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“A Thousand Years of Good Prayers”, by Yiyun Li (pg. 262), is about a failing relationship between a self-proclaimed ex-rocket scientist, Mr. Shi, and his daughter.  With his daughter recently divorced, Mr. Shi comes all the way to America from China to help console his daughter, as she reluctantly accepts the invitation.  Mr. Shi finally comes to America as his seventy-fifth birthday present, and tries to mend the failed relationship between him and his daughter; however, Mr. Shi’s daughter is disinclined to speak throughout the story, just like how she was raised.  Since coming to America, Mr. Shi has made a couple of friends, even though he is not able to speak English fluently. One of his friends is a seventy-seven year old woman who he refers to as “Madam.”  Although she is from Iran, and Mr. Shi from China, both of the individuals can communicate effectively although neither of them speaks English fluently.  There are two themes that can be discussed: the importance of communication and to remain your dignity.  Near the end of the story, Mr. Shi has proved to the reader that he has respectfully kept his dignity, but his relationships with his daughter and his wife deteriorated day by day, as he came home and barely spoke a word.

Mr. Shi and Madam, a woman living in the retirement home a block away, became friends in no time and always commented on how great of a country America really is.  As usual, Mr. Shi told her he is a rocket scientist from China.  Like everyone else, she believed.  The first part of irony is evident when the reader reads, “besides, it is never his habit to talk about the past.”  The reader might find this ironic because his job as a rock scientist is the first thing he ensures everyone knows when encountering new people.  Mr. Shi and Madam conversed on many subjects, and he can be seen going to Madam whenever he is troubled.  The relationship between Madam and Mr. Shi is somewhat similar of him and his daughter’s, because they are sometimes unable to comprehend each other.  However, this can also be seen ironic because “a stranger, who does not even know his language, listens to him with more understanding,” she referring to Madam.  Furthermore, his daughter is “someone who he shares a language with but with whom he can no longer share a dear moment.”  Although Madam and Mr. Shi spoke two totally different languages, they were able to communicate more effectively in comparison to him and his daughter. 

A reader is able to detect another sign of irony when Mr. Shi stated to his daughter, “talking is you telling people how you feel about them, and inviting them to feel how they feel about you.”  However, this surely isn’t the case because although he did a good share of telling his daughter how he felt about her, he never really “invited” her to tell him how she really felt about him.  Also, when she started being frank and blunt with him, he became strictly critical, and condescending by telling her how her mom, who passed away, was a better example of a woman because she was never “so confrontational.”  Whenever his daughter lashed back with valid and reasonable statements, Mr. Shi tried to figure out the right words to say, but eventually found himself speechless. As he and his daughter continued to quarrel on every time he tries to strike a conversation, his daughter finally reveaed that she and his wife have known all this time about his lie about how he was never a rocket scientist.  He was appalled and dumbfounded.  However, she did not know that he has lied because he wanted to keep his dignity and lose what little of he has left of the relationship between his wife and his daughter.  

Mr. Shi believed that “America makes him a new person.” This might be the case after all because everyone believes him as an ex-rocket scientist, as he sets a new image for himself.  However, after the confrontation with his daughter, and finding out that people did not find him being a rocket statement a credible statement, he hit a harsh realization that he is not a new person after all. Before he left to go on a tour to San Francisco, he met his companion, Madam, one final time in order to confess his lie. The setting fits the mood of the scene because it is autumn, which is evident when Madam walks “toward him with a basket of autumn leaves.”  Leaves fall down from trees during autumn, and Mr. Shi is seen, symbolically, falling.  After the confession, he told her the real story behind why he had to lie to everyone about him being a rocket scientist, and the truth is revealed to the reader as well.

The first theme that can be discussed is the importance of communication.  One might assume one of the detrimental factors was due to the lack of effective communication between his wife and his daughter.  The reader was taught that he always came home and barely spoke a word to his family because his occupation was way too confidential.  However, the truth was, he was accused of infidelity by his corporation because he and his female co-worker were always seen talking.  He then received demotion and resulted in the lowest possible job with his training.  The second theme that can be discussed is the importance of keeping your dignity.  Albeit his dignity can be debated because of his deceitfulness, he has remained faithful to himself, and to his family.  “He was assigned to the lowest that could happen to someone with his training – he decorated offices for the birthdays of Chairman Mao….”  This could certainly be seen as big slap in the face.  Although he might have resulted in the lowest job possible, he has remained true to himself and that may be one of the most important principles in life.  His act was truly out of selfishness, loyalty to his wife, and love for his two-year-old daughter.

True this short story, one is able to learn two morals: the importance of efficient communication and keeping your dignity, no matter what the circumstances may be.  Mr. Shi has failed in successfully communicating with his wife and his daughter, and realizes it is too late to mend the fading relationship between him and his daughter.  However, he has kept his dignity even when he was placed in an unfortunate circumstance.  Although he is portrayed to be irritating and aggravating throughout the story, the truth and the ending totally changes one’s views on Mr. Shi.  From someone that is irksome, to someone that is possibly respectable and upright. The author reveals valuable lessons in which the reader can differentiate what is really important and what isn’t in their lives.
