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    To every culture, language, and people that makes this world more beautiful — this is for you. May we build more bridges than walls, more understanding than division, more compassion than fear. The stranger across the table is rarely just a stranger. They are an invitation. May we always accept it.

      

    

For the guests who became family.

You know who you are.
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I did not set out to write a book about cross-cultural friendship.

I set out to tell stories. Stories about the people who walked through my door — or whose doors I walked through — over the course of a life that has taken me to more than seventy countries and into some of the most unlikely friendships I could have imagined. A Sudanese elder who taught me that silence is a form of respect. A Syrian family who fed me the best meal of my life in a one-room apartment with a broken heater. A Somali teenager who asked me questions about faith that I am still sitting with today.

What I discovered, in the telling, was that the stories themselves carried lessons. Not abstract principles or diversity frameworks, but the kind of knowledge that comes from actually showing up — imperfectly, repeatedly, over time — and paying attention to what happens.

This book gathers twelve of those lessons. Each one surprised me at some point. Each one reshaped something I thought I already understood. Together, they represent my best attempt to describe what I've learned about what it means to truly know another person across the distance of culture, language, and history.

I want to be clear about what this book is not. It is not a guide to cultural competency. It is not a training manual. It will not give you a checklist for navigating diversity or a framework for avoiding offense. Those things have their place, but they are not what changed me. What changed me was people. Specific, irreplaceable, complicated human beings who trusted me with their stories and allowed me, over time, to become part of theirs.

That is what I am inviting you into.

You do not need to have traveled extensively. You do not need a particular background or a special gift for relationship. You simply need what most of us already have, even if we have not thought to use it this way: curiosity, humility, and a willingness to begin.

The stranger across the table is rarely just a stranger. They are, almost always, an invitation — into a larger world, and into a larger version of yourself.

I hope these lessons help you accept it.

Joel Vestal

Lesson 1

Start with Curiosity, Not Assumptions

The first time I met Dawit, I thought I knew something about him.

He had arrived from Ethiopia six months earlier, and when a mutual friend introduced us at a community dinner, I registered several things in quick succession: his quiet manner, his formal clothes, the careful way he chose his words in English. I assembled these details into a story before he had said more than a sentence. I assumed he was reserved by nature. I assumed our worlds would have little overlap. I assumed, without quite admitting it to myself, that the conversation would be polite but thin.

I was wrong about all of it.

Dawit, it turned out, had a PhD in agricultural economics. He had an opinion about nearly everything — architecture, American football, the novels of Dostoevsky, the particular cruelty of Indiana winters. He was not reserved. He was careful. He had learned, through hard experience, to size up a room before he opened up in it. Once he decided I was worth the risk, the conversation we had that evening lasted three hours and covered more ground than most friendships reach in a year.

What almost prevented that conversation was my assumption. The story I had already written before he had a chance to tell his own.

This is perhaps the most common barrier to intercultural connection: we believe we already know. We read a single visible detail — a name, an accent, a style of dress, a country of origin — and our minds, which are efficient pattern-recognition machines, fill in the rest. The process happens quickly, mostly below the level of awareness, and it feels like understanding. It is not. It is conclusion masquerading as curiosity.

The antidote is not to pretend we have no assumptions. Everyone does. The antidote is to hold them loosely enough that a real person can revise them.

Curiosity does this. It keeps a question open. It communicates, through its posture, that the person in front of you is not yet fully known — and that you are genuinely interested in who they actually are, not who you've decided they must be.

A small shift in language can make a significant difference. The question Where are you from? is not a bad question, but it tends to reduce people to a passport. It invites a data point, not a story. Compare it to: What has your journey been like? or What brought you to this part of the world? These questions leave room for the person to decide where their story actually begins. And how someone answers — what they choose to include, where they start the telling — will tell you far more than any category ever could.

Dawit and I have been friends for eleven years now. I have met his children, attended his daughter's graduation, and sat with him through the death of his mother. None of that would have happened if I had stayed inside the story I wrote in the first thirty seconds.

Curiosity is not simply a technique for better conversation. It is a form of respect. It communicates that the person in front of you is worth more than the category you have placed them in.

Practice

In your next conversation with someone from a different background, resist the first question that comes to mind and ask one that invites a story instead. Notice what you find on the other side of it.

Reflect

What assumptions do you most quickly make about people from specific cultures or backgrounds? Where did those assumptions come from? And when have you been on the receiving end of someone else's conclusions — decided before you had a chance to speak?

Lesson 2

Listen More Than You Speak

There is a woman I will call Nadia — a name that is not hers but that she would recognize — who changed the way I understand conversation.

We met through a refugee resettlement program, and for the first several months of our acquaintance, I did what many well-meaning people do: I talked. I asked questions, yes, but I answered them too, often before she had fully finished hers. I filled silences. I offered my own experiences as bridges to hers. I thought I was connecting. I was performing.

One afternoon, Nadia said something I have never forgotten. She said it gently, almost as an aside: In my country, when someone speaks, you wait until they are fully finished. Even after. You wait a little more. Then you answer.

She was not scolding me. She was sharing something she missed. But I heard it as the correction it was.

Most of us, if we are honest, spend conversations preparing responses rather than truly listening. We hear enough of what someone is saying to form a reply, and then we wait — sometimes impatiently — for our turn. We mistake this for engagement. It is not. It is a form of waiting to talk.

In cross-cultural friendships, this tendency is particularly costly. When someone is describing an experience that is genuinely unfamiliar to you — displacement, discrimination, the texture of grief in a language you do not speak — real understanding requires more than surface attention. It requires a willingness to sit inside the unfamiliarity without rushing to interpret, compare, or resolve it.
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