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by Selenge 
The Origins of Tsagaan Sar            

Mongolians all know what Tsagaan Sar is: the first day of the Lunar New Year, 
the first day of spring and the most popular traditional holiday. Tsagaan Sar 
celebrates the end of the cold winter. It is a wonderful family celebration with 

many traditional ceremonies; officially the public holiday lasts 3 days, but especially 
in the countryside people will continue to pay Tsagaan Sar visits to their relatives and 
friends.  

But let us ponder for a moment why Tsagaan Sar is so popular among Mongolians. 
When did they start celebrating Tsagaan Sar? How does Tsagaan Sar influence their 
lives and communities? 

I would like to share about Tsagaan Sar from a historical point of view. Tsagaan Sar 
traditions are several centuries old and Mongolians have deep respect for this celebra-
tion. Observing the traditions of this festival is an important way in which Mongolians 
show how proud they are of their nation. 

Tsagaan Sar literally means ‘white moon’. The color white is important in Mongolia, 
because milk and yoghurt, important parts of the nomads’ diet, are white. In the old 
days, people would put on white clothes during Tsagaan Sar, ride white horses and 
exchange gifts that were white. There are records by foreigners visiting Mongolia that 
describe how they saw people give the Mongolian Khan a completely white horse. 

Since the times of Chinggis Khaan, Tsagaan Sar has been celebrated as a national holi-
day, because he was proclaimed King of Mongolia during spring. When Chinggis Khaan 
celebrated his first Tsagaan Sar, he bestowed a reward on 88 people for their merits 
of service to his kingdom. In 1216, he gave treasures as a reward to people over 60 
years of age. 

“It is a 
wonderful 

family 
celebration 
with many 
traditional 

ceremonies.” 
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2019 Tsagaan Sar 
celebration in 
the JCS office 

In 1911, Mongolia declared itself indepen-
dent from China. At that time, Tsagaan 
Sar started to be celebrated as a symbol of 
independence. The last Bogd Khan (spiri-
tual leader) actually celebrated Tsagaan 
Sar. He had a decree issued in front of his 
palace that a ceremony should be observed 
in which the national flag was raised. Also, 
early in the morning, he and his wife orga-
nized a reception for Mongolians in their 
palace. 

During the communist period, it was forbid-
den to celebrate Tsagaan Sar. Especially in 
the 1930s, the period notorious for political 
and religious oppression, people who cel-
ebrated the festival in spite of the official 
prohibition were treated as rebels. 

1940 was a very hard year for Mongolians, 
because of the effects of World War II 

and a zud (disastrously severe winter). To 
make life easier, the government allowed 
people to celebrate Tsagaan Sar again. 

In 1952, when the Mongolian leader 
Choibalsan passed away, the whole coun-
try grieved and did not celebrate Tsagaan 
Sar for 2 years. In 1960, Tsagaan Sar 
was proclaimed Nomadic Day. During this 
time, Mongolians felt that Tsagaan Sar 
was an important national holiday, which 
united Mongolians, so that it was wrong 
to prohibit celebrating it. And that is why 
Mongolians have continued to celebrate it 
to this day. 

I hope you had a wonderful Tsagaan Sar!   

 

The Origins of Tsagaan Sar continued from p.1

At Tsagaan Sar people 
exchange snuff bottles, 
which is a traditional 
greeting ceremony
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From the Executive Director 

Ongoing Lessons in Language and Culture
by Laura Schlabach 

Working through disagree-
ments gives us greater 
understanding of cultural dif-
ferences and strengthens our 
unity as an organization.  May 
we always extend an abun-
dance of grace to each other 
and ourselves in whatever 
language or culture situation 
we find ourselves. And may 
this grace grant us greater 
understanding of others.

Also, in the midst of the seri-
ousness of language and cul-
ture learning, may we keep 
some balance by taking to 
heart Molly’s advice (You 
Need to Play, pg 6). It can be 
an extra bonus if we “play” 
with others, using another 
language.

As you will see in the various arti-
cles in this issue of Horizons, lan-
guage and culture lessons are a 

daily occurrence for our “newer” JCSers. 
Maybe those who have been in Mongolia 
longer are not aware of the lessons they 
learn every day, but we continue to learn 
language and culture, and wonder if we 
will ever be fluent. Actually, the longer 
I am here, the more I realize how little 
I know – both about language and cul-
ture.

