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Journal One

My last four semesters have
consisted mostly of trying to

resurrect a GPA that was put to
rest by my freshman past while

trying to do well in my med school
pre-reqs and the MCAT. It seemed

that each passing week left me
with less and less mental capacity

to enjoy activities that I previously
loved. My two biggest hobbies are

photography and soccer. My
academic passion is helping

people to stay healthy. The study
abroad to Merida was incredible

because it helped me combine all
three. These five weeks I was able
to take my camera out again and

delve back into one of my
passions. Although I am not a

world class photographer I am
grateful for the opportunity

Merida gave me to pursue
photography again. This journal

of my five weeks in Merida will be
focused around the pictures I took

and the insights I gained around
the time that I took them.   

Welcome Home



The last week had been a whirlwind. On Thursday, I got my braces off, on Friday I sat
for the MCAT, and by Saturday evening I was on a plane bound for Cancun. On
Sunday I arrived to the guest house in Merida. On Monday, I got to work. I was put in
a team with Marissa McQuinn and Emily Ford. Our assignment was to teach English
and also deliver health communication to a class of children ranging from ages
three to twelve. The work was fun, but not too demanding at first. More than
anything, I was relieved to be done with my classes. I was thrilled to be back in
Mexico, the land where I had spent two years on my feet as a missionary for the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. 
 
There are many sights and sounds that instantly come to my mind when I think of
Mexico. No surprisingly, many of those sights and sounds are related to Mexican
cuisine. Whenever I think of the smell of onions and tacos de suadero or the "grito"
of the tamale man, I am instantly transported to a place that feels like home. When I
think of colorful streets with announcements and advertisements hand painted on
the "fachada," I feel like I am once again walking Mexican roads. The mission almost
feels tangible whenever I run into a friend from my mission and they yell, "Subele
güero!" But it isn't the food, the combis, the markets, or the street 





vendors that made me feel most grateful for being back in la Republica. Rather, the ever-
present Mexican feeling of community and acceptance is what I was most eager to feel again
after setting foot in the country.  
 
The welcome I have always felt comes in part from a desire to know about the foreign.
Although many foreigners pass through the Yucatan peninsula, most locals are eager to hold
a conversation with a gringo that speaks their language fluently. But, a mere interest in the
unknown is not enough to add warmth to that welcome. The friendliness is almost always
genuine, and because of that the conversation is almost always enjoyable.  
 
The first such conversation I had was on the van ride from Cancun to Merida. The van was
large and comfortable, yet there I found myself alone except for one other traveler. About an
hour into the four hour journey, we made a pit stop at a small restaurant and store. We used
the restroom, purchased some cheap food, and used the remainder of the time to watch
Croatia play Denmark. Back in the van again, we began to talk about the game and the world
cup up to that point. That's when I found out that he was actually on a return trip from the
world cup itself. He had pictures and stories to prove that he had traveled to Russia to watch
his nation triumph over Germany and he was more than happy to tell me all about it. We
spent the next three hours talking about soccer, the job market in Merida, faith, and travel. I
don't remember the man's name, but I am grateful that he provided me with a quick preview
of the friendly and talkative nature of Yucatecos.  
 
I can't be sure that every foreigner in my country would be as grateful for the conversation as I
was that day. But, I am fairly certain that most people would be very grateful to find a friend
wherever they may be traveling.  This experience taught me  that it is always good to keep
both your door and your mind open to the traveler that passes by.  
 
 
Photos: 
The first photo was taken at Dzibilchaltun, a small, but beautiful archaeological site that lies
about a thirty minute drive from the center of Merida. The main attractions at the ruins are a
cenote that is open to public swimming (swimming in mayan ruins is a very cool experience)
and the Temple of the Seven Dolls (named because of what was found during initial
excavation). Our tour was a brief one, so we thought we might not have time to make it down
the road to the Temple of the Seven Dolls. But, not to be denied an opportunity, Nathaly took
off to see it briefly and return in time. I took this picture of her and then followed. 
 
The small photo was taken under a tarp at the local Merida market. 
 
The third photo was taken in a frustrating moment as it became clear that Mexico would not
be able to overcome Brazil in the round of 16 at the World Cup. The knockout run has been a
source of frustration for Mexcians; the national team has lost in the round of 16 for 24 years
running.  
 
