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Introduction

Queering Mennonite Literature

In Jan Guenther Braun’s 2008 novel Somewhere Else, the protagonist, Jess,
laments that “the words ‘queer Mennonite’ are an oxymoron.” While
Somewhere Else offers a model for how these two seemingly opposed iden-
tities can coexist, and while this modeling is also present in an increasing
number of other pieces of Mennonite literature, little has been done in the
realm of Mennonite literary criticism to explore the tension between these
two identities.” This lack is dangerous because, as the history of literary criti-
cism on various minority literatures shows, focusing on a single aspect of
a person’s identity is ultimately an oppressive dead end for both academic
theory and lived practice.> One may be a Mennonite—itself a term that
glosses over numerous variations—but one is also female, or Canadian, or
Latinx, or middle class, or, yes, queer, and it is necessary to examine these
intersections. Drawing in part on the work of the godmother of Mennonite
literary criticism, Hildi Froese Tiessen, Mennonite historian Felipe Hinojosa
argues for a “relational approach” to Mennonite studies that examines how
Mennonitism intersects with issues of class, race, sex, and place.* In light of
Hinojosa’s call, literary critics must therefore wrestle with questions such
as how hybrid identities manifest themselves in Mennonite literature. How
should we as critics write about these identities? And perhaps more basically,
why should we care?

One immediate answer to this last question is that if Mennonite literary
criticism is going to have something to say to the field of literary studies in
general, it must figure out how to make the socially activist messages found
in much of Mennonite literature accessible to those readers who otherwise
have no connection to the Mennonite community. The work of Mennonite
writers is often radical compared to mainstream societal standards, not
just traditional Mennonite theological values. It is important to recognize
that Mennonite literature does not just critique the Mennonite community



(when it does at all). It frequently critiques society in general, but it often
happens to involve Mennonite subject matter to do so. For instance, Casey
Plett’s short story “Other Women” is about Sophie’s struggle against North
American society’s transphobia, which is shared by her Mennonite com-
munity as a learned behavior from its broader context.s If, however, the
Mennonite elements were removed from the story, its primary political
import would remain the same.

It is time for critics to acknowledge this wider focus and to examine what
Mennonite literature says to an extended audience. As Hinojosa writes, it is
necessary “to look at Mennonite studies from the outside-in.”® Mennonites
like myself writing about Mennonite topics must try to investigate our
subject from the perspective of someone outside the boundaries of the com-
munity, not just as insiders. Put another way, it is time for Mennonite literary
criticism to be in the world and of it in order to help non-Mennonite readers
and critics see why Mennonite literature is worth reading.

In light of this necessity, Queering Mennonite Literature: Archives,
Activism, and the Search for Community examines the intersection of queer
and Mennonite elements in recent Mennonite literature as an example of
how Mennonite literary criticism can dialogue with other areas within liter-
ary criticism and theory in the relational manner advocated by Hinojosa. The
contribution the book makes is to present an investigation of how the queer
theoretical project of the past thirty or so years has manifested itself within
a Mennonite literary context. Queer theory’s lifespan has coincided with the
rise of Mennonite literature as a field of academic study, and as will become
clear, the two fields also share many thematic similarities that manifest
themselves in queer Mennonite literature despite seeming like the “oxymo-
ron” that Jess suggests them to be. Queering Mennonite Literature serves as
an archive of these manifestations in order to illustrate how queer theory,
which is concerned with the marginal in terms of both fighting oppression
and investigating elements of culture that the mainstream ignores, helps
illuminate a field on the literary margins. Queer theorist Elizabeth Grosz
argues that while members of oppressed groups are denied access to certain
societal privileges, their position on the margins “also produces certain skills
and modes of resourcefulness, the capacity precisely for self-sustenance and
creativity that are lost for the dominator.”” Things on the margins are diffi-
cult, but they can also be vibrant and fun and full of transformative potential.
Anything can happen because on the margins there is a certain invisibility
that makes space for a generative artistic freedom. Queer Mennonite litera-
ture uses this position of “creative” possibilities as a base for social activism
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on a host of issues, including gender, violence, disability, race, and of course,
sexuality. Queering Mennonite Literature celebrates this activism.

