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Prayer letter No. 5: Spring  
5.1.11 – 16.5.11 
 

Life on two continents 

 

My home is both in the UK and in China… which 

means that when I say the phrase, ‘I am going 

home’, no-one – including me! – is actually sure 

what I mean!  I was fortunate to be able to spend 

several weeks in the UK in the early Spring, as this 

is the longest break we have from teaching and is 

actually longer than the summer vacation.  No 

longer having a car, I sampled the local bus service 

and ‘took out shares’ in British Rail.  I came to 

realize that prices in the UK are very expensive, 

which is something I hadn’t really noticed before.   

So I particularly appreciated the financial support 

 
图表 1 Business English First Year Students 
enjoying the postcards – spot the one of 
Christchurch on the extreme left! 

 

that my father, my godfather Gordon and my friend 

Astrid gave to me during my time in the UK, as well 

as all the other friends who generously paid for the 

many coffees and lunches we had in cafés when 

meeting to catch up.  (My salary in Chinese 

currency is sufficient for living costs in China, but 

the exchange rate between Chinese RMB and the 

British Pound, and the cost of living in the UK, 

means that it is more difficult for me to afford time 

back in England)  Finally, special thanks must go 

to the members of my church family and other 

friends, who painstakingly wrote many postcards 

for my students.  I received well over 80 such 

cards.  Each of my 280 students viewed at least 6 

cards.  See above for photo!  

Tīng bù dǒng or méiyǒu? 

 

The words I most often hear 

are ‘tīng bù dǒng ’, which 

is usually said of me, 

(meaning, ‘[She] doesn’t 

understand’,) and ‘méiyǒu’ 

(don’t have).  (It’s odd, and 

amazing, how many things 

people don’t have.)  

Progress is happening, 

however; last Friday afternoon I realized that the 

college bus driver, sighing with satisfaction, had 

said ‘the weekend has started’. I leapt up like 

Eureka and tried to explain that I had understood. 

‘Dǒng, dǒng!’ I cried, to the bemusement of the 

driver, ‘wǒ dǒng!’ (I understand).  Sadly, for him it 

was tīng bù dǒng, as I clearly wasn’t making any 

sense.  I settled for a more sedate ‘wǒ zhī dǎo’ (‘I 

know’), and retired hurt.  

 

Culture bumps: the concept of politeness 

 

Life in a foreign culture is a constant adjustment to 

a different culture.  A recent difficulty inspired me 

to reflect on the concept of politeness in English 

versus Chinese, as both cultures have very 

different ways of expressing politeness (for 

example, within families ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ 

would not be considered normal, as their usage 

would imply distance between family members, 

whereas an English speaker who does not say 

‘please’ or ‘thank you’, within or outside of his family, 

is considered rude).  This difference is quite hard 

at times to come to terms with. In China it is polite 

for the host to pile food onto your plate that you 

have not asked for, but to me this feels strange and 

invasive.  Queues do exist but are … flexible.  To 

get onto or off any bus or train, elbows are used.  

My personal mantra is: ‘hang loose’ + keep your 

sense of humour + go with the flow + accept that 

things are different. 

 

Superstar seen in supermarket! 

 

The superstar stealthily skirted the shampoo 

shelves, concentrating on not making eye contact 

with the vulture-like shop assistants, who are 

trained to pounce as soon as one stops.  
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Managing to get safely to the household products 

aisle, she whistled a Chinese popular song while 

taking refuge behind the kitchen cloths.  But a 

different set of vultures were there, busy informing 

themselves on who it was in their midst. ‘She works 

at the college,’ they said, nodding approvingly 

amongst themselves.  One of them then took a 

peek into the superstar’s basket to ensure that she 

knew exactly what was being bought and could 

report back.  Yes!  Such is life for one of Jining’s 

less-than-half-a-dozen foreigners.  ‘You were seen 

with two other foreigners getting into a taxi the other 

day,’ said our friendly convenience-store owner 

(whose shop had actually been closed on the said 

day – so how did he know?).  ‘Who were they?’  

‘Oh, our American friends [Diane and Daniel, also 

Amity teachers] from Baotou,’ we replied.  

Relieved that he now had the full information, the 

store owner smiled with satisfaction.  We get used 

to questions such as ‘How old are you?’ and ‘How 

much do you earn?’  During an especially cold day 

in the winter I was waylaid by a stranger in our 

alleyway who questioned me about all my 

qualifications.  All went well until he requested the 

name of my university.  I knew that he would not 

know it, so replied, reluctantly, ‘Hull’.  He thought 

for a moment.  ‘Oxford?’ he ventured. ‘No, Hull,’ I 

replied.  He thought again.  ‘London?’  ‘No, Hull,’ 

I said, in despair.   

