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Preface
If you have come to help me, you are wasting your time. But if 
you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, 
then let us work together.1

AN ABORIGINAL AUSTRALIAN WOMAN

Anytime an experience is transformed into words, it becomes a 
story. This is my story: how an experience came through my senses, 
fi ltered into my brain, dissolved into my heart, and was reincarnated 
as words. It is not the whole story, but it gets to the truth of my 
experience.

How can a year-long adventure come to life on a page? Among 
the countless stories I could have chosen, an endless number of 
people I could have introduced, a seaful of joys and sorrows I could 
have related, these are the parts of the story I chose to share. Being 
able to keep the rest of the experience to myself produces strength 
and wonderment, a jewel I will keep in my pocket, just for me, to 
accompany me on the rest of my journey. 

It is a challenging process to write the in-the-moment truth and 
the truth in hindsight simultaneously in one story, conveying both 
authentically. Although I am conveying a year in my life, I did not 
want to write it like a textbook, but like a story. Being abroad can be 
disillusioning, and at times I lost faith in my ability to decipher what 
was truly happening. My hope is that my words will bring forth the 
essential truth of the story, that for one moment you too may feel 
what was real to me, that the truth will resonate inside of you, that 
you will fi nd solidarity in the story and with the people. I hope that 
you can learn along with me in the story, bringing my experience to 
whatever context you fi nd yourself in. 

I chose the title How Coffee Saved My Life: And Other Stories of 
Stumbling to Grace because in Uruguay I stumbled my way into 
relationships that taught me the meaning of divine grace. I experienced 
the physical consequences of entering into relationships with people. 
I did not drink coffee before I left, but, for physical reasons, I was 
forced to while I was there. My coffee drinking became a metaphor 
for the whole year. In a new culture, the confi dent, put-together North 
American in me broke down to pieces. I stumbled through the year 
awkwardly, and God caught me with the expansive and generous 
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grace I have come to know and love in a new, tangible way. Things 
as little as a cup of coffee and as unimaginable as divine love literally 
carried me through, and I am a new person for it.

I broke the book up into loosely chronological chapters made 
up of a combination of essays that include hindsight and raw journal 
entries from my year in Uruguay. Each chapter fi ts under a spiritual 
theme, showing how these values were made real through living 
them.  I experienced things such as hospitality and grace at a new 
depth and intensity. Although I think we all grow from experiences 
of vulnerability, I would not wish experiences of brokenness on anyone. 
With that said, my entire year in South America transformed me.

Each vignette has a Spanish title. Even with college courses in 
Spanish, I still essentially had to learn the language during my time 
abroad. Not being able to communicate verbally was a contributing 
factor to my vulnerability. Here, I offer thoughts and use stories to 
demonstrate how I came to understand my new vocabulary and my 
new way of life. I hope you enjoy walking with me for a bit.

Tonight was different. I felt like we were each separate and full 
to our edges with our own stories, mostly unshared. In a way 
it scared me, having a summer of experiences and feelings 
that belonged to me alone. What happened in front of my 
friends felt real. What happened to me by myself felt partly 
dreamed, partly imagined, defi nitely shifted and warped by 
my own fears and wants. But who knows? Maybe there is 
more truth in how you feel than in what actually happens.2

Ann Brashares
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Commissioning
While living for a few months in one of the “young towns” 
surrounding Lima, Peru, I fi rst heard the term, “reverse mission.” 
I had come from the North to the South to help the poor; but the 
longer I was among the poor the more I became aware that there was 
another mission, the mission from the South to the North. When I 
returned to the North, I was deeply convinced that my main task 
would be to help the poor of Latin America convert their wealthy 
brothers and sisters in the United States and Canada…

This “reversal” is the sign of God’s Spirit. The poor have a 
mission to the rich, the blacks have a mission to the whites, the 
handicapped have a mission to the “normal,” the gay people have 
a mission to the straight, the dying have a mission to the living. 
Those whom the world has made into victims God has chosen to be 
bearers of good news.1

HENRI NOUWEN

COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL



2  How Coffee Saved My Life

¿Porqúe?
“The America way of life” is simply not sustainable. Because 
it does not recognize there is a world beyond America. But 
fortunately, power has a shelf life. When the time comes, maybe 
this mighty empire will, like others before it, overreach itself and 
implode from within… Another world is not only possible, she’s 
on her way. Maybe many of us won’t be here to greet her, but on a 
quiet day, if I listen carefully, I can hear her breathing.2

ARUNDHATI ROY

I decided to go to Uruguay because I wanted to be interesting. 
Everyone I knew who had lived abroad embodied this creativity, 
this intentionality of living, this sense of being part of a whole that 
I wanted. 

