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This little book has been the result of reflection on the years I spent in China teaching young students at universities, where I was exposed to a vastly different culture and worldview – and often stumbled as I learned to navigate those unfamiliar paths.  Restricted from overtly sharing my faith by the authorities I was often amazed at the open curiosity of Chinese youth about the West, about the Bible and about living out that life. My attempt to recreate those memories is filtered through my own recollections and perceptions, but I have tried to do justice to the traditions of the Chinese culture and people whom I admire.  Any errors, oversights, or missteps in this work are entirely my own.

I am not a medical professional, psychologist, or expert in any related field. The insights shared in this book are based solely on my personal experiences – and some shared by others - and what I believe to be the truth as revealed through my study of Scripture and my walk with Christ. While I hope this work encourages and edifies readers to visit this massive country, in the knowledge that your privacy will be imposed upon by a state that refuses to allow its citizens personal space and the exercise of free thought, your presence there will be an encouragement to the local church. I advise caution, to avoid confrontation with the authorities.  Having read you the ‘Miranda,’ this author indemnifies himself against all legal claims should the reader fail to take proper self-care.
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Dedication
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This short book is dedicated to all the young men and women in China whom I met, and taught over the years from 2010 to 2022 in Xi’an. My heart was moved by your earnestness and desire to better yourself, so as to please your parents who had invested so much in your future. You carried with you their dreams and expectations, a heavy responsible in ones so young. And yet, there was always that yearning in your hearts for more – to be filled to the fullest.

Some of you passed by like ships in the night, while others engaged me in lengthy conversations about life and its mysteries, and it’s to you that I send my warmest greetings. 

I am humbled to have played a small role in your life and to have guided you over some rocky patches. I wish you well in your future endeavors, and the paths you have set for yourselves. 

~*~
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My call to China came unexpectedly one Sunday while I was attending a regular service where a couple were promoting an upcoming trip to China, and Isaiah 6:8 rang in my heart, echoing through its chambers. It wasn’t too long before I was engaged and taking the first steps towards what would become a long-term mission serving inside that country.

My thanks to CCSM (Chinese Church Support Ministries) for their training and support in my home country, and to ASM (Antioch School of Missions) on the ground in China, for those weeks and months of orientation: to Christine Hobson who acted as a ‘house-mother’ to us,  for her diligence in presenting appropriate material and language to the team to equip us, and to Ross and Christine Paterson for their oversight and member care as I struggled during that transformation from cultural caterpillar to butterfly. 

My home-church back in Cape Town with Pastor Guy Shaw, the missions pastor whose regular contact encouraged and supported me, and to Richard and Bernice Anderson, the CCSM base directors in SA, who provided much needed logistics, love and support both to me and to my family back home - as the Lord molded me into the shape and person He required for His representative in that part of China.

The struggles of sharing an apartment with people from two different cultural backgrounds and nationalities were often challenging, but in hindsight provided helpful life lessons. There were times of deprivation where I didn’t know where the finances would come from, but the Lord, through the faithful giving of men and women in His church, provided for all my needs, teaching me where to look for my provision, and to Whom (Proverbs 3:5-6).

I returned to my home country when I recognized my time was up, humbled, changed and expectant, ready for the next challenge for which I knew He has been preparing me. 

If you take anything from this book, let it be that He is Your provider in all things – and is preparing you for a future of which you cannot conceive - yet. 

Shalom.
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​Preface: Say What You Mean
... and Mean What You Say
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Have you ever considered what it would be like to navigate a society that has no direct, standalone words for "yes" or "no"?

Welcome to China. For Western travelers raised in a culture where everyone possesses a fiery opinion and claims an absolute right to express it freely, the Chinese linguistic landscape is an utterly fascinating contrast. It is a world deliberately built on a non-confrontational Chinese communication style - one that actively seeks to preserve societal harmony by never fully agreeing nor disagreeing totally with anyone. By keeping the verbal door perpetually ajar, negotiation, compromise, and face-saving exits remain guaranteed.

This penchant for harmony is baked directly into the structure of the Mandarin language itself. Instead of broad, absolute negatives, negation is custom-appended to specific verbs. 

Want to say "no"? You must choose your flavor: bu (don't), bu yao (don't want), or mei you (don't have). Even stating that something "is" (shi) or "isn't" (bu shi) requires contextual nuance. The closest thing to a direct, binary response you will find on the street is dui (correct) and bu dui (not correct).

