January 8, 2003

Dear Friends and Family,

In Japan, the New Year brings scores of greetings in the form of 年賀状 (New Year’s Postcards) to your mailbox.  The message is short and simple—a formal note of thanks for the way you’ve enriched the life of the sender and a wish for continued relationship with him or her.  
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All across Japan, hundreds of millions of these postcards are sent and received, and the timing of it all is of crucial importance.  For this reason, post offices around the country hire temporary staff strictly in charge of 年賀状.  College students home for the winter holidays leap at the chance to make some money and often spend days sorting, piling, stamping the cards for mailing.  The due date: January 1st.  All cards must arrive at their specified location not by, but on January 1st.  For those higher up in the hierarchy of Japanese society, failure to meet this deadline can have dire effects on one’s future relationship with the addressee.  A certain group of hired hitmen are rumored to be occasionally employed to “deal with” the postal workers in the case of delays.  Such is the importance of this deadline.  Thus, the Japanese postal system around New Year’s Day is methodical, official, and never (well, rarely)-erring.


We were going to write 年賀状this year.  As part of our desire to make our life a blend of the traditions that we’ve enjoyed around the world, we planned to surprise you all with a taste, a memory of Japan.  However, the First has come and gone, and a half-assed attempt doesn’t do justice to the beautifully refined country from which this preserved tradition was born.  Maybe next year.


For now, we will do as all true Americans do—write a lengthy letter, chocked-full of all the gory details of the past year—and send it late. . . without fear of some poor postperson’s hands getting chopped off.

So, to begin, a summary:  Our year began 
in Japan, meandered through Indonesia, Thailand, Laos, Vietnam, Cambodia, and ended in America.


From 2002 January till July, we spent our last months in Hondo City, Japan, our home of four years.  We worked for a private English conversation school, Eucalyptus English School, teaching students from four to seventy-four years of age.  Dan loved the playful hours with the kids; I treasured the insightful discussions with the adults.  We both admired our students for their efforts and enthusiasm. 
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In the spring, we took a road trip across Japan.  From the rice fields of southern Kyushu to the congested highways of Central Honshu, we traveled for 10 days with a car loaded down with sleeping bags, tents, maps, and snacks.  We listened to our favorite Japanese tunes and visited all those places we had heard about for four years—Tokyo, Nagano, Hakone, Shizuoka, etc. It was our last trip in Japan, and as such it became a tribute, a goodbye to her—a country we had grown to love so deeply.  We hiked through waist-high snow and red 
warning signs 
to her highest peak, Mt. Fuji, and as we stood atop this great mountain, slightly woozy from the long trek up and the lack of oxygen, we hooted and hollered down the steep, white slopes below and up to the clear, blue sky above and marveled at the graceful beauty around us.  On the way down, we discovered that the slippery slopes were better approached from a seated position, so we sat and slid the better part of the 3,776 meters (12,389 feet) down.  I was reminded of our four-year-long “ride” through Japanese society as we bumped, jostled, and rolled down the mountain, collecting ice and bruises and a hundred laughable memories.  Both experiences were well-worth the temporary discomfort!

In July, we said goodbye to our friends in Japan by way of a concert held by Eucaly.  We played our violins and where words could no longer express our gratefulness, music, sung and played together in harmony with and for those closest to us, spoke the movements of our hearts.  We were sad to leave, but we had things to look forward to. . .
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At this point, we began our life of official unemployment.  Eager and uninsured, we sent two cardboard boxes of belongings westward and flew with two bikes, four panniers, and a computer backpack, eastward to Bali, Indonesia.  There we met two friends, Deb and Jon VanDuinen (fellow graduates of Calvin College), and started the long-anticipated, five-month cycling trip through South East Asia.  Our journey would take us through the jungles and rice fields, the mountains and rivers, the metropolises and villages and homes of Indonesia, Thailand, Laos, Vietnam, and Cambodia.  It was a trip exhilarating, exhausting, satisfying, challenging, frustrating, inspiring.  For those of you who want to know more, check out our homepage, laboriously created and updated by the computer wizard of this family of two:  
http://www.members.tripod.com/dsrins_syb

We volunteered for the last month at CRWRC’s (Christian Reformed World Relief Committee) office in Cambodia.  For years we have been talking of “getting into development work,” and this experience only solidified these dreams.  As of July 2003, we hope to be working abroad with an NGO (non-governmental organization), with prayers of empowering and restoring dignity to those for whom justice is a non-reality. 

In the meantime, we are living with our parents, re-establishing a community that has been separated by an ocean for four years.  For three months we will be in Los Angeles with Dan’s parents (1735 S. Baldwin, Arcadia, CA 91007).  From April we will “move” to Chicago to live with my parents (191 S. Milton Ave, Glen Ellen, IL 60137).  
To all of you in and around these areas: We look forward to seeing and spending time with you!  
To all of you in Japan:　私たちはとてもひま人ですから遊びに来てください！皆さんをアメリカで案内するのを楽しみしています！
May God bless you all this year with 
love and joy and peace!
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