Mike came back from two years in Honduras and continued 
his bucket showers and bike riding, acutely aware of how we often 
overconsume resources. 

Erin returned from India a vegetarian who grew her own lettuce 
in her sustainable garden and collected extra bagels once a week so 
they would not be wasted. 

Kelly, after making lifelong friends in South Africa, went to 
political protests to swing opinions on bills that affected civilians in 
places she had never been. 

I wanted the life stories of friends across the world to push me 
to construct a life of integrity in the United States. Here, I fi nd it 
easy to live a life that constantly exploits people we have never met 
before, and I wanted to live with a sense of the rest of the world. 
I wanted the complexity of thought and maturity that emanated 
from these world-traveling gurus I knew. I have always believed in 
the interconnectedness of the global community. I knew that my 
daily actions affected people in other parts of the world. But I knew 
that to combat the pull toward a convenient lifestyle of power and 
privilege, I needed to live with a people, let them seep into my soul. 
I had traveled. I had seen the world. But the two-week trips I had 
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previously taken to Guatemala and Trinidad, even when I strayed 
from the beaten path, left me feeling eager for deeper understanding 
and relationship. I hated being the obvious North American with 
the digital camera, baseball hat, and all-too-white tennis shoes. It 
was time to dig in my heels. I wanted to live with a people and be 
changed. 

I decided to go to Uruguay because I wanted to slow down. I lived 
a fast-paced life because I was good at it, although I did not enjoy it. 
Although I knew it to be false, part of me still acted like my identity was 
intimately tied to my accomplishments. I was what I did, so the more 
I did, the more I was. At the moment I was signing up to go to South 
America, I was reading every word assigned to me in my master’s 
program, writing a thesis, being a part of three active committees, 
working thirty hours a week, training for a marathon, and maintaining 
a healthy dating relationship and all-too-many friendships. I slept 
fi ve hours on a good night, seeing things such as eating and sleeping 
as optional. Leisure time made me feel uncomfortable. I felt that I 
was on the verge of a catastrophic crash. The fl oor was creaking, and 
would soon fall out from under me. 

I actually had recurring dreams of getting fatally sick or being 
in a car accident, something that would allow me to slow down and 
concentrate on what is important without people thinking me lazy. I 
wanted an excuse to come to a crashing halt. I wanted to be offered 
an alternative lifestyle, a creative alternative to the United States’ 
rat race so I would not continue to run it forever. I had heard from 
these traveling friends that life in other countries was slower, and I 
had seen this on short-term trips with my own eyes. I wanted to live 
slowly in a community where living slowly was accepted, encouraged, 
and necessary. I wanted to try it on for size and maybe bring a love 
of my new pace back with me to combat societal pressure to do the 
contrary. I was tired, and I wanted to be comfortable living in North 
America with a non-North American pace of life without feeling guilty. 
I hoped living in a place that offered another lifestyle would build 
habits that would be contagious in my home country. 

I decided to go to Uruguay because I knew that, if I did not 
intentionally insert myself into situations where I was the minority, 
it would never happen naturally. I wanted to be the other, the “least 
of these.” Our communities in the United States have very little 
compassion for people who seem different from those holding power. 
I look at people who do not speak English as a fi rst language or who 
get stares for their race or sexual orientation and wonder what I can 
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do to help build a sense of relationship and community with them. 
I wanted to know what it felt like to not speak the language and not 
have the safety net of the majority to fall back on. I knew that it would 
be hard, but I had no idea what that “hard” would look like. 

