my wife and 
me! It’s not fair! Maybe there 
is more in our minds because 
we are adults, or it may be 
that we just do not relax and 
learn, or our brains just may 
not absorb new information 
as well. Whatever the reason 
may be, it is exasperating!

On the other hand, using a 
phrase I have just learnt with 
new-found friends and have 
them understand it is a tri-
umph!  Not much can beat the 
feeling of successfully getting 
across an idea in Mongolian!  
Most of our Mongolian friends 
have put up well with our 
language stumblings. I would 
say Mongolians are a patient 
people, though also quick to 
laugh with us when we have 
made an incredibly embar-

rassing mistake! I really 
appreciate their lighthearted 
sense of humor.

As we continue to push our-
selves, to practice speaking 
and producing sounds we 
have never strung together 
before, I look forward with 
eager anticipation to the 
understanding we will one day 
have. But as for now, we will 
simply: “Share the good news 
at all times; when necessary, 
use words.” 

Ben and Jody Selin and 
their children Audrianna, 
Kaylee, Keean and Aidan, 
have come from the USA 

to be JCS volunteers 
with Flourishing Future 

through WMPL.

Ben looking out over 
the ger district



Goings
Jeff and Shauna Spence and their children Kaylee, Ava, Jeffrey and Alyssa will be leaving JCS 
and Mongolia very early in April. They are moving to another location in Asia as Jeff takes on more 
regional responsibilities with their organization. We are going to miss them in JCS and want to 
express our appreciation for all they have done during their time here with JCS, in Bayankhongor 
and Mongolia.

Comings
Aphrezo and Sylvia Krose and Reuben, Rasivor, Ryan expect to return to Mongolia early in 
February.

Charles and Anita Jackson are expecting a team from Canada late February; they will be here 
for one month.

Thomas Maier from Canada is planning to arrive early in March for a two-week Vision Trip.

Urgent Needs
The Korean MK School would like an English teacher for all grades (around 100 children total for 
all grades). They offer a visa and accommodation expenses. Minimum qualifications: TESL/TESOL 
certificate with some experience; a Bachelor’s may be required by the government for the visa 
application. Position available from late January. If interested, please contact JCS directly at                 
pd@jcsintl.org 
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Board Meeting 
25 and 26 April 2017

 
Annual General Meeting 
27 and 28 April 2017

Language and  
Culture

A Mongolian snuff box (khuurug); 
Mongolians use it to greet each 

other formally during 
Tsagaan Sar. 


