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[Canadian thoughts from Japan]
Ms. Cherie Thiessen (Sendai |kuei Gakuen)

Why would anyone choose to live abroad? Initially it's disorienting. frustrating, confusing and dehabilitating
Whether one is a 16 year old student leaving home for the first time on a year s educational exchange or a 50
year old ESL teacher on her fourth overseas job. the experience is the same at first.

But it doesn't last. In the struggle to decode a new set of symbals and to learn a new language, to become
accustomed to new rules, routines and traditions. and to meet new people, the first unsettling reactions are
replaced with new ones, as positive as the former were negative.

Why do we do this? Because we travel in rarefied air, meeting the uncommon people - the ones who, like us,
are willing to replace familiarity and security with change and intensity. Because life hands us a blank sheet of
paper on which we can write our life all over again, and because life is lived so fully when the routine is broken,
when our senses are shocked totally awake again. Working abroad keeps us vitalized. challenged, and
compassionate. Once you have put yourself in a position of need in a strange country, you can never again look
at a foreign visitor in your own country in quite the same way.

As an example, years ago in my Canadian home, | can remember frequently being annoyed by what appeared to me to be the strident. harsh
tones of the Mandarin language. which | heard often. "Why don't they speak more softly?" I'd think "Why, in fact, aren't they speaking English!”

Then, | went to teach in China and came to appreciate the often unselfish and kind nature of the Chinese. Now whenever | hear Mandarin
spoken, | recognize it immediately and smile, | love the dipping tones of the language and wonderful memaries that come wrapped up in those
musical tones. That's why | believe so strongly in the concept of globalization. and in the international approach perhaps pioneered in Japan by
Sendai Ikuel Gakuen and its founders. In Canada we used to call a similar concept "keeping the world hostage™. If every country in the world is
hosting international visitors. no country will attack another.

| come from a sleepy little Gulf Island located midway between the busy city of Vancouver, and the capital of British Columbia. Victoria. on
Vancouver Island. Pender Island has a permanent population of 2000 and is primarily a summer vacation or weekend spot for businesspeople
from Vancouver and Victoria. My partner and | live on a forested acre in a tiny little house, and the only sound we hear at night are the owis on the
roof or the frogs. So one of the first caontrasts | noticed about settling in Sendai. was the noise. And while Karaoke sounds brilliant when youre
participating in it after having downed five beers, it's quite another matter when it's right below your bedroom!  With stoic calm the Japanese
seem to be able to accept this onslaught of barking dogs in stereo from almost every corner, souped up motorcycles and cars on Saturday night
dragging past with radios on full blast, BAM Sunday morning vendors in cars with microphones, a cacophony of music blasting at them from every
shop they enter, and the ever present clanging bells of the trains that speed by every few minutes for most of the day and night.

So an additional challenge for us has been trying to adopt the Japanese serenity over noise. But Japan is a country of contrasts and special.
unlooked-for moments of peace can come upon you like gifts. On the islands, in the Shinto Shrines and Buddhist temples, or in a tranquil private
garden suddenly opening up before you on a busy street.

We've all heard of the big differences between western informality and Japanese tradition and culture. and these differences can be daunting to
a casual and imperfect personality like mine, but I'm trying. | have a few adventurous (and tolerant) Japanese friends with a sense of humour who
are willing to come to dinner occasionally and brave the unexpected. Japan is a country of festivals, and to a Westerner, this is a great delight.

The regional foods. rituals, dances and festivities of Japan contrast starkly with the commercial holidays of Canada and the paucity of Canadian
folk culture.

Life back home on Pender Island is peaceful. gentle,unhurried. and pristine. My partner and | have espoused a growing trend there. "Voluntary
simplicity”. a gentler way of living on the earth. Here that "voluntary simplicity” is a way of life. not a trend: two rooms instead of seven, a bike
instead of a car. drying poles instead of dryers. sinks instead of dishwashers. So life in my corner of Japan is busy, energizing. full of contrasts,
and full of lessons. And my latest lesson is that it's impossible to be arrogant when you keep shifting the centre of your world.
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