Safe in the U.S. where we have the illusion of control over such 
things, I looked forward to really experiencing everything. The part 
of me drawn to adventure and travel could not wait to go and, fi nally, 
truly live. If I had known beforehand the extent of the suffering that 
going would involve, I might not have gotten on that plane. After 
twenty-fi ve years of living with the ease of power and privilege, trying 
to survive without it proved very diffi cult. 

I discovered the depth of loneliness and hardship. I discovered 
what it felt like to live with the elements. The people in Uruguay say 
that they just feel everything more. The heat, without air conditioning 
or ozone to protect, is completely consuming and forces the pace of 
life to slow without exception or mercy. The humid cold, without 
heaters or insulating snow, seeps into the bones of the people and 
refuses to falter for months at a time. Yes, the heat and the cold were 
more extreme than I could wrap my head around. But so was every 
emotion that ran through my body. 

I came to know hot, cold, surrender, brokenness, sickness, 
vulnerability, isolation, silence, loneliness, and hardship like never 
before. But my story is not a tragedy. After all my expectations were 
thwarted and I learned to really live in Uruguay, I also came to know 
grace, empowerment, hospitality, strength, courage, patience, and 
love with a transformational power and depth. I cried harder that 
year than I ever have. But that sorrow and disillusionment opened 
up room in my heart for deeper and truer laughter and joy.

Now that I have returned to a country where my race, class, 
and language give me the advantage, I still cannot fathom what it 
is like to struggle daily on the outside of privilege for a lifetime. I 
discovered that even with the hardest and most painful of lessons, 
my story was not a tragedy. This is my story in all of its beauty. 
This is a story of a woman who, in a single day, went from being 
an articulate English speaker to stumbling through broken Spanish. 
From eating bagels to eating cow tongue. From sleeping fi ve hours 
a day to ten. From having three jobs to having none. From feeling 
successful and powerful to feeling like a useless, invisible failure. 
From being surrounded by friends to traveling by herself. From 
feeling graceful and in control to stumbling to grace on unknown 
soil. These are the transformational Uruguayan adventures of a rich 
North American overachiever.
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August 2, 2005
The tears continue, which is odd for me. I am having real, unshakable 

doubts about this thing. Why do I have to leave? Why do I think it has to 
be hard to be good? I am so scared and so sad. The excited moments come 
less often. I don’t know why I am doing this. I can give you all the stock 
answers, but it neither comforts nor helps. I had mouth surgery last week 
and have been miserable ever since. The doctors have stopped treating 
Courtney’s cancer and are waiting for her to die. I look into Dan’s eyes 
and wonder what I will do without him for a year. I have spent a lot of  
time downsizing, simplifying my life to a travel pack. I wonder if  I am 
exaggerating or being dramatic, but I think I have reason to be both sad 
and scared. Why am I doing this to myself? To my friends? To my family? 
Why is Courtney dying? It always has to be hard so I can grow, but maybe 
there is growth in staying still. Maybe that will be one of  my lessons.

Duele
At no time are we ever in such complete possession of a journey, 
down to its last nook and cranny, as when we are busy with 
preparations for it. After that, there remains only the journey 
itself, which is nothing but the process through which we lose our 
ownership of it.3

TUKIO MISHIMA

A week before I left for Uruguay, my friend Courtney Lynn 
Walker died of cancer. She was a dear friend, a roommate from 
college, one of the most spirited, talented, and beautiful women I have 
ever had the privilege of knowing. In the end, she had only wanted 
her very closest souls in, including my roommate at the time, Shelly, 
who was her very best friend. My role was second-string support, 
being strong, and coolly passing information onto the third string. 
I saw Courtney a few months after her diagnosis, when I fl ew to 
Washington, D. C., to spend a weekend with her, and then not again 
until a week before she passed. 

Shelly told me it would be okay to intrude on family for a day 
to come say good-bye, so I calmly put my packing down and asked 
my boyfriend, Dan, to drive me to South Dakota. Courtney had 
come home to die. We pulled up to her driveway in Madison, South 
Dakota, and took a deep breath before knocking on the front door. 
Seeing Courtney, bloated in some places and eaten away in others, a 
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barely functioning twenty-fi ve-year-old, I sped as casually as I could 
to the bathroom thinking I would surely puke in the sink. I stayed 
bent over, gasping for breath for some time, gathering the strength 
to face reality again. 