Most of the language and culture learn-
ing is focused on Mongolian and Kazakh, 
as well it should be. JCS volunteers have 
come to Mongolia to serve the people of 
Mongolia, including Kazakhs in the west.  
We need to continue to develop our 
knowledge of the language and culture 
of the people we are serving in order to 
relate well with them.

One beauty of JCS is the wide variety 
of nationalities that make up our orga-
nization. This diversity is identified as 
one of our strengths not only by us, but 
Mongolian Christian leaders comment 
positively on it as well. However, this 
diversity can also be a challenge – a 
potential weakness. While we may not 
need to learn the languages of all our 
volunteers, it is helpful to understand 
some aspects of the cultures our vol-

unteers come from. Often challenges or 
misunderstandings that occur are due to 
differences in our cultural backgrounds.  

A number of years ago, I realized that 
many of the disagreements or conflicts 
that happened were actually between 
native English speakers. Although English 
was the first language for both parties, 
they came from different countries and 
had different cultural backgrounds, so 
their expectations in the situation were 
different. It is a challenge when someone 
expects others to understand based only 
on language, but the cultural interpreta-
tion of what is said may be different and 
contribute to misunderstanding. 

My conclusion was that we tend to extend 
various levels of grace depending on the 
expected level of understanding. When 
people come to Mongolia, they expect 
to make adjustments to (and have chal-
lenges with) the Mongolian language 
and culture – and therefore extend a 
lot of grace to others and themselves.  
They do not tend to think about making 
adjustments regarding other foreign vol-
unteers they are working with and may 
not extend as much grace in those situ-
ations – especially if the other volunteer 
has the same native language as they 
do (and especially if they come from the 
same country).

“May we 
always 
extend 

an abundance 
of grace...” 
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In the Mongolian church 
I attended until some 
years ago I led a choir 

of about 20 young people; 
we would sing four-part har-
mony. We tried to teach the 
church new songs, or old 
songs that they did not sing 
correctly. The singers were 
very enthusiastic! 

One day we were asked to 
sing at the wedding of the 
son of our pastor, so for 
some weeks we practiced 
two songs: “You are my all in 
all” (in Mongolian) and “Minii 
gemiig ugaakh ni” (“Washing 
my sins away”, a song about 
the power of the blood of 
the Savior). This went fairly 
well, but during the final 
practice, one day before the 
wedding, the second song 
suddenly sounded terrible! 
After half an hour of agony, 
I told them it would be much 
better for the poor guests 
if we canceled the second 
song! Especially the sopra-
nos sounded like a crowd of 
homesick cats with stomach 
trouble. They were disap-
pointed, but agreed with me: 
they had noticed themselves 
how bad it sounded. 

After choir practice I went 
home for a language lesson 
with Ganbat, my language 
helper and a believer. When I 
told him what had happened, 
his eyes nearly popped out 
of their sockets. He said, 
“Blood? A song about blood?? 
At a wedding?? That would be 
extremely shocking for any 
non-believers who attend. In 
an ordinary service it would 
be all right, I guess, but I 
would definitely not sing that 
in a wedding service!”

Ah, yes, I had not thought 
of that... But then, neither 
had any of the Mongolians in 
my choir! When Mongolians 
sing, they only sing about 
good and pleasant things. 
Topics such as death, acci-
dents, sickness and blood 
are taboo at any time, so 
singing about them at joy-
ful occasions such as wed-
dings is a very bad thing 
to do. Non-believers would 
conclude it was done on pur-
pose to bring bad luck to the 
bride and bridegroom! So 
looking back I am very glad 
that the choir sang so badly 
during that last practice that 
we had to cancel that song 

(I wonder if an angel had 
touched their throats?). 

We cannot avoid the offense 
of the good news, but we 
should try to avoid the 
offense of a wrong presenta-
tion of it! Or, as I once read in 
a book about contextualizing 
the good news: “Good con-
textualization offends people 
for the right reasons. Bad 
contextualization, or the lack 
of it altogether, offends them 
for the wrong reasons.” 

A week later, I asked the 
choir why they had not 
warned me. They looked 
very sheepish and then one 
of them said, “O, Simon 
akhaa (Simon older brother), 
we are believers. We must 
have forgotten how other 
Mongolians think and feel!”   

How useful it is to have 
insight into the culture we 
live and work in!

