
My trip to England was marked by many firsts for me--first time owning and using a 

passport, first international flight, first time overseas. In recollection, however, these firsts were 

little more than ticks on my checklist, things to get like a UK power converter and a neck wallet 

for my train tickets. Nor, really, do I remember an awakening, or a shift in my universe, or even 

a Final Destination, full stop. What I remember instead is a collection of moments, of feelings 

and images, that defined my pilgrimage between the arches and glass and needlepoint kneelers. 

In London, I climbed 1,161 steps. (Really.) That’s how many it takes to get to the top of 

St. Paul’s. I was cold and winded. But the view. The view was staggering, breathtaking. In the 

same way the Grand Canyon looks like a mirage even when you’re standing on the edge, staring 

right into it, London, on the top of that dome, looks like a postcard. How many people had been 

staring at this land and this city, the same way I was? How long had people been climbing those 

same spiraled steps? How old was the earth on which the cathedral rested? I was overwhelmed 

with the antiquity of it all. I forgot about my hurting feet, still recovering from the flight I’d 

deboarded not three hours earlier, and I forgot about how I’d been literally falling asleep 

standing up on our tour thirty minutes ago. I was wide awake and wondering. That night I 

remember writing in my journal that I’d felt the weight all of St. Paul’s secrets when we were 

inside, but it would take me a lifetime to discover them all. Standing on top of London like that, I 

felt the secrets of the whole city, the ones now and the ones at the bottom of the Thames from a 

century ago.  

In Oxford, I remember a prayer book. One of the things I’d begun to do during our 

church visits if I felt my tiredness bleeding into my concentration was flip through the prayer 

books. I was fascinated with the language and almost eccentricity of the 1662 Church of 

England; I was utterly engrossed, for instance, with one of the last pages, which listed every 



single person in a man or woman’s family that they could not marry, to farfetched levels of 

separation and step-relation. The book in particular I remember, however, was so memorable 

because of a homemade annotation. I was next to Hannah, the ESC’s heroic program 

coordinator, and I remember her laughing softly (we were in church, after all) and showing it to 

me. In thick, childish lettering at the very back of the book, on one of its blank binder pages, 

someone had written “you are so annoying.” That was funny on its own in a church prayer book, 

but what really got me was, right below it, the addition “sometimes.” The handwriting was the 

same, clearly written by the same person, but the letters were bigger and different, like it had 

been done in a different stroke. I pictured a child writing the first note to their seatmate, then 

taking it back after the other had read it and adding the qualifying “sometimes” to make their 

friend feel better. How old was this? There was no way to tell. I was suddenly overwhelmed 

once again by this insignificant instance of shared experience. They couldn’t get rid of their note 

because church pencils never had erasers, even in an ancient cathedral, even if they’d written this 

50 years ago, even if they’d written it the day before. Kids would keep writing with them on 

things they weren’t supposed to, anyway, and the world would keep spinning.  

In Canterbury I touched Rome. In St. Martin’s Church, whose nave wasn’t much bigger 

than the combined study and dining rooms of the ESC, there are walls made with gray porous 

stones that have been standing since the 6th century. I remember laying my hands on the stones 

and dumbly thinking I am touching Rome. The absurdity of that was almost too much for me to 

bear. Here God was, still, after almost 2000 years, in this tiny church clinging to a hill, almost 

swallowed up by the moss and mist in the cemetery. If you climbed up the hill and looked over 

the trees you could see the proud spires of the cathedral, not even a mile away. The seat of 

Christianity for the English-speaking world and the site of Christianity for the English-speaking 



world, in walking distance from one another. In the cemetery the earth had shifted after centuries 

and some of the graves had cracked, and still others were almost totally overcome with grass and 

weeds. St. Martin’s only meets once a Sunday, less than All Saints’ in Austin does even on 

Fridays. They share a website with another church in Canterbury and have two priests. And yet 

this church still stands after all those years, nestled into its hill, watching what it founded about a 

mile away climb higher and higher to the heavens.  

Until coming to college my Episcopalianism was something I wore like a badge. I was 

pleased with how neatly its theology fitted into my budding values, and I liked its history and 

how it made me different at school. Sure, I believed in God, and I loved showing off the long 

prayers I knew by heart, even though I didn’t know what “trespass” meant. But I put it on and 

took it off as I saw fit, and I never felt a connection with it that couldn’t be peeled off like a “hi, 

my name is Episcopalian” sticker. I was jealous of kids with boatloads of church friends at 

school--I knew two girls who were Anglican in my high school of four thousand plus. I didn’t 

get along with the private schoolers at my home church but was uncomfortable, even as a 

teenager, with the Christianity I saw when I visited my friends’ churches. I was stuck, plain and 

simple, yearning for something I couldn’t find, no matter where I looked.  

I became more deeply Christian than ever in my life when I transferred to UT and started 

coming to the ESC, and more deeply Episcopalian when I traveled England. My Episcopalianism 

is no longer a badge. It rests solidly inside me, with my connection to all the secrets of London, 

the little churchgoer writing notes to another in Oxford, and the walls of Rome in Canterbury. It 

rests inside me in Austin, where I look at the UT Tower at least once a day and contemplate its 

etching as I walk to class: Ye shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free. The same 

etching sits on the floor of Canterbury Cathedral, in Greek, on a bronzed compass rose that 



signifies the Worldwide Anglican Communion. I carry that inside me in all the directions the 

rose points me, and everywhere in between. 
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