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Filled with humor, insight, and faith, this true story tells how one young woman overcame
challenges, stereotypes, and personal struggles at Harvard Divinity School and emerged an
ordained minister.As a bright young girl from Ohio, Andrea Raynor always wanted to be a doctor.
Instead, she landed—almost by accident—at Harvard Divinity School, which, she quickly
discovered, was no typical semi nary. When she attended, in the 1980s, HDS was a place
overflowing with creative expression and freedom of thought. Her classmates included two men
who were undergoing sex changes and a woman who fancied herself a geisha. There was a
lively gay and lesbian caucus, marches on Washington, civil disobedience, and more sexual
intrigue than could be found in a stereotypical college fraternity house.Providing a bird’s eye view
of life within the hallowed halls (and beneath the crimson robes), Incognito is a humorous and
poignant glimpse inside one of the nation’s most revered institutions. From navigating relation 
ships to exploring whether a pretty girl can truly wear a collar, Incognito tackles our assumptions
about spirituality, the church, morality, and identity, and affirms that God often works in ways—
and in people—we least expect.



PRAISE FORIncognito“A finely wrought narrative about stepping into the realm of faith. [Raynor]
shows us how following a hunch can lead to a life of beauty, purpose, and yes, adventure. This is
an inspiring read.”—Barbara Hall, creator and executive producer of Joan of Arcadia“Andrea
Raynor’s engrossing memoir switchbacks the reader through the realities, passions, pettiness,
lessons, disappointments, and triumphs on the way to ordination. . . . Whatever your perceptions
are of the men and women who wear the collar, they will be challenged in this honest and soul 
searching romp.”—Lee Woodruff, author, blogger, and television personality“When Andrea
Raynor learns to look within for guidance, she truly arrives at the spiritual life which is home. I
want a sequel!”—Joan Steinau Lester, author of the novels Black, White, Other and Mama’s
Child“In her wonderful memoir, Incognito, there is nothing disguised about the heartfelt way
Andrea Raynor shares her life, faith, doubts, and unlikely path to ministry. Get ready to be
inspired, entertained, disturbed, and maybe just a little changed by this refreshingly honest take
on a world few get to glimpse with such clarity.”—Edward L. Beck, faith and religion contributor
for CNN and author of God Underneath: Spiritual Memoirs of a Catholic Priest“Incognito is a
refreshingly candid glimpse into the sometimes mysterious and always miraculous making of a
minister. . . . Sprinkled with humor and insight, it is a divinely warm and inspiring story that opens
a window onto life behind the collar and will leave you wishing for more.”—Roberta Gately,
author of Lipstick in AfghanistanThank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.Get a
FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals,
recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms
and conditions.Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook
and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your
inbox.contentsPreface1 Metamorphosis2 HDS 1013 Mapping the Course4 The
Frenchman5 Love and Other Disasters6 The Alley7 Love Is Patient, Love Is Kind8 Universal
Laws9 Mitzvah, Karma, Blessing10 Oh Henri11 The Catch12 Shapeshifting13 Follow Your
Gnosis14 The Call15 Prisoner of Love16 Lost and Found17 Dark Side of the Moon18 Winding
Cloths and Changing Winds19 Does This Collar Make Me Look Fat?20 Sackcloth and Ashes vs.
Leather and Lace21 Before and Afterlife22 The Year Between23 Send Me24 Winnowing the
Spirit25 In the Company of Angels26 Broken PiecesAcknowledgmentsAbout Andrea RaynorFor
Katherine, who lived it, and Andrew, who survived itprefaceSaugus, Massachusetts, 1985. I am
standing at a bus stop waiting for the bus that will take me back to Cambridge. It’s cold and the
light is beginning to fade. I pull my jacket a little tighter around my body and tuck my chin as the
November wind tosses my hair and sneaks down my back. After a few minutes, an old white
Chevy rolls to a stop in front of me. The windows come down, and I see three young men smiling
and gesturing at me.“Hey, baby, whatcha doin’? Wanna ride?”“No, thanks,” I say
casually.“Aww . . . you sure? It’s awful cold outside . . .”Their manner is flirtatious, but good 
natured. I guess them to be a few years younger than I—but even at twenty four years old, I’m
often mistaken for nineteen. I lean forward slightly to take a closer look at them. Their friendly
faces and thick Boston accents somehow make them appear sweet and comical rather than



