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Great to be here….I’ve spent a lot of time on the road, and am happy that my schedule could accommodate this event.

I recently traveled to an International Seapower Symposium in Italy.  And, whenever you travel to another land with other cultures you always have to be careful about offending your hosts.

One speaker, in fact, was about to address a large audience of senior military officials and he hoped to impress them by starting off with Ladies and Gentlemen in their native language.

It was a last minute decision, and the speaker did not have access to a translator.  He thought to himself, “Where can I find the words Ladies and Gentlemen translated?”

Then he realized all he needed to do was to go to the restrooms and look for the two signs.

He got the names.  He wrote them down.  And he said them.  But by the expression of the people in the front rows, the speaker knew he had said something terribly wrong!

What he wanted to say was, 
”Good morning, Ladies and Gentlemen.”

What he actually said was, 

“Good morning, Toilets and Urinals.”

It really was a really great trip to Italy.  I met with heads of the Navies and Coast Guards from ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________.  What I really found most interesting was how similar every country’s concerns are, especially in a post 9-11 world.  Of course some of the countries who were at this symposium have had to deal with terrorism for many years.  And, their countries don’t enjoy the economic prosperity that we have.  

Sometimes I feel like the Coast Guard is so small…especially when we are compared against the U.S. Navy, the Army or even the New York City Police Department.  But, compared against the xxx countries in the world, we are large…in fact, the U. S. Coast Guard is the 37th largest naval component

And when you think about how this all happened, in a little over 200 years, it is all the more amazing.

What things happen in 200 years…

An iceberg will move xxxx

Xxx

xxxx

So as we celebrate our Diversity Day Program, I want you to consider…why this nation is strong.

It’s not because we are all from middle class families, all high school graduates, with 2.3 children and a mini-van in the driveways….because we are not.

It’s not because we are all from the same church, having gone to bible studies as children, been baptized per our beliefs and attend worship services according to the established schedule…because we are not.

We are strong because we are different and because we are together.  Our differences, whether because of our origins, our interests or our religions help define what makes our country so unique, particularly a nation that was largely uninhabited until two to three centuries ago.  

There were those who were brought by the wind and others by the tide.   Some of our ancestors came here voluntarily, and some were brought by force.  But, irrespective of where we’re from, we are a nation of passionate and caring individuals who cherish one ideal:  freedom and liberty.

We are united in that single principle… we want to stay free.

Roots

Part of what makes us appreciate the strength of our country is to remain connected to the heritage from where we came.

Hispanics continue to celebrate a daughter’s coming of age…her 15th birthday party, known as quinceañera (keen-say-an-yér-a), and mass are often the event of the year!  Some churches require up to a year in preparation, and hold special masses in celebration.  The formal party, which typically involves much of the family, includes a formal dress, tiara and presentation of the young woman as a debutante.  

The Irish are proud to annually celebrate the day of the patron saint of Ireland.  Around the 4th century, at the age of 16 a Welch born young man named Maewyn was sold into Irish slavery.  After six years, he escaped and eventually returned to Ireland to convert as many as he could to Christianity.  As the second bishop, and using the name Patrick, he established monasteries, schools and churches.  He used the shamrock to explain how the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit could all exist as separate elements of the same entity. The 17th of March celebrates the day of St. Patrick’s death, and was first celebrated in America in 1737.

Jewish traditions of Chanukkah are an integral part of holiday celebrations.  In the century following the reign of Alexander the Great after oppression by a ruler named Antiochus IV, two factions of Judaism joined forces in a revolt against the oppression by the Greeks. The revolution succeeded and the Temple was rededicated. At the time of the rededication oil was needed for the menorah, which was supposed to burn throughout the night every night. There was only enough oil to burn for one day, yet miraculously, it burned for eight days.  An eight day festival was declared to commemorate this miracle. 

We are strong because we retain our individual heritage and are proud of them.  

Mainstream

We are also strong when we mainstream certain aspects of our cultures. 

Probably food is the most recognized way that unique cultural traditions are part of our every day American lives.

Today, there are authentic Chinese restaurants in every town in every state.  Their use of rice, the wok, and the chop sticks…traditions from long, long ago, are known to most Americans.

Mexicans have brought the use of corn tortillas, beans and peppers…the food of the poor, to every grocery store in our country.  And, the real measure of how much influence your culture has… whether you have a chain of fast food restaurants.  

Italian food is one of the most popular European cultural traditions that have worked its way into mainstream America.  Eating in Italy is always a large family affair, involves pastas and sauces and lots of good talk about everything and everyone.

Together

So, when a country has citizens who steadfastly celebrate their heritage, and share their heritage with others, you’re left with a unique blend of people.  People of all colors, all religions, all interests, all education levels, all socio-economic backgrounds. When you blend them, you also get something great.

Music:  African Americans have led the way in storytelling through music and adapting it to our culture…

R&B

Gospel

Hip hop and Rap

And, our own service…its own unique culture, the Coast Guard.  Today’s Coast Guard is a melting pot of various missions which has led to our strength as a service.  We’re a melting pot of lifesavers, lighthouse keepers, revenue cuttermen, marine inspectors, port securitymen, and others.  We don’t always get along, nor do we always understand each other’s work.  But, we always get the job done.

So, I leave you with this thought.  

We need each other.

Take the time to get to know someone who is not quite like you.  Listen to them and try to understand them…because different is not wrong, different is just different.  Set an example for your children.

We need each other…so we can stay strong.

As we approach the holiday season, take time with your families, your neighbors and friends to give thanks.  Be thankful we are strong, we are together, and we are Americans.  

I want to close with a poem by Robert Louis Stevenson.   It is titled, Thanksgiving Prayer.

“Lord, behold our family here assembled. We thank Thee for this place in which we dwell; for the love that unites us; for the peace accorded us this day; for the hope with which we expect the morrow; for the health, the work, the food, and the bright skies that make our lives delightful; for our friends in all parts of the earth.

Let peace abound in our small company.  Purge out of every heart the lurking grudge. Give us grace and strength to forbear and to persevere.  Offenders, give us the grace to accept and to forgive offenders. Forgetful ourselves, help us to bear cheerfully the forgetfulness of others.

Give us courage, gaiety, and the quiet mind. Spare to us our friends, soften to us our enemies. Bless us, if it may be, in all our innocent endeavors. If it may not, give us the strength to encounter that which is to come, that we be brave in peril, constant in tribulation, temperate in wrath, and in all changes of fortune, and down to the gates of death, loyal and loving one to another.”

Enjoy the rest of the day.


Semper Paratus.

