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Legend has it that in ancient China, Nian ("Nyehn") was a man-devouring predator beast that invaded people’s dwellings stealthily. The Chinese soon learned that Nian could be deterred by loud noises and the color red, and so they started to scare Nian away with fireworks and the liberal use of the red color in household decorations. These customs led to the New Year celebrations. The word Nian or Nyehn sounds similar to the Chinese character for “year”.  We now use the term “Guo Nian” which means “passing Nian (Nyehn)” to express the Lunar New Year celebration. The coming new year is Year 4703 in the Chinese (Lunar) calendar.  New year starts on the second New Moon after the winter solstice and falls on 29 January, 2006. The Year 4703, according to the Chinese Zodiac is the “Year of the Dog”. This is not just any dog, but a “Dog of Fire” according to the Chinese almanac.  As you can imagine, this is going to be an eventful year!

Influenced by three great sources of philosophical teaching: Taoism, Confucianism and Buddhism, the Chinese tradition encourages us to observe and reflect on nature while sipping tea.  We believe that the heavens, the earth with all the things on it and the people are one of a connected whole.  The Chinese take lessons from observing the lay of the land, the change of seasons and especially the living things to draw a connection with wisdom, hard work, mystery, beauty, tenacity, curiosity, courage and mischief.  These connections remind us to constantly exercise self-discipline and to maintain an inner balance as we face life’s challenges, and we renew our resolve every Nian.

“Guo Nian” or celebrating the Lunar New Year starts with cleaning up the house and paying off all the debts before New Year’s Day. To signify that the New Year will be a bright beginning free from all the baggage and burdens of the past, children and adult will wear new clothes on the New Years Day and only good wishes will be spoken. We are ever so mindful to refrain from ugly thoughts or violent words during the first fifteen days of the new year as it is the way to bring peace to our home and to the world.  On New Year Day, we only serve vegetarian dishes because all animals deserve a break at least one day a year!  Red packets with a little money inside will be given to children by married couples to express good wishes and hopes of prosperity for the future. These have come to be observed in many Asian countries that celebrate the Lunar New Year.

Above all, the togetherness of family is the most important element in “Guo Nian”.  By tradition, all the members of a family would make an effort to travel back home from near or far to attend the family New Year Eve dinner; and an empty space with chopsticks and spoon laid out will be reserved for those who cannot make it home.  Nine dishes will be served because the character nine “Jiao” in Chinese sounds similar to “lasting.” Each dish signifies a good wish, and dumpling with sticky rice is a must as it symbolizes closeness and amiable relationship.  The first day of the New Year is to be spent with family. On the second day, we visit relatives and friends.

As the “Year of the Dog” is approaching, we heed the ancient wisdom of harmonizing the forceful energy of this “Dog of Fire” and of maintaining our inner balance.  May I suggest that we embrace the coming year with generosity and be the keeper of our brothers and sisters.    

