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by Simon Monster

Tsagaan Sar (the Mongolian Lunar New Year)   

Tsagaan Sar (literally: the White Month) is the start of the Lunar New Year, which 
is celebrated in almost the whole of Asia. It is the main celebration of the year in 
Mongolia, and involves many different customs. It is mainly a celebration of new 

beginnings. Some of the customs are originally connected with the desire to please the 
spirits and thus acquiring good luck for this life. 

On New Year’s Eve (called Bituun; bituu means ‘closed’ so the closure of the Old Year) 
the family is at home and enjoys one another in a reunion meal. It is customary for 
the family to eat buuz.

Early in the morning of the first day of the New Year (called shinii negen; literally ‘the 
first of the new’ [year]), the family gets up early; the very first thing they do is go out-
side to observe the ‘footsteps’ ritual (mur gargakh: lit. ‘make footsteps’). 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 supposed to bring success and prosperity. People often offer milk too (something 
that many also do before important events such as weddings or exams and some do 
it everyday). Then, some people go to a nearby mountain to greet the sun: when the 
first sunrays touch the mountain, they start shouting and lift up their hands towards 
the sun. If there is an ovoo (a holy cairn), they walk around it clockwise three times. 
Many people will go up a local holy mountain to do this later in the day. 

One should not talk about bad things or get angry, because that is supposed to bring 
bad luck. Also on this day or the next, many Mongolians go to see a shaman (a medium 
between people and the spirits) or go to a Buddhist temple to ask a lama (in fact 
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baina uu?’ 
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Simon making heviin boov 
at a friend’s house in 2006
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JCS office Tsagaan Sar celebration in 2017

When you are older than the person you 
greet, you put your arms over those of 
the other person. If you are more or less 
the same age, you put one arm under the 
other person’s arm and one arm over the 
other arm. The other person will do the 
same. Two pregnant women should never 
zolgokh each other; the superstition is that 
if they do, the babies will be exchanged!

You say ‘Amar baina uu?’ (Are you peace-
ful?) and the other person does the same. 
When I celebrated my first Tsagaan Sar in 
2000 here, I did, telling everyone, ‘Amar 
baina aa!’ (Yes, I am peaceful), but soon a 
friend whispered in my ear that one usu-
ally just repeats the question. 

On the table is a plate with heviin boov 
(they are hard and oval-shaped; they are 
made of flour and fried) with candies on 
top. It is called tavagiin idee (see picture 
at the top of pg 1). The number of layers 
of boov must always be an odd number (so 
3, 5 or 7), because the first layer is said to 
represent prosperity, the second suffering, 
the third prosperity, etc. 

On the table is also a big bowl with airag 
(fermented mare’s milk) and the boiled 
back of a lamb (uuts), including the fatty 
tail. One eats these and, of course, many 
buuz (steamed dumplings), and drinks 
airag and vodka. Unfortunately, drunken-
ness is very common during Tsagaan Sar. 

On the second and third day, people usu-
ally visit other family members and some-
times friends.

Christians no longer do some of 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 pres-
sure 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.

 

Tsagaan Sar (the Mongolian 
Lunar New Year) continued 
from p.1

a kind of Buddhist sha-
man) 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 bet-
ter next life (i.e. a higher 
reincarnation). 

On the first day of the 
New Year all the family 
members gather at the 
house of the most sen-
ior family member (usu-
ally the grandparents) to 
greet each other. This is 
done officially. The oldest 
members of the family sit, 
wearing their traditional 
clothes and hat. Then one 
by one the other family 
members will greet them 
(zolgokh). 

When you are younger 
than the person you greet, 
you put your arms under 
their arms (to signify sup-
port), and you may even 
sniff their cheeks (see pic-
ture above). 
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From the Executive Director 
Cultural Intelligence by Kwai Lin Stephens

“...we must 
exercise 
cultural 

intelligence...“ 

What does cultural intelligence 
mean for us? It is to exercise 
sensitivity, understanding to 

the host culture and to our cross-cultural 
teammates, so that we can relate with 
one another and work effectively without 
causing undue offense.

In recent years, many business, inter-
national aid, and government agencies’ 
workers have been paying attention 
to the fact that they do not work in a 
cultural vacuum. Many of us who work 
with Mongolians (our host culture) also 
work in international teams that repre-
sent many cultures. In order to work 
in harmony we must exercise cultural 
intelligence.

