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On a stool in the changing room below the theatre, Hanna sits, script 
in one hand, chin in the other. The lights framing the mirror are on, 
glaring over her reflection, which she avoids looking at.

It’s not time for a show, not for her anyway. Rehearsal is in full 
swing, two weeks until opening. She’s no longer part of it.

Mascara and eyeliner trace her eyes, keeping her prepped for the 
spotlight—in case they change their minds and ask her to come back.

Who am I?
The question is nagging, a constant chorus in the back of 

her mind. It’s been there for years, through every rehearsal, every  
performance. She’s always ignored it, pushed it back as she focused on 
new scripts, new roles. But not anymore.

She couldn’t focus on the script. The role, the lead—playing 
Blanche DuBois in “A Streetcar Named Desire”—was no longer hers.

Who am I?
Now, she had no choice but to answer.
Hanna Ryberg came to Taylor to study theatre so she could  

eventually go to Broadway and become famous. She almost transferred 
to reach stardom faster.

“I just wanted to go to theatre school,” she said. “I wanted to go 
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“God really does good for those that love Him. He is 
close to the brokenhearted.”
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to a two-year theatre school in New York and be done and just be an 
actress. That’s the only thing I ever wanted.”

Her family moved a lot while she was growing up, so the  
theatre—in its various forms and locations—became her home, the 
place she gravitated toward regardless of the school.

The roles she took on served as masks, hiding who she was from 
the world and, at times, from herself.

“It was easier for me to be Belle in ‘Beauty and the Beast’ . . . than 
to be myself,” Hanna said. “I was really worried about my image.”

Hanna measured her worth by the number of people who liked 
her, and she did her best to please those around her with her appearance 
and demeanor. She carried this mindset through her freshman year at 
Taylor and was able to hide behind her stage roles the entire year. It 
wasn’t until fall 2010, her sophomore year, that she was forced to live 
without a mask.

She’d been named Blanche DuBois, the lead part of the fall show, 
“A Streetcar Named Desire.” Blanche is a Southern belle who struggles 
with a mental disorder, alcohol and her idea of what she wants her life 
to be.

“She’s very much what I could be like without God’s grace. That 
was really scary: to be playing a part in front of an audience, that kind 
of mirrors you.”

Blanche wants to be wealthy and beautiful, she views her past 
idealistically, she fantasizes to the point of hallucination, and in a 
blackout scene on stage, she’s raped.

“I felt traumatized by the wanting-the-perfect-image thing, 
and then the drinking thing, ’cause that was really close to what I’d  
experienced. . . . That was scary, and I felt like that was really real.”

In rehearsals, Hanna felt like she was baring her soul on stage. 
Several times, she broke into tears.

“I wasn’t acting anymore. I had experienced that in real life. . . . 
I’m going through this in my life and my walk with Christ right now, 
and you’re seeing it intimately.”
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All of this negatively affected Hanna’s acting, so two weeks before 
the show opened, she was stripped of the role.

“They flew in an alum to do the part, because things weren’t 
working out. . . . It broke my heart because I was a theatre person. My 
identity’s an actress, so if I can’t do that . . . I can’t be anything.”

After telling friends and family to come see the play she was 
starring in, Hanna had to take back her words. It embarrassed her, 
and every time someone talked about “A Streetcar Named Desire,” her 
heart crumbled.

“When you’re doing plays your whole life—that’s your only 
thing, that’s all you think about—and then when the carpet’s pulled 
out from under you, and you don’t have the part anymore, you don’t 
feel any worth.”

Hanna wanted to start over. She began looking at other schools 
with a strong desire to leave Taylor.

She successfully got away by crossing the Atlantic for a semester 
in Ireland.

“It was kind of a new start for me. . . . I was geographically 
removed from my fears for a while.”

She was still with Taylor people, but they were people she hadn’t 
met before—people who had nothing to do with theatre and only 
knew about what happened with “Streetcar” because she told them.

In Ireland, Hanna had no roles to play. She could only be herself. 
This forced her to realize her brokenness and rely on those around her 
for strength.