Defining the “Queer" in Queer Theory

The term queer theory, which was first coined by Teresa de Lauretis at a con-
ference on queer sexualities in 1990,% has a slippery definition because queer
as a reclaimed term gets used in different ways. Most commonly in general
public discourse, it is used as a synonym for nonheterosexual sexuality, as
in the abbreviation “LGBTQ” (lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer).® All the
main characters in the books discussed here fall somewhere on this sexual
spectrum. However, queer theorists insist that the term is not necessarily
tied to sexuality but is political, with a radical vision for a transformed, non-
oppressive, intersectional society and thus that queer theory is inherently
political.’™ From this perspective, it is possible to be LGBT without being
queer. For instance, one might be a gay man who is sexist or racist or trans-
phobic. In other words, the queer in “queer theory” is not just about sexual
orientation; it is about how one views the world, using the act of queering to
question basic assumptions, such as the male/female binary in service of an
antihegemonic worldview. As I show below, this political definition of queer
could also be applied to aspects of the Mennonite tradition. One must be
activist to be queer regardless of one’s sexuality, and one way the texts
Queering Mennonite Literature analyzes are queer is in their activist nature.
It is in this broader political sense that I use the term, though this sense
is also entwined with the sexual in queer Mennonite literature in that the
books’ activism stems from their characters’ LGBT identities.

In naming its political aspect, queer theory’s definition is an open, con-
tested one. Queer writer and critic Maggie Nelson observes that words such
as queer that have been used oppressively in the past “retain [...] a sense of
the fugitive.” In the process of these terms’ revision, they are difficult to
define and thus liberatingly transgressive because of their refusal to be pinned
down. Their contested nature offers room for dialogue and, in the case of an
academic term such as queer theory, room for revisions when they become
necessary. Thus Eli Clare asserts that “queer celebrates [. . .] difference,”
and Alison Kafer claims that “queerness is something always to be queered,”
to be questioned in service of creating a better world. In its advocacy for
change, for the queering of society, queer theory offers “a critique of the
normal” according to Ann Cvetkovich; it “embraces, even celebrates,
transgression” according to Richard Thompson Ford; and it is “a site of
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struggle” according to Rosemary Hennessy.” Queer theory causes a sense of
uneasiness, of discomfort, as it works from the margins to cause change. As
Queering Mennonite Literature shows throughout, queer Mennonite literature
often works to make readers uncomfortable in order to make its antioppres-
sive messages clear.

Some question queer theory’s continuing usefulness. Janet Halley and
Andrew Parker write in the introduction to their essay anthology After Sex?
On Writing Since Queer Theory that there are scholars who feel queer theory
is “approaching its expiration date,” as they question its initial emphasis on
sexual identity (the “sex” of the title) and look to other approaches, such
as affect theory.” However, I write from the position that it still has some-
thing to offer, and much of the queer theory that I cite has been published
after After Sex? showing that the field remains vibrant. The question mark
in Halley and Parker’s title affords space to consider whether queer theory’s
relevance is truly waning, and they note that the “after” in their title can
mean to pursue the queer.* Queering Mennonite Literature pursues the rela-
tionships between queer theory and Mennonite literature, especially as these
relationships suggest a practical philosophy for how to live one’s life as mani-
fested in the messages of the books considered here. Halley and Parker do
acknowledge “that queer theory’s powers are practical and political.”s This
is why I am attracted to it as a critical outlook. Frankly, the North American
Mennonite community is behind the times with regard to issues of sexuality,
and queer theory still has relevance for it.

A Brief History of Mennonite Literary Criticism

Mennonite literature as a field rather than as one or two scattered texts
here and there began to become visible in the late 1980s and early 1990s
with the publication of several collections of creative work.* Phyllis Pellman
Good’s mini anthology Three Mennonite Poets, Hildi Froese Tiessen’s short
story anthology Liars and Rascals, and special issues of The New Quarterly and
Prairie Fire, also edited by Tiessen, helped establish an archive of Mennonite
writing.” In Canada, the government’s emphasis on multiculturalism begin-
ning in the 1960s and the subsequent funding of multiculturalism in the arts
led to Mennonites being seen in Canada’s literary public as an ethnic group
rather than just a theological sect and thus to Mennonite literature being
seen as an ethnic literature.”® This view is evident in the fact that Tiessen’s
two special issues were published by non-Mennonite secular periodicals.
The increasing visibility of Mennonite writers in Canada led to the first
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Mennonite/s [sic] Writing conference in Waterloo, Ontario, in 1990." This
conference helped bring the field to the attention of U.S. writers and critics,*
and there has been a steady stream of Mennonite literary criticism written
on both sides of the border since then.

