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Making Mischief with Saint Ignatius:
Discernment and LGBTQ Identity

In his rules for the “Greater Discernment of Spirits” linked to the Second Week of the Spiritual Exercises, St. Ignatius, in his fifth rule, advises the person on retreat to pay careful attention to the “course of thoughts” she or he is experiencing:



We ought to note well the course of the thoughts, and if the beginning,



middle, and end is all good, inclined to all good, it is the sign of the Good



Angel; but if in the course he brings it ends in something bad, of a



distracting tendency, or less good than what the soul had previously



proposed to do, or if it weakens or disquiets or disturbs the soul, taking



away its peace, tranquility, or quiet, which it had before, it is a clear 



sign that it proceeds from the evil spirit, enemy of our profit and eternal



salvation (#333, 216).

Commenting on these rules for the second week, David Fleming points out that they are “more subtle” than those connected with the First Week because they assume that the movement in the retreatant is already “toward God and the proper development of one’s spiritual life” (215). Fleming’s discussion of the fifth rule also links this to the project of becoming “discerning persons.” One of the ways that people can become distracted from God’s call to them is in becoming “self-focused”; the attendant desolation then “give[s] clear indication of the evil spirit’s influence” (217). 

 This rule is important for us as we consider the work of curriculum review and development. In the broadest sense this connection is probably not new to most of you. The work of forming “discerning persons,” which Ignatius clearly articulates as a goal of his Exercises, certainly also characterizes any Jesuit institution of higher education. Recognizing this connection, many of our schools have already undertaken to offer the Exercises in the Annotation 18 and 19 forms. At the same time, as Dr. Norberg has shown, the diversity requirement, even with its checkered career at our school, has received strong support; in one form or another it will find a permanent home at St. Joseph’s as it has already done at other Jesuit schools. So two facts of life present themselves – an already strong sense of discernment as an ongoing work for Jesuit schools and an increasing – if still controversial – appreciation of diversity as one of the necessary elements in the school’s curriculum.

I suspect that, apart from the obvious connection to social justice that such a requirement allows, this kind of focus is popular with faculty because it gives us a renewed commitment to the work of their respective disciplines. Certainly, this has been true in my own case. Presently, for example, I teach a course in Lesbian and Gay Narrative – for the second time at St. Joseph’s – and while the issue still generates significant controversy on our campus, the controversy itself means that the class must itself do some discernment in connection with the ethical issues related to diversity as they apply to matters as basic as attending class and participating in discussions. Indeed, by situating the question of diversity in terms of LGBTQ issues on a Catholic campus, we – and hopefully our students – can learn why discussions of diversity in the curriculum is not simply a “politically correct” imposition on a school’s curriculum from secular culture but essential to helping our students understand how God works even in the messy and uncertain parts of life to bring about human happiness.
As its definition suggests, “diversity” has to do with “unlikeness” (OED 1a), and, in one of its oldest senses, describes a state of “contrariety to what is agreeable, good, or right; perversity, evil, or mischief” (OED 3). I hope it is clear that I do not see diversity – and especially as it applies to LGBTQ persons – as a manifestation of perversity let alone evil. Mischief, though, may not be such a bad thing. If a “diversity requirement” plays a certain amount of mischief with our ideas about what it means to be liberally educated, maybe it’s a reminder that liberal thinking is still taking place in our schools. Quite possibly, the fact that it is difficult to implement suggests that we should be trying all the harder to include it as a point of challenge to our established ideas. More particularly, if LGBTQ issues are recognized as part of a diversity curriculum, have we not identified a particularly important site where our theories about diversity and our practice of it actually meet? I imagine none of you here would deny that there are LGBTQ persons at the schools you represent; and none of us, I hope, is complacent enough to think that we have done all we can to address the needs of this community. For these reasons the work of discernment on our campuses – and, as I shall claim, in our classes – is real.