Cancer had quite literally eaten her alive. In a daze I moved 
around the house with the family. We ate food, watched movies, 
moved her body when she needed to get more comfortable, and 
gave her pills, hoping we were in a nightmare that would become a 
happy ending in the morning. They let me sit with her by myself as I 
searched her mutated body to fi nd the gorgeous, talented, and spunky 
woman I loved. I suppressed all the anger, the pain, the confusion, 
so that I could soak my last moments with her conscious self up into 
my soul to pull out when I needed her most. She somehow came out 
of her semi-comatose state to say, “I love you, too,” very clearly as 
I was leaving her for the last time. Dan drove the whole way home 
so I could collapse in pain in the passenger seat. I spent most of the 
ride in the fetal position with my head in his lap, willing sleep to take 
reality away. 

She died two days later. I did not work to get past the shock, 
knowing that an unending well of sadness was waiting at the end of 
the numbing paralysis. I continued about my business of packing and 
saying temporary good-byes in attempts to deny reality. Dan and I 
turned back around and drove to South Dakota for the funeral within 
the week, only four days before my departure. The whole trip was a 
daze. I only remember talking to old friends, crying in the choir loft 
during the ceremony, and being devastated for her three younger 
siblings. I was too busy remembering to breathe, disillusioned with 
grief, dizzy with loss. 

I was no less dizzy when I got on a plane to go to orientation, 
wondering when I would break and let myself feel the loss of her 
presence. I feared being far away from anyone who could help me 
keep her alive through story. I feared not having the language skills 
to express my pain. I feared I would fi nd few people to trust enough 
to help me hold my grief. I left for Uruguay with heaviness in my 
heart, without the time to begin to process. I left with the desire to be 
around people I loved and with the fear of losing someone while I 
was gone. In hindsight, I think Courtney would have been proud of 
me for getting on that plane with my heart that exhausted with loss.

October 7
I wanted to tell my North American self, owner of  running shoes 

and detergent, “Welcome to the world.” I wanted to feel the weight of  my 
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American history on foreign soil. I wanted to listen and learn in hopes 
of  returning a more grounded, intelligent, worldly woman who is also a 
hopeful, relevant, responsible, and sensitive citizen of  the world. I wanted 
to sneak past that coastal guard and work my spoiled butt off  for justice 
and human rights while being gently, ever so gracefully presented with 
a different way of  life. And by all means, I wanted to leave room for my 
imperfections.

Orientación
Go to the people
Live among them
Learn from them
Love them
Start with what they know
Build on what they have
But the best leaders
When their task is done
The people will remark
“We did it ourselves.” 4

CHINESE POEM

I was leaving so much in Minnesota to go live in South America 
for a year. I had an amazing family, a loving boyfriend, fabulous 
friends, a great job, a stimulating intellectual community, a dynamic 
church, and a healthy network. My good-byes were extremely diffi cult, 
prolonged and exhausting. Many people were excited for me, but 
their lives would barely be affected by my absence. I was leaving 
everything and everyone that I knew. The waiting was painful and 
agonizing. The unknown loomed and consumed. If I had gone from 
the good-bye parties straight to my volunteer site, I might have actually 
died from culture shock. I do not think that any human being could 
go from such abundance of relationships and comfort to such scarcity 
without long-term damage. Luckily, I had two orientations to help 
me through the transition process.

The fi rst was a week-long orientation in Chicago with all the 
volunteers in the young adult programs in both the ELCA and 
PCUSA churches. The hardest part of the whole session was actually 
getting on the plane that went to Chicago. As soon as I got there, 
the ELCA church kept me too busy to be nervous. Besides, it felt so 
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good to end the waiting. The Lutheran and Presbyterian programs 
comprised sixty-seven volunteers and a good number of facilitators. 
We formed a strong community. Basically, the fi rst stage stripped 
me of my friends and family, but offered me the comforts of being 
in the United States. We still enjoyed comfortable beds, enjoyable 
conversation in English, the Internet and phones in case we needed 
to get in touch with home, good food—the works. 

