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			To Mom and Dad—for consistently modeling what sincere humility, hospitality, and an open, generous life truly look like.


			And to Ryan—for being a constant source of joy and encouragement, and for happily building a welcoming home full of wabi-sabi pleasures by my side.
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			Introduction


			Entertaining, in the traditional sense, can feel overwhelming—even intimidating—with so many things to consider: whom to invite, what to cook, what dishware to use, how to style the table, and more. But what if being a good host meant little more than sharing a cup of tea on the porch, or merely creating a warm, welcoming environment for your guests? Entertaining is first and foremost about being together, no matter how, when, or where, rather than trying to impress our guests or achieve perfection. Creating this more generous and more forgiving definition of entertaining is what Wabi-Sabi Welcome is all about. 


			I wrote this book for anyone hungry to share his or her home and life in a simpler, less perfection-seeking way. Regrettably, I’ve found that the easier it is to connect through devices, the less and less aware we are of the importance of being connected to the people right around us, and the more intimidated we are by how polished everyone else’s lives look. We’ve forgotten how good it is to have unhurried, uncurated experiences in the company of others, in real time, with real conversation. These pages are a reminder that all entertaining requires is a bit of thoughtfulness in order to make our homes the kind of intimate and comfy spaces that people love to gather in, and how rich our lives become when we take the time to regularly open our doors. 


			The Japanese aesthetic of wabi-sabi leads us to such a version of entertaining. This book explores what wabi-sabi looks and feels like, showing how and where I’ve experienced it across the globe. So what is it, and why does it matter? It’s a way of life that celebrates the perfectly imperfect—beauty found in unusual, unfashionable places or objects, and in moments usually overlooked or unappreciated. It can be found in lovely places, too, perhaps just not where we most expect it. Most important, this mind-set is about paying attention. It is the habit of noticing and relishing small and hidden wonders, like a peony dropping its petals or a church bell tolling at dinnertime. It’s a willingness to be easily delighted instead of critical, skeptical, or fearful. Wabi-sabi is candid, honest, and unswerving from the everydayness of real life, and it can liberate us from the burden of expectation because it always welcomes the unexpected. Embracing wabi-sabi as we entertain gives us license to reorder our priorities, letting go of what we think is required of us and replacing it with our own version of what special and meaningful look like on our own terms. 


			We need wabi-sabi in our homes and minds now more than ever because we are over-saturated with glossy images of “perfection”—there’s far too much in the media to compare ourselves to, seemingly always telling us to do more. A wabi-sabi viewpoint pushes these ideals aside and urges us to appreciate a different kind of ideal, such as people, places, and things with humility and simplicity, giving little importance to what’s perceived as cool or of-the-moment. People who embrace wabi-sabi live large, open lives, with welcoming homes in which to entertain at a moment’s notice. Entertaining comes easily to them because their idea of hosting is about simply showing up, not showing off. You know these individuals by the way they make you feel instantly at ease and at home. Whether they offer you grilled squid or a glass of apple juice, the crux of the matter for them is providing real comfort and deep connection rather than adhering to conventional ideas of what entertaining should be. 
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			My personal sense of what sharing a home is all about changed dramatically after my family’s house burned down in a California wildfire, and with it nearly everything we owned. Whereas at times I may have been tempted to buy into the idea that what I owned, and how perfectly I controlled it all, defined me, I swiftly learned on the brink of adulthood how temporary stuff is. Instead of desiring the best, most covetable, or most sophisticated objects, I’ve come to see my home as a vessel for filling with friends and belongings that remind me of transience, such as traces of nature, photographs, and gifts from loved ones. I still enjoy and admire things, and my current home is full of them, but they’re more like props than praiseworthy possessions—aids for making my home as warm and welcoming as possible. Objects are fleeting, but so is the time we have with others, and home is the place for making the most of our valuable moments together. 


			While wabi-sabi is an expansive, inclusive way of seeing the world, it’s far from willy-nilly. It’s a thoughtful, intentional aesthetic (even if the intent is to let things age naturally) that takes shape in many different forms, which is why I was inspired to create this collection of wabi-sabi expressions from around the world. Each chapter is framed by a wabi-sabi principle and explores different regions where these principles are practiced: Japan, Denmark, California, France, and Italy. You’ll see the young and the old, families and single people who have woven wabi-sabi into their everyday being, expressing this philosophy whether at home alone or entertain­ing a small crowd. These pages are filled with the real and raw things of life—friends, homes, and settings captured just as I found them, shot exclusively on film to reveal flaws and imperfections. No editing, enhancing, or embellishing here. Instead, you’ll find down-to-earth ideas for making anyone feel more at home in your space, and simple, approachable recipes that I know to be reliable fallbacks for meals that can feed two or ten. Ultimately, this book should be used like a field guide, both for browsing and reading. I hope it lives somewhere in your home where dog-earing and underlining happen naturally, getting smudged up as you cook and acquiring a perfectly wabi-sabi patina. 