Some years ago, I read a story about 
some cross-cultural workers posing 
proudly next to the painted inscription of 
“Jesus is Lord” that they put on Shaman 
Rock, Olkhon Island on Lake Baikal in 
Siberia. The rock is one of the most 
sacred sites in Mongolian Shamanism.  
Such behavior is hard to condone for 
any one with cultural intelligence. Would 
shamanists actually come to believe in 
Jesus because of this? How would these 
cross-cultural workers feel if a shaman 
hung a khengereg (shaman’s drum) over 
a church cross?

During many years of living in Mongolia, 
I have observed that one of the common 
mistakes we cross-cultural workers com-
mit is when we are quick to judge and 
condemn the Mongolian worldview while 
they themselves remain ignorant of it.  

Gailyn Van Rheenen warns: 
“When a missionary enters a new cul-
ture, he is not entering a cultural vacu-
um. The people of that culture already 
have existing beliefs about God, man, 
spirits, and magic. They already know 
how human beings relate to the powers 
and have a culturally formulated sense 
of sin and salvation.”  (Van Rheenen, 
Communicating Christ in Animistic 
Contexts, 1991, pp 148-9)

During Tsagaan Sar and all the year 
round, let us be good cultural learners 
who can observe Mongolian traditions, 
customs and practices. Many of these 
are embedded in their food, fashion, 
music, arts and sports, stories, etc. Also, 
let us be respectful of their customs, 
manners, and worldview without passing 
judgement too quickly.  
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I have always enjoyed 
language diversity. As a 
flight instructor, I auto-

matically mimicked the fasci-
nating accents of my interna-
tional students. And my wife 
Amber and I both studied 
Spanish language during our 
school years. This whetted 
our appetite and prepared 
our minds for learning new 
languages.

Before moving here, we took 
a language acquisition course 
in the U.S., which helped 
us learn how to pronounce 
some phonetic sounds 
unique to the Mongolian lan-
guage. Learning Mongolian 
has transformed a father and 
mother into little children 
again: we talk like two-year 
olds. It is not easy to learn, 
yet seeing the delight on 
Mongolian faces when we 
speak their heart language 
makes it all worth it!

I try to use my Mongolian as 
often as possible. Application 
effectively impresses new 
vocabulary into my long-
term memory. I enjoy con-

versations with Mongolians, 
even though I may need to 
ask them to speak slower or 
say it again. I usually carry 
my dictionary for reference 
in case I do not understand. 
We recognize that we will be 
continuing to learn this inter-
estingly complex language as 
long as we live here! By the 
way, I was pleased to discov-
er that my language teacher 
is native to the future loca-
tion of my new project.

We experienced double 
culture shock by moving 
from rural America to the 
Mongolian capital. Navigating 
aggressive traffic in UB is a 
vivid contrast to relaxed driv-
ing in North Idaho. The con-
cept that many Mongolians 
use their cars (in Mongolian 
it sounds like “machine”) like 
steel war horses helps make 
some sense of UB driving. 
Another big difference is that 
in Idaho we would pick our 
fruits and vegetables in our 
back yard. In Ulaanbaatar, 
numerous shops within walk-
ing distance provide basic 
necessities.

Observing Mongolian culture 
is like viewing light passed 
through a multi-faceted dia-
mond. Every change in par-
allax reveals multiple col-
ors. While many aspects of 
Mongolian history and cul-
ture are very different, we 
share some similarities. We 
recognize the prominence 
of Mongolian hospitality and 
appreciate their respect for 
elders. 

The first time we entered 
a ger, it felt like one of the 
parables of Jesus: we sat 
down just inside the door to 
the left, but our host imme-
diately moved us up to the 
place of honor in the rear of 
the ger. 

We share a Mongolian love 
for God’s magnificent cre-
ation that is clearly manifest 
in the Mongolian country-
side. And Mongolian nomadic 
life reminds us of how the OT 
patriarchs lived. We too are 
nomads in this world!

Thinking about Mongolian Language and Culture   
by Nathaniel Cheshire 

“...many 
Mongolians 
use their 
cars like 
steel war 
horses...” 

Nathaniel and Amber Cheshire 
with their children John, Malachi, 

Kaylee and Kessia are JCS 
volunteers from the USA through 

Act Beyond.
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“...to try 
different 
learning 

strategies 
to avoid 
burnout.”