 

Singing at a Mongolian Wedding
by Simon Monster

“Blood? 
A song 

about blood?? 
At a 

wedding??”
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“How do you 
feel when 
someone 

tries 
to speak 
to you 
in your 
native 

language?” 

One of the greatest 
things we can do to 
gain people’s trust 

and love is to embrace their 
language and culture in 
appropriate ways: “Stretch 
yourself in the language, 
and you will gain greater 
access to the hearts of the 
people”. I jumped into the 
process of learning a new 
language with great vigor, 
striving to master it in every 
possible way. Sometimes 
my pronunciation is terrible 
and my mouth tortures the 
words, as if punching people 
in the face not with my fists 
but with my words. Then 
even my teacher has no 
idea what I am saying. She 
will exclaim, “Yana, yana 
(oh dear)! Achi, Achi… you 
are so cute, but no, NO, 
you’re not saying it right.” 

Then I tell myself, “It’s 
okay, Achi! If you make 
a mistake, remember that 

it is the effort that truly 
counts.” So I try not to 
be afraid of making mis-
takes. After all, everyone 
who learns a new language 
makes mistakes. People will 
understand, and they will 
appreciate our efforts to 
learn their language. That 
is how I remind myself and 
how I try to accomplish my 
mission, because I am con-
vinced that the Lord will use 
my language abilities later.
 
How do you feel when some-
one tries to speak to you 
in your native language? I 
am sure it makes you feel 
proud of them and honored 
that they are making the 
effort to communicate with 
you in your own language. 
Whenever I have to get 
something from the market 
or go to the office to pay my 
rent, I first ask my teacher 
to write down the sentence 
I need to say. I practice it 

till my pronunciation sounds 
acceptable and then I go 
and use it. The smile that 
I see when I say the right 
sentence is worth a million. 

Since 27 August, 2018, 
I have been learning 
Mongolian. At times it is 
challenging, but I thank 
God I have a good lan-
guage helper. I would like to 
thank JCS for organizing the 
‘Daniel Training’, which is a 
great tool for studying one’s 
host culture and language. 
Learning Mongolian has 
made me more dedicated, 
diligent and patient. 

 

Language and Culture Learning Experience
by Imtichila Jamir
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Outside it is cold and 
smoky but inside our 
house it is blessedly 

warm. Suddenly the door bursts 
open and the entryway takes on 
a life of its own with children and 
coats, boots, scarfs and hats all 
merging into one colorful ball. 
There is a flurry of activity, and 
then free of their encumbering 
coats, three children emerge 
to my daughter Molly’s shouts 
of “You need to play! You need 
to play!” Molly is four, and talks 
incessantly. Her best friends are 
our neighbors and like any child 
her age she just loves to play. 

In our house crayons become 
guns, and blankets cloaks; 
wolves and cups of tea abound. 
A hairdressers’ salon mysteri-
ously takes over the wolves’ 
mountainous terrain and Kermit 
the frog gets swaddled tightly. 
I hear the cat meow loudly and 
I shout out from another room, 
reminding everyone that the 
cat is not a toy. Someone cries 

and then runs to report on the 
behavior of the wolf, who man-
aged to pick up a book and hit 
them over the head with it. 

Molly’s three friends are Kazakh. 
Each day they come over and 
play with Molly and she talks 
away unencumbered by any 
adult reserve or fear of mak-
ing wrong turns in a language 
that twists around long roads 
of unfamiliar grammar. She is 
not concerned that in Kazakh 
no one says, “You need to play,” 
because she is understood and 
in time and with much use, her 
language, like her small hands, 
will grow more adept, more 
skillful. 

‘You need to play’ – It is not 
correct, but there is something 
true about the statement and I 
like it. I like to be reminded of it. 
I can easily get too serious, too 
opinionated, too judgmental, 
too concerned with things that 
do not really matter, too caught 

up in the million and one things 
that need to be done. I like to 
be reminded, I need reminding. 
I need to play. 

I get up, avoid the hairdress-
ers, savor the copious amounts 
of tea and scare the wolf. I am 
so grateful that Molly has the 
opportunity to grow up in Khovd 
and that I am on the same team 
as her. After all, she will soon be 
better at language than me.

You Need to Play  by Hayley Pitman

“I need 
reminding.

I need 
to play.”

