Kindness Talks

Where do I need to go? It starts in only 5 minutes! Maybe
it is in this building? No, it is closed. How about in the
building with the large cafeteria? No, the speech contest is not
here either. This is not good. Why does Nanzan University
in Nagoya have to be so big?! Oh, here comes a university
student.

“Excuse me, do you know where the high school speech
contest is?”

“No, sorry.”

I am already late and I have searched through most of this
side of campus. Where is it?! I wish it were not Saturday so
that there would be more people on campus to help me. Wait,
there’s another building with someone working inside.

“Can you help me? Where is the high school speech
contest?”

“When does it start?”

“It started about 10 minutes ago,” I quickly responded.

“What school do you belong to?”

“I’m not a student. I’m an assistant English teacher at Aichi
Mito High School. I have some students I helped who will
present today.”

The woman gasped and called some people. After finally
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getting the appropriate information, she locked the office and
came out with her purse. “It’s at the junior college, but this is
the university. It’s far from here. I'll drive you.”

I did not expect such kindness, especially people going out
of their way to help you. I have had other experiences where
strangers sacrificed much for me. Of course there are people
who would not do anything for me too, but the acts of kindness
help to build a strong bond between the giver and the receiver.
I have come to realize that this is the most fundamental level
of communication for the JET Programme’s goal of “grassroots
internationalization.”

A conversation can arise from a simple kind gesture. Part
of the conversation can be in English to help and improve the
Japanese person’s English, but part of it can be in Japanese to
help the foreigner to Japan. As I was being driven to Nanzan
Junior College, the woman and I talked about our interests
and past experiences. On a basic level, we simply had a chat.
How would you feel sitting in a car with someone in complete
silence for the entire duration of the trip? If the driver and I
stayed silent, I would have gone crazy and possibly run to eat
10 packets of wasabi and scream. See how crazy it would have
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been if there was no talking?

On a higher level, the Nanzan University woman and I were
representing our own countries and culture. Quick: what are the
first few attributes you think of Japanese people? How about
Americans (USA)? Before coming to Japan in 2007, I held the
same stereotypes many other westerners hold of the Japanese:
smart, shy, and nice. By now I have heard plenty of stereotypes
of Americans: loud, unreserved, and gun owners (mostly with
multiple arms). As you hopefully know, not all Japanese and
Americans are like these things. There is more to it. Getting
back to the car ride, the woman was certainly not shy. I do not
think a shy woman would have even offered to drive me. She
also spoke a bit in English, which is not her native language.
For me, there have been occasions in the past when I was too
shy to speak a foreign language. Kindness can truly help to
open up people to try something different like speaking in
another language. 1 do not know about you, but I would not
want to speak to a grump.

At the time of this incident, I did not see this as any
grassroots internationalization. As I interacted with more
people each day, I came to understand how the foreign
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presence promotes grassroots internationalization. This is a
time when people can easily communicate with others from
around the world. I talk to my family every week via the
internet using a webcam. I can talk to people I met in other
countries using different computer and internet tools such as
e-mail or networking sites. However, all of these ways lack the
personal touch. It is no joke that JETs and other foreigners are
ambassadors of their respective countries in Japan. My presence
in Japan does not only affect the friends and acquaintances |
have made, but it also affects all the shopkeepers and people
who pass me on the street. The saying, “When in Rome, do as
Romans do,” does not maximize grassroots internationalization.
It should be slightly changed to: “When in Rome, do as Romans
do; but continue to let out the Greek in you when appropriate.”

I was driven straight to the entrance of the building where
the contest was held. The trip took a little over 10 minutes.
This means she took over 20 minutes out of her day to help a
complete stranger, one who does not even fully speak her native
language. What would you have done if you were her? I surely
hope that my acts of kindness open the eyes of everyone I meet
as well as teach me more about Japan. Kindness is the universal
language that can be built upon. Speak and listen.
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