A few months ago, I 
knocked on my neigh-
bor’s door, hoping to 

borrow a little flour to finish 
the rolls I was making. But 
after my request the neigh-
bor lady looked at me with a 
blank stare. I repeated my 
request, but her confusion 
grew. She pointed ques-
tioningly to the shoes at 
the door, and that is when 
I realized I was mistakenly 
asking for shoes [gutal], 
not flour [guril]! 

Learning to communicate 
in a new language is end-
lessly humbling, increasing-
ly exhilarating, and vitally 
important. We are so grate-
ful to have had the oppor-
tunity to study Mongolian 
language and culture for 
the past year, encouraged 
and made possible by our 
teammates the Ebersoles 
who live in Khentii province. 
Our strategy for language 
learning has simply been to 
take every opportunity to 
immerse ourselves and use 
the little language we have. 

We have attended Friends 
Language School since last 

January, specifically choos-
ing to do fewer classes and 
then get out on the street 
and use what we have 
studied. Twice a week we 
spent time with our lan-
guage helper Lkhavgaa, 
who has helped us so much 
and answered our hundreds 
of culture questions. We 
recorded her pronouncing 
endless lists of vocabulary 
words and listened to them 
constantly, in order to get 
our pronunciation correct 
from the beginning. Later, 
as our language progressed, 
we increased the number of 
our classes. Our teachers at 
Friends School have been 
invaluable to our language 
development. Their encour-
agement and patience have 
carried us forward. Derrick 
and I have different learn-
ing styles and different 
methods of studying, but 
we have both learned to 
try different learning strate-
gies to avoid burnout. We 
like the Mongolian Word 
Power app, which has over 
2,000 words and thousands 
of sample sentences. Other 
helpful apps are Simply 
Learn Mongolian, with many 

simple phrases, and UTalk 
Classic Learn Mongolia, with 
many pictures, so fun for 
children. I also use a free 
flashcard app to review new 
vocabulary. Derrick follows 
a few Mongolian vlogs on 
Youtube; active listening 
has been a helpful tool for 
him. 

The most vital thing has 
been endless conversa-
tions with our Mongolian 
friends (with them patiently 
repeating themselves over 
and over) and taking part 
in their celebrations and 
everyday life. Our daughter 
Sophia has been picking up 
some language by attending 
a Mongolian preschool a few 
times a week. Our church 
family has been wonder-
ful, putting us in a small 
group and surrounding us 
with support and friendship. 
While we still have a long 
learning journey ahead, 
spending this year as stu-
dents of Mongolian lan-
guage and culture has left 
us richer in many ways! 

Language Study is Enriching by Joanna Martin

Derrick and Joanna Martin 
with their children Sophia 

and Amaryah are JCS volun-
teers from the USA through 

DestiNations.
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From the beginning of my 
classes in July last year, I 
have thoroughly enjoyed 

the variety of styles they offer 
here at Friends School!

I have had some excellent teach-
ers, teaching one on one and 
quizzing me daily to improve 
my communication skills. They 
also teach me how to recognize, 
read and write the Mongolian 
language by using helpful pic-
ture books, workbooks, picture 
boards, cards and cell phone 
videos including photos... and 
much more. 

I remember pouring a gallon 
jar of ankle bones onto a table 
and counting them out loud 
all the way up to about 300 
(learning Mongolian numbers).  
Sometimes, we interact with 
others and we play a game of 
Knuckle Bone with those same 
ankle bones. We laugh a lot! 

At Christmas time the school 
took the students and the 

teachers to the Sky Sports ski 
resort to the east of town for 
our choice of fun. Well, my 
long-time dream of being able 
to ski became a reality that day 
- I went down the bunny hill 24 
times without falling. I was one 
happy skier that day! I did not 
try a real hill because I wanted 
to end on a happy note.

Becoming a learner who will 
(someday) acquire the art of 
using this language so well 
that I can communicate and 
interact with the native speak-
ers is very important to me! I 
am becoming friends with and 
working alongside them so that 
I can serve them and love them 
as God does. Here at Friends 
School they make me feel very 
much at home. Although hav-
ing a simple conversation is 
still a challenge for me, they 
repeat what they say slowly for 
me, and patiently listen for my          
s - l - o - w  answer! At times I 
feel embarrassed when I do not 
remember the correct words 

to use. I may need to use a 
‘Rolodex‘ of Mongolian words 
held in front of me in order 
not to ‘mess up.’ Don’t laugh, 
please!