			Bringing people together shouldn’t feel complicated or contrived; it should be joyful and spontaneous. This book is meant to inspire you to make those joyful, spontaneous moments of togetherness happen more often. Having a community is an essential and basic part of life, and for the most part we all have the same joys, desires, and fears—we want to be known, to belong somewhere, and to share the big and little things in life with others. Sometimes we simply need to be with people to feel seen and heard again, and making our homes a healing place for that to happen is a beautiful way to begin. I hope this book can serve as a reminder that so much contentment and conviviality can be added to our lives when we open our homes and ourselves—perfectly imperfect as we are—to friends, family, neighbors, and strangers. The wabi-sabi way will help get us there.
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			A Closer Look at Wabi-Sabi


			The concept of wabi-sabi is deeply rooted in Japan, though you won’t find the term in the dictionary there, and even many Japanese people find it very difficult to describe.


			The idea developed when two separate words, wabi and sabi, were joined to convey a certain look, feeling, and world perspective. Wabi means something like simplicity, humility, and living in tune with nature; it describes someone who is content with little and makes the most of whatever he or she has, always moving toward having less. Sabi, on the other hand, refers to what happens with the passage of time; it’s about transience and the beauty and authenticity of age. Practicing sabi is learning to accept the natural cycle of growth and death, as well as embracing the imperfections that come with this progression. Together, wabi and sabi form a feeling that finds harmony and serenity in what is uncomplicated, unassuming, mysterious, and fleeting.


			Wabi-sabi has often been tied to the Japanese tea ceremony, a ritual that demonstrates the mindful­ness and modesty needed to fully understand this way of living. But wabi-sabi isn’t just for Zen monks and tea masters—anyone can exercise this mind-set. It’s about recognizing beauty in the perfectly imperfect, and understanding that authentic loveliness can be found in many surprising places.


			It’s hard to get a feel for wabi-sabi if you’ve never encountered it before, but it should be noted that this aesthetic isn’t junky, messy, or shoddy. It’s also not shabby chic—you won’t find new items intentionally distressed in order to look antique. Instead, the beauty of wabi-sabi appears when age and time are allowed to take their intended course; you might see it in a weathered barn, a withering tree, or a wrinkly face. It’s the magic of something completely temporary and transcendent: a frog leaping into the water, moonlight on crashing waves, old friends gathered for a brief reunion. It’s not just a visual style, either; we can experience wabi-sabi when we incorporate its principles (which will be explored in the following chapters) into our everyday lives, which is why I believe it’s such a natural part of practicing genuine hospitality. Although identifying wabi-sabi isn’t always a black-and-white endeavor, the following examples may help you recognize in your own home and habits what is and isn’t wabi-sabi.
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				WABI-SABI


			Dried flowers or branches


			Cracked or chipped pottery


			Solid wooden rocking chairs


			Softly glowing/diffused light from a lantern, candles, or a fire


			Things that inspire contentment or longing (like natural beauty or something melancholy)


			Aged, faded, and scuffed wood


			Flea-market items


			Rust or signs of decay


			Wrinkled linen napkins


			Rough and uneven stone walls


			Quilts with patches and frayed hems


			Soft overstuffed chairs with lumpy feather pillows


			One-of-a-kind art pieces (whether a child’s drawing or an original sculpture)


			Worn leather bags or shoes with a patina


			A wardrobe with a few timeless, long-lasting items you wear again and again


			Belongings that reflect personality and 


			meaning (like photos, books, letters, and collected treasures)


			Irregular, nonuniform surfaces (like a stone wall, a forest floor covered in leaves, or a mossy tiled roof)


			Dappled light


			Cozy, intimate spaces


			Layers of faded, nuanced paint







				NOT WABI-SABI


			Fake flowers or plants


			Stained or cracking plastic


			Sleek, high-tech office chairs 


			Weak light from fluorescents or fake candles


			Things that spark envy in us (like a flashy car or a showy house)


			Peeling and cracked laminate or linoleum


			Giant warehouse discount stores


			New, perfectly polished materials


			Solid steel fences


			Synthetic bedding


			Rigid wingback chairs upholstered with silk and tassels


			Mass-marketed reproductions


			Cracking imitation leather


			An overstuffed closet full of items you wear only once or twice a year


			Belongings purchased as status symbols


			Slick, shiny, homogenous surfaces


			Strong, harsh, bright light


			Large, empty, echoey rooms


			Bold, bright, glossy lacquer
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			Where to Begin


			just as hospitality is universal, the wabi-sabi way can be adopted anywhere, transforming how we see beauty, make our homes, and entertain.