As an educator who lived and worked in the Middle Kingdom, this sparked an innate, driving curiosity within me regarding the linguistic relativity of Mandarin concepts: does culture shape language, and if so, how does language shape human behavior?
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Peering Behind the Bamboo Curtain
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This book offers an insider's collection of fascinating glimpses into this ancient civilization, explicitly written for the traveler who wants to return home with something far more valuable than a digital storage-drive full of the obligatory historical monument photos.

Don't get me wrong: the breathtaking, sweeping majesty of the Great Wall and the silent, haunting army of the Terracotta Warriors will undoubtedly leave you in a state of absolute awe. But how much more fulfilling would it be to grasp the underlying mindset, the deep-seated traditions, and the cultural psychology of the people whose ancestors engineered those timeless monuments to human ingenuity?

In recent years, traveling to China tips have dominated bucket lists worldwide as a new wave of global adventurers answers the call to explore the mysteries of the East. Historically, the immense complexities of a tonal language and a character-based writing system served as an intimidating barrier. But today, armed with a little foresight, a smartphone packed with translation apps, and a healthy dose of pure chutzpah, the country is more accessible than ever before. The only thing holding you back from an array of mind-expanding experiences is your own familiar sofa. Loosen its grip, and set out.
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Who is This Book For?
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Let’s be completely transparent: if your intention is to embark on a whistle-stop, hyper-accelerated tour just to check famous landmarks off your bucket list, this book is definitely not for you.

Instead, this guide is crafted specifically for the deliberate traveler. It is aimed at those who want to linger, to peer past the commercial storefronts, to understand the cultural differences of East vs West, and to truly "hear" the heartbeat of the local population. It is designed for readers seeking an empathetic, authentic link with their host country.

I make no lofty pretensions of cold, detached academic rigor here; you won't find a dry, exhausting anthropological dissertation in these pages. Instead, I offer a series of vivid, subjective observations and lived experiences designed to demystify the lives of ordinary people. I write this in the firm belief that knowledge breeds deeper understanding, and understanding is the sole foundation upon which cross-cultural friendships are built. It is pure ignorance, after all, that births fear and xenophobia.
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The Journey Ahead
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This book is intended to speak directly to two distinct groups of readers:


•  The Passing Curious: Those whose interest in China has been provoked by global media events, shifting world politics, or tech trends. May this text pique your curiosity enough to entice you out of your comfort zone.

•  The Dedicated Sinophile: Those who have harbored a long-held fascination with Asian customs, histories, and lifestyles. May this encourage you to dig deeper, ask better questions, and build lasting bonds with the people you meet.


Whether you dream of navigating the hyper-tech computer markets of Shenzhen, strolling past the fortune-tellers and dream diviners on a neon-lit street corner, or wandering through sprawling, ancient village markets, this book is your alternative passport. By drawing back the bamboo curtain on China's most delightful, off-the-wall quirks, my goal is to help you comfortably cross the great East-West divide.

Read on - and let the adventure begin.

~*~
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Introduction:  Dropping the Bamboo Curtain 
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For centuries, the West has been utterly obsessed with peeking behind the Bamboo Curtain. Once inscrutably shrouded in imperial mystique, modern China has broken out of its silken past to become a global powerhouse of digital miracles, hyper-industrialization, and economic might. Napoleon Bonaparte famously warned, "Let China sleep, for when she wakes, she will shake the world."

Well, China is wide awake—and it’s operating at 5G speed.

Welcome to the ultimate land of contradictions. This is a place where ancient Chinese culture and customs collide head-on with app-based convenience. If you are traveling to China expecting polite predictability, prepare yourself for a whirlwind of delightful confusion and total culture shock.

Here, a white-knuckle taxi ride doubles as a rollercoaster. Street markets proudly display live eels and terrapins right next to Hello Kitty mooncakes. A routine trip to the dry cleaners might end with a kindly local grandmother force-feeding you dumplings because she insists you look "too thin." 

For any waiguoren (foreigner) exploring the modern Chinese lifestyle, daily life is a beautiful paradox. It is a world where: 

	Ancestral ghosts can actively influence your apartment's housing contract. 

	Red underpants strictly determines your financial and romantic fate for the lunar year. 

	"Face" (Mianzi) is a high-stakes currency traded with the ruthless seriousness of Wall Street brokers.


The boundaries between ancient superstition and futuristic tech blur so seamlessly that you’ll find yourself using WeChat (the local WhatsApp equivalent) to pick an auspicious, astrologically blessed date for a hotpot dinner —all under the watchful gaze of a plastic Buddha bobblehead on your dashboard.

What feels bizarre to outsiders is completely commonplace here. Just try explaining to your Chinese neighbors why you prefer drinking ice-cold water over boiling hot





[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





