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The grand wizard’s mortal name is David Blyth. He crossed the
ocean to show a documentary about straight men who like to wear
latex masks and chat on webcams with other latex-clad men. Oh, and
he directed the first five episodes of The Mighty Morphin Power
Rangers. I guess life imitates art. In his last episode, Blyth introduced
the Green Ranger. It’s at this point that, squealing, I show everyone
how old I am. 

At eleven o’clock we move into the concert hall. Rock poet Lydia
Lunch sways back and forth on stage. Her tree-trunk legs creak, 
and she wails, lamenting the fact that she did not get to shoot Andy
Warhol. People are enthralled. In the middle of the floor there’s a girl
in a cage about the size of a desk. As I stomp down to examine her,
an angry mime pulls me aside. “There will be thirty-seven perfor-
mance artists here throughout the festival,” he says. “I’d appreciate 
it if you did not disturb them.” 

Mimes are not supposed to talk. 
“I really want you to make something relevant,” Laura blurts 

out later as we walk back to the hotel. The streets of Lausanne are
deserted on a Wednesday night. The buildings capture the sounds of
our footsteps and throw them back at us, intensified. Our eyes ache
from eight hours of independent film. “Your film is great. I love it, but
it’s a slice of time and it’s passed,” Laura says. 

I don’t understand, yet.
Friday night my film shows on a screen the size of my living room.

All the cool kids show up: Joe, David Blyth, the girl from the cage,
even Sean Meredith, whose film’s success has made him a reluctant
idol walking among us. The lights dim, and I can’t help but laugh. 

�
“It’s good, but it won’t get into Redstone,” the ex-girlfriend told

me. We sat in the editing room together on one of my many days
there. She was full of spite and insisted her name not be in the cred-
its, even though she helped me edit for a day. I suppose she didn’t
want to back a loser. Thanks, Katie. Because I’d never seen any other
film festival, the Sumner Redstone festival stood as a mark of student-
film greatness. Usually reserved for grad students, it honors recent
work by BU filmmakers, and the soiree always garners lines around
the block. I wanted it. So I skipped every class I had and spent all of
my time editing. 

A six-minute film shouldn’t take eight days to edit, but this one
was…different. There is a man. There is a woman. They are not
together. I sliced every frame on the computer and then deleted every
other one eight thousand times, so that these flickering bodies
danced together in a sad ballet. At least that’s what I told the school
newspaper. I thought in single frames and feared for any epileptics
who might watch this experiment.

Six months later, Katie wanted to be on the guest list for the
Redstone. I was the youngest person to gain entry in a decade. I had
become a celebrity in the film basement. My status: boy wonder.

For a brief time, I’m the boy wonder all over again in Lausanne.
The group clomps through the cattle maze back to the famous peo-
ple’s pen. They paw at me, ask me questions. Nick and Laura wander.

They’ve heard these stories before. Giuseppe grabs me quickly: “Your
film was very beautiful,” he says. “Molto, molto beautiful.” Even 
Sean Meredith gives me a smile and a half nod. He sits in his usual
seat, in the middle of everything, compulsively complimenting every-
one’s films. It’s clear he feels guilty for winning the grand prize.
Disciples chatter in a cloud of smoke around him.

I see Lydia Lunch caressing Laura’s neck. I investigate. They 
giggle and flirt and I don’t understand, but when Laura turns away,
the lovely Ms. Lunch clutches my arm close. She insists I watch out
for Laura. “She’s the perfect victim.”

I correct her: “Perfect vixen.” We bump into R. Mond. He admits
he doesn’t really like my film. In a flash, a drunk French Canadian
spills into the room and hoists Mond’s eleven-year-old son high into
the air. The two go tumbling into a trash barrel. It’s time to for me 
to leave.

“I really want you to make something relevant,” Laura starts
again as we pack for our flight home. No point in sleeping; we have 
to be at the airport by 4 a.m. “You go back and forth between being
proud of your film and embarrassed of it. Meanwhile it’s getting all
this attention, it’s keeping you in this place that you were a year 
ago. I want you to be over it. I want you to make something…Next.” 
I finally understand.

We sneak out of the hotel in the middle of the night. There are 
no tearful good-byes. No promises to visit. Sean Meredith remains 
in the hotel kitchen, full and happy with his expatriates. Because we
have to be at the airport at the same time, it’s my job to bring him 
with us. Stale tea and yesterday’s clothes smell like breakfast to me. 

