My first mission trip to Guatemala will always stand out in my mind as my most influential and life-changing experience. My step-father is the president of an organization called VOSH/PA (Volunteer Optometric Services to Humanity of Pennsylvania) which consists of eye doctors and volunteers who travel to Guatemala each year to provide eye care including exams, eyeglasses, and surgeries for the impoverished. I have been fortunate enough to join the trip on three occasions.

As I stepped onto the plane to Guatemala City, my 13 year old mind ran wild with thoughts and fears of my upcoming adventure. Would we be safe as middle class Americans entering a third world country? What would the culture be like? What kind of work would I be doing in the clinic? Would I be able to make a difference? I was the youngest volunteer on the trip of 20 or so adults and eye doctors, and although everyone was extremely friendly and welcoming, I felt like a rookie.

We took a flight from Guatemala City to Flores, located in the Peten, which is the jungle region of the country. We then took a long drive in a crowded van on dirt roads to Poptun, where we arrived at our lodging. 

The next day came quickly and with a waft of sweltering heat. We all grabbed a quick breakfast at the hotel’s restaurant and piled into the vans. The ride to the clinic was a blur of fields and small wooden shacks with metal for the roofs that I assumed were sheds or old abandoned homes. As if to thwart my assumption, a child would walk out, followed by another, and another, and then a mother carrying a baby. These were homes. No driveway, no garage, often not even a door except for maybe a thin sheet draped across the entrance.

What happened as we exited the vans once we arrived at the clinic stopped my heart and sent tears to my eyes. Hundreds of people were crowded in front of the school that we used as our clinic, and as we walked toward them they parted down the middle to let us through. I looked into the eyes of the people who had been waiting for hours to receive our care, and someone started to clap. Soon everyone was clapping as we walked toward the clinic through the crowd of poor, yet hopeful and grateful people. I noticed that the line never ended. We walked between the buildings to set up our stations and along the sides of each were more people sitting in chairs and fanning themselves, but smiling and thanking us as we walked past.

Within an hour I had begun working in the visual acuity station. We had the patients stand on a mark, cover one eye, and read numbers, letters, or hand positions from a poster positioned on the wall several feet in front of them. My job was to record on each person’s paper up to which line they were able to read. After a few days of working in visual acuity, I switched to the eyeglass dispensing station. This was where the fun began. I was now working with people one-on-one and seeing the benefits of my work. I was giving people sight. My Spanish at the time was not proficient enough to speak with the people, so I used a translator, who ironically, did not speak a word of English. He was my age and we had developed a technique of communicating through signaling and by working together without a common language.

In doing this work, I was in awe of my potential. I could take a paper with a prescription on it, find the right pair of glasses, and fit the glasses so that they were comfortable for the patient. And I did it by myself, and for the most part, without speaking English.

One day an old man stumbled into my line. Two young men were walking on each side of him, guiding him to a seat. I took the man’s paper and read the prescription. It read over +9.00 with a astigmatism greater than one I had seen yet. This man could not see his own hand if he held it in front of his face, and probably hadn’t been able to for years. My translator asked him to read the first line on a small visual acuity chart, but he couldn’t make out the first line. I thought seriously about giving the paper to a more experienced doctor, but decided that I wanted to take it. I went all the way to the right side of the room where the boxes with the highest prescriptions were kept. We didn’t have anything even close to what the man needed, but after close to ten minutes I found the best pair that I could. I put them on the man and he looked around the room, his eyes twice as wide as they were when he had entered. He smiled slightly and looked down at the chart that my translator held for him to read. He read the first line with great ease, the second, the third, and the fourth. The man stood up out of his chair, shook my hand, and walked out of the room without guidance. This man was seeing his world as he had not seen it in years, and one satisfying though crossed my mind: We’ve cured blindness.

Leaving Guatemala was heart wrenching, and coming home was even more painful. I found that although I had just completed a journey that changed me forever, no one else had changed. Life had gone on and although I had a new insight into what the world was like outside of my own, my friends did not understand. It took me a long time to realize that the ignorant behavior of my peers reflected my own behavior before I knew there was any other way of living. Now I try to keep in view what is important in life, and appreciate what I have because it is more than I need and more than some people could ever ask to have.

I have been back to Guatemala twice, and each time has offered a new adventure and opportunity to learn. Through this experience I have proven to myself and to others that I, or anyone else in this world, can make a difference whether it is to hundreds of people or a single individual.