Women from a church in Ireland wrote her letters, reminding 
her of her identity as a redeemed child of God. A housekeeper took her 
out to look at gardens and watch birds.

“God strategically put these older women in my life to teach me.”
Little by little, she began to stand up to her fears.
“I never thought I’d sing ever again.”
Then one day, when the group was on a hiking trip, Hanna sat 

next to a pastor on a bus. He asked her to sing at his church and, though 
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terrified, she did.
When director of the Irish Studies Program, Vance Maloney, 

came to Ireland, he took Hanna to a play.
“He invested in me and showed me that I was worth it.”
Still, she didn’t want to return to Upland. She called it her 

Nineveh.
“Jonah absolutely knew where he was supposed to go—and so 

did I. But I didn’t want to do it.”
It wasn’t until she received an email from Dr. Nicholas Kerton-

Johnson that she began accepting the idea of returning. She’d had 
Kerton-Johnson the previous semester for World Politics, a general 
education course she says changed her life by awakening a passion for 
reconciliation she hadn’t had before.

“He emailed me and was like, ‘I believe in you. If you come back, 
you can be in any or all of my classes.’”

Kerton-Johnson’s email came at a time when, academically, 
Hanna felt worthless.

“Having these older people that I admire around me, telling me 
that I was worth something, was huge. . . . God came through and 
changed my identity and saved my life through those people.”

The support system Hanna gained through her time in Ireland 
helped her realize her value offstage. Now, Hanna seeks to do the same 
for others.

“If it hadn’t been for God’s church or those people or my  
roommates or just the people that came around me and who loved me, 
I don’t know where I would be. So if I can be that for other people, then 
that’s a lot better—like Josh was. Josh. Loved. Everyone.”

Hanna wasn’t close to Josh. She didn’t spend any time with him 
until spring break 2012—a year after her semester in Ireland, a year 
and a half after she lost the lead of “Streetcar.”

In Georgia for spring break 2012, Hanna was texting her good 
friend, Ryan Caven. He was with Josh and a group of friends not far 
from Hanna.
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“(Ryan) was like, ‘We’re going to the beach. Can we come  
see you?’”

Hanna, who loves entertaining guests, was all for it.
“Hospitality is kind of my thing,” she said, “but Josh would  

always . . . he offered to do the dishes, and was always really helpful. We 
made breakfast the next morning and he did everyone’s dishes again. 
And he was like, ‘Hanna, you need to stop doing this, because we want 
to hang out with you.’”

In that short time, Josh placed another stone in the foundation of 
Hanna’s identity, reminding her that her worth didn’t come from her 
actions or abilities.

After spring break, Josh always made a point of saying hi—even 
when Hanna was running with her headphones in, completely oblivious 
to his honking car horn. He saw her when she wasn’t even trying to  
be seen.

“He reminded me how often I look around the Union and I see 
someone and I walk by because I’m rushed or I have homework to  
do. . . . He really loved people relentlessly, whether they were a best 
friend or a random girl on spring break who was making him an 
omelet. I want to do that for people now. I don’t want to take anyone 
for granted.”

Fall 2011. After Ireland. Before Josh. Hanna, still terrified of the 
stage, was given an only dancing part. She hadn’t danced in years.

“Five-minute ballet solo, first time (on stage) since ‘Streetcar,’ and 
I had no idea how I was going to do it. I messed up during rehearsals. It 
was horrible. I would cry. I was so worried that I was going to fail again.”

Her costume was complete, her stage makeup ready, but she 
wasn’t. Her arms and legs were shaking. Her stomach was flip-flopping, 
a load of nerves and butterflies. She tried breathing deeply, squeezing 
her eyes shut and focusing. But every time she closed her eyes, she 
saw the rehearsals, where she tripped and fell and turned in the wrong 
direction.

The music was about to begin. Her cue.
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“God,” she whispered, “do immeasurably more than I think or 
imagine. Dance for me. Because I forgot how.”

She entered. The lights glowed over her face. She opened her eyes 
and danced.

For Hanna, life is no longer about impressing people, putting on 
airs so they’ll like her. It’s about valuing them—the way Josh did—and 
not worrying about their thoughts of her.
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