Aside from occasional articles in Mennonite journals such as Conrad
Grebel Review, the Journal of Mennonite Studies,” the Journal of Mennonite
Writing (formerly the Journal of the Center for Mennonite Writing until mid-
2017), Mennonite Life, Mennonite Quarterly Review, and Rhubarb (which
unfortunately became defunct at the end of 2017) and, infrequently, in
non-Mennonite publications, there are eight books of Mennonite literary
criticism that have played a germinal role in the theorization of the field.
Hildi Froese Tiessen and Peter Hinchcliffe’s Acts of Concealment and John D.
Roth and Ervin Beck’s Migrant Muses collected essays from the first two
Mennonite/s Writing conferences and were instrumental in helping make the
conferences’ construction of the field and its canon visible to a broader audi-
ence.”? Al Reimer’s Mennonite Literary Voices, Julia Spicher Kasdorf’s The Body
and the Book, Douglas Reimer’s Surplus at the Border, Jeff Gundy’s Walker in
the Fog and Songs from an Empty Cage, and Robert Zacharias’s critical anthol-
ogy After Identity all examined the field as a whole and wrestled in one way
or another with the question of what it means to be a Mennonite in general
and a Mennonite writer in particular and thus what Mennonite literature
is and how it has (or whether it has) value when considered as its own field.

Just as After Sex raises questions about queer theory’s future, After
Identity asks where the field of Mennonite literature is heading. The field
has spent much time debating what “Mennonite literature” entails, wrestling
with questions such as, Does it have to be by an author theologically affili-
ated with Mennonites? Does it have to include Mennonite characters? Can
it be by an author who grew up Mennonite but has repudiated all aspects
of their Mennonite upbringing? One consistent tension in the field has
been the question of how to respond to the reality that many Mennonite
writers are no longer theologically Mennonite. Is it fair for literary critics
to still speak of these writers and their work as Mennonite? These ques-
tions were first raised in the ur-text of Mennonite literary criticism, John L.
Ruth’s Mennonite Identity and Literary Art, which argues that Mennonite lit-
erature should serve the theological Mennonite community, and Reimer’s
Mennonite Literary Voices, which argues that Mennonite writers’ first loy-
alty should be to their art.? A number of subsequent pieces of Mennonite
literary criticism comment on this debate.* I will not rehash it here other
than to say that the general consensus now is that “Mennonite literature”
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is literature by an author who is a theological or ethnic Mennonite whether
it includes explicitly Mennonite subject matter or not. It follows that the
field defines “Mennonite” more broadly than Mennonite theology does. Just
like the “after” in Halley and Parker’s title, the “after” in Zacharias’s title
in some cases signifies the desire to be finished with this worn question of
what makes a work a piece of Mennonite literature, but it also sometimes
signifies a way to meld Mennonite identities with other identities, such as
the identity “queer Mennonite” that is the subject of this book. The field’s
inclusion of secular Mennonite writers has helped broaden the idea of what
being a Mennonite can mean for me and other younger Mennonite writers
and critics in ways that make our Mennonite identity usable even when we
find Mennonite theology to no longer be so.* As I discuss throughout, this
influence is an important one for queer Mennonite literature and helps it
offer its own expanded conceptions of what it means to be Mennonite.

A Word on “Identity” and Mennonite Ethnicity

While theoretical dismissal of the concept of “identity,” which can be used
as a tool to divide people, has its merits, on a practical level in society, one
is still seen as one’s identity, and in the case of marginalized groups, one is
oppressed as a result, so the formation and acknowledgment of an identity
can still be a powerful political act of resistance. Christopher Castiglia and
Christopher Reed argue that queer theory, in its rush to reject identity, has
tended to forget the positive aspects of LGBT community, including its “inte-
gration of activism and scholarship.” Queer theory can still benefit from its
practitioners’ claiming of their identities, sexual and otherwise.

