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“WELCOME”
Good evening and welcome everyone.  The theme of this welcome dinner we are sharing tonight is “We are the World.”  
This event reminds me of the many times my family has welcomed relatives and friends and sometimes strangers—who did not remain strangers for long—into our home to share a meal together.  And that thought reminded me of the humble “visual aid” I brought to show you tonight. 
[Hold up welcome mat.}
This old, worn and stained — (even though I did give it a scrubbing before bringing it tonight!) — this bedraggled but beloved rubber welcome mat has moved with my family from Hawaii to Maryland and now to Asheville, North Carolina.  If you study it, you will see that it represents the key to community and it says, “We are the world.”
First, notice the word “welcome,” in the middle of the mat.  It means you are welcome here; you did well to come here. 
And notice something about the word “welcome,” itself:  It begins with WE and ends with ME.  And in between—holding WE and ME together if you will—we find C-O-M, which is short for Community.  So when the big WE welcomes the individual ME, we form a community, we make our world. 
When a family welcomes you into their home, when a university welcomes you to its campus, and when you really feel at home, you have a sense of belonging, of being an integral part of a community.  As a deaf person applying to work here not very long ago, I wondered if I would fit in and be accepted here.  But the warm welcome I felt from the first interview let me know this is a community where I belong and can contribute.  So please know you are truly welcome here.  You belong here!  Your experiences, views and contributions are valued and appreciated by your community.
Now if you examine this particular welcome mat, you will see that it is manufactured from a single piece of rubber, but that rubber is shaped into thousands of tiny points, sticking up from the base.  These points make the mat effective for its purpose—they stick up out of the base and contact whatever brushes up against them.  
The composition of this mat seems to me a perfect metaphor for our world and the role we each play in it.  We are really all of a piece, but each of us sticks up like one of these tiny points and looks at the world from that vantage point.  Each individual point is aware of itself as separate and looks out on all the other points from our spot on the mat—but in truth, what seems to be an individual is part of a greater whole.  In the same way our welcome mat, our community, our world . . . is one, and each of us individual points—each “ME” in the “WE”—contributes a unique awareness, a particular point of view to the whole.  On its own, each individual viewpoint is partial and limited, but when we add them together, we gain an understanding of the whole. 
Eastern philosophy describes a similar metaphor—more elegant than this humble mat—called the Net of Indra.  Francis Harold Cook explains it this way:
“Far away in the heavenly abode of the great god Indra, there is a wonderful net which has been hung by some cunning artist in such a manner that it stretches out infinitely in all directions . . . . The artist has hung a single glittering jewel in each "eye" of the net, and since the net itself is infinite in dimension, the jewels are infinite in number.  There hang the jewels, glittering like stars of the first magnitude, a wonderful sight to behold.  If we now arbitrarily select one of these jewels for inspection and look closely at it, we will discover that in its polished surface there are reflected all the other jewels in the net, infinite in number.  Not only that, but each of the jewels reflected in this one jewel is also reflecting all the other jewels, so that there is an infinite reflecting process occurring.”
In the same way, our world, our community, consists of each of us—each “ME,” each individual point on the mat, each jewel in the net—reflecting the beauty of one another.  We truly are the world.  Each of us is a welcome piece of the whole.  Each of us belongs here as part of the WE in “welcome.” 
So I thank each of you for being a welcome and integral part of our community.  
Thank you for reflecting your light.  
