The Language We Already Share

My grandmother never learned English. She spent forty years in Phoenix and still ordered her
coffee by pointing at the menu, smiling until someone smiled back. I used to think that was a
failure. I was wrong.

I realized this on a Tuesday afternoon, sitting cross-legged on the floor of my neighbor's
apartment. Mrs. Kato had moved from Osaka the previous spring, and her English was about as
reliable as my Japanese, which is to say it barely existed. She was teaching me to fold origami
cranes. We communicated through hand gestures, exaggerated expressions, and the occasional
badly pronounced word that made us both laugh. By the end of that afternoon, I had learned to
fold a crane, and she had learned to say "you're doing great" in a way that made me believe it.

That afternoon changed how I think about connection. We talk about unity constantly. Politicians
give speeches about it. Social media floods us with posts about togetherness. But real connection
happens in small rooms with people who cannot always understand your words. It happens when
you are willing to be lost together.

The United States is turning 250. That number invites big reflections about democracy and
freedom. But when I think about what this country means at its best, I do not think about
documents or monuments. I think about Mrs. Kato handing me a piece of paper and trusting me
to make something beautiful. I think about my grandmother building a friendship with a barista
who did not speak her language. I think about the quiet exchanges that happen every day
between people who have no reason to care about each other but choose to.

Sister Cities International has spent seventy years building this kind of connection globally. The
idea is simple. Pair two cities from different countries and let the people figure out the rest. What
strikes me is how much faith that places in ordinary people. If you put two strangers together and
give them a reason to talk, something meaningful will grow.

My generation inherited a world more connected than any before it and somehow lonelier. We
can video call someone in Tokyo but struggle to introduce ourselves to the family next door. The
tools for connection are everywhere, but the willingness to sit with someone whose world looks
different from ours, that remains rarer than it should be.

The future I want is not one where everyone thinks alike or speaks the same language. It is one
where a teenager in Arizona can sit on the floor with a woman from Osaka and walk away.
Where pointing at a menu is not a failure but the beginning of a friendship. Where we measure
progress not by how loudly we speak but by how carefully we listen.



Two hundred and fifty years into this experiment, the most patriotic thing we can do is keep
reaching across the distance. The world does not need more grand declarations. It needs more
Tuesday afternoons.