To get cleared to go to Uruguay, I had to pass a series of physicals. 
I have been blessed with good health, so I didn’t expect any problem. 
My fi rst pap smear a month before I left had come back irregular, but 
that happens to women all the time. I left for Chicago before hearing 
the results of my retest, taking the doctor’s advice not to worry. A few 
nights into orientation, I used a phone card to call Dan, who started 
the conversation by telling me to call my mom. She informed me that 
I had to come home. The second test had also come back irregular. 
My melodramatic self immediately fl ashed to Courtney’s fi ght with 
cancer, and I felt a rush of grief thinking I may not be able to leave 
the country. 

After all that buildup and summoned courage, it seemed cruel 
that I would have to stay. I started to cry with frustration thinking of 
having to say good-bye to Dan and my family again. My heart was 
well on its way to leaving, and this was a horrible step back. I heard a 
knock two seconds after I hung up and found a friend standing outside, 
with his last name, “Papp,” staring at me from the upper lefthand 
corner of his hooded sweatshirt. I started to laugh as I explained the 
coincidence. 

I spent the next morning booking a fl ight and setting up an 
appointment back home. The gynecologist treated me for what 
he thought was wrong, causing very painful cramping. He told me 
to go to Uruguay; and if the results came back differently than he 
expected, I could always come back home. I enjoyed seeing my 
family and boyfriend one more time, but not a single tear was shed 
the second time at the airport. This hiccup, this interruption, had 
focused my desire to go. I was thankful for my health and lucky for 
the opportunity. I realized that I was more excited than scared, but 
it took the possibility of not going to help me see that. 

I came back to fi nd that between the volunteers and the staff, an 
estimated seventy-fi ve near-to-complete strangers were praying for 
the health and well-being of my vagina. It was slightly awkward and 
precious all at once. A few weeks into my Uruguayan adventure, I 
was informed that I should get a checkup when I came home, but that 
I was free to stay in South America for the rest of the year. 
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My second orientation was in Buenos Aires, Argentina. I sensed 
small changes. Sixty-seven volunteers had become seven; the 
English became Spanglish. I started getting exhausted from trying to 
understand informational sessions in Spanish, but we could still take 
a break at night and debrief in English with the other volunteers. The 
location became foreign. The faucet read F for frio and C for calor. 
The food, dress, seasons, rotation of the toilet water, and pace of life 
were all different. Information was hurled at us about the history of the 
country and the Church, cultural differences, geography, the subway 
system, human rights violations, wine, and the tango. We traveled the 
city and listened. We slept a lot and prayed.

The most interesting thing we did during orientation was march 
with the mothers and grandmothers of the “disappeared” in Plaza de 
Mayo. The head of the group, Nora, informed us that during the 1980s 
dictatorship, over 30,000 citizens in Argentina simply disappeared 
due to political or theological leanings. Often, late at night, masked 
men would break into houses and take people who were never seen 
again. Of the 30,000, only 250 bodies have been found. Some had 
washed ashore, suggesting the ocean no longer wanted to be an 
accomplice. Some headless bodies had sunk to the bottom of the 
ocean with cement blocks tied to their feet, forming an underwater 
graveyard. An estimated 500 children were taken from disappeared 
women after birth and given to wealthy families of the military, who 
took special pride in stealing babies from politically liberal parents 
and raising them “right.” 

After marching with the women for a half hour, we were taken 
back to the offi ce to speak with Nora. Nora is well under fi ve feet, 
compassionate, intelligent, and articulate. She is full of hope, energy, 
and passion. She wore a white kerchief on her head symbolizing the 
diaper of her son. In a sea of faces on the wall, Nora pointed out a 
picture of her son, who had disappeared when he was twenty-four. He 
was politically minded and thought of as subversive to the dictatorship. 
Nora has been marching with other mothers of the disappeared in 
Plaza de Mayo every Thursday for over twenty years. The government 
refuses to hand over any information, leaving thousands of families 
without emotional closure or deserved explanation. The silence is 
deafening. She told us that new lawyers get put on the case now and 
again, but stop getting paid if they begin to uncover too much. The 
mothers want justice. They want answers. They want closure.