“Stay up, guys.” Sean rises from his last supper. His bag has
been packed for the whole day. “Don’t go to sleep…I have to go back
to the real world now, but it’ll be okay if you have extra fun to make 
up for me.” 

Then the savior of Lausanne throws his bag on top of mine.
Outside, with a wave of his hand, he gives me the front seat and sits
in the back with Nick and Laura. He’s a normal guy again, a family
man. He shows us a picture of his daughter as we set off through the
deserted streets. �

Between screenings in Lausanne, Rubinstien cruised the strip with friends.
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Fergason’s fervent religious views 
on politics and community service place
her in famous company. When Ralph
Waldo Emerson returned to the Harvard
Divinity School to address the graduat-
ing class of his alma mater on July 15,
1838, he gave a speech that led to his
being banned from speaking at Harvard
for more than twenty years. Emerson
was accused of being a heretic, a panthe-
ist and a disbeliever. His crime: excessive
candor. “I think no man can go with his
thoughts about him into one of our
churches without feeling that what hold
the public worship had on men is gone,

or going,” he said. “It has lost its grasp
on the affection of the good and the 
fear of the bad.” 

Could not the same statement be
made to students graduating from
Christian theological schools in 2008?
Today’s students face a secularized socie-
ty. They must confront fallen church
leaders, abuses of power, public distrust,
disbelief and even hostility. And yet stu-
dents are applying in annually increas-
ing numbers. They are graduating and
pursuing traditionally religious voca-
tions—becoming deacons, pastors or
ministers—but they’re also bringing

their faith to secular vocations. In an 
age in which sermons are podcast,
today’s theological schools face the task
of preparing their students to be both of
the world and in the world. Graduates
must take on an America polarized by
atheism and religious extremism. They
must demonstrate that faith still has a
place even as they recognize the diffi-
culty of defining the role faith will play
in the twenty-first century. 

Since 2002, according to the Associa-
tion of Theological Schools (ATS), enroll-
ment at its accredited member schools
has been slowly climbing. At the same

Finding  heir Religion

� BY CHELSEY PHILPOT �

�

Audrey Fergason believes that if Jesus came back, he would not belong to just one church. With her brown
hair held by a ponytail and small glasses perched on her nose, Fergason exudes earnestness and also passion.
She gestures like a conductor at the crescendo when she talks about her favorite topic—religion. Her favorite
class at Harvard Divinity School is called God Politics, or maybe it’s her 10 a.m. class on religion and the
Holocaust, or perhaps she likes her theological discussion groups best. She can’t choose just one. 

Photos by Stephanie Yeow



time, the face of Christian divinity
schools has changed from when
Emerson told a group of young men
that “Faith makes us, and not we it, 
and faith makes its own forms.” Today’s
students are female as well as male, 
and they are generally older than the
theological students of the past. 

Fergason is pursuing a Master of
Divinity degree that will take her five
years to finish. When she completes 
her education, she wants to become an
ordained minister in the United Church
of Christ—even though her church 
frustrates her when it comes to making
changes. “Sometimes I’ll come home
and want to bang my head against the
wall,” she said with respect to how 

long it takes the church to debate 
new policies. She’d like to see more
active roles for young people, with 
less red tape.

Straining to be heard over the
screech of the espresso machine in 
the Harvard Coop café one morning,
Fergason, who graduated from
Wellesley College, said that when she
tells peers what she’s studying, they
sometimes seem put off: “You kind of
are on the defense, in that you feel 
like you need to explain. [But] I need 
to be able to speak as a Christian and
not apologize for it.”

Brian Rossbert, a tall, contemplative
man who exudes a rural honesty, also
has encountered difficulties when he

has told peers he’s working toward
becoming a pastor in the United
Methodist Church. “Their first reaction
is they’re kind of taken aback…They
don’t know what to think,” said
Rossbert, who is enrolled at Wesley
Seminary School in Washington, D.C.

The introspective Rossbert came 
to his calling while working in the 
elbows-out environment of Capitol Hill
for a congressman from his home state
of Colorado. In December 2006, before
Rossbert made his career change, a
group of young professionals at a D.C.
apartment party was hashing out the
political implications of Senator Tim
Johnson’s brain hemorrhage when
Rossbert was asked his opinion on the
matter. Did he think the Democrats would

lose their majority in the House and Senate

if Johnson died? Would a Republican from

South Dakota be selected to take his place? 