The fourth photo is at a chapel at Dzibilchaltun. The chapel was placed by the Spaniards, so it
is much more recent than other ruins on the site. 





Journal Two
Lessons Learned from Chichen Itza

If going to Chichen Itza wasn't the highlight of the trip, it was at least the most
necessary tourist stop before returning home to the United States.  The pyrmaid

lays claim to being one of the 7 Wonders of the Modern World, and with good
reason. It is a paradigm of meticulous architecture on a large scale. The path up
to the foot of the pyramid is landscaped in order to maximize the sense of awe

when the entire pyramid finally comes into full view.  As a building, it is gorgeous.
As a historical site, it is fascinating. As a tourist stop, it's a must-do. But, I found

out that it has a small secret. 
 
 



One of the facts that I learned in our tour of Chichen Itza is that the city was almost entirely
abandoned by the time the Spaniards found it. The capital had been forsaken in favor of Mayapan,
a city 45 miles to the east. The exodus left the proud Temple to Kukulcan near obsolete and the
jungle began to overtake the structure.  By the time Edward Herbert Thompson purchased the land
containing the pyramid in 1892, the landmark was completely overgrown. American archeology
teams began excavation and restoration projects and eventually left the pyramid as we see it today,
a beautiful remnant of an earlier age. The pyramid is so beautiful that I could not stop staring at it
or pointing my camera lens at it. The beauty of digital photography is that I could take 60 pictures
of the same building at different angles, so that's exactly what I did. But, as we worked our way
away around the building, someone in our group noticed something interesting: only about half
the pyramid looked finished. About one and a half of the sides lacked the smooth, precise finish
that helps make the pyramid's first impression so incredible. 
 
Since the visit, I still have not found out why. Perhaps they simply haven't finished restoring the
entire pyramid. Maybe they intentionally left the back half the way that way in order to
demonstrate different stages of the remodeling process. Either way, there is one simple-to-learn
but difficult-to-implement lesson to be learned from this: we are all a work in progress. If we ever
look at someone else's "front-stage self" and assume that they are simply a perfectly made wonder
of the marvel world, then we are forgetting that they have a lot of work to do behind the scenes.  
 
Also, when we are given the confidence or the fortune necessary to see the someone's less visible
side, we must remember that they are not a fraud, but simply a work in progress. 
 



Journal Three
The Library

The last time I came home from Mexico, it was Summer 2016.  After having spent two years
(almost)  entirely focused on sharing the message of God's love, I returned home to a vicious

and poisoned political climate. I knew that political banter is rarely polite, but I still felt
overwhelmed at the environment.  

 
I still find politics interesting, but in the same way that you can't look away from a gruesome

accident. You think you're ready for it, but the moment you caution a glance, you find that
the same revolting scene lingers.  

 
That's why I was grateful to find a small library that turned into a tiny refuge of healing for

my ability to hope.  





The day after I arrived to Mexico, my group told me that they were planning on going to an
English library. While I'm all for the existence of libraries, going to an English library in
Mexico didn't seem like the most efficient use of my time.  In fact, I felt like I spend way too
much time in the HBLL as it is (or not enough, if you consult my academic transcript). I
decided I would go after dessert, if I still had time. I still had time, but showed up about an
hour late to the party. What I found thrilled me. 
 
I found about 80 people in groups of six, all gathered around plastic patio tables. A pattern
became very apparent. Around each table there were three Mexicans and three Americans.
They had gathered together to teach a language that they knew and also to learn one that
they didn't. This gathering happens every Monday night, which seems to extend some sort of
metaphor that this is the FHE that society needs in order to recognize that we are all
brothers and sisters. 
 
Like most good organizations, this one has humble beginnings. Originally, only 4-6 people
would show up. But eventually, a steady stream of tourists, ex-pats, and volunteers supplied
the English speakers, while lots of young, Mexican university students arrived to teach
Spanish. 
 