Recent queer work on religion and ethnicity illustrates this principle.
In its rush to reject the notion of identity, queer theory has at times mar-
ginalized certain segments of the queer community. For instance, regarding
religion, queer theologian Patrick S. Cheng observes that “it is difficult to
be [...] out” as religious in many queer settings. Similarly, Ann Pellegrini
argues that queer theory is built around a “religious/secular divide,” which
assumes that the religious has nothing to offer the queer.”” Regarding ethnic-
ity, Kaila Adia Story contends that white queer theorists’ rejection of identity
is unintentionally racist because it fails to acknowledge how people of color
have used their ethnicities as rallying points for antiracist organizing but
believes that queer theory and the claiming of an ethnic or sexual identity
can coexist in powerful ways.* Queering Mennonite Literature operates from
this belief. As Kafer writes, it is necessary to name one’s identities—which
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are never completely fixed in the first place—in order to make sure that one’s
theorizing is grounded in practical applications toward ending oppression
even as one works toward a postidentity intersectionality.? Nelson looks
toward this postidentity reality, contending that “the binary of normal/
transgressive [. . . is] unsustainable” because eventually North American
society will accept queer lives.** I hope for this reality, but obviously we are
not yet there, and thus queer Mennonite literature (and queer literature in
general) remains transgressive in powerful ways as it envisions new relation-
ships both within and outside of Mennonite contexts. Queering Mennonite
Literature therefore explores how the choice to be politically queer is influ-
enced in many cases by the characters’ Mennonite context, which gives them
an identity that is in some ways chosen and in other ways not.

The field of Mennonite literature has always treated being Mennonite as
an ethnic identity in both Canada and the United States and thus has always
treated Mennonite literature as an ethnic literature even though the field
does include authors such as Todd Davis and David Wright, who are theologi-
cal Mennonites, not ethnic Mennonites.* Of course, Mennonites’ theological
distinctiveness has helped create Mennonite ethnicity. Mennonites’ emphasis
on ethics, and especially on helping the poor and oppressed through agen-
cies such as Mennonite Central Committee and Mennonite Disaster Service,
which offer material aid without being explicitly evangelical, is taught from
an early age and is so ingrained in Mennonite identity that Mennonite theo-
logian Paul G. Doerksen muses “that much of Anabaptist work would carry
on even if you took Jesus out of the mix.”* However, other nontheological
elements of Mennonite life also play a part in Mennonite ethnicity’s con-
struction. Folklorist Ervin Beck writes that North American Mennonites’
shared “history of immigration, [. . .] distinctive foods,” and the existence
of Mennonite jokes told both by themselves and by others show that it is
proper to define Mennonites as an ethnic group.® This ethnicity gives many
Mennonites a sense of community even though our shared identity often
goes unremarked by outsiders because most ethnic Mennonites are white
and thus can pass as something else while benefitting from white privilege.

Some Mennonites dislike the idea of a “Mennonite ethnicity.” Rudy
Wiebe writes against it in an essay from all the way back in 1964, and
more recently historian Benjamin W. Goossen argues that “the language
of ‘Mennonite ethnicity’ [. . .] frequently undergirds white supremacy”
because it implies that ethnic Mennonites in North America are somehow
“more special” than nonethnic Mennonites, whether in North America or
elsewhere.?* However, they and others who have made a similar argument

Introduction



throughout the years examine the concept from a theological perspective
rather than a sociological one, whereas the field of Mennonite literature uses
the latter view. From the field’s standpoint, Mennonite ethnicity exists as a
secular element of Mennonite identity whether it is a helpful construction or
not. In cases such as Jess’s in Somewhere Else, sometimes Mennonite ethnic-
ity is the only remaining connection to other Mennonites, and this tenuous
attachment is valuable because it keeps the possibility of staying within the
Mennonite community alive. I find the concept useful in this project because
of my explorations of how Mennonite sensibilities, in which ethnicity has an
important part for many ethnic Mennonites, play off of queer sensibilities.
When one claims both of these identities, it is a powerful act.

There are actually two prominent North American Mennonite ethnici-
ties that manifest themselves in Mennonite literature. The group known
as “Swiss Mennonites” began coming from Switzerland and Germany to
Pennsylvania in the late 1600s and slowly moved west, south, and north, cre-
ating significant communities in Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, Virginia, and
Ontario. The group known as “Russian Mennonites” originated in Germany,
the Netherlands, and what is now Poland, moved to what is now Ukraine
in the late 1700s, and then fled religious persecution to North America in
two waves, one in the 1870s and another in the aftermath of the Russian
Revolution in the 1920s, settling primarily in Manitoba, Saskatchewan,
and Kansas. A third wave in the 1940s settled primarily in South America.
While Russian Mennonites wrote the first North American literary texts,
since the 1990s numerous Swiss Mennonites have also published work and
become important as critics. The field has treated these two ethnicities side
by side since at least Tiessen’s anthology Liars and Rascals.