threatening, and so I smile and say, “No, I’m good. But thanks anyway.”Suddenly the guy in the
front seat does a double take. His eyes fly open. “Whoa!” he exclaims. Apparently, when I leaned
over to look inside, something was exposed. Was it a glimpse of my bra that caused the stir?
The curve of my breasts? No. It was my clergy collar. “Hey! Are you a priest?” he asks,
incredulous. Then I feel it—the instantaneous pop! It’s as if all the air has been let out of my party
balloon, as if all the lightness has been let out of me. I stand up straight again (my knee jerk
reaction), sigh, and brace myself. No longer do I feel like a girl at a bus stop; I feel like a freak.
“Yeah. Yeah, I am,” I reply, rather flatly. There is a pause. Here it comes, I think. What it is, I’m not
sure, but I figure they’re going to have some fun at my expense. I look away, preparing myself for
ridicule, but the fresh faced boy in the back remains undaunted. “That’s okay!” he calls with a big
grin. “I’m in Christ—hop in!” This takes me by surprise and makes me laugh out loud—we all
laugh. A flood of relief washes over me. I am still me, I think. Even in this collar. Just then, the bus
pulls up. As I wave good bye and board, I am still laughing.1metamorphosisAbout halfway
through Pennsylvania, my father glanced over at me looking agitated, his eyes darting between
my face and the road. “And stay away from the Unitarians!” he snapped.We were on our way
from Cincinnati, where sanity rules, with its Methodists and Lutherans, its Episcopalians and
Baptists, its Catholics and its Jews—people who have a clear idea of what they believe in—
bound for Cambridge and Harvard Divinity School. Right off the bat, my parents smelled
trouble.To begin with, anything east of Pittsburgh was suspect. Cambridge, while not conjuring a
particularly negative association itself, meant Boston. And Boston? Well, everyone knew it
smacked of liberals and heretics, atheists and academics (which, let’s face it, were one and the
same thing in my house). It reeked of old money, the Kennedys, and the benign anarchy of
thousands of college students living in alarmingly close proximity. To make matters worse,
Boston was a stone’s throw from New York City, where, if you believed my father, danger lurked
on every corner and it cost an arm and a leg just to get a peanut butter sandwich.Cincinnati, on
the other hand, was nestled comfortably between Kentucky and Indiana in the bosom of the
Midwest. It was the Queen City, gracious and dignified, warm and modest, a place where no one
honked a car horn unless in trouble, and rush hour traffic moved with such precision it appeared
to be following the cues of an invisible conductor. The Midwest stood for patriotism and family
and God . . . but the East? It was the unknown region, a place from which some never returned.
This perception, of course, made it all the more mysterious and alluring, like the Forbidden Zone
in Planet of the Apes.With each passing mile, the excitement over my being accepted to Harvard
was beginning to be replaced with anxiety—not my anxiety, mind you, but that of my parents.
They had the foresight to know that these years would change me and the wisdom to let me go
anyway. In retrospect, I don’t blame them for worrying—I could not then fathom the fears and the
heartache of parenthood. All I knew was that we were hurtling toward the future in a blue Ford
van, propelled by time and karma and hope, and that somehow I was on the cusp of adventure.I
dangled my arm out the window as we drove and let the warm air fling it around like a rag doll’s. I
shut my eyes and turned my face to the sun as my hair danced wildly on my head, unfettered



and free, Medusa’s giddy sister. Meanwhile, outside our speeding blue capsule, the terrain was
changing subtly, hypnotically. Even at seventy miles an hour, it felt as if we were crawling in the
wake of Earth’s galloping spin. Flat farmland slowly morphed into rolling hills, signs pointed the
way toward unfamiliar cities, trees waved from the sidelines cheering us on. Although their
leaves were still green, they could barely contain the explosion of color that was planned for
October—and I was feeling the shift, too, feeling my own metamorphosis waiting for its time.For
three hundred miles, we drove east across Pennsylvania; meanwhile, the gods flipped the sun
over our heads like a glowing gold coin in a game of cosmic tiddlywinks. I wanted to reach up
and snatch it in my hand, feel the weight of it, and send it skipping across the horizon. I felt
elastic and fluid, a secret playmate of the universe disguised as a twenty two year old girl from
Ohio. As the sun made its graceful exit through the western door, the sky changed from blue to
blood orange to inky black as if undressing and dressing again for the evening.In response to my
father’s warning about Unitarians, I had just nodded my head. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure
what a Unitarian was. I had never met one and wasn’t sure if they were a secret society, a New
Age religion, or a cult. Judging from my father’s tone, the Unitarian Church was, for all practical
purposes, an oxymoron.“Is that like a Moonie?” I asked, genuinely curious, but aware that I
sounded like a simpleton. I felt about five years old again—which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.
(In retrospect, I realize that I was confusing the Unitarian church with Sun Myung Moon’s
Unification Church.) Dad seemed relieved to slip back into his role as teacher, protector, and
authority on most things. I leaned forward to listen from the back, my arms draped around the
seats that held my parents, head bobbing between the co creators of my DNA. And, for a few
minutes, the world was right again. Common sense prevailed. Although I don’t recall my dad’s
answer, I do know that, instead of fortifying my resolve to stay away from Unitarians, it secretly
intrigued me. Unitarians now belonged to that same Forbidden Zone—of which Harvard Divinity
School was the epicenter.Against the dark velvet curtain of the evening sky, I projected my
dreams of the future. Harvard became the shiny crimson apple hanging from the tree in the
Garden. Despite the warnings, my mouth started to water for it. I wanted knowledge; I wanted
exposure to new ideas; I wanted to know what frightened my parents. Oddly enough, I had
already discovered that I was naked; in fact, so had they. Maybe this is part of what scared
them.It had been a tough few months since my graduation from Denison University, starting with
a disastrous Parents’ Weekend in the spring. It was always an awkward and somewhat stressful
time on campus. The frat houses did their best to clean up for the weekend, even though little
could be done to eradicate the smell of stale beer and old socks. Bongs were put away, party
girls hid their cigarettes and sashayed around in sweaters and pearls, and everyone, including
the professors, tried to act natural. Parents smiled politely as they were led around the campus
like circus ponies, and even those who were alumni looked awkward and out of place. On the
surface, they were received kindly, but secretly, the campus was on high alert until the last
Lincoln Town Car or BMW or airport limo disappeared down the hill. Then it was Exhale. Prime
the keg.I had no bottles or drugs to hide, but I had my own reasons for feeling stressed at the