 



7

Open Ears Required! by Benjamin Hurley  

Mongolia is the land of 
the endless blue sky 
and huge steppes, but 

always in the distance is the 
horizon. When you are travel-
ing in the countryside, your 
eyes are often fixed on it. But it 
always seems to be just beyond 
reach: as you move closer, it 
moves farther away. For me 
the goal of competency in the 
Mongolian language and culture 
is just like that horizon line. 
Although I can see progress, 
full competency always seems 
to disappear somewhere in the 
distance. 
 
As a language learner you are 
stretched in many different 
directions. You need to twist your 
tongue and strain your ears. 
Just try pronouncing the word 
Цахилгаанжуулалтынхан-
тайгаа (with our electricians) 
without taking a breath! But 
other JCS volunteers have 
experienced this too. So instead 
of uttering complaints, I would 
like to consider the Why. Why 
did I choose to torture myself 
to pursue Mongolian language 
proficiency?  

The simple answer that I keep 
coming back to is “the love of 
Christ compels me.”  For me this 

statement speaks to my heart. 
I know He is at work here, and 
I want to be part of His com-
munity here in Mongolia. But 
to fully engage effectively with 
the community of faith, I need 
to be able to listen to Mongolian 
voices, to hear and understand 
the words they are sharing and 
then, if needs be, to speak. 

This concept of hearing before 
speaking, though crucial, is not 
a new idea, but recently this 
idea has captured my heart 
anew. I arrived in Mongolia with 
the ideas of a foreign expert. 
Though I came with the idea 
of partnering, I still assumed 
that I would be sharing my 
vast amount of knowledge and 
expertise. However, recently 
the Lord has been challenging 
me afresh and reminding me 
that while I do have knowledge 
and experience, so too do my 
Mongolian brothers and sisters! 
So I need to listen to them and 
understand their words in order 
to hear their hearts. That is 
why I am so keen on investing 
in learning Mongolian. I want 
to hear from them, learn from 
them and share with them, 
and then, if the need arises, 
to speak. But first comes the 
listening! 

So has the horizon line of 
Mongolian language proficien-
cy drawn closer? Yes and no! 
My proficiency certainly has 
increased, but as soon as I 
have mastered one level, my 
teachers say, “Now we’ll start 
a new level!” and the horizon 
line that I fought so hard to 
draw close to fades away into 
the distance. But I am not dis-
couraged, because I have dis-
covered that while I was busy 
looking at the horizon, I missed 
the fact that the real value of 
trying to reach the horizon is 
the journey it takes! After all, 
the destination is the journey. 
As I have been journeying with 
Mongolians, I have been leaning 
to listen to their words and try-
ing to understand their hearts. 
Maybe, one day I will reach the 
horizon, but in the meantime I 
just listen as He speaks. And 
often these days He speaks 
through a Mongolian voice. 

Oh, just in case you are won-
dering, I am still working on 
pronouncing “Цахилгаанжуу-
лалтынхантайгаа” without tak-
ing a breath! 

“After all, 
the 

destination 
is 

the 
journey.”
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Classrooms. Happiness. 
Headaches. Discoveries. 
Frustrations. Chalk. Markers. 
These are the words that come 
to mind when I think about 
my experiences with language 
school. 

For the past three years or 
so, my family and I have 
been taking language lessons 
at Friends School, a language 
school in Ulaanbaatar. When 
we first started our lessons in 
early 2016 - I admit - it was 
pretty difficult. Some days I 
felt like I was soaring, able to 
talk with anyone, confident and 
brave. But there were also days 
when I felt like bursting into 
tears and as if my brain was 
about to explode from all the 
new information in my head. 
Thankfully, though, my teach-
ers were very patient with me. 
They are wonderful! They made 
and continue to make language 
lessons interesting and informa-
tive at the same time, for which 
I am deeply grateful.

Many people say that children 
learn languages faster than 
adults. I think that is true, but 
it does not mean it is always 
nice and easy for them! Yes, 
it is great to be able to talk to 
people fairly easily, but for me 
it was very strange, and even 
disconcerting, to realize that 
my parents did not know eve-
rything…. But that is probably 
a good realization. It helped 
me to grow in my independ-
ence, but at the same time to 
continue to depend on them 
when they do know more about 
something than I do.