“I think we all just need to remem-
ber that this man is a human being 
with a family,” Rossbert said.

The party fell into awkward silence.
His faith infused his reaction,

Rossbert said. “At the time [I thought] 
I was being a bit rude, but I felt it was

something that needed to be said.” It
didn’t take him long to realize that he 
was not meant for politics. “I came to
this place where faith life and work life
came together,” he said. “I was thinking
of a vocation where I could express my
faith, where I could work for justice,
work for peace…I took a class to test 
the waters, and I found a church and 
a calling.”

Theological students like Rossbert
seem to feel a pressure to defend their
decisions and their faith not only from
peers but from society at large. The
inhospitable climate is manifest in
Christopher Hitchens’s recently pub-
lished God Is Not Great: How Religion

Poisons Everything. As of September 2007
God Is Not Great had spent twenty weeks
on The New York Times’ nonfiction best-
seller list. In his May 2007 review,
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Theological students like Rossbert seem to feel a
pressure to defend their decisions and their faith
not only from peers but from society at large.
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Michael Kinsley wrote that “[Hitchens]
has written, with tremendous brio and
great wit, but also with an underlying
genuine anger, an all-out attack on all
aspects of religion.” 

I asked Fergason what she thought
of Hitchens’s anger and of his conclusion
that the United States should become a
more secular society. While conceding
the abuses of “bad” religion that have
disillusioned many, she said she agrees
with her professor Jim Wallis, author 
of God’s Politics: Why the Right Gets It

Wrong and the Left Doesn’t Get It, who has
written that the answer to bad religion
is not secularism. Fergason cited her
long-term girlfriend as an example of
someone who has been “burned by
Christianity,” because—among other
reasons—she has not felt welcomed in
many Christian communities. At the
same time, Fergason described her part-
ner as a very spiritual person, someone
whose needs perhaps are not best served
by a pure secularism. 

Some divinity-school students are
grappling with the question of how to
express their religious beliefs in non-
ministerial capacities. While Fergason
and Rossbert both want to become 
pastors, one of Rossbert’s classmates,
thirty-one-year-old Ingrid McIntyre of
Nashville, is still searching. “I’m leaving
Wesley October 12th,” McIntyre wrote
in an e-mail, “to head out into the
world (quite literally) to explore myself,
other faith traditions, other cultures
firsthand…more of a pilgrimage than 
a ‘trip’…I want to take time to listen 
for the (current) calling on my life.”
McIntyre has entertained the idea of
leading group trips in developing coun-
tries, among other occupations, and
believes her pilgrimage—from Scotland
to India—will help determine her 
vocation. 

Natalie Austrian, a fifty-seven-year-
old student at the Boston University
School of Theology, is also uncertain
what she wants to do after graduation.

A second-career student who came to
theological school after working for
nonprofits and private businesses,
Austrian knows only that whatever she
decides to do will involve “making reli-
gion really active in people’s lives.”

Theological schools have responded
to a student population that wants to
merge secular pursuits with faith by
offering unique courses and concen-
trations. Yale Divinity School lists a
course called Environmental Theologies,
which explores various theological
responses to environmental concerns. 
At Vanderbilt University Divinity 
School, students can take part in the
Carpenter Program in Religion, Gender
and Sexuality.

Many schools still offer traditional
pursuits, such as the Holy Cross Greek
Orthodox School of Theology’s survey

course in the Old Testament. However,
even conservative theological institu-
tions acknowledge the evolving land-
scape. The Aquinas Institute of Theology,
a Roman Catholic School in St. Louis,
Missouri, explains on its website: “While
we are loyal to Church teachings, we
are not satisfied with the short answers.
We strive to grasp the deeper meanings
of our rich faith tradition and apply
them to 21st-century questions.”

At the Boston University School 
of Theology, Assistant Dean John H.
Berthrong shook his head in wonder at
the transformation of the student body
he’s witnessed in his nineteen years at
the institution: “When I went to semi-
nary, almost everyone was twenty-two,
twenty-three. If they were forty years
old, you would have dropped dead,” 
he said. Wearing a Hawaiian-print 
shirt, cargo pants and leather sandals,
Berthrong could as easily have been 
on the deck of a cruise ship as in his
jumbled office. While e-mails mounted
in his in-box, he leaned back in his 
chair to speak with enthusiasm about
what his students—both young and
old—were doing with their degrees. 