I am confident that I WILL 
speak this language eventu-
ally. In the meantime, I am 
loving the adventures of learn-
ing about the beautiful land-
scapes, wonderful people, real-
life situations, different foods, 
traditions and amazing animals. 
For example, the other day I 
learned a lot about reindeer. 

I love this learning process.
Studying Mongolian has given 
me the opportunity to get to 
know, love and serve these 
kind, down-to-earth people bet-
ter.  Speaking of studying, I had 
better start on my language 
homework now!

Susan Cheshire is a JCS 
volunteer from the USA 
doing language study.

Fun Times in Mongolian Language Class            
by Susan Cheshire

“...patiently 
listen 
for my 

s - l - o - w  
answer!”
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Say it Again, Please? by George Platt  

Say it again, please? I 
spluttered in Mongolian.  
As I was getting back to 

my MIU staff dormitory, the last 
thing I expected to be greeted 
in was Mongolian. Mongolian 
men, intrigued by a young for-
eign man, usually only try to 
talk to me on the bus or in the 
sauna, and at the university 
most can speak good English. I 
am always happy to try out my 
language in the frosty chill of 
the bus or the steamy haze of 
the sauna, but standing in my 
own front door opening was a 
different experience.

The phrase came a second 
time, but again every word was 
lost on me. I knew my language 
study was limited due to the 
lecturing and the student work 
I do, but usually I can make 
out a few words. Not this time, 
though! After another awkward 
silence the stranger laughed 
and apologized; he had spoken 
in Russian, assuming that was 
my nationality. I felt relieved: 
perhaps I was not that bad at 
Mongolian language after all!

I do not need Mongolian for my 
lecturing (it is all in English) 
but I do want to avoid the 
funny mistakes of one Korean 
exchange student I had; he 
never seemed to pick up the 
language. His default noun for 
people tended to be ‘older sis-
ter’ (egch), his ‘goodbye’ in 
Mongolian (bayartai) sounded 
more like the word for dump-
ling tea (banshtai tsai), and he 
would talk of having eaten in 
the ‘Pumpkinski’ the previous 
night, until we pointed out he 
was probably referring to the 
‘Kempinski’ hotel.

I have not had many amusing 
experiences resulting from a 
lack of language knowledge or of 
cultural signals here (my univer-
sity students are very consider-
ate), but I want to go deeper in 
language and deeper in relating 
to my students. And that makes 
it so frustrating, because after 
each language lesson it feels 
impossibly hard, with all kinds 
of hidden rules that my teacher 
seems to pluck from nowhere. 
Mind you, I do not blame her; 

but even though I am only 
23, studying Mongolian feels 
like the mentally most difficult 
course I have ever taken since 
I learnt to drive, or erroneously 
took an astronomy module as 
a student!

I know that the One who gave 
speech to a donkey (Numbers 
22:28) could give language 
gifts to me, were that His will. 
But right now, I am thankful for 
the gift of struggling to learn. 
It is not the gift I would have 
chosen, but it is the one I need 
most right now.

George Platt is a JCS 
volunteer from the UK
 through Interserve. 

He teaches 
Chemistry at MIU.

“I want to 
go deeper 
in relating 

to my 
students.”



Comings

Drs Paul and Lydia Choi and their daughter Mira will 
be back in Mongolia for a week in February to wrap up 
and say their good-byes as they continue the process 
of leaving Mongolia and returning to South Korea. They 
will say farewell to the JCS community on Tuesday 20 
February. 

Peter and Sara Lee with their children Injin, Eunchong and Harim have recently returned from 
their trip to the USA.

Manje Shira hopes to come back from her Home Leave in India early in March.

Marvin and Hayley Pitman and their daughter Molly expect to return from their Home Assignment 
in the UK early in March. 

Ariel and Connie Ceballos with their son Kevin are planning to leave the Philippines and arrive 
here in February or March. This will be their second posting to Mongolia: they were here from 
2001-2009. 
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JCS Board Meeting: 
 22 and 23 May 2018

 
JCS Annual 

General Meeting: 
24 and 25 May 2018

JCS 25th Anniversary:
25 May 2018 

Language and  
Culture

Happy Tsagaan Sar!