			Although this book explores very specific places where I’ve experienced facets of wabi-sabi, there are countless other cultures that could be exemplary models—they simply haven’t been a part of my own personal journey thus far. And because wabi-sabi can be embodied by anyone, no matter the time or place, this concept also represents many ideas that cannot be confined or attributed to just one region of the globe. The following are some basic principles that are found in the places included in the book, but they also extend beyond and can be carried with you anywhere you practice being a warm, hospitable host.


			Wabi-Sabi Starts at Home


			—


			Home is a natural training ground for practicing a more wabi-sabi way of life, because our homes are usually where we feel safest and most at ease being entirely ourselves. In my own process of moving away from perfect and toward perfectly imperfect, I’ve discovered that the ideas explored in this book help make my daily life feel simpler, more thoughtful, and more carefree. This is because at its core, wabi-sabi teaches us to cling to what’s essential, and to forget the rest. It also helps us to reexamine what “essential” really means, and there’s no better place to do this than in our private spaces. Focusing on what’s most important can aid us in everything we do at home: taking care of our families, decorating, entertaining, cooking meals, relaxing, and so on. Our dwellings are mirrors of ourselves, and the way we create and share them always reflects what we believe in and care about—from day-to-day trivialities to big, significant decisions. For me, the more personal, meaningful, and perfectly imperfect I allow my home to be, the less consumed I am with trying to “keep up” with trendy designs or anyone else’s version of what home should be. Likewise, when I concentrate on hosting humbly rather than trying to impress, my ego fades and I can pour my energy into making my guests feel as welcome as possible. Hopefully you will find, as I have, that bringing this way of being into your home inspires a deep sigh of relief.
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			Make Time to Be Together


			—


			Choosing what’s essential, as wabi-sabi encourages us to do, requires taking a hard look at our priorities and making some sacrifices along the way. No matter how often I’ve tried, I always come back to the conclusion that I simply can’t have it all, and in order to make way for what I really want—which is rich relationships and warm hospitality in my home—I have to let some other things go. Like many people, however, I’m not immune to chronic busyness, when life is full but not always extraordinarily deep. Living a mindful, considered life means making time and space to breathe, slow down, and be specific about what I truly desire. For most of us, this involves quality time shared with others. So instead of filling your calendar with countless weekend coffee dates, you might reserve Sundays as a time to eat, read, and enjoy leisure time with people who are really important to you. It could also mean that when you do get time with friends, you concentrate on really being together rather than diddle away the moments on social media or small talk. For others, it might simply mean committing one night a week to having someone over, in spite of how busy work or family life happens to be. I’ve found that regardless of my circumstances, my most fulfilling times are when my relationships are flourishing, but this always requires saying no to something else or, in some cases, many things.


			Keeping to this habit of spending quality time with others might involve telling someone else of your intention so they can hold you accountable, or simply writing it down for yourself as a tangible reminder; some years ago I was gifted a small “wish book” in which I wrote many desires, and since then, all of them have come to fruition, including having more time to spend with loved ones. Sometimes it just takes reminding yourself of what you really want and what’s most important in order to make it happen. I’m always happy to discover that despite how pressing other matters may seem, investing in togetherness richly rewards me every time.
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			Make Do with What You Have


			—


			Wabi-sabi is about humbly making do with whatever you have and, in doing so, experiencing beauty in unexpected places. Maybe you live in a tiny studio apartment that will never resemble the homes featured in magazines, blogs, and books. Or perhaps you live in a larger home and aren’t sure how to incorporate this uncluttered way of living. None of this matters: wabi-sabi can be for you, too. It’s a mind-set that helps you move toward needing fewer objects and material possessions to make you happy.


			However, wabi-sabi isn’t about getting rid of everything you own—we live in a material world, after all. Instead, it’s about recognizing the pleasure we can experience from what we do have, without constantly needing to acquire more. And though the concept may be tied to a particular aesthetic, I think the really important components of wabi-sabi—like humility, contentment, and awareness—can transform anyone. Wabi-sabi inspires us to be resourceful and creative with whatever we’ve been given and to express gratitude by joyfully sharing it with others.