I learned about the dictatorships in Chile and Uruguay as well. 
The Chilean dictatorship made no attempt to hide all its murders of 
progressive thinkers. Although the violence was unbearable, families 
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were given the opportunity to know the truth and mourn the loss. 
In Uruguay, the dictatorship was not as violent, but still managed 
to infest a community with fear. Few were murdered, but thousands 
were imprisoned. It did not affect my rural town much, but a few 
co-workers of Tom, the volunteer in Montevideo, had spent up to 
twelve years in prison, one just for being a teacher.

We frantically tried to soak in all that was being thrown at us. 
We had naïve ears, eyes, and hearts that we desperately tried to keep 
open and engaged so that we could understand our new environment 
and adjust, becoming relevant guests. Processing new information in 
a new context was hard work, but it was invigorating, too.

Between the time I took the fl ight from Minneapolis to Chicago 
and the day I arrived at my placement site, almost a month passed. 
Part of me was anxious. It was time to go and make my mistakes. 
But I was also very grateful to have time to adjust to each stage of the 
immersion process until I was equipped to embrace the adventure 
on my own. 

August 24
If  the rich contribute something, they have to receive something in 

return. Leadership should always come from the inside. I seek engagement, 
not to save them, but to make me more whole. I am us. This is our story. 
Walk with. Listen. Engage actively. Share. Build community and fellowship. 
Witness.

Casi
Patience is not a waiting passivity until someone else does 
something. Patience asks us to live the moment to the fullest, to 
be completely present to the moment, to taste the here and now, 
to be where we are. When we are impatient we try to get away 
from where we are. We behave as if the real thing will happen 
tomorrow, later, and somewhere else. Let’s be patient and trust 
that the treasure we look for is hidden in the ground on which we 
stand.5

HENRI J. M. NOUWEN

I thought it all made sense back when I thought it needed to all 
make sense. Life should be continuous, every career move building 
on the next, ultimately landing a job that is fi nancially secure while 
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making the world a more beautiful place. It was not acceptable to stray 
from the path, lose sight of the goal, or, heaven forbid, do something 
just for the sake of fun without having a reason. Going abroad was 
always a dream of mine, but it wavered on a selfi sh decision that 
might not make perfect sense with the bigger plan. That doubt, 
coupled with the events of 9/11 during my senior year of college, 
pushed me to sidestep the adventure, possibly forever. I worked at 
a shelter in Denver and got my masters, so everything was making 
sense. But I could not shake the desire to go abroad. I sensed the 
optimal time had come for me to break up the college, masters, good 
job, house with a white fence, 2.4 kids and a dog, retirement track, 
etc. I thought I just might be able to do it in a way that continued 
to make sense. I started looking seriously for an abroad volunteer 
program that could fi t.

 Watching my friends go off to countries like Kyrgyzstan and 
Nepal with the Peace Corps and struggle with the isolation of a rural 
area and a four-day walk from the nearest North Americans, I looked 
for programs that would put me in a city and give the support of 
other volunteers in the community. I found one that made sense. The 
ELCA’s Young Adult Program sends volunteers all over the world. 
They accepted me into the program in Argentina. I would be able to 
improve my Spanish, which would help me in North American urban 
settings. A community of volunteers would live in Buenos Aires, one 
of the biggest, most dynamic urban cities in the world. It all made 
perfect sense. When I told people in my life, it made sense to them, 
too. Professors, family, and friends all congratulated me and agreed 
that this would not be a waste of a year, but one that would enhance 
my journey. They could see how this would be a logical move that 
would build my resume and supplement my career neatly and nicely. 
Most of us feel more comfortable when things make sense.