“I was thinking of a vocation where I could express my
faith, where I could work for justice, work for peace…
I took a class to test the waters, and I found a church
and a calling.”

The Harvard University Memorial Church.
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Since the early 1990s, Berthrong
said, he’s observed a trend of students
taking secular jobs after graduation.
Some go to work for nonprofit organi-
zations. Others pursue degrees in law
or business and use their theological
backgrounds to promote ethical prac-
tices in their chosen fields. Berthrong
described one student—a former jour-
nalist—who returned to school with
the idea of becoming a grant writer.

Asked what Martin Luther King Jr.,
one of BU’s most illustrious gradu-
ates, would think of the place today,
Berthrong said, “I think he’d recog-
nize the school. It’s hard to say. I think
he’d be happy to see more women 
come in.” 

At Harvard Divinity School, 
Dean William A. Graham said 
the school has expanded its
faculty to keep pace with the
diverse needs of the student
body. “Nobody now can escape
understanding better and 
often working with other reli-
gions,” Graham said. “Many
forces today are interfaith
social campaigns.” 

Even as change swirls
around them, some students
still have their eyes firmly
fixed on tradition. Dan Brook,
twenty-four, a student at the
Boston University School of
Theology, aspires to be a pastor
in a Methodist church in the
Midwest, just like his mother.
Soft-spoken to the point of
inaudibility, Brook seems the
kind of guy who would not
only empty his pockets for the
man playing guitar in the sub-
way but would miss his train
searching for that last loose
quarter. When he graduates,
Brook—who marvels at the

“wide variety of thought and opinion”
he’s encountered while at BU—will go
home and preach.

Some theological schools, such as
the Evangelical Theological Seminary in
Myerstown, Pennsylvania, still prepare
their students exclusively for traditional
roles. The seminary’s website cites a
mission to develop “servant leaders 
for effective ministry in a broken and
complex world by nurturing rigorous
minds, passionate hearts, and Christ-
centered actions.”

In tending to this “broken and 
complex world,” theological schools
and students continue to come face-
to-face with questions about the
robustness of Christianity in the United
States. The past year has seen the loss
of Evangelical church leader and tele-

vangelist Jerry Falwell, and the equally
influential Reverend Billy Graham 
is in his late eighties. Even political
heavyweight Pat Robertson, author of
Miracles Can Be Yours Today, has been
losing clout. In the Catholic church, 
the molestation scandal is still impact-
ing fund-raising, attendance and
parishioners’ trust in clergy. Indeed,
while enrollment at theological schools 
overall is up, enrollment at Catholic-
affiliated institutions declined by 6.3
percent in 2006.

For her part, Fergason believes 
criticisms and questions “should inform
you to be pissed off,” but not to aban-
don faith completely. Her iced coffee
now forgotten on the wobbly table, she
emphasized the need for Christianity 
to keep pace with the times. “I love

talking about this stuff
because our generation is
sick and tired of one voice,”
she said. “I think more 
and more for our generation
the creed doesn’t work 
anymore.” 

As Christian theological
students look forward, they
might also be advised to
look back. Although almost
170 years have passed since
Emerson delivered his infa-
mous address, the words
ring true for a new genera-
tion: “What am I? and 
What is? asks the human
spirit with a curiosity 
new-kindled, but never 
to be quenched.”�

Wearing a Hawaiian-print shirt, cargo pants and leather sandals, Berthrong could as
easily have been on the deck of a cruise ship as in his jumbled office. While e-mails
mounted in his in-box, he leaned back in his chair to speak with enthusiasm about
what his students—both young and old—were doing with their degrees. 

Dan Brook at
Marsh Chapel.
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� BY ANNA DERRYBERRY �

The participants ribbed each other and laughed, dipping freely 
into a jar of Dum-Dum lollipops on the table. “This shoot is going

to be a doozy,” Minuty said, “but you won’t be filming me running
around naked.” Everyone chuckled at the inside joke. 