 



I know the demographic is different. I know that, for the most part, the tourists arriving to
Merida aren’t the people that need to be exposed to another culture in order to be decent to
others. I know that Mexicans that come to the library probably aren’t the ones that conflate
the personality of all Americans with one single political leader. But, it made me think about
how beautiful it would be if people could come sit around a table to learn from each other. In
the same way that I found these people talking in broken language, sacrificing the
comfortable in order to perceive life through foreign lenses that seem normal to the other
party. Imagine a bipartisan group of active politicians sitting around a table, three from
either side of the aisle. Instead of trying to decide who is right, they only seek to understand
the other person’s point of view, and the things that led him or her to that point. This would
not only be a victory for moderatism, but for decency in general. I’m grateful for people like
Carlos and the work they are doing. There is so much good in this world. I feel strongly that
this is a story that needs a broader audience than it currently has. 
 
 
Photos: All pictures were taken on a Monday night at the English library. The last photo
shows Carlos, one of the original meeting organizers, standing with a conversation group.  
 
 

Journal Four
Sonrisa

"And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity." (1 Cor.
13). Paul's teaching that charity is the greatest of all attributes places the pursuit of this
characteristic at the center of all of our goals for self-improvement and progress. Nowhere
can this be developed more than in the service of others. The mission was not the first
opportunity I had to serve, but it was one of the most difficult. Of all the difficulties in the
mission, perhaps the hardest of all is the contrast between the charity that is developed for
others and the impending reality that the opportunity to see these people again will be
unlikely. But, the curse is really a blessing. Memories are beautiful things, and the desire to
remember a time or place to which you can not return is strong.  
 
With that context, this entry will only be about smiles. Smiles have the wonderful ability to
help us remember good moments and gloss over painful ones. They help us to look back
with fondness and joy on moments and the people with whom we shared them. Pictures of a
truly joyful smile can be some of our greatest treasures. Here are a few of my treasures from
Merida:





These lovely ladies were standing in line on a street in the "pueblo magico" of Izamal. Izamal
is a unique town, in that every building in the town is painted the exact same shade of

yellow. It is a lovely place to visit on the way to Chichen Itza. I saw these ladies, told them I
loved their dresses, and asked if I could take a picture. They said yes and then gave me some
of the brightest smiles I've ever seen. It wasn't until after that I noticed, humorously, that the
lady on the right hand side of the picture does not seem as thrilled about having her picture

taken as her friends did. 





The most rewarding aspect to teaching at the community center is the feeling of success
when students do their homework or learn the material your teaching. The second most

rewarding part of teaching happens everyday when students smile. This is Daphne, one of
the few students that was able to attend all 5 weeks of the internship. 





Victor and Victoria  are fraternal twins. Like Daphne, they were among the few children that
were able to attend our classes for the duration of our stay. Victor and Victoria aren't the
only set of twins in their family; they also older twin sisters. Their older sisters are adults,
but struggle with developmental challenges. Their father left years ago, and their mother

has been tasked with the responsibility of raising them while living off the wages of working
as a custodian at the community center where my team was working. She hasn't been given

the easiest lot in life, but she continues to press on with a smile on her face. 





Hermana Marin doesn't live in Merida, she actually lives in Cuautla, Morelos, one of the
places where I served my mission. I had the opportunity to stop by her place briefly before I
returned home. I was grateful to find her in good health. Although her smile is not quite as
Daphne's or the twins', I know that it is just as warm and bright. She has spent a lifetime in
the service of her children. She lives with her daughter and sees her sons regularly during

the daily visits they make to visit with and honor their mother. 



Journal Five
La Fachada

When I was first learning to speak Spanish, a man and his family invited me in to eat with
them. They prepared chilaquiles, which have become one of my favorite Mexican breakfasts.

They discussed lots of things that I didn't understand, mostly because I didn't understand
much of anything at this point. The man was an oral surgeon and he was very kind. It wasn't
hard to notice that I wasn't following the conversation very well. He told me that he used to
work in the Houston airport loading luggage onto planes and that he had picked up some

English during his time there. He began to attempt to talk to me in English. His English was
so broken that I'm pretty sure I could understand his Spanish better, despite the little time I

had practicing the language. I realized that had I been in my own country and had only
spoken with him in English, I would've made the arrogant mistake of believing that this man

was not intelligent. But yet, he was a doctor. Not only was he a doctor, he was a doctor kind
enough to accept a stranger in his house, feed him, and attempt to speak to him in his

language.  
 