National identity also plays a role in Mennonite literature, albeit a
unique one in that it tends to be deemphasized unlike in other literary fields.
Although it received its initial impetus from Canadian literature’s multicul-
tural landscape, Mennonite literature has been a transnational field since
its early days, with Three Mennonite Poets including a Canadian writer, a
Canadian living and working in the United States whom the field now con-
siders an American writer, and a Japanese writer. This trend has continued
to the present.® National divisions thereby play less of a role in Mennonite
literature than in North American Mennonitism in general. Nationality is
even less important when discussing queer Mennonite literature because
institutional Mennonite homophobia has functioned the same way on both
sides of the border, so queer Mennonites from Canada and the United States
have much in common, and binational connections in the queer Mennonite
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literary community are strong. Therefore, while Mennonite literature has
always had a robust sense of place, and while this sense is evident in the
books discussed here, the national contexts of these places are less important
than their local ones.

Mennonite literature’s inclusion of multiple Mennonite ethnicities
along with its transnational nature are rarities in literary studies and show
a willingness to cross boundaries that resonates with queer ideas of open-
ness and transgressiveness. Thus while using the language of identity, which
some may find divisive or passé, Queering Mennonite Literature insists on the
inclusion of all identities, investigating texts by Canadians, Americans, Swiss
Mennonites, Russian Mennonites, trans authors, cis authors, and authors
across the LGBT spectrum. All the texts it examines have sexually queer
characters and are queer in the sense that, as I describe below, Mennonitism
in general is queer. But not all the authors are sexually queer, and the texts
are queer because they are politically active, not just because they have sexu-
ally queer characters.

The Queer/Mennonite Intersection

Queering Mennonite Literature’s stance is not a dogmatic one but one that
embraces leisurely perambulations through its subject matter as one imple-
ment in its antihegemonic toolbox. The book is influenced by several works
of queer theory that in many ways offer resonances with Mennonite thought,
though there is not one overarching theoretical framework for the book
other than queer theory in general. The book quotes from a number of queer
theorists without attempting to be systematic. This is a process that is itself
queer, as various queer theorists explain. For instance, Kafer acknowledges
that her writing includes “contradictions,” and J. Jack Halberstam argues that
we should “resist mastery” academically.** These assertions are important
moves to show that queer writing should be a dialogue because one does
not have all the answers oneself. Queer theory’s openness is one of its most
powerful aspects, and this openness requires that one write with a light touch
in order to make space for others to enter the conversation.

My writing approach is inspired not only by queer theorists but also
by Gundy’s “Manifesto of Anabaptist Surrealism.””” Gundy’s intentionally
playful document, which lauds a number of Mennonite and non-Mennonite
figures as writing models, insists on an attitude of humility and wonder in
explorations of literature and how it can lead us to truth. Gundy argues that
while we can never fully grasp enlightenment, seeking after it is an essential
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journey. Queering Mennonite Literature is an example of this seeking. Gundy’s
use of the term Anabaptist in his title hearkens back to Mennonitism’s radical
roots in the sixteenth century. The early Anabaptists’ theology was inher-
ently politically queer because disagreeing with the doctrines of the state
church was a treasonous act. Their refusal to baptize their babies struck at
the foundations of the state because it meant that their children were not
entered into the tax rolls. Their employment of theatrically dissident acts,
such as eating sausage together during Lent or interrupting worship services
to dispute with state church ministers, calls to mind more recent queer activ-
ist strategies, such as ACT UP’s confrontational style. The memory of early
Anabaptist radicalism still resonates with Mennonites today. As a result,
aside from acknowledging our historical roots, Mennonites’ current use of
“Anabaptist” signifies a desire for theologically ideal living that is untainted
by the human fallibility inherent in institutional Mennonitism. Like queer
theory, Anabaptism seeks societal transformation, which is why it is benefi-
cial to study the two traditions together.

With the exception of my “Queering Mennonite Literature” chapter in
Zacharias’s collection that is the basis for this introduction, none of the eight
aforementioned classics of Mennonite literary criticism has discussed queer
Mennonite literature, in part because it has only recently achieved critical
mass. Indeed, writing in 2002, Douglas Reimer laments that queer-themed
Mennonite literature “is impossible to imagine.”*® Reimer misses the work
of Lynnette D’anna (pen name of Lynnette Dueck), who published five queer
novels between 1992 and 2001, but so did other critics in the field. It is only
recently that queer Mennonite literature has become more broadly visible.