I will discuss this question of discernment under three heads: coming out or not coming out as LGBTQ or as an ally; assimilating or not assimilating texts that more than suggest the divergence between the so called “gay lifestyle” and any kind of ethical tradition; and recognizing or recognizing the connection between celebrating one’s sexuality and happiness. In each case, I stress the either/or quality of the question because students in this class always need some kind of escape mechanism: a discussion about being out may be too hard for some; a particular book may have content that is too disturbing; and the connections between sexuality and happiness may not be apparent. Articulating these kinds of responses has as much to do with the work of discernment as the more positive ones. Additionally, I try to stress that I have as much of a role in the discernment as the students. Though I raise the issues we discuss and make up the book list, I am trying, especially as I teach this class for a second time, to notice how an atmosphere of safety yet of challenge, of inquiry, and even of “mischief” must be maintained in the classroom. 
Coming Out in the Classroom:

Controlled Mischief


Though Lesbian and Gay Studies is a literature class, one of the first issues we needed to address when I last taught it had to do with coming out in the classroom, both as it applies to the teacher and to the students. The reasons for and against the teacher’s coming out  have been discussed extensively in various venues, most notably by scholars such as Toni McNaron, Edward Ingebretsen, Susan Talburt, and Jay Kent Lorenz. We can summarize them as follows. On the one hand, those who favor such a move often link it to a broader pattern of renewal in the teacher. By coming out to oneself and to others, professors have sometimes reported finding a deeper connection to their research, to their peers, and to other LGBTQ persons on campus. As activism on this issue becomes more focused, coming out in class, particularly when LGBTQ concerns form part of the course content, may be an important component of making LGBTQ persons more visible to students. Additionally, it may teach them an important first lesson in theory. The terms “lesbian,” “gay,” “bisexual,” “transgendered,” and “queer” may be read off of or projected on to people with varying degrees of accuracy. A teacher’s using his or her authority to associate with one of these terms may help students see that orientation and gender are constructed in relation to others. Thus, their preexisting ideas about identity – which, typically, still rest on the idea of a given “natural” order – may suffer a little bit of helpful mischief. 

On the other hand, people arguing against the teacher’s coming out in class point out that this decision risks making the teacher the focus of the students’ interest or speculation rather than the material to be covered. One can also argue that if the teacher’s orientation remains an open question for the students, this indeterminacy may empower students to articulate their ideas on questions of gender, orientation and coming out without modeling themselves on the teacher’s mode of disclosure. In this way they may come to recognize the extent to which their ideas about themselves as sexual beings are already “naturalized,” and they come to this idea perhaps more as a result of their own discovery.


Now I have already said that the issue of coming out in class – independent of anyone’s deciding to come out – “needed” to be addressed early in the semester. This need arises because of “weather conditions” that prevail in and around this class perhaps regardless of the school that offers it. Consider, for example, something as mundane as students who are seen carrying their books to class or studying in the library. In my class we do not use The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader – a bulky, large tome with the name blazed on the cover – because the theory articulated in it would be too advanced for the level of students my class is designed to reach. A side benefit, however, may be that students don’t have to deal immediately with the gossip about their orientation based on the books they are reading. But what happens when questions arise about Maurice, or Rubyfruit Jungle or The Man With Night Sweats? How does a student characterize such a book to one’s peers without immediately being labeled – regardless of one’s orientation – as, at the very least, “different”?  

The same concern arises with regard to the title of the course. Its full name is “Between Men and Women: Lesbian and Gay Narrative.” Only the words before the colon, however, appear on student transcripts. In this way – perhaps – we postpone the “anxiety” that Ingebretsen notices around this issue: “Will [registration in the class] be perceived as “orientation” (and scandalous) or as learning (and thus read as a sign of “tolerance”)?” (20) I should add that this postponement also connects with the use of the word “diversity.” In the schedule for this semester, the class is listed as one of two “cultural diversity” sections our department is offering this term. On the positive side, this maneuver has allowed my department to offer a variety of diversity courses as a part of the core curriculum without going through a long approval process for each one. In terms of a course on LGBTQ issues, however, these practices may amount to a closeting of the course itself. I have, in fact, received no negative feedback about this class from outside groups such as parents, administrators, or alumni. That may be, though, because the course – by virtue of its designation – is not as well known as I would like it to be.