I promised myself that day that I would try to never make a lasting judgment on someone
based on my limited interactions with them. Another experience in Merida reminded me of

this lesson. 









While walking down a street at night, we heard the music of an electric guitar coming through
the night. We found the house where the band was warming up. It looked like any other

Mexican house. The "fachada" was plain cement that had seen better days. Its only paint was
an advertisement selling who-knows-what. The window, like most others, was protected by

iron bars. There was a single garbage bag outside the door.  
 

Then they started to play. Here I was in Merida, across the Gulf from the Deep South where I
grew up, and I was hearing blues-rock live. We eventually talked to them and they let us sit in
for a few songs. I returned the next time they rehearsed and took these pictures of their singer

from the street. I love the contrast in colors from between the outside and the inside. I love
how rough the outside of the home was compared to the beauty that was being made inside it.

I suppose that southern rock needs a gritty edge to be authentic, but if I would have judged
this house simply by its fachada, I'm sure I would've never stopped to appreciate the beauty it

contained. 



Journal Six
Some Pictures





Jounral Six's cover photo was taken immediately inside the University of Yucatan (UADY)
located in Merida, Yucatan. 
 
In the second picture, a dog is taking a siesta on the floor of a small market in the pueblo
magico of Izamal. That market in Izamal is the only place where I have seen venison tacos
being sold. They were delicious.  
 
The next picture is on a rainy day in Valladolid. Because of its conveniant location on the
highway to Chichen Itza, tour companies take tourists there everyday. Personally, I didn't find
much to do there of interest. But, it is a pretty town. 
 
The fourth picture is one of my favorites from the trip. The boy in the center is checking his
phone while walking the streets selling cigarettes and chewing gum. The boy said he was 13
and had been doing it for a year. I talked to boys as young as 11 that walk the streets with the
same wooden box around their neck. I'm not sure what their story is, but one night I felt rather
emotional when I imagined an 11 year-old relative of mine reduced to selling cigarettes to
people enjoying Mexico's night life.  
 
The following three pictures are from the ruins at Uxmal, Yucatan. These were personally my
favorite ruins of the trip.  
 
 













After the pictures at Uxmal, the next photo was taken of a group of performers reinacting a
Mayan religious ceremony. The priests prayed to Chaac, the deity of rain. Traditionally, the
priests would use a drink made from cocoa and chile in order to reach a higher state of mind. 
The spaniards found the drink, added cinnamon and sugar and created hot chocolate as we now
know it. 
 
The next photo was taken at Dzibilchaltun. 
 
The following picture was taken at the cathedral at Izamal. It is an altar to Guadalupe framed
through the trunks of an avocado tree. The picture immediately below this text was also taken at
the cathedral at Izamal.  
 
The next two pictures were taken of a house in Homun, Yucatan about 30 minutes outside of
Merida. It is a small, run-down home in a poor village that has chosen to display a political
banner that reads "Yucatan first." Although I'm not well read on Mexican politics, I could not help
but see some irony in the image. The banner is advertising PRI, the party of the former president
of Mexico. Their party, a traditional power in Mexican politics, was absolutely steamrolled in this
year's elections. The following picture is of a newsstand with the headlines the day after Andrés
Manuel López Obrador of the "Morena" party was elected president.







Journal Seven 
Some Thoughts on the Environment

Almost everywhere yo go in Merida, the attractions are labeled as "Eco-tourism."
Natural wells to swim in, caves to explore, jungles, beaches - the list goes on. There is 

an abundance of ways to enjoy the natural beauty of the Yucatan peninsula.  
 

When I served my mission in Mexico City, it did not take long for the natural wonders
of Mexico to take my breath away. I remember stepping outside at about 6:30 a.m. and

seeing the giant, dormant volcano Iztaccihuatl bathed in the morning light. The 17,
159 foot behemoth was unlike any mountain I'd ever seen. That wonder continued

later, as I made the trip from Iztapalapa, in the heart of Mexico City, to Amecameca de
Juarez, Estado de Mexico. The hour and a half drive took me out of a sprawling

metropolis to the land of the volcanoes, surrounded by trees and majestic views. That
drive alone was enough to make me yearn for the ability to see Mexico in the time of

the Aztecs.  Everybody needs a place to call their own, but the natural beauty of
Mexico before mass settlement must have  been incredible.  