A few articles mention this growing movement, which first became
especially noticeable at the 2015 Mennonite/s Writing conference in Fresno,
California. The conference included a panel on “LGBT Fiction” that was
attended by nearly one hundred people (almost half of the conference’s
attendees), and the Journal of Mennonite Studies published the papers from the
panel in 2016.% Two other essays that originated as conference presentations
in Fresno about the state of Mennonite literature as a field also mention this
panel, acknowledging queer Mennonite literature as a subfield, though not
attempting further investigation of it.*° Gundy’s 2016 “Mennonite/s Writing:
Explorations and Exposition,” an adaptation of his November 2015 Menno
Simons Lectures at Bethel College in North Newton, Kansas, is slightly more
expansive, including a short “LGBTQ” section at the end that discusses
Corey Redekop’s Husk, Stephen Beachy’s boneyard [sic], and Casey Plett’s
A Safe Girl to Love. Three of the participants from the 2015 panel—Andrew
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Harnish, Casey Plett, and myself—also presented queer work at the 2017
conference in Winnipeg.# One of Queering Mennonite Literature’s goals is to
help the momentum from these brief mentions of queer Mennonite litera-
ture coalesce in order to make this literature visible and assert its importance
within the broader Mennonite literary field.

Itis no surprise that Mennonite literature has developed some queer (in
the queer theory sense) elements because Mennonitism’s values are queer
in the traditional sense of being odd or peculiar. In a 1952 article in Ladies’
Home Journal, Dorothy Thompson, a non-Mennonite writer, remarks on this
peculiarity after a visit to the Mennonite-owned Bethel College.* A fellow
traveler tells Thompson that Mennonites “are queer people” because of their
rural sectarianism and how they dress. Thompson argues that Mennonites
are not “queer” (which she clearly views as an insult) but that they are simply
quiet, upstanding American Christians. However, her conversation partner’s
naming of Mennonites as queer is appropriate, though for different rea-
sons than he suggests. While many outsiders might think of Mennonites as
“queer” because of frequently held misconceptions that all Mennonites still
dress plain and “are like the Amish,” it is true that traditional Mennonite
thinking, which embraces values such as pacifism, simple living, and an
emphasis on ethics rather than creeds, is out of step with cultural norms
today just as it was seventy years ago. Mennonite theological language views
Mennonitism as a “third way” between Protestantism and Catholicism
and has a vision of Christian community as an “upside-down kingdom.”*
These Mennonite ideals emphasize a rejection of binaries, the importance
of creative approaches to conflict resolution, and the practice of mutual aid,
especially in resisting oppression. Queer Mennonite literature helps capture
how these Mennonite traits currently express themselves in the twenty-first
century. In other words, queer Mennonite writing is in some ways a natural
extension of the Mennonite spirit. While many queer Mennonite texts are
on the broader literary margins, they are necessary narratives nonetheless.
Both the queer and Mennonite traditions privilege this position, as various
queer theorists advocate for ways of life that investigate and tell stories
of the countercultural or marginal .+

In light of these similarities between queer thought and Mennonite
thought, being raised to think as a Mennonite means being raised to think
queerly in the broader sense (though, as noted below, these Mennonite queer
attitudes have not necessarily translated to acceptance of sexual queerness),
and thus queer themes are becoming increasingly prevalent in Mennonite lit-
erature, which has always transgressively investigated those on the margins.+
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Braun acknowledges that nonqueer Mennonite literature gave her hope
before she came out as a lesbian and then gave her a model to use when
she began writing about lesbians because of its portrayals of outsiders.*
This use of earlier Mennonite literature as a model is evident in the work of
writers of queer Mennonite literature such as Braun, Plett, Jessica Penner,
and André Swartley, who write explicitly Mennonite literature and perhaps
even think of themselves as “Mennonite writers” after having learned to do
so from the earlier generation. Penner studied with the Mennonite novelist
Omar Eby in college, and Swartley studied with the Mennonite poet Todd
Davis and the Mennonite literary critics Ervin Beck and Ann Hostetler (who
is also a poet). Likewise, I also studied with Beck, Hostetler, and Davis, and
these experiences built a foundation for my current work as a Mennonite
literary critic.® As I discuss in my examinations of these second-generation
writers’ works, Braun’s Somewhere Else and Plett’s A Safe Girl to Love explic-
itly mention pieces of Mennonite literature.s® Similarly, Stephen Beachy’s
boneyard responds to the ur-text of Mennonite literature, the Martyrs Mirror.
These writers acknowledge that a tradition of Mennonite literature exists
and that the academic field that studies it is a legitimate one. Their queer
Mennonite literature responds to this tradition, critiquing and enlarging it.