prospect of their arrival. Not only was the deadline for my senior honors thesis fast approaching,
but also I knew my parents weren’t crazy about the coed dorm in which I lived or meeting the guy
I was dating. My older sisters had had the good sense to go to more conservative schools,
where the dormitories were not only single sex but also had strict rules for visitors of the
opposite sex. These included keeping the door open and one foot on the floor (I kid you not). In
light of this, Denison must have seemed to them like a high end Sodom and
Gomorrah.Regarding the new man in my life, my parents were wary, to say the least. They still
hadn’t forgiven me for breaking up with my high school boyfriend a few months earlier. Now,
there was a guy who could be trusted. Scott was a local boy whom my parents knew and
adored, and whose grandfather had worked with mine long before we were ever born. He’d been
a high school football star who went to church and came to Sunday dinners; who helped my dad
with the grass and blushed when my mother teased him. Whoever this new guy was, he wasn’t
Scott. To make matters worse, he was from Connecticut.That being said, the day managed to go
off without a hitch. I introduced my new boyfriend, Andy, who looked (in my mind) exceedingly
handsome, with his dark, curly hair and his giant blue eyes. Naturally shy, and understandably
nervous, he seemed dangerously close to jumping out of his navy blue blazer and making a run
for it. My parents were cordial but cool—as cool as their midwestern manners would allow. After
an awkward but painless visit, Andy left to join his own parents. I introduced my friends, most of
whom they had met before; we walked around campus; we chatted with some professors. The
day passed.Before saying goodnight, we made plans to go to church together the next morning.
They were to pick me up at 10:00 a.m. for the service. Later that night, Andy came over to study,
and I worked like a madwoman on my thesis—a ninety page paper on Latin American liberation
theology. I had a mere seventy pages to go. For the first time all year, both of my roommates
happened to be away for the night. One was sleeping with her English professor and the other
had recently decided to drop out and hitchhike to Tennessee for unknown reasons. For once, I
won’t have to go to the library, I thought, or sit out in the hall typing so as not to wake them. It was
going to be a long, quiet evening of work.About two in the morning, Andy asked if he could
stretch out and rest on my bed while I worked. “Sure,” I answered, hardly looking up.“Just wake
me up when you stop for the night, and I’ll head home,” he said as he pulled off his shirt and
climbed into the loft.“Okay. You rest.”Another two hours passed. It was four in the morning and
my brain was starting to shut down. Must sleep. Must sleep. I looked up at Andy sleeping
soundly and couldn’t bring myself to send him stumbling into the darkness of that early morning.
I’ll set the alarm for eight thirty, I thought. That should be plenty of time to get him out of here
before my parents come. With that, I collapsed next to him in a dead sleep à la Romeo and
Juliet.That fateful decision changed and altered the course of my life in ways I am still trying to
come to terms with. Was it destiny or just the way things went—karma or merely the random turn
of events that make up a life?At 8:15 a.m., just before my alarm was to go off, there was a tap on
my door; then it quietly opened. We didn’t lock our doors back then; no one did. In fact, I don’t
ever remember having a key, although I must have. The outside door to the dorm was also



unlocked, as usual. My mother still had her hand on the doorknob when she looked up and saw
the bare boy chest of the young man, whom she had just met the day before, lying in my loft. If
she wasn’t impressed with him in a Brooks Brothers jacket, then one can imagine how she felt
about him half naked. I popped up and said, idiotically, “Uh, hi, Mom . . . come on in.” But she
didn’t come in. Instead, she just said, “Oh . . .” quietly, like someone who’s been shot in the heart
but has yet to feel the sting of the bullet. Then she backed out just as quietly as she came and
shut the door—which happened to be covered with a life sized black and white poster of Clark
Gable, dressed as Rhett Butler, from Gone With the Wind. For a moment, I was frozen in place,
staring wild eyed at Clark, the obvious irony of his “I don’t give a damn” attitude completely lost
on me.The next few minutes in my room could only be described as sheer pandemonium. I
jumped out of the loft and flew out the door into the dark hallway. Andy, whose huge eyes went
even wider with panic, frantically pulled on his shirt. Then, clutching his socks and shoes, he
climbed out my window, where the fire escape happened to end. My roommates and I used it as
a sort of balcony, decorating it with plants and wind chimes. Now, for the first time all year, it was
truly being used as an emergency exit. Because I went to find my mom, who was sitting on the
steps with her head in her hands, I missed the visual of Andy slipping and sliding down the fire
escape. It had been raining during the night, and the metal steps were quite slick. Little did he
know that my father was sitting in his van at the bottom of the stairs observing the whole scene!
With socks in hand and shirt half buttoned, Andy fumbled with the lock on his Toyota before
zooming off. He had seen the van parked at the bottom of the stairs, but the windows were tinted
and he couldn’t be sure that my father was sitting inside. Powerless to keep his head from
swiveling wildly between the van and his car, I’m sure he was quite a sight.Turns out my parents
had decided to come early to take me to breakfast. Because cell phones were still a thing of the
future, and because our dorm had only one pay phone on the first floor, there was no way for
them to call me ahead of time. Now each of my parents was wondering whether the other one
had seen Andy’s awkward exit out the window. I quickly dressed; my mom and I walked out of
the dorm and got into the van. Not only was my heart in my throat—it was squeezed between
every other organ in my body. I was about to regurgitate my entire circulatory and digestive
system. Needless to say, it was a very icy breakfast, a silent ride to church, and an
uncomfortable good bye. No mention was ever made of the morning drama, nor did they send
their warm regards to Andy.Telling my parents that I’d been accepted to Harvard was the thing
that finally broke the ice between us—being named Phi Beta Kappa also helped. Those two
calls prompted the first conversations we’d had since that ill fated Parents’ Weekend. It was
impossible for them not to be proud of me, and I was immensely relieved to have something
exciting to report. When my mom asked how they would ever be able to pay for Harvard, my dad
simply said, “We’ll sell the house!” Luckily, they didn’t have to—I was able to get enough in the
way of scholarships and loans to cover my three years there.The ride to divinity school will
always be preserved in my mind, like a leaf pressed into a book. Even then, I knew that I would
look back on it and try to recall the words my father said to me, try to reconstruct the contours of