In this sense, Mexico is both a blessing and a warning. It is a blessing that they have
found ways to protect some of their beautiful areas. But it is a warning of the danger
of unregulated expansion. Surely if we keep expanding out, instead of up, we will find
that our forests and beautiful lands will be reduced to a memory.  I am a firm believer
in the free market. I trust in many of its abilities. However, its hindsight is often better
than its long-term foresight. I believe that the only way to prevent over-urbanization
is with careful city planning and tighter regulation than any of us are probably
comfortable with. But, I believe it is worth the sacrifice.  
 
The first picture was taken in Amecameca de Juarez, about an hour outside of Mexico
City. I returned to my mission primarily to see people I love, but I was also very eager
to bring my camera and photograph the volcanoes that I came to love so much. I had
no such luck. The entire weekend was overcast, and neither Iztaccihuatl or
Popocateptl peaked out of the fog for me to get a view. The view captured is lovely,
but there is a 17,000 foot volcano behind the could that would have been amazing to
capture. 
 
The second picture is of the beach at Tulum, Quintana Roo, Mexico. 
 
It is followed by the sunset at Puerto Progreso, a popular cruise destination. It only
cost about $1 to arrive to the beach from our guest house, so it was a popular
afternoon trip.  
 
The bird was photographed at a nature preserve just outside of the ruins of Uxmal.  
 
In the following picture, a tree extends its roots to the waters of a natural well that
doubles as a popular swimming hole. Although I loved swimming in these wells (or
"cenotes"), this one was far more amazing to look at than to swim in. I could not
accurately capture the beauty of this giant tree and its deep roots that only barely
grace the surface of the water, yet keep it alive. 



Journal Eight
Finite Thoughts on an Infinite Atonement





The last picture was taken in Los Héroes, Chalco, Estado de México. It was the first
area I was able to serve in during my mission. After my time in Mérida, I had the
opportunity to return to my mission for about two and a half days. That didn't leave
much time to visit . By the time I got to Los Héroes, I really only had about 30 minutes
to spend there. I got off the van at the same spot I used to with no real direction or
house to be at. I looked up and I saw the missionaries. I took a picture quickly, and
began to think at length about my mission.  
 
This particular day I was feeling slightly overwhelmed and down because of some
problems I was struggling with. I looked around this place that I had loved so dearly.
Nobody knew who I was and everybody carried on with their day, as they should. But
I began to realize that, as bad as my problems felt at the time, every person I saw had
their own set of deeply personal and troubling circumstances. I began to feel guilty
for not having shared the message of Christ that I had with everybody. I know that
many of them in some way know Christ, and that makes me happy, but it was my
responsibility to at least invite them to come to know their Savior more. I looked up
beyond the walls of the vecindad at the uncountable number of houses that
blanketed the hills. The quantity of people and the gravity of their problems seemed
to overtake me for a moment. I had, at one point, been responsible for the missionary
work for every single one of those houses. But now, there was hardly anything I could
do about it. My time had passed.  
 
The words of a message came to me. Another missionary, serving in the islands of the
Southern Pacific, had a similar feeling when he was asked to end his mission. He first
thought about all the islands he had successfully brought the gospel to. But then, his
mind was open and he saw island after island rising out of the sea, each with more
people that he had not been able to talk to. His work began to feel insignificant and,
days before he was scheduled to return home, he began to feel like a failure. But then,
he received a message of peace. There will always be more islands, he realized. There
is only one person who has been charged with taking on all of our problems. We are
to do what we can, where we can, but only Christ is tasked with carrying the burden
of all of God's children.  
 
I felt like a toddler unsuccessful trying to move a piece of furniture, who is then
astounded to see his father be able to pick up the furniture with ease. For a brief
moment, I tried to pick up all the weight I could see. But, that's not my job. My job is
to yoke myself to the Savior and allow him to help me carry my burden. But, that
small sense of the impossibility of understanding the pain of a tiny city opened my
eyes a little bit more to the power and expansiveness of the Atonement of Jesus
Christ. 
 
I'm grateful that he has put us on our back and that He continues to pull us forward
every day. 








