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It was a toilet in Fiji that brought me to tears. I had seen hundreds in the 

past year, but this one affected me in a way I never expected. That 

morning, the pounds of emotion that I had forced away came crashing 

into my life, leaving me to reevaluate everything I had become. The 

summer before my senior year, I sought comfort in simplicity, focusing 

on what was important in my life: my faith, my family, and my future. In 

my heart, serving others is a celebration of grace. I was alive; I was 

blessed; and despite my concerns, I was entirely thankful. Fittingly, I 

first heard about Fiji through my pastor. People of all ages from around 

the world were working together to improve the infrastructure of rural 

communities, and Reverend Clayton did not have to ask me twice. Four 

weeks later, I was on a plane with one large backpack, an address, and 

little other information concerning my stay. In the month to come, we 

worked wherever we were needed and slept wherever we could. I cannot 

think of a time when I was so dirty, yet so happy. I learned to love the 

plates of cassava, to embrace our communal river baths, and to thrive in 

uncomplicated village life. However, it truly was the work I valued most. 

We painted. We laid cement. We tiled. We put together fences. We built 

toilets. I never thought that sanitation would mean so much to me. 

 

Fiji was a far cry from the world I left behind. Almost exactly four 

months earlier, I walked away from a physically abusive relationship. In 

its aftermath, I was left lost and confused. My pain brought me face to 

face with the one thing I despised – apathy. There was a part of me that 

gave up on idealism. Nevertheless, with time and pure determination, I 

began to heal. I refused to let the experience define me, but in my heart 

the pieces did not fit. I could march for peace in the streets of Los 

Angeles, but when the time came for me to speak on my behalf, fear left 

me without words.  

 

My abuse made violence real. Images of hate and destruction were not 

just stories but my reality. I came to understand that heartbreak 

requires much more than an apology; it craves a response. Today, I am 

no longer angry but instead frustrated with inaction. There is a point 

where we must stand, scream if necessary, and if all else fails, jump onto 
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the table and demand that something be done. I am passionate about 

non-violence, conflict resolution, gender equality, and tolerance. 

However, I was unsure about their future in a world seemingly filled 

with indifference. Never before had I identified so closely with the 

Jackson Pollock paintings in my father’s art books. Complexity had 

taken on a new connotation.  

 

Five thousand miles away in the small village of Nasiviko so, we were 

working on a new plumbing system. There I had been tribally adopted 

and lovingly embraced by one of the local families. Just a month before, 

they had lost their baby boy to an infection, possibly preventable with 

better hygiene. As we laid the piping, I began to cry for my Nene’s 

(mother’s) loss. Poverty was her abuse, and it simply was not fair. Sitting 

there, sobbing at the sight of the village’s first flushing toilet, I realized 

how confused I had once been. Devastation had left me 

uncharacteristically skeptical, but here were Americans, Fijians, 

Australians, Brazilians and Israelis working together. Their sweat-

drenched faces proved me wrong. Our reality may include injustice, but 

it will not go unanswered. What we did was neither televised nor 

broadcast, but it meant the world to a community that deserved every 

minute of our labor. I know now that progress will not be mandated nor 

photographed; instead, it will come as a result of simple acts, quietly 

done, cloaked in humility. Whether it is domestic violence or racism or 

poverty, it can be changed one toilet at a time. Covered in dirt in Fiji, I 

was reminded that I had the strength to love and to heal and to forgive 

and to change what was broken in my life and in the world. Losing 

myself in the service of others, I had found myself. 

 

 I understand the cliché of infinite possibility. I have also begun to learn 

the limitations of my heart and my reality, but in the same moment I 

have been refilled with hope. Something terrible happened, but I 

survived, driven by strength I had forgotten. Today is about reclaiming 

action. Somewhere there is someone without a voice. For that individual, 

we must jump onto our tables, scream as loud as we can, and remind the 

world that apathy is unacceptable 
 