my mother’s face as she looked out her own window, contemplating her own dreams, while I
watched the chrysalis of my childhood recede in the rearview mirror. Actually, I was probably
more hermit crab than butterfly. Instead of unfurling my newly formed wings in a flash of brilliant
color, I would undergo my transformation more gradually, shifting and shedding shells as I
inched my way along.I was not a child then, but I was still my parents’ daughter, raised on the
promises of God, grounded in the rich Ohio earth, taught to be kind and to show compassion, to
set a good example for others, to work hard and to achieve whatever I put my mind to. Steeped
in the mystical yet carved by religious tradition, I was ready to be born, to break out of the
parameters that had both constrained and protected me, formed yet inhibited me. It was time to
grow up. It was time for a larger shell.Eventually, the van grew quiet, while the wheels turned and
the motor hummed its monotone lullaby. But it wasn’t icy, as it had been on that Sunday, just a
couple months before. It was cozy and full of thoughts colliding, like a silent orchestra warming
up for a concert. Strapped in our seats, staring into the darkness, we were in our own private
theater waiting for the curtain to come up. What is my mother thinking? I wondered. What worries
make my father furrow his brow as he drives? I didn’t ask because I probably didn’t want to
know. All I knew was that I was ready. Ready for transformation, ready to step out of the van and
into my life, forever colored by crimson.2hds 101I don’t remember watching the van pull away
from the Divinity School, but I’m sure that I must have stood there for a moment to wave as my
parents disappeared in the blue tin, contained in their private world with their private thoughts, in
a life that was increasingly separate from mine. This was okay. I was ready to embark upon my
own journey. It hadn’t taken us long to move my things into the small single room to which I was
assigned in Rockefeller Hall, one of the Divinity School dorms. I hadn’t brought much with me—
some clothes, sheets and towels, and a few personal items. The tight quarters didn’t bother me;
they were simple and austere. Besides, I was quite happy to have my own space for nearly the
first time in my life.As the fifth of six children, I had always shared a room with my sister Jennie,
who is thirteen months older than I. Only when she went to college and I was a senior in high
school did I have the room to myself—at least until the summer. I never minded this. Jennie and I
were inseparable. We played on the same sports teams, we were cheerleaders together, we
shared our clothes (until I outgrew her), we double dated; she was part sister, part mother, part
friend. The sound of her steady breathing in the darkness of our room had been my lullaby since
before I could remember.Jennie also had a habit of talking in her sleep, famously reciting the
periodic table the night before a high school chemistry exam to the tune of “My Favorite Things.”
Sometimes, on evenings when she was particularly vocal, I would try to coax her into revealing
her secrets, but I was never too successful. Her (unconscious) revenge came in the form of
screaming bloody murder on a fairly regular basis in the middle of the night. That was something
I never got used to. When this happened, our parents would run into the room, turn on the light,
and try to wake her, after which she would quickly settle back into a blissful sleep. That worked
out well enough for her, but I would be left with my heart pounding and the covers pulled over my
head. Maybe it was because I had lived in such close quarters all of my life that I made a good



roommate in college. I could sleep through just about anything—talking, typing, laughing, loud
music. After spending the last year at Denison in a triple, however, I was ready for some
personal space—ironically, I found it in the smallest room I’d ever lived in.Each room in
Rockefeller was furnished with a single bed and a desk. My desk faced a large window
overlooking the trees that lined a quiet street behind the dorm. There was a closet with sliding
doors and a small built in chest of drawers. I’d brought a tiny refrigerator, which I put in the corner
(and behind which a mouse came to live for a time). Beyond that, there was barely enough
space for a couple of people to sit on the floor. My room was one of a suite of four single rooms
that shared a bathroom and shower. There were three such suites on each floor, all of which
shared a common kitchen. The twelve of us, eight women and four men, were each given a
cabinet in the kitchen in which to store our food; mine, as it turned out, was chronically empty. I
was the Mother Hubbard of the second floor.I walked back into my room and began to hang
some posters on the walls and place a few things on the desk. I propped my door open so that I
could hear the friendly chatter of people milling about. Some were introducing themselves,
others were clearly reconnecting after being away for the summer. I caught a few snippets of
conversation between two men already engaged in a theological discussion in the kitchen.“Don’t
you find it interesting that Heidegger’s concern for authenticity inhibits his description of the
relationship between self and other, while Sartre purposely avoids the concept of authenticity
altogether?”“Yes, but that’s part of why Heidegger’s employment of hermeneutical
phenomenology is so important when it comes to examining the meaning of being.”The words
that they were using and the sophistication of their thought made my stomach lurch. The phrase
I don’t belong here flashed in my mind like a neon sign. This may be a very short stay was
another one. The possibility of being sent home in shame, a failure after one semester, seemed
very real. The fact that I was even there at all was the most staggering thing that had ever
happened to me.I had always been a good student, but I started out at Denison as a bio/premed
major, with the hope of becoming a doctor. It seemed the natural choice for someone who was
smart and wanted to help people. During January of my freshman year, I spent what was known
as January Term at Cincinnati Children’s Hospital Medical Center. For four weeks, I watched
surgery while standing shoulder to shoulder with the surgeon, focusing on what I knew of
anatomy to keep me from feeling faint. To recharge, I would often spend my lunch hour feeding
and holding the babies in the neonatal and burn units. I loved being at the hospital; the scrubs
seemed to fit and I felt at home in the medical setting. Halfway through my sophomore year,
however, it was becoming increasingly clear that the sciences were not my strength. I snoozed
through zoology, excelled in math and physics, but did a face plant in chemistry. For the first and
only time in my life, I dropped a class—chemistry—and with it the biology major. Because I was
not someone who took these things lightly, or for whom college was mostly a social experience,
this was devastating. Driven to achieve, I felt as if I’d just driven off a cliff.One of the hardest parts
about the decision to step off the premed track was telling my parents. They had always been
genuinely supportive and encouraging of this goal; having a doctor in the family was going to