Bringing up how the course may or may not “out” those connected to it makes sense pragmatically because it serves to warn students – many of whom take it to fulfill a literature requirement beyond first year – early enough so that they can find another class to take before the end of add/drop period. Beyond that, however, it also accentuates coming out and being out as a processes that may affect everyone in the class regardless of whether she or he identifies as LGBTQ or as an ally in the during the semester. The particular spectacle of anyone’s coming out narrative – including my own – may come to be seen as part of the larger endeavor of “bringing out” a whole school community and thus making the environment safer for all of us.
Intensified Mischief:
When Texts Put People Off


Raising the question of safety in the classroom brings us back to the issue of diversity’s (perceived) connection with perversity or at least with what is opposed to conventional morality. If we are doing the job of offering diversity in our curriculum, then probably we will be making them uncomfortable. This discomfort arises because the discourse on diversity ultimately brings us face to face with the discourse of the Other – what is not the self and what may even be opposed to the self (OED). Within this framework, I’d like to take a look at a text that I taught in Lesbian and Gay Narrative three years ago and that I will be teaching again later this semester – Rita Mae Brown’s Rubyfruit Jungle.


Originally published in 1973, this book is usually described as an example of the lesbian picaresque. Molly Bolt, the novel’s first person narrator, tells the story of growing up poor, finding out about her “bastard” status (7), and realizing that she is more attracted to women than to men. These discoveries launch her on a journey – first to college and later to New York City. Along the way, she finds herself involved in an array of affairs including ones with the head cheerleader in high school, a sorority sister, a professor at NYU and the professor’s daughter. Her experiences range from the ridiculous – bringing a grapefruit fetishist to orgasm – to the serious – assisting the sorority sister in getting a (still illegal) abortion. 


On a conservative, upper-middle class, and heavily Catholic campus like St. Joseph’s, the class’s discernment about this novel needs some parameters. One I initially offer centers on the question of values. Though I usually like to leave this as a question for the students to determine independently, I raise it early in our discussion of this book partly because I suspect there are students who will be upset by some of the episodes I just mentioned. Recognizing a value operative in the text may mitigate some of these concerns. At the same time, the expectation that Molly will learn something inheres in the picaresque form. When she finally makes love to Polina, the NYU professor, the encounter begins with Polina challenging Molly about not having any “fantasies”:



“I don’t believe anyone in this day and age can live without a



fantasy.”




“Well, I do have one thing, but I’m not sure it’s a fantasy.”




“Tell, tell.” She put her arm around my waist.




“When I make love to women I think of their genitals as a, as a



ruby fruit jungle.”




“Ruby fruit jungle?”




“Yeah, women are thick and rich and full of hidden treasures and 



besides that, they taste good.” (203)

Repeating the name of Molly’s fantasy, the novel can be read as her encounter with the female body – metonymized here as a vagina – in all its rich complexity. By contrast Polina’s fantasy is still very much tied to the presence of the phallus. Although they make love once, Molly realizes that they “weren’t going to have much of a relationship” (204). As a meditation on the value in pleasure, therefore, Rubyfruit Jungle articulates a feminist ideal that empowers Molly to live on her own terms and at a remove from male power despite the risks and sacrifices thus entailed on her.