The group addressed the need for extras, and plenty of them.
Someone recommended that the background talent be reminded to dress

warmly. Minuty and his assistant director discussed the importance of effi-
ciency during the Friday session, because one of the main actors would be avail-

able for only the first two hours of the six-hour shoot. Minuty then went over the
need for an electrician, sound person and makeup artist—preferably one skilled at

One December afternoon in the cozy conference
room of Picture Park’s loft office, director Vladimir
Minuty opened the preproduction meeting for his

upcoming shoot. Six other filmmakers settled into
their upholstered chairs, as behind them the Boston

skyline darkened. The seats were plush, but the
scene was not exactly corporate. 

DEVILS AND 
DOPPELGÄNGERS

Photos by Whitney J. Fox
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bruises. “The look of this thing is going
to be dirty. That’s the intention. That’s
the story,” he said.

Minuty’s story was one of twelve
filmed in the greater Boston area during
2007. Each month, one of twelve local
filmmakers shot a ten-minute short.
They then assembled the segments into
a soon-to-be-released independent fea-
ture, aptly titled 12. In style and subject
matter, the vignettes vary widely—as
one might expect from twelve directors
with twelve different visions. Minuty’s
short, “December,” features a home-
less man confronting his doppelgänger.
Megan Summers, director of “July,”
crafted a story of voyeurism. Scott
Masterson, the originator of the project
and director of “January,” chronicled
the effects of insomnia. Yet, like Paris, 

je t’aime or Four Rooms, the completed
feature is a coherent sum of its parts, 
in this case described by The Phoenix as

“the big-screen equivalent of a patch-
work quilt.”

Beyond the immediate scope of
each short, the goal was collaboration.
The twelve directors often served as
crew members for films other than their
own. And as the filmmakers in their
various capacities spurred the project to
completion, the narratives off-camera
had nearly as many twists as the stories
onscreen.

�
For 12, Scott Masterson drew 

inspiration from the musician Sufjan
Stevens, who was trying to record 
fifty albums, one for each U.S. state.
Masterson decided to do one film for
each month of 2007. From the start, he
made sure that the film would foster
significant collaboration among film-
makers in the Boston area; he said he
saw the project as a co-op of sorts.
Within a month of the November 2006

organizational meeting, the shorts were
assigned and the premises set. A specific
tree would appear in each film, symbol-
izing the passage of time as the seasons
changed. To further ensure cohesion,
the filmmakers decided that several of
the characters would show up at multi-
ple times. They built a map with the 
different months and characters, weav-
ing in the leads as supporting actors in
other stories. Thus began the yearlong
creative process.

Masterson had wanted to make
movies since he was eleven years old.
Presently, he works as an assistant
director on a variety of commercial
projects, including ads and music
videos. In April 2006 he won first prize
at the Howard Stern Film Festival for
his short “Radio Play” and received a
script deal through Horizon Films. His
credits also include several directing
stints on the NESN reality program 

A scene from one of the shorts.
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Because Masterson’s short film for
12 was “January,” he shot the initial
segment. “I took the bullet [for] the
first one,” he said. “It’s like any other
production I’ve done, forced into a
time-crunch, ultra-low budget…It’s
something I’m used to at this point.”
Indeed, his project began with an
incomplete cast because Masterson had
located a male lead but was struggling
to find the right leading actress. While
he was working on a commercial, one
of the models on set overheard him
discussing the project. She read the
script and then, in the kind of serendip-
ity that can characterize the creative
process, said that she had to play the
female lead—just as Masterson realized
she had the right look for the part. He
booked her on the spot. 

“January” follows an insomniac
who hasn’t slept in the two years since
his lover died. He has hallucinations of
his significant other, while the audience
is left to wonder about the nature of
what was between them. The details 
of their relationship—were they 
husband and wife? Boyfriend and girl-
friend?—remain unclear throughout,
even after the man meets another
woman in a diner. He subsequently
appears, in a curiously lighter mood, 
in several of 12’s other shorts.

Each director contributed an equal
share to cover the $25,000 production
cost as well as entry fees for indepen-
dent film festivals, where Masterson
plans to shop the film. “The point 
of 12 [was] pooling our resources,”
Masterson said. “It’s guerrilla film-
making, really…but as we went along,
it got more professional, as more
resources became available.”

�
“July” tells the story of a woman

who works as a nightclub dancer—
and by day stalks a man she’s been 
following for months. Director Megan
Summers scored a successful shoot on
her first weekend. Then disaster struck.
During a move, the masters of the film
disappeared. As a result, the thirty-two-
year-old Summers, who has worked for
the Allston-based Element Productions

and Boston.tv, wound up reshooting
“July”—on a weekend in October. The
conditions were less than ideal, not
least because the crew had to work to
re-create summer in the midst of fall.
The tree that is featured in each of the
twelve segments shed autumnal leaves
while the crew was filming it for
Summers’s short. 

