Philip Lee

AP Lit. Personal Memoir

Am I just a stone? Am I simply a heathen? Often times, men are judged for sinning against divinity, but are they judged for not acknowledging divinity?  Did I disregard God’s presence when it possibly shone through my eyes? I am unsure what to label my actions, or, perhaps, lack thereof. The looking glass is opaque as I try to reflect on who I truly was during that summer.


I think I was a child of God. Raised by a conservative Korean family, I was a first-generation Sunday school student for fifteen consecutive years. I ate the crackers, I drank the fruit punch, and I was splashed by the water. I was one of those kids that actually stood up during the worship and closed my eyes (really!) and kneeled during the prayers. I even volunteered for a missionary trip to Nicaragua during the summer before going into the 10th grade. And as I skimmed through the book of Exodus on the plane ride to Managua, Nicaragua, I wondered if I packed enough underwear.


I definitely did not. Sweat poured down my elastic waistband as I entered Anna’s Bed and Breakfast (Dormir y Comer, for all you Spanish enthusiasts out there), where my missions group and I would be sleeping at for our one week pilgrimage. The motel served as our rendezvous point after each grueling day of work, and even though the place was cockroach-infested and scorchingly humid, Cuarto Cuatro always looked like a solace to me at midnight.

Every day, we had a different church to work in. From 6 am to 5 pm, the adults would stay in the chapel, doing pharmaceutical/optic work and physical therapy. The students were to either help build houses or play with the local children. I went through the same monotonous routine, plowing ground and positioning my hands as a cross. 


But the seventh and last day was different. The Missions team was administering in Hope Church, the largest church in Managua, and s we were about to end the entire service, our church pastor invited people to the front of the chapel so that those who wanted to make the devotion to Christianity, could, in front of everyone. Five minutes into the massive and undoubtedly emotional prayer session, I spotted a young girl twitching and squirming around. A large group circled around her as she convulsed more, foaming at the sides of her mouth. She eventually fainted in her mother’s arms as two other women fainted, sending echoing thuds around the chapel. We returned to the hotel and flew back to New York the morning after.


The proceeding Sunday after our arrival in the United States, the entire missions team was gathered for a testimonial service. The youth group, which included me, was called up to the stage to give a synopsis of what they went through and spiritually experienced throughout the missions. We were asked how spiritually empowering God’s grace was as he took over the bodies of his followers during the final mass. Anna and Eddie, the youth group leaders, immediately broke down in tears as they glorified God’s power in cries of joy and happiness. After the other members recuperated, my turn came up and everyone awaited my testimony, which was expected to be as passionate as the others. As I searched my heart for a spiritual diagnosis, I was at a loss for meaningful words; I realized that my Christian life was completely unaltered. The testimonial service was ended by my lackluster statement, “I never saw something like that happen before.”

So why wasn’t I glorified by an apparent “act” of God? Why wasn’t a showcase of His power my long-awaited revelation? Looking back on my countless Sundays in mass, I finally realized that I never gave Christianity an earnest chance, denying me an insight to ever realize something as omniscient as God -  I stood up during worship because my superiors yelled at me; I closed my eyes during prayer because I was sleepy; I knelt because I was tired from standing up so long, and I signed up for missions because I thought I could use it as community service hours instead of working weekly at a hospital, where people like Anna and Eddie passionately went to church every Friday, Saturday, and Sunday while still maintaining the grades to get accepted into great colleges. My youth group elders worked hard in order to gain an insight regarding all things good - I never tried.

And as I reflected upon my spiritual inactivity, I looked back on everything I did outside of church. As a freshman, I played an online video game (World of Warcraft, a terribly addicting and time-consuming diversion)  virtually every night, took naps directly after coming back from school, and received mediocre grades my freshman year. Simply put, I realized that I was a good-for-nothing lethargic bum entering the demanding realm that was high school. 

But I ardently believed that receiving low marks in school, which was unsightly after discovering my true potential, was much less pitiable than not knowing what to feel after personally seeing God’s strength overwhelm the body of his disciple. During the lunch after my pathetic display of passion, I made an oath to be passionate not only in the field of Christianity, but in academics and self-fulfillment as I chewed on my kimchi and samgyupsal (pickled cabbage and roasted pork).

These days, I’ve attended 3 more fulfilling missionary trips, although, unfortunately, they didn’t have zealous worshippers plummeting to the ground. In regards to church, I am now the praise director that leads the youth group into worship, toting my guitar and microphone. Needless to say, I’m not attending church every Friday and Saturday, like Anna and Eddie did, but I think I’ve progressed significantly on my spiritual pilgrimage.