More broadly, we also might ask whether Molly, adept at using pleasure as a compass for discovering the kind of life she wants to live, really ever moves outside of herself. Brown may confront many of my students with an Other who is lesbian and poor. Simultaneously, this Other may enable them to recognize pleasure as a value in itself; Molly, like E.M. Forster’s Maurice, is a character created to live life on her own terms and ultimately to be happy in doing so. In this way she has learned – as Foucault says – “to use [her] sexuality to achieve a variety of different kinds of relationships.” Can her readers then take this lesson and apply it to the world outside of the classroom?
Mischief at Large


Let me be clear at this point at least about what I am not recommending. I am not suggesting to my students – or to you – that Molly’s sexual experimentation ought to be the norm for the way in which anyone lives his or her life. On the other hand, as the connection to Forster suggests, happiness – and happiness with one’s orientation – does seem to be a value that emerges from her pursuits. In terms of discernment this would amount to saying that Molly’s integration of her sexuality – instead of making her self- focused and narcissistic – helps her to understand and empathize with others. Two interchanges with school authorities illustrate this point.

First, in high school Mollie, along with her friend Connie, happen to see the male principal (Mr. Beers) and the female assistant principal (Mrs. Silver) – who are both married to other people – making out in car one Saturday night. Called into the office, Mollie must speak with Mrs. Silver and Connie with Mr. Beers. Quickly, Molly recognizes two facts: that Mrs. Silver is trying to buy her silence and that this woman genuinely wants to help Molly become student body president. To Molly’s claim that “girls have a hard time getting elected” Mrs. Silver replies:




“Yes, girls have a hard time in the world, generally.”


She looked suddenly beaten, old and worn out. Mrs. Silver I’m not going to blow the whistle on you. Damn, damn, you look so unhappy. “If

I use my imagination, maybe I can come up with something that will beat out Gary Vogel, but you know the student council hasn’t set a limit on campaign funds and he’s rich.”


She blinked and a smile crossed her lips. “Either the spending will be limited, or you will have the campaign funds. I promise you that.” (85)

Marginalized herself, Mollie then tells the assistant principal that she never intended to blackmail her. What she understands clearly is the other woman’s unhappiness to which she does not want to add.

Second, in college Molly is eventually confronted by Dean Marne, the school’s dean of women, about her sexual relationship with Faye, whom she had also accompanied to obtain an abortion. Asked by the dean whether she and Faye have been “intimate,” Molly is blunt:



“We fuck, if that’s what you’re after.”




I think her womb collapsed on that one. Sputtering, she pressed



forward. “Don’t you find that somewhat of an aberration? Doesn’t this



disturb you, my dear? After all, it’s not normal.”




“I know it’s not normal for people in this world to be happy, and



I’m happy.” (127)

 Even in a situation where she stands to lose everything – education, the chance at advancement, and even adequate shelter and food – Mollie still has a basic confidence in her happiness. Partly, this happiness comes from the fact that she has seen much unhappiness in the people around her – both those of higher and lower social standing – and can differentiate her situation from theirs. Partly, it emerges from her experience of lesbian sexuality. As she tells the dean earlier in their conversation: “Dean Marne, I don’t have any problem relating to girls and I am in love with my roommate. She makes me happy” (127). Although the dean has tried to make lesbianism into a relational “problem,” Mollie turns the rhetoric back on her: she “relates” quite well to “girls,” and her affair with Faye is a perfect example of this.


The clue that Rubyfruit Jungle may provide about happiness is not reducible to 
the idea that lesbian sex – or any sex, for that matter – guarantees happiness. Rather, it has to do with recognizing and celebrating one’s sexuality – as distinct from any isolated act of sex – is an element in the human happiness we find. Though Mollie never articulates this idea directly, it represents a value on which she acts. This book, I hope, typifies what all the readings in “Lesbian and Gay Narrative” do. By confronting the students with an Other whose behavior does not admit of conventional moral discussion, it nonetheless forces them to re-examine sexuality and how it may contribute to the happiness they may find in life. That this issue is a matter of ongoing discernment rather than of settled practice invests the class with a degree of risk but also of interest and excitement. Most importantly in the process students may find that such happiness, rather than being opposed to the work of finding God in all things may actually prove to be one of its most vital components.  
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