make them very proud. What would they tell people? I wondered. Would they think me a failure
or secretly believe that I hadn’t tried hard enough? Did I think this about myself?I remember
slowly making my way to the pay phone down the hall from my room. As was often the case on a
Sunday afternoon, it was in use—but at least there was no one else in line. Through the glass
door of the phone booth, I could see a girl sitting there. She was wrapped in a yellow bathrobe,
her hair still wet from the shower, her face fresh and animated, and she appeared to be in no
hurry to end her call. For once, I wasn’t impatient as I waited my turn. The girl in the little booth
could talk her head off for all I cared. I slid down the wall and slumped onto the floor, dreading
the conversation that was to come. To disappoint myself was one thing; the thought of
disappointing my parents made me miserable.When Shower Girl finished her call, I slipped into
the small booth and sat on the wooden bench facing the phone. It was still warm, and the faint
scent of the girl’s shampoo lingered in the tight enclosure. After dialing the number, there was a
momentary pause while the operator put through my collect call. The cheerful sound of my
father’s voice as he said hello brought an instant lump to my throat. Yes, he would accept the
charges, I heard him say. My mom, as she always did, got on another line, ready to settle into our
regular Sunday conversation.“What’s up, Andrea?” Dad asked playfully. Although I had always
gone by Andie, once in a while my dad would call me by my full name. He was the only one who
ever did, and from him it sounded almost like a pet name. My voice was shaking a little as I
began to explain to them that I was going to drop the bio major. They listened thoughtfully,
unsure of whether to encourage me to keep trying or to support my decision. Before long, I
began crumbling under the pressure I had imposed on myself (and the disappointment they had
tried to conceal). Then the floodgates opened. With the phone pressed to my ear and my eyes
shut, I began to cry. I didn’t know whether I wanted to hang up or to hold on. The wires
connecting us stretched across Ohio cornfields, Native American burial grounds, and the
expanse of my childhood. I was on the brink of something I did not yet understand. My words
came out bent and thick with emotion. “I just . . . I . . . The sciences are just not what I am good
at.”Lost in my misery, I was startled by the sound of someone tapping on the glass pane of the
phone booth door. “Hey, any chance you want to wrap it up in there?” A scruffy boy with hair like
an unmade bed and a benign face was peering into the booth. I jumped involuntarily, then
nodded, lifting my finger to indicate that I’d only be one more minute. “Look, Mom, Dad—I have
to go. Someone’s waiting for the phone—but I’ll call you next week.” We said “I love you”; then I
hung up, restoring the receiver to its rightful place, a plastic priest ready for the next
confession.“Sorry to rush you, man,” said the boy as I stepped out of the booth. “I just gotta catch
my ’rents before they toddle off for the afternoon. Got a bit of a cash flow problem.”“It’s okay,” I
said, feeling slightly self conscious about my blotchy face and runny nose. “I didn’t mean to be on
so long.”As we switched places, I noticed that he smelled slightly of stale beer and yesterday’s
pizza, which made me glad to have beat him to the phone.Even though part of me felt as if I had
failed, I finished most of my general requirements with flying colors by the end of that year. When
I returned to school the next fall, I finally started to relax, allowing myself to enjoy college, enjoy



the journey, and see the unknown road as one of adventure and promise. I spent the spring
semester of my junior year in Vienna, although I still had little idea of what I wanted to major in,
much less do with my life. When I returned to Denison for my senior year, I became a religion
major by default—it was the only thing I could cobble together in order to graduate on time.I had
consistently taken courses from the religion department each year because I found them
compelling, but I had no interest in majoring in the subject. What could I do with that? I
wondered. I briefly considered going to law school, even spending a January term at the
Cincinnati courthouse, but I found the chaos and the procedures overwhelming. I wanted to do
something big with my life, something important and challenging, something successful that
would be the payoff for all my hard work. Being a religion major seemed both predictable and
disappointing, highlighting my failure in the sciences—but I simply didn’t know what else to
do.My parents were supportive as I began to explore where this path might lead. Mostly what
they wanted was for their children to be happy. Jennie had become a nurse; my oldest sister,
Laurie, a lawyer; and my younger brother, Joey, was a junior in high school. My two older
brothers were tradesmen. The fact that I was now a religion major opened new possibilities. I
had animated talks with my dad about the classes I was taking, his lifelong interest in all things
spiritual enthusing our phone calls with energy. My mom reminded me that two of my aunts had
gone to seminary and had served as missionaries. She also told me that my grandmother
remembered a female lay preacher making the circuit in Kentucky as far back as the early
1900s.It made sense for my parents to ask if I was considering the ministry. Methodists were
more progressive than many Protestant denominations when it came to the ordination of
women, for which permission was granted in 1956. Although there had never been a female
pastor at my church, it didn’t seem out of the realm of possibility. The ordination of women to the
Episcopal priesthood, on the other hand, was still in its early years. The ripple effect of Carter
Heyward and the magnificent eleven (who were ordained in 1974) was inspiring other women to
bang on the door of the Catholic church. They are still banging. As a United Methodist, I took it
for granted that ordination was open to me—whether I was interested in it or not—and my
parents were very encouraging. Having a minister in the family would be almost as good as
having a doctor; but I had absolutely no interest in becoming the humble parson.I loved the
ministers that I had known throughout my life, but I never aspired to be one. Surely God has
bigger plans for me, I thought. The church was like a giant fishbowl, one that members could dip
in and out of each week, but where the minister remained behind glass, forced to sink or swim in
full view. Ministers had kind but weary faces. They lived in parsonages supplied by the church,
with families who could be uprooted at the discretion of the bishop. They might answer to God,
but they were often run ragged by their congregants. It was an oddly public profession, given the
nature of its deeply private connection to, and conversations with, the Divine. What’s more, I saw
how the more intellectual ministers were often criticized. Sometimes it seemed as if the minister
was judged more for dramatic or comic flair than for biblical scholarship; but the thought of being
a stand up comedian in the pulpit or some sort of dramatic orator made me want to escape