Some of my favorite times have 
been when our teachers talk 
about the way people do things 
in the Mongolian countryside, 
or what they do according to 
their tradition. I love learning 
about traditions and culture, 
especially Mongolian culture. It 
is so beautiful. Although peo-
ple do not always do things in 
the traditional ways anymore, 
learning about their traditions 

can help us understand why 
they do what they do. Another 
favorite thing of mine has been 
the different games, riddles, 
and tongue-twisters my teach-
ers (or sometimes my friends) 
have taught me. They have 
helped to break the ice and  
make me feel more comfortable 
talking in Mongolian. 

As I have continued to learn 
Mongolian language and cul-
ture, it has become easier. I 
still have my hard days, just 
like everyone else, but I have 
grown so much in comparison 
with when we first started. I 
am so very thankful to every-
one who has helped me learn 
the language, whether they are 
official teachers or not. Thank 
you all, including the Lord, for 
helping me overcome the head-
aches, frustrations, and discour-
agements, and helping me see 
the happiness, the discoveries 
I have made, and how much I 
have grown.

Language and Culture Learning        by Kaylee Selin

“I love 
learning 
about 

traditions 
and culture, 
especially 
Mongolian 
culture.”



9

I was born and grew up in 
the same province in South 
Korea. Living in one place 

for a long time had many good 
points. For example, if I meet 
someone who uses the dialect 
of my hometown, it will help 
us develop a friendship soon. 
Also, the restaurants in my 
hometown with their delicious 
dishes were something I was 
very proud of. 

However, I had never had any 
direct experience of other cul-
tures, so my cultural under-
standing was very limited. That 
is why my sending agency was 
worried whether I would be 
able to live and work in a for-
eign country. Living in Mongolia 
would be my first cross-cul-
tural experience! However, I 
thought my agency was wor-
rying too much. I wanted to 
go as soon as possible! And 
at first, everything in Mongolia 
was wonderful. However, after 
three months that honeymoon 
period was definitely over! Most 

Koreans regard hierarchy as 
very important but Mongolia 
seems to have a much more 
liberal workplace culture. Since 
I started working in Agape hos-
pital, I have been comparing 
my Mongolian colleagues with 
my Korean colleagues and have 
come to realize that I tended to 
misinterpret that cultural differ-
ence as follows: my culture is 
right and your culture is wrong. 

Fortunately, there are good 
older and experienced foreign 
workers in Mongolia who are 
able to give me useful advice. 
And I have also come to see 
that adaptation to another cul-
ture takes time. So one step I 
took was to try and widen my 
outlook and study Mongolian. 
This is because learning the 
language is the first step to 
understanding the country, its 
people and its culture. But, to 
be honest, I still do not under-
stand Mongolian culture very 
well; and it is also hard for my 
Mongolian colleagues to under-

stand my culture. Perhaps we 
will never be able to fully under-
stand another person’s culture. 

However, God has put me and 
my Mongolian colleagues into 
one team. We are just imper-
fect human beings, but God is 
the one who does not make 
mistakes. He will help us. I pray 
that we will find the grace to 
embrace one another’s cultural 
differences and move forward 
together. 

“I pray that 
we will 
find the 
grace to 
embrace 

one another’s 
cultural 

differences...”

Adapting to a Different Culture        by Seulgi Hyeon



Goings

The Krose family are away in India through February and returning early March.

Comings

Samuel Huang from ISV Taiwan arrived on 24 January. He will be with us until late April. He is a 
recent university graduate and is interested in being involved with children, youth and young adults. 
He is also interested in camps, hostels and hospitality. 

Quinnie Kwok with SIM from Hong Kong (mentioned in the last C & G) has arrived in mid-
February. She is coming initially as a language student and will study Mongolian language for a 
year. She is an experienced English language teacher. 

A short-term team of 4 young men has come from CLBI in Canada through WMPL. They arrived 
on 11 February and will be here for just over 3 weeks. They will engage in a variety of activities 
during their time in Mongolia. Two of the team members will help out with the Hockey project in 
Chinggis City, Khentii province.
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Important Dates

JCS Board Meeting: 
 21 and 22 May, 2019

 
JCS Annual 

General Meeting: 
23 and 24 May, 2019

JCS Annual Retreat:
Tuesday - Saturday 
4 - 8 June, 2019 

Language and  
Culture

One of our foreign staff has this snuff bottle, 
which was made by a Mongolian friend of his. 