By the time I arrived with the six other volunteers in Argentina 
for a ten-day orientation, we knew that Andrew from South Carolina, 
Rob from Arizona, Alyson from Wisconsin, Brooke from Alabama, 
and Christine from Minnesota would all be in Buenos Aires. Tom 
from Illinois would be in the capital of Uruguay, Montevideo. And 
I, a city girl with a masters in urban ministry, would be heading to a 
place in rural Uruguay that few, if any, people in the United States 
have ever heard of. Getting my placement over e-mail, I did struggle 
a bit with not knowing why I was going anymore or what was in it for 
me. The unknown loomed with the illogical and discontinuous while 
I packed. But only during orientation in Argentina did the absurdity 
of my placement site fi nally sink in fully. 
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12  How Coffee Saved My Life

I realized that I could not lean on logic or rationality to write 
off my crazy move to South America. I would not be building my 
resume. Our site coordinator handed me a small piece of paper with 
my new address on it. It read:

Ellie Roscher c/o Marcelo Nicolau
Montaldo s/n casi Dr. Corbo
27300 Lascano
Rocha
Uruguay

s/n stands for sin numero—without number. Casi means almost. 
Montaldo without number, almost Dr. Corbo. I would not be in an 
urban hub with friends a bus ride away. I would be twelve hours from 
them, and my town was so small, I did not even have an address. My 
house was on a street called Montaldo, almost at Dr. Corbo. Was Dr. 
Corbo another street name? So I was near an intersection? Were there 
intersections? Did I live close to the town doctor? Did Dr. Corbo go 
on house visits because there were too few people to have a hospital? 
No one knew. But my romanticized visions of doing urban ministry 
abroad came crashing down. Why were they sending the workaholic 
urban queen of North America to a town without addresses? I started 
to breathe deeply trying to recreate my expectations. 

I realized how much I would miss community. The six other 
volunteers helped me laugh about my address, as we turned casi into 
our tag word. To help us deal with the fact that reality did not in any 
way mirror our expectations, we would throw the word almost in, 
always leading to laughter that honored the surrendering process. 

After the Argentine volunteers spent a weekend with their new 
house families, we laughed until we had sore abdominals reliving 
each person’s culture shock moments. Brooke’s shower, consisting of 
a single trickle of running water, almost had as much water pressure 
as a drinking fountain. Later she almost dodged being painfully and 
explosively sick from the meat they had for dinner. Alyson almost beat 
her two-year-old “brother” at soccer. Andrew found himself stumbling 
through Spanish at a Pentecostal church. He hoped that he almost said, 
“I am glad I am here. Thank you. Praise God.” He sat in his new 
room and thought he might almost not make it through the night alive, 
wondering whether he was suffering from culture shock or carbon 
monoxide poisoning emanating from the space heater in the corner, 
since both bring on fatigue, headache, and disorientation. And Rob, 
the storyteller of all storytellers, recounted being almost mugged, as 
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he was abandoned at a fi lm group full of German-speaking atheists 
in the most dangerous neighborhood in the city. 

I wondered whom I would laugh with when reality fi nally hit for 
me, when I fi rst saw my address-less home, or the fi rst time I almost 
enjoyed cow tongue for lunch. Over dinner the seven of us transitioned 
gracefully from subjects of theology to politics to pop culture to anxiety 
about the year. We shot each other looks from across the room when 
asked to do seemingly bizarre things in this very foreign country. We 
checked in with each other as our bodies, minds, and spirits began 
the process of culture shock.

This was my fi rst lesson in surrender. My placement, being almost 
what I signed on for, would never make sense, no matter how hard I 
tried. It took me months to realize that it did not have to. Holding that 
address in my hand was the moment I began the scary, challenging, 
beautiful process of letting Uruguay into my heart. To do so, I had to 
let go of what I thought were wants and needs, what I thought made 
sense and what I thought would build my resume. Casi became my 
tag word, what I went back to when I was struggling to let go of 
expectations. As I became more comfortable with the knowledge 
that I was not in control, I began to realize I never really was to begin 
with. The more I let go of expectations and started to celebrate the 
almost, or more often the not even close, the more Uruguay offered me 
grace and abundance. Maybe, just maybe, it did not need to make 
sense to be good and right.

You will make all kinds of mistakes, but as long as you are 
generous and true and also fi erce you cannot hurt the world 
or even seriously distress her.6

WINSTON CHURCHILL
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