 

Camels 

 

图表 2 With camel in Kubuqi desert, Baotou 

On the recent May Day long weekend, Angela and I 

stayed in Hohhot for 3 nights.  Thanks to a good 

internet connection in our room, we were able to 

see highlights of the Royal Wedding.  On the 

Sunday we took a trip to the Kubuqi desert in 

Baotou.  There we rode camels in the desert, 

which we accessed via an enjoyably scary ride in 

an off-road vehicle up and down the sand dunes.  

Alas, the vehicle on our return trip had seen better 

days, so we had to disembark to allow it to creep up 

the dunes without stalling.  Our next trip is to 

Datong, where there are some famous caves well 

worth seeing.  Again, we are pleased to be able to 

do this with our good friends Diane and Daniel from 

Baotou. 

 

A day in the life… 

 

…Of an Amity teacher in Jining!  Well, the college  

is now operating on its summer timetable, which 

means that we all get up very early to start work at 

7.30 am!  Those who know me well will wonder 

how I achieve this.  I get up between 6 and 6.30 

and leave the flat at about 7.05 to catch the shuttle 

bus (which goes between the old campus and the 

new) at 7.15. Shortly before 7.30 I go into the 

relevant classroom and start writing on the board 

and give the Class Monitor the attendance list.  

Each of my lessons lasts just 110 minutes with a 10 

minute break in the middle. I don’t usually go out of 

the classroom for that, as I have more things to 

write on the board and I also like to be available for  

students. Mid-morning between the two 110-minute 

lessons there is a 20 minute break where I do go 

back to the staff room.  It’s a useful time to catch 

people if you need to.  Hot water is also usually 

available to drink from the urn.   If I’m lucky, I 

might receive some post.  At the end of the 

morning’s classes I run for the shuttle bus, which 

leaves promptly at 11.35 am.  On arriving back at 

the old campus I might go straight home, or go to 

one of the vegetable shops to buy something for 

lunch.  I cook using my rice cooker every day, and 

while it’s cooking I might update my class records 

from the morning or reply to emails.  After lunch 

(yes, I do eat with chopsticks, even at home!) I 

have a siesta, and don’t generally do very much in 

the early afternoon. In the late afternoon I might go 

back to college for my office hour (where I give 

intensive pronunciation help to students who 
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request it), or join Angela in giving staff 

development classes.  Afterwards, we might well 

eat out in our favourite local restaurant that’s just 

round the corner, and very cheap (average is the 

equivalent of £2 a head).  In the evenings I 

prepare lessons and answer emails.  Sometimes I 

ring my family, as it is best to ring them at that time 

due to the time difference (China is 7 hours ahead 

of the UK in the summer and 8 hours ahead in the 

winter.) 
 
The headache 
 

Alison: I have headache 

Shop assistant (Holds out bottle of child’s liquid 

medicine) 

Alison: No, I want eat medicine, not drink it. 

Shop assistant:  Take one of these pills once a day.  

Once a day, once a day! 

Alison: Yes, Monday one, Tuesday one… 

Shop assistant: You have headache now? 

Alison: No, tomorrow (I meant ‘in the future’) 

Shop assistant: That is 6 fen (equivalent to 6 pence 

in UK currency!) 
 

Joyce’s story 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some of you who have read my report on the Great 

Wall of China walk will know that my maternal 

grandmother, Joyce, was born in Shanghai in 1904.  

I told the story of her life to my students this term, 

and they were very interested.  I am hoping to visit 

Shanghai prior to the Amity teachers’ conference in 

Nanjing this August.    
 
Prayer points 
Give thanks 

 

 Continued building of relationships with staff 

and students 

 Progress in Chinese; starting to recognize 

Chinese characters 

 Safe travel to and from the UK 

 Feeling that Jining is ‘home’ 

 My cat in the UK, Jasmine (in Chinese,         

茉莉花  or Mòlìhuā), who has been in 

hospital twice recently – who is now doing well, 

despite a serious kidney condition 

 

Pray for 

 

 Continued adjustment to life in China, 

including learning the language, and ability to 

cope with solitude in a constructive way 

 Time management! 

 More zest for God! 

 Ursula, a Christian who is lonely and troubled 

 Geraldine, a teacher who has just had a 

serious road traffic accident and is in intensive 

care in hospital with a head injury 

 Bella – a student mentioned in a previous letter 

– who is struggling with relationships with 

fellow students and suffering from poor 

concentration in class 

 My family’s health and wellbeing – particularly 

my ‘Polish sister’ Magda and my father, Arthur 

 The possibility for new accommodation next 

year.  I am currently coping with no kitchen 

drain, regular water shortages, occasional 

electricity cuts and intermittent internet 

problems. 

 The wisdom to realize how I can change and 

improve as a teacher, as in the well-known 

Serenity Prayer: 

 

God grant me the serenity to accept the 
things I cannot change, the courage to 
change the things I can, and the 
wisdom to know the difference. 

If you would like to receive these newsletters by email, please contact me on alisoncapey@gmail.com  

图表 3 Joyce, aged 4, 1908-1909, in Shanghai 

with her Chinese nurse or ‘amah’ 
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