through the stained glass windows.Pushing that image out of my head, I dove into my studies.
Because of the haphazard way in which I had chosen my major, almost every class I took my
senior year was a religion class. The only exception was acting, which I needed to fulfill a
requirement. Perhaps I was unconsciously linking ministry and theatrics, which strikes me as
funny when I think about it now.I took acting my final semester—and that is where I happened to
meet Andy. Although Denison was a small school, I had never had a class with him before. I’d
seen him around campus, I’d known his best friend, Bobo, since our freshman year, I knew his
former girlfriend; but our paths had never crossed. When I walked into acting class on that first
day, I saw Bobo and went over to say hello. Sitting next to him was this lanky guy with an
interesting look and a sweet, alluring energy. He smiled as I greeted Bobo, and watched as we
exchanged a few pleasantries. “Hey, man, I’m sorry,” said Bobo after a minute or two. “Don’t you
two know each other? Andie, meet Andy.” As we shook hands, I looked into his eyes, and I
remember thinking, Couldn’t his name be something like Bob?As my days at Denison began to
dwindle, my interest in the study of theology and world religions only increased. My advisor, Dr.
Walter Eisenbeis, was a brilliant German scholar and theology professor, who had been just as
supportive my freshman year, when I was a biology major, as he was when I switched to religion.
“We need ethical and moral doctors, too, you know,” he’d said with a smile upon our very first
meeting of the school year. He was a soft spoken, bespectacled man who challenged me to think
about what I believed and why, and who opened me to a more scholarly and intellectual
approach to faith by introducing me to thinkers such as Tillich, Otto, Bultmann, and Eliade. After I
switched my major, I told him that I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with my life. The only thing of
which I was certain was that I wanted to find work that would be healing or socially relevant. I
also felt as if I was just beginning to study the field of religion. He advised me to take the
Graduate Record Examinations and apply to divinity school.“But I have no interest in becoming
a minister,” I practically moaned, a strange sense of desperation starting to trickle down my
chest like ice water.“That’s okay,” he reassured me. “There are many things you could pursue
from there.”“From where?” The image of the Methodist seminary in Kentucky where my aunts
had gone, and from where some of our more conservative ministers had graduated, flashed in
my mind. My sister Laurie had been an undergraduate at the college there, and I remembered
her stories of having to wear dresses to class and abide by strict rules regarding visitors and
curfew. As a free spirit herself, she retained her sanity by finding creative ways to break those
rules. After two years, even that got old, so she transferred.“I don’t know, Dr. Eisenbeis,” I said.
“Maybe I should have stuck with premed.”“Harvard Divinity School would be perfect for you,” he
responded matter of factly. Said in his familiar German accent, it almost seemed possible.
“Harvard is a school where you can explore new ideas and be challenged. It is not narrow 
minded theologically, spiritually, or academically, and not everyone goes there to become a
minister. I am certain that you will feel right at home.”“That would be incredible—but do you think
I’d get in?”“You will never know unless you apply.”I filled out the application with the same sense
of expectation one has when buying a lottery ticket: Hey, it’s a long shot, but you never know. My



application fee was waived due to the amount of financial aid I was receiving, so I had no excuse
not to apply. I halfheartedly began to fill out applications for other schools, but I never managed
to finish these. It was less a calculated risk than a prayer. Harvard had been a place that existed
only in movies, in books, and in the imaginations of people like me, people who came from
modest homes and hardworking families hundreds of miles away. It hardly seemed real—or
possible—until now. In some ways, I was so distracted by the thought of going to Harvard that I
ignored the fact that I would be headed to divinity school if I got in. That reality would only sink in
as the shock and euphoria of being accepted gradually diminished to manageable
proportions.The acceptance letter was delivered to my college mailbox in the spring. I had
worked in the campus mail room, and I could picture the hands sorting the letters and placing
them into the open slots on the other side of the metal façade, where combinations were needed
to unlock their treasures. I took the thick white envelope from my box and sat on one of the
couches in Slayter Hall, the student union. I was too anxious to wait until I got back to my room.
When I opened it, I realized that I had hit the jackpot.As the time approached to actually go to
Harvard, I often wondered what divinity school and my fellow students would be like. I confess
that I had stereotypical images floating around in my head, most of which bore a striking
resemblance to something out of Cecil B. DeMille’s The Ten Commandments. This was strange,
considering I grew up in a religious family that didn’t exactly fit the mold; in fact, we were
unconventional in many ways. Although we went to church every Sunday and my parents lived
their faith, my best high school friends attended the same Methodist youth group, and our
ministers were approachable people, we also explored the mystical realm through meditation
and spiritual inquiry. As a family, we often sat around the dining room table in the light of a candle
and held hands while my father received messages from the Great Beyond. Even at four or five
years old, I thought it quite normal to communicate with the dead or to experience unexplainable
occurrences in the house. My parents were (and still are) intellectually curious spiritual seekers,
who are also faithful Christians. Hence, I shouldn’t have been surprised to find that the Divinity
students were not caricatures of religious practitioners, but rather normal people who happened
to be very bright and very interested in exploring and discussing all things theological, spiritual,
social, and political.Dr. Eisenbeis had described the Divinity School as a place where I would
find deep tolerance and respect for different viewpoints, lifestyles, and avenues of personal
expression. He said that people of every faith and no faith sat side by side in class. Tibetan
monks in saffron robes would raise their hands next to Orthodox Jews and Catholic priests.
Conservative Christians might engage in genuine dialogue with Muslims, while academics and
atheists gave ear to mystics explaining the unexplainable. I’d also read that there was a lively gay
and lesbian caucus, African American and liberation theologians, feminist scholars, and activists
working for peace. Thinking about it gave me a “hold on to your hat” type of feeling—it was
exciting and a little scary, but I also felt the strength of my roots, the depth of my faith, and the
giddy possibility of spreading my spiritual wings. My parents might have been concerned about
some aspects of Harvard’s liberal reputation, but they were excited for me, proud of me—they