			Focus Fully on Your Guests


			—


			Wabi-sabi is largely about learning to pay better attention; it’s a daily practice of mindfulness, meditation, and seeing everything around us more clearly. I’ll be the first to admit that my attention span isn’t what it used to be and that I’m constantly fighting against the temptation to be entertained at every moment. I find myself skimming paragraphs, scrolling distractedly through my phone, and generally processing about ten things at a time. Though it’s easy to blame technology, too many responsibilities, and a constant string of interruptions, the real problem is me! I’ve realized that potential diversions will always be there, so it’s up to me to figure out how to focus on what’s important. When it comes to being with another person, this means putting away or turning off anything—cell phones, cameras, tablets, the television, talk radio—that’s going to create an obstacle to truly engaging. And while being fully attentive to guests isn’t exactly a novel idea, I think we need this reminder now more than ever, at a time when we’re able to sit in a room with one person, while also being connected with tens, hundreds, thousands, or even millions of other people all at once. The wabi-sabi way can be a helpful antidote to this scatterbrained approach to living, reminding us of the extraordinary value of taking in just one simple thing at a time.


			Let Guests Participate


			—


			Welcoming guests into your home is a beautiful opportunity to create a sense of belonging, and one of the best ways to inspire this feeling is to let them participate. This can be a fine line to walk, since company should feel totally taken care of, but I think inviting people to play a part in your home or special occasion (besides just showing up, of course) means that they leave with a distinct sense of having contributed. Whether that means bringing a bottle of wine, arranging a bouquet, tossing the salad, or watching the kids in the backyard, participating makes everyone more present and atten­tive and allows your guests to get involved rather than passively consume the experience. And while you may have friends who would rather just kick back, I generally find that people feel more comfortable when they have a specific role to fulfill. Embracing wabi-sabi also frees us from feeling as though everything must be picture-perfect when guests arrive; though it’s perhaps an unconventional approach to entertaining etiquette, I think giving your friends or family the sense of being needed is more important than placing dinner on the table the moment they arrive (though you probably shouldn’t leave the entire meal for visitors to prepare). A good way to get everyone involved is to take a moment to think about what unique talent each guest might be able to contribute—who knows a killer salad dressing recipe? who has exceptional taste in cheese?—and make use of that talent. You’ll find that asking visitors to contribute their gifts is truly a gift to them!
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				Chapter One


			Japan


			[image: ]





			[image: ]


			[image: ]




			QUIETLY, HUMBLY, MODESTLY


			Be Down-to-Earth and Welcoming, Warmhearted and Never Pretentious


			In Japan, entertaining reflects a truly modest approach to life. Hosts bow to guests, and meals begin with a phrase that means “I humbly receive.” The culture teaches that hosting with humility creates a welcoming, comfortable place for visitors; simple gatherings become meaningful through ritual and mindfulness, and people are fully attentive to one another. The ancient Japanese tradition of the tea ceremony expresses these values perfectly through the careful, considered way the tea master serves guests with only the most necessary elements in a small, sparse room. This quiet practice shows that hosting can be straightforward, uncluttered, and wonderfully unassuming.





			When we prune hospitality to its essentials, as the Japanese do so elegantly, we realize that a listening ear and undistracted care are often all that’s needed. Wabi-sabi encourages us to act naturally, sincerely, and with ease so that we can focus on what’s important to our guests, and let go of controlling the situation or obsessing over details. In the hope of bringing this more humble, gracious hospitality into my home, I have taped to my wall a reminder from writer Simone Weil that “attention is the rarest and purest form of generosity.”


			It should come as no surprise that the wabi-sabi concept derives from Japan, since it’s all about making modest, examined choices in every part of life: in our homes, with our resources, even in what we consider to be beautiful. My impression of Japanese culture is that it teaches people to not only be satisfied with little but to also be grateful. Such an approach is the key to living humbly, allowing us to be generous with whatever we have—whether that’s time or money or merely a sunny outlook on life—because we recognize that everything we have is a gift. The everyday habits explored in this chapter are just some of the ways I’ve witnessed how to make warm, openhanded entertaining a genuine way of life. You may find, as I have, that emulating this gentle, giving attitude leaves you with the feeling of having infinitely more, not less.
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			Nobu and Erina abandoned a busy urban life to move to the quiet, mountainous countryside near a town called Sasayama with their son, Haruto, and daughter, Kiko. They regularly and generously welcome friends and guests from the city, and run a beautiful shop called Archipelago.
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