One reason that viewing Mennonite literature through the lens of queer
theory can be advantageous is because of the term queer’s flexibility. Thomas
Piontek contends that “queer” is “a questioning stance.”s' This emphasis
on interrogation of the normative is also evident in Mennonite literature.
Neither tradition is satisfied with the status quo. The Mennonite tradi-
tion claims to embrace those whom society makes Other. However, while
Mennonites have historically been culturally Other themselves, this position
has largely been lost in North America, and the official Mennonite com-
munity now participates in the marginalization of LGBT persons. Engaging
with queer theory is one way for Mennonites to return to their radical roots.

Much like queer theory is concerned with outsiders, Douglas Reimer
argues that Mennonite literature often shares this concern. He uses Gilles
Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s concept of “minor literature”—a literature that
examines subjects on the margins rather than being ensconced in traditional
“conventions”—to argue that Mennonite literature is outside the boundaries
of mainstream (i.e., the white, nonethnic canon) Canadian literature. It is fair
to say that this argument applies to U.S. Mennonite literature as well. Reimer
contends that minor literature is always “political” because it must announce
itself in order to be noticed, and this politicization inevitably results
in “change.”s The queer is also always political, thus Reimer’s notion of
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Mennonite literature as a minor literature is a useful model because one of
Queering Mennonite Literature’s arguments is that queer Mennonite literature
is a minor literature within Mennonite literature itself. Aside from its queer
subject matter, this literature’s minor characteristics are made evident by
the way most literary critics ignore it and by the way it is ghettoized by the
literary marketplace, being published by small presses in contrast to the work
of mainstream Mennonite writers such as Rudy Wiebe, Miriam Toews, Rhoda
Janzen, and David Bergen.s It pecks at the boundaries of the field, demand-
ing notice.

Queer theory is also useful for examining the theme of the oppressive
use of power and authority within communities. Mennonite theologian
Carolyn Schrock-Shenk observes that Mennonites do a poor job discussing
how the community uses power in hurtful ways and that this has especially
been the case when debating whether or not LGBT persons should be offered
church membership.5* Queer theory presents a solution to this misuse of
power by offering a new model for investigating the language of authority
(whether religious or otherwise) and thus for both finding ways to subvert
it and finding ways to wield it in a healthier manner via its explorations
of BDSM (bondage, discipline, Domination/submission, sadism, and mas-
ochism), which occurs in fiction by Stephen Beachy, Casey Plett, and Sofia
Samatar. Tristan Taormino posits that power relations are everywhere in the
real world, but they often go unacknowledged because it is uncomfortable to
discuss them, so BDSM is valuable because it makes them explicit.® In help-
ing its participants think about power, BDSM can lead to an interrogation of
the systemic violence present in society.

BDSM is one element of queer sexuality that does not necessarily fit
into the LGBT spectrum because it emphasizes specific acts rather than the
gender of one’s partner and thereby epitomizes queer theory’s distrust of
categorizable identities.” Patrick Califia argues that BDSM “roles are not
related to gender or sexual orientation [...] or class” and that these “roles
and dialogue become a parody of authority, a challenge to it.”s® BDSM can
thus lead participants into a liberating state of mind that illuminates one’s
conception of the world, not just of sexuality. Anyone can act as a top and
anyone can act as a bottom in a BDSM scene regardless of their position
within the power structures of society. Likewise, for many BDSM practitio-
ners, the experience of dominating / being dominated and the headspace
where one is transported through these acts is central to a scene rather than
the characteristics of one’s partner. David Halperin highlights another revo-
lutionary aspect of BDSM, contending that it focuses on the entire body
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instead of just the genitals.® This holistic emphasis offers a healthy alterna-
tive to the traditional mind/body binary, reminding us that our sexuality
should be fully integrated into our lives rather than kept to the side as
a shameful act.