just didn’t want me to leave God on the intellectual autopsy table.As I was unpacking my things, I
began to meet my suitemates, all of whom were about my age. This was not a given, because
many people came to study at the Divinity School after having had careers as lawyers or
teachers, businesspeople or parents. There was a man of about forty who’d just moved into the
men’s suite on our floor. I remember thinking that he looked really good . . . for his age. Makes me 
cringe when I think about that now. He was gentle and quiet, the sage down the hall. What was
nice about sharing the suite with women my age was that we all seemed to be at similar points
on our journey.Katherine had already moved into the room on my right. She was from Vermont,
six feet tall, blond and athletic looking, with smooth, tanned skin and aquiline features. The first
time I met her, she was wearing hiking shorts and a bandana, and she seemed to be in a hurry
to get somewhere. So this is what someone from Vermont looks like, I remember thinking
(idiotically) to myself. I had only met one other person from Vermont, a place that seemed right
out of a made for TV Christmas special. Katherine was already surrounded by what appeared to
be a coterie of friends. Her intelligent green eyes were not unlike my own, but she had a unique
way of looking at you, as if she was intently listening to what you were saying while absorbing a
myriad of other data using her formidable intuition. In the coming months, I would frequently hear
her typing on her typewriter (yes, typewriter) into the wee hours of the night—not papers,
necessarily. Often she was writing poems, lovely and interesting, brilliant and beautiful. The
smell of smoke would sometimes escape from under her door—there were no rules against
smoking in the dorms at that time—making her seem all the more artsy and intellectual to me. I
eventually learned that she was the oldest daughter of the distinguished writer and theologian
Frederick Buechner, who had briefly taught at the Divinity School some years before; she didn’t
make too much of this.The room to the left of mine belonged to Silvia, a petite Jewish lesbian,
with dark, lustrous eyes and short black hair. She was planning on becoming a rabbi. Serious
and studious, Silvia didn’t really seem to care for me very much—at least in the beginning.
Maybe I was too girly, too wrapped up in some drama or another involving men, too midwestern.
She would look at me without a word, then shake her head or roll her eyes. That’s why her
occasional acts of kindness would surprise me. She probably knew that I was one of the more
impoverished students in our dorm. I couldn’t afford to join the food co op, and I rarely cooked.
Sometimes it seemed I rarely ate. Knowing this, she would occasionally leave food outside my
door, like one feeding a stray cat. Chocolate banana boat was one of the more famous
selections. For some reason, she got it in her head that I really liked this, though I’m not sure why.
It was a miracle that I never managed to step on the squishy foil offering left at my door, turning
her mitzvah into a regular “ring and run.”On the other side of Silvia’s room was Carla’s. Carla was
a world unto herself. At first I thought it would be Carla, a fellow midwesterner, with whom I would
become closest. Born and raised in Michigan, she was short and plush, with a sensuous air and
no sharp angles to her body. She had creamy skin and straight black hair that hung below her
waist; her mother was Japanese, her father American. Carla intimated that her mother had been
some sort of geisha—something that she seemed to channel as well. She was soft spoken and