The shoot that October weekend
was a long one. Filming had begun
early on Saturday: 7 a.m. at the 
Glass Slipper, a strip club in Chinatown,
as the last of the all-night revelers
stumbled out the door. The crew had
worked quickly so the club could
reopen for its midday rush. By mid-
morning on Sunday, the day’s second
shoot was already under way. At the

Lizard Lounge in Cambridge, Summers
bustled about, issuing greetings and
answering questions while the crew
began the laborious process of laying
the tracks for the dolly, then checked
the lighting. 

Summers worked through lunch,
tackling a wardrobe issue with an extra
named Fifi. “I need you to wear some-
thing summery,” Summers told her.
“Short sleeves, short skirt…” All day,
indoors and out, the extras had been
shivering, clad in summer clothing in
the blustery October conditions.

After their lunch, the crew resumed
staging the scene, giving extras their
blocking and making sure they stood 
in the right spots. Stewart Adam, a
Boston-based sound mixer who usually
works on commercial projects but had 

volunteered to help Summers reshoot,
checked volume levels. 

Summers issued directions in a
faux-serious tone: “Yeah, take your
jacket off. Who does not have an 
alcoholic beverage?”

“I don’t,” the makeup designer 
said with a laugh, unloading brushes
and train cases as she hurried to 
touch up faces. 

Then it was time for the first shot.
While the extras bobbed their heads 
in time, the band played its song
unmiked—the vocals would be dubbed
in later. After Summers ran through
several takes, the crew rushed to set 
up the dialogue scene at the bar. 

The smell of garlic filled the base-
ment lounge from the adjacent kitchen,

in full swing for Sunday brunch in 
the upstairs restaurant. Summers
approached her leading actress. “You’re
still a quirky voyeur, but this is just 
the beginning,” she said.

Masterson said he had tapped
Summers for one of 12’s directing slots
because of her signature style as a 
storyteller, plus her technical skill and
her resolve. That tenacity in particular
proved useful when she had to reshoot.
“The crew and cast were remarkable,”
she said. “Everyone did the best they
could under the situation.” Still, the
challenges were real. “I’ve never
remade a film, so it was very difficult,”
she said.

But that cold day in the Lizard
Lounge, she kept at it, seemingly
unfazed. She turned to one of the
extras. “Brian, when he says, ‘Are you
fucking insane?’ that’s your cue to 

The shoot that October weekend was a long one.
Filming had begun early on Saturday: 7 a.m. at the
Glass Slipper, a strip club in Chinatown, as the last
of the all-night revelers stumbled out the door. The
crew had worked quickly so the club could reopen
for its midday rush.
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cross.” The other extras laughed, and
the crew repositioned the camera for
over-the-shoulder shots of the penguin-
tattooed bartender. 

�
Vladimir Minuty’s “December” 

follows a homeless man on New Year’s
Eve as he battles with the devil. But 
the character’s story actually begins the
preceding January, when Masterson’s
lead asks the actor who will become
Minuty’s lead what his New Year’s 
resolution is and he replies, “Don’t let
the devil get me.” 

Minuty has worked on many 
independent films, with a variety of
filmmakers, including the Academy
Award-winning documentarian Errol
Morris. For “December,” Minuty anti-
cipated a challenging final session of
filming. The crew had to shoot a night
scene with the electrics set just so for
the fight with the devil.

The crew arrived on location just
behind the Boston Museum of Fine
Arts around 3:30 p.m. Snow and mud
covered much of the ground. Crew
members unloaded a Budget truck
filled with gear and started to set up.
The trick was to make the lighting suffi-
ciently dark while still allowing the
camera to pick up the actors’ facial
expressions. While crew members
worked on that task, Minuty took his
lead behind the craft tent to rehearse
his lines. (The same actor plays both
the lead and the devil.)

As time ticked on, crew members
migrated about, setting up cameras 
and other equipment. Several stopped
by the tent for freshly delivered pizza.

Meanwhile, the actors rehearsed their
choreographed fight for Minuty one
last time, with the collective hope 
that there’d be weeping and gnashing
of teeth but no surprises when the
camera rolled. 

