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For my CWIL Travel Grant, I wanted to do something that would allow me to return to Rome, Italy.  I had spent my sophomore year there, and could not wait to return.  While both travels allowed me to experience the Italian culture, being there independently and living on my own was an eye-opening, exciting, and sometimes scary time.  I was immersed in the culture, and therefore had to learn to do things on my own.  I did things that I would not have tried to do or even wanted to do before.  My project, Survey of World Religion in Rome, Italy, allowed me to speak with people from a variety of backgrounds, ages, nationalities, and faiths.  I learned as much about myself, however, as I did about other people through this experience.  I learned what I am capable of (which is a lot more than I expected), and what I still need to work on.


I truly feel as though I became a part of the Italian culture.  On the Rome program, we lived in a hotel and that was an amazing experience:  Rome was, literally, at our fingertips.  However, when I arrived in Rome on May 23, I was in a completely different situation.  I left with my friend Ximena, who was also going to Italy for the summer as well.  When we arrived, I realized that there was no one to help me with anything.  I stayed in a hostel for the first week in Rome.  While there I went apartment hunting.  Luckily, I found one.  It was through the apartment, my housemates, and our neighbors that I felt as if I were living like an Italian.  I had to go grocery shopping; I had to cook my own meals; learn how to take the public transportation system and which ticket was the best value; I had to pay bills.  I lived with a man, Marco who was 30, and a woman Giusi who was late 20’s (she never told me her exact age).  Both of my housemates told me their opinions on all sorts of topics, religion included.  Despite the fact that they were both Italian, their opinions were obviously cultured because of their gender.  It was incredible to be able to speak with each of them and see the differences in opinions.  For many evenings, my housemates and I shared dinner.  One would cook, the other would clean up, and we would all have good conversation. 


Through these conversations, I became stronger and more confident in my Italian language.  This confidence allowed me to approach people to ask them about their views on religion.  That said, I will never forget the day that I tried to approach a Muslim woman, pleased with myself that I could carry on a conversation in Italian, only to find out that she didn’t speak Italian or English.  She was not Italian, just like me.  We laughed together over my blunder, communicating in the common language of hand gestures, and then I walked on.  I realized that, while we could not speak the same language, people are generally not hateful or mean, but want to help you.

It is through my housemates, that I was introduced to the actual way Italians live, dine, work, and enjoy themselves; not the watered-down tourist version.  Not that there is anything wrong with living in a multi-cultural capital, where many languages are spoken.  But, comparing my two experiences, one as a tourist, and the other as a researcher, I learned that part of the culture is lost when you try to accommodate a variety of different people.  We lived about fifteen minutes from downtown; and, I learned how people really live.  When I went to a restaurant I knew not to cut my pasta, not to leave a tip, to order sparkling water and not still.  Also, I joined my housemates for a festival that was going on in our neighborhood.  There were comics, craft stalls, excellent food, and musicians.  The little things that you can only learn when you are removed from people who speak and act just like you.  
At first, I was very intimidated.  I didn’t want to open my mouth to ask for anything.  But, slowly, you adapt.  I can not explain how I grew, but I know that I did.  At the beginning of the summer, I would say “grazie” whenever someone spoke to me, despite having lived in Italy before, and having studied Italian before.  I was just so intimidated or embarrassed that I would make a mistake.  Then, one day, I woke up and realized “of course I’ll make mistakes, but I need to start speaking.”  So, I went to the Jewish Ghetto, took an espresso at a café, and asked the woman sitting at the table next to me if I could ask her a few questions.  My legs were shaking, I stuttered a bit, and I used the more impolite form ‘tu’ instead of the formal ‘lei.’  However, she was very nice and answered my questions.  I told her that I was studying different religions.  She told me about her experience as a Jew living in Rome.  She said that while the Catholics of Rome are trying to be more open to dialogue, she still feels marginalized.  She said that she didn’t know many Jewish people living outside the area still called the Jewish Ghetto.  This was the first and most important conversation of all that I had in Rome.  We talked for a long time, about an hour.  I realized that her experience as a Jew in Rome, were very similar to my experience as an American in Rome.  We were both minorities among a larger group of people.  Making this connection allowed my next conversation to be easier and more natural.  I just kept building on what I was learning.  
If I learned anything from my experience, though, it is that life is too short to freak out about things that haven’t occurred yet.  Living in a foreign culture a part from other people from the US means that you will make mistakes and be embarrassed, but you will also learn certain things that are invaluable when trying to live in a global, multicultural world.  
To conclude, I would like to say that if you are planning to go to Italy, either with the Rome program or independently, be prepared for a different lifestyle.  I know that this may seem like obvious advice, but it is shockingly different in many ways.  Not that this should detract you; going abroad in this capacity expanded my perspective of the world, and also how people live.  Despite the different cultures, we are essentially human beings and certain things are universal.  Also, I believe that while we love to drink coffee here, we should all take an espresso after every meal…it will help with digestion and it tastes really good.  Thank you.