quick to smile, pretty in a natural and earthy way. When I saw a young man leave her room the
morning after our first night there, I breathed a sigh of relief; when I saw a different one leave the
next morning, I liked her even more! Okay. This is not a monastery, I thought to myself. We’ve got
some elbow room here. Carla and I decided to share a phone to keep down expenses. We split
the monthly charges for the line and paid for our own long distance calls when the bill came. The
phone, a red retro style model with a long cord, could reach to either of our rooms. When I was
using it, the line had to cross in front of Silvia’s door—this could not have helped my standing
with her.Carla and I were fond of each other—but at times she had a strange façade that made
me slightly uneasy, as if she was keeping her true self hidden behind a mask of innocence. This
prevented us from being genuinely close. She was quietly ambitious, driven, and intent on
getting what she wanted. I wouldn’t have judged this, but, once in a while, an underlying
competitiveness would pop up unexpectedly and hit me like a sucker punch.But this was all
ahead of me as I placed my cowboy boots in the closet with the sliding doors and hung up my
corduroy coat. As I turned to survey my new living quarters, I noticed a jar of Nutella sitting on
the desk with a spoon and a note. Welcome to Boston! it read. Can’t wait to see you. —Love,
Andrea. Andrea (pronounced with the accent on the second syllable: An dre a) had been my
roommate in Vienna our junior year in college, and we had eaten our fair share of Nutella there.
Originally from Long Island, she had just graduated from Ithaca College and was planning on
applying to a master’s program at Brandeis. I could not believe my good fortune to have landed
so close to her again. It was typical of Andrea to make such a thoughtful gesture, and I smiled
thinking of her getting to my room before I did. She was always better at finding places than I
was.Before long, there was a knock at the door. Two friends from Denison were standing there
smiling—Tom and Burki. All three of us had been accepted into the Divinity School at the same
time, which was quite unusual. Tom was a musician who had been in a band at Denison with
Andy; Burki was a history major and a potter. Tom had brought his guitar with him and began
strumming and humming while Burki and I chatted.“So, what are you taking this semester?” I
asked Burki as we sat cross legged on the floor.“I’m not sure, really,” she answered. “I’m mostly
interested in Buddhism and the study of Eastern religions—but who knows where that will
lead?”“How about you, Tom?” I asked. I couldn’t help but smile thinking of the first time I met him.
It was my freshman year at Denison in a class taught by Dr. Eisenbeis. We were discussing
whether key biblical passages, such as those recounting the resurrection and the virgin birth,
were historical fact or symbol of faith. Tom was a year older than I was, articulate and razor
sharp, and he was pressing me about the intellectual validity of my beliefs. I had never been
challenged in that way before, and I took his words as a personal attack, rather than an
academic volley. And yet, here we were four years later, friends, starting a new chapter at
Harvard.Strumming his guitar, Tom shook his head and laughed. “I don’t know, man. It’s a goof.
We’ll see what happens.”We continued to chat as Tom played, and my room felt cozy and
blissful.Katherine later remarked that her first impression of me was that I, too, had an
established circle of very cool friends—and I guess, in some ways, she was right. Having Andrea



in Boston was like having a sister close by (one who felt free to kick me in the pants when I
needed it), and Tom and Burki were eminently hip. Perhaps it was understandable that, in the
beginning, Katherine and I would sort of skitter sideways past each other—neither wanted to
intrude on the other’s space.That first day, however, was full of good omens, all signs pointing
toward what would be the most incredible period of my life. By the time the sun had set, my
parents were more than halfway home, my walls were echoing with laughter, Katherine was
typing next door. I’d looked up the definitions of exegesis and hermeneutics, and I hadn’t met
anyone who really knew what they were doing at Harvard. This was a good thing. We were all on
an adventure. Who knew where the Spirit might lead?3mapping the courseThe next day, I made
an appointment with my advisor, Dr. Rusty Martin, to discuss what classes I would be taking.
Rusty, as his name implied, was a redhead with an easy air and a warm pastoral presence. He
had visited Denison when I was a senior to speak with any students who might be interested in
the Divinity School. A representative from the University of Chicago was also there the same
day. I met with the man from Chicago first. He was erudite but rather smug. When he asked what
I planned on doing with a divinity degree, I told him (honestly) that I wasn’t sure. A momentary
but unmistakable frost hung in the air between us, during which a few icicles formed in his eyes.
Then, crossing his arms, he leaned back in his chair and said, “Well, my dear, if you do not
intend on teaching theology or continuing on to a PhD, then I strongly suggest that the University
of Chicago is not for you.” Not only was I rattled—and slightly annoyed about the way he called
me “dear”—I was completely turned off. If this was the attitude at Chicago, I shuddered to think
what the guy from Harvard was going to be like.



jrltll, “Loved it!. I thoroughly enjoyed this book. It's funny and interesting and is proof that we
don't have to have all of the answers or be a perfect person to embark on a meaningful life
journey. The writer has an easy flowing style and she taught me something without "preaching"
at me. I highly recommend this book to people of all faiths, people who are questioning their
faith, and those who aren't sure what they believe in. It's her personal story and I found it
riveting.”

amy e, “Beautifully recounted/couldn't put it down!. After I read Ms. Raynor's first book, The
Voice That Calls You Home, I couldn't wait for the second one to be in print.This honest
recounting of the development and refinement of her personal faith and the drive to help others
is compelling.Her recounting of her own path and her personal choices is beautifully written.As
someone who has encountered significant roadblocks during my own quest, it is splendid to
read how she did not let prejudice and sexism stand in the way of achieving her goal, i.e. her
personal connection with God, maintenance of her own integrity, and her desire to support
others during times of painful transition.Her writing is accessible to everyone, and reads as a
heartfelt conversation with a cherished friend would be recounted.”

Kathryn Leigh Scott, “A memoir to treasure!. Andrea Raynor has that magical ability to write as
though she’s talking directly to you, speaking with warmth and candor, one friend to another. She
tells her captivating story with grace and great humor in this insightful and inspiring memoir. This
is a book to treasure!”

James T. Hackett, “Worth Reading. This story is as relevant to many HDS attendees in 2015 as it
was in Andrea's, 30 years ago. It is a poignant, honest, and faith evolving story that should touch
anyone who feels that life is a journey of discovery about ourselves and others.Jim HDS '16”

Stacey Ronczy, “Painting a picture. I enjoyed Andrea's reflections. She had the great gift of
putting you in the narrative. I enjoyed her prose and insight and am glad to have shared this part
of her journey.”

Mary Brown, “Wow!! So enjoyable!!!. I highly recommend Incognito: Lost and Found at Harvard
Divinity School. I couldn't stop reading Andrea's story. I am sharing with all my friends.”

Jamie Eslinger, “Inspiration!. I love Andrea Raynor's work and her new book is no different.
Insightful, funny, real, deeply inspiring for any journey, even those that don't end up at the
hallowed halls of Harvard. Thank you Andrea! Again.”

Tina Fessler, “Touching personal story. An amazing book.  Found at exactly the right time!”
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