When the filming finally began, it
took several tries to capture the first
sequence, which was shot with a hand-
held camera. Masterson, in the role 
of assistant director for this particular
segment of 12, managed the set while
Minuty worked with his actor and the
cameraman.

“Guys, we need to move more
quickly, ’cause we’re burning the mid-
night oil,” shouted Masterson as the
electrics crew rearranged the lighting
equipment.

Then the cameras rolled again, and
the actors mock-fought. On the first
take, the lead cut his ear on a tree
trunk. While a production assistant
scurried to find a first-aid kit, Minuty
urged the actors to perform the fight at
half speed. Take after take, the actors
worked for the right intensity while 
the camera crew strived to keep their
shadows out of the frame. 

“Half speed! Half speed! Half
speed!” Minuty directed from the side.
The process was painstaking. Even after
the right shots were captured, the crew
had to repeat the process with the lead
in the role of the devil, which doubled
the number of takes. Filming didn’t
conclude until well after midnight.

For Minuty, it was all worth the
trouble. He sees 12 as part of a recent
boom in filmmaking in the area. 
“It’s cool to have the renaissance in
Boston…a resurgence,” he said. Among

Crew members migrated about, setting up cameras
and other equipment. Several stopped by the tent 
for freshly delivered pizza. Meanwhile, the actors
rehearsed their choreographed fight for Minuty one
last time, with the collective hope that there’d be
weeping and gnashing of teeth but no surprises
when the camera rolled.
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A promotional shot of all twelve filmmakers, including Masterson
(January), Summers (July), and Minuty (December).
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others, the new wave of films includes
The Lonely Maiden, an upcoming project
starring Morgan Freeman and William
H. Macy—slated to be filmed just down
the street from Minuty’s “December,”
he said. 

As for his part in 12, Minuty told
one blogger that it was “one of the
greatest professional experiences of my
life.” Like all the directors, he wore 
several different hats during the filming
of the various segments. “It’s getting

back into the school setting, learning
from each person, rotating roles,” said
Minuty of his shifting positions in the
crew. “I’ve assistant-directed a bunch,
done storyboards [for other shorts]…
You pull from the talent [that you
have].”

Each instance of collaboration, each
story and subtext, each carefully ren-
dered scene, every actor, crew member
and director contributed to Masterson’s
objective. He hoped for a set of shorts

that would reflect a range of artistic
visions while melding into a unified
whole. From conceptualization to 
finished product, he wanted deep coop-
eration. In that, despite the vagaries of
weather and circumstance, he accom-
plished what he set out to do.

In the end, viewers and critics will
determine the film’s success. Watch 
for it in festivals this year. In the mean-
time, don’t let the devil get you. �

Director Megan Summers on the set.
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The youngest aunt descended upon me as soon as I
entered the room. “Oh my God, your hair is so short,”
she said. “And you’ve lost weight.” She looked to my
grandmother for confirmation while I forced a smile
and prepared myself for the barrage to come. “Is it
asking too much to see a young girl eat well?”

“They pick up all the wrong habits,” interjected another aunt.
“Look. The shoes she is wearing are so inappropriate for her age.”

There were no greetings, no words of welcome, just a cool
assessment of my appearance. I was eight years old. Even now, at
twenty-two, it’s hard to imagine how I was supposed to defend the
choice of one shoe over another, much less withstand the onslaught
of judgment that took place every time I was in the company of my
large extended family. The substance was generally the same, even
though the focus might shift. It could be the growth of my fingernails,

and whether or not I’d chosen to apply polish. If I had, the shade
would be critiqued. Or my grandmother would step forward to feel 
the fabric of my T-shirt or comment on my use of accessories or,
more pointedly, the lack thereof. No matter what needed looking
into—dinner half-prepared, grandfather’s requests for more tea, my
youngest cousin’s screams for attention—the spotlight zeroed in on
me as I stood like a mannequin in front of the women in my family.
Finally, having had their fill, they would turn away, leaving me to my
tears and the feeling that I would never measure up.

Even today, I’m not certain why I was the focus of so much nega-
tive attention. I was not unloved, and surely I was not the only one
of my cousins with grievances. Family dynamics played a part in 
why I was singled out, but I was also—then as now—someone who
did not fit the mold of the ideal daughter, especially in my traditional,
patriarchal family. I chose jeans over feminine pastel dresses. I said
what I thought. Then there was my complexion: In many Indian

Home Truths
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homes, only the fair-complected are thought to possess beauty. And
so the most stinging comments were reserved for my dark skin. I
was never told directly, but I got the message: It would be difficult to
arrange a match for me when I became of age.

My parents, for their part, chose not to make a spectacle of the
situation. My father, in particular, considered the scenes domestic
indulgences from which I should step aside. He hoped I would 
learn to defend myself, rather than relying on him to do it for me. 
My mother made a conscious effort to shield me from the scrutiny.
When that was impossible, she advised me to avoid attracting 
attention—which was one thing in theory and another in practice.
My mother, to her credit, believed (and taught me) that true beauty
lay not in the curve of an eyebrow or the shade of one’s skin, but
within, and that an individual was worth far more than her physical
appearance. But her reassurances were not enough to turn the 
negative tide. I began to perceive myself through the others’ eyes. 
It pricked me that I didn’t “belong” in my family. And if belonging
meant negating my personal choices, then I was almost prepared 
to do that. 

When I was ten, my parents decided to enroll me in a residential
school several hours from my home in Mumbai. I reacted with mixed
feelings, but the looks on my parents’ faces when they told me were
enough to let me know that I wasn’t being sent away because they
did not love me. To the contrary. I knew it was the right thing. Even
so, the prospect of boarding school did not go down well with the
extended family. My grandparents questioned my mother’s maternal
instincts, conveniently ignoring the fact that my father was behind
her. Still, my parents stood firm, and I went off to school.

There, away from critical eyes, I slowly started to accept myself.
I began to understand how to actively defend my choices, which
was a good thing because when I went home for breaks, things still
were not easy. As time went on, the gist of the comments shifted
from my physical appearance to less tangible matters. There was
“concern” as to what my next step would be. Amid the warm smells
and otherwise hospitable conditions of family gatherings, I would be

peppered with questions: If I insisted on a career, then why not a
traditional one? Why not become an engineer, a doctor, a lawyer? In
reality, nothing would have pleased them more than to see me turn
into a meek, dutiful homemaker. In marriage—and that of course to
a man of their choosing—I still had the chance to become an ideal
daughter and granddaughter.

To them, it was near blasphemy when I decided to pursue a
master’s degree abroad. But by the time I received my acceptance
letter, I cared less about what they thought then and henceforth, and
more about what the future might hold for me. The move might strain
even further my already difficult relations with them, but I wasn’t
about to change my plans.

Now more than ever, I have become conscious of what I want
and how I want it. It no longer stings the way it did that, no matter
what I do, it will not be right in the eyes of my extended family. I 
recognize the trade-offs. Now that I’m halfway around the world,
I’ve paid a price in the physical distance from people I love—partic-
ularly in being so far from my mother and father. Yet, as the tears 
dry, I find myself a stronger person. To keep myself that way, I am
cautious about sharing the details of my personal life with my family.
That detachment has been reinforced by the fact that I am not all
that hungry for their acceptance anymore. I am no longer that small
eight-year-old girl standing frozen in front of them. 

So when my grandmother calls one winter morning to see how 
I am doing, I don’t know what to tell her. A piece of my heart warms
upon seeing her number on my caller ID, but all that come out are
superfluous utterances: I am fine, thank you, I hope everyone at
home is good. 

“Have you eaten breakfast?” she asks. “With some hot milk, 
I hope.” 

When I reply yes, she persists. “What will you be eating for
lunch? What progress have you made with your culinary skills?” 

I can make edible food for myself. Not tasty, but edible. I mumble
a response: “Probably some rice and soup.”

“Have you spoken to your parents lately?” 
“I talked to Mummy and Papa yesterday.”
An uncomfortable silence ensues. My grandmother is too

removed from my present life to be able to ask questions, and I am
too guarded to fill her in. In an attempt to cut short the difficult 
conversation, I croak out an apology. “Ma, I am a little busy now,” 
I say.

She tells me she understands. Her last words before she hangs
up are “Don’t hesitate to call if you need anything.” 

I put the phone down—sad, but really not so sad. Is this what is
meant by letting go? �

I was also—then as now—someone
who did not fit the mold of the ideal
daughter, especially in my traditional,
patriarchal family. I chose jeans over
feminine pastel dresses. I said what 
I thought.  
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