Sex educator Madison Young’s description of how it feels to play the sub-
missive role has clear relevance for Mennonite literature. She writes that “in
order to find [her] true self [as ‘queer’ and other identities she names], [she]
must give in” to her Dominant.® This language echoes Mennonite descrip-
tions of surrendering oneself to Jesus, a similarity that is strengthened in
Young’s observation that when she submits, she obtains a “clarity in which
[she] feel[s] that [she is] exactly where [she is] supposed to be, full of pur-
pose and with an internal stillness that exists only in absolute surrender.”®
An important difference between a submissive’s surrender and a religious
one is that the former is a choice consistently taken with pleasure instead
of one that can feel forced in a religious context and is often made with the
hammer of guilt and the threat of eternal damnation hanging over one’s
head. This is not to say that one cannot find the kind of peace that Young
describes in religious faith but to suggest that new models and language for
discussing this fealty in the Mennonite community are necessary and may
be found through BDSM.

In one of the only Mennonite discussions of BDSM, Di Brandt ana-
lyzes a bondage pictorial from Penthouse to argue that bondage echoes the
same patriarchal values found in traditional Mennonite theology, “which
depends on the language of submission and obedience to define the nature
of faith.”®* I agree that this language is hurtful within the context of religious
community, but I also agree with Taormino and Califia that oppressive real-
world uses of authority can be subverted via BDSM role-playing. Brandt’s
concerns notwithstanding, BDSM is actually, as Lewis Call explains, “a set
of ethical practices” dedicated to physical and emotional safety.®® It is a
common maxim in the BDSM community that the submissive is actually
the one in power because they set guidelines for what the Dominant can do
to them. This reversal is only one example of how BDSM interrogates power
structures. Take, for example, the case of boneyard, where bondage occurs
between two males. This context introduces different power dynamics than
in Brandt’s Penthouse example of bound women, and the bondage happens in
the flesh rather than with an outside viewer in the Dominant position and
an anonymous submissive captive on the page. The intimacy of a real-life
bondage scene offers the radical possibilities described by Taormino and
Califia, which are less available in pornography.
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While the radical openness of queer subjectivity means that it inevi-
tably comes into conflict with communities bounded by strict rules and
conventions, queer theory’s view of “community” is useful for examin-
ing the tension characters in queer Mennonite literature feel between the
worldly milieus they participate in and their home religious communities.
The traditional definition of community assumes sameness among group
members. This is how Mennonites have officially understood it; in the past,
some Mennonite groups have utilized the practice of shunning individu-
als who act transgressively, and in the present, even the two most liberal
North American Mennonite denominations, Mennonite Church USA and
Mennonite Church Canada, discipline congregations that embrace sexually
active LGBT persons.®

In contrast to this restrictive form of community, Nikki Sullivan writes
that queer theorists redefine community as a space of “fracturing” that
allows room for “productive differences” instead of enforcing conformity
and “enables [. . .] diversity and the radical unknowability” that this vari-
ety brings.* For instance, Castiglia and Reed call for “communities [that
are] founded in ideals rather than [. . . rigid] identities,” a characteristic
that the queer and Mennonite communities share.® Instead of a group-
ing based upon a shared identity, queer community is based on a desire to
learn from one another through the multiplicity of individual experiences.
Indeed, as José Esteban Mufioz asserts, community is an “essential” ele-
ment of “queerness.”” One learns how to be queer—culturally, sexually,
and politically—from others. This training is akin to the way Mennonites
teach ethical and cultural practices. The citational aesthetic I use throughout
Queering Mennonite Literature, situating the book within both Mennonite
and queer scholarly discourses and asking readers to pay attention to the
endnotes on the edges of the text, is one way I write like a Mennonite, which
also means writing queerly. Melissa Adler argues that this kind of approach to
“citationality” is necessary for creating queer intersectionality, which is one
of Queering Mennonite Literature’s goals.® I dialogue with previous writers,
acknowledging that without their communal work, my own ideas would not
come to fruition.

Unfortunately, the religious body does not always reach its vision of
collective harmony. Numerous pieces of Mennonite literature describe the
breakdown or oppressiveness of community as a result of an insistence that
all members adhere to a single standard.® The queer notion of commu-
nity as a place that is contentious, allowing dialogue despite disagreements,
offers a healthy alternative model.” The slipperiness of the term queer allows
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the boundaries of its community to be permeable rather than enforcing an
inside/outside dichotomy.

While it can learn a lot from queer theory, the Mennonite tradition
also offers benefits to the queer tradition through Mennonite literature.
Queering Mennonite Literature highlights three of these possibilities. First,
although queer theory focuses on the necessity of radical societal change,
in practice it often has a difficult time moving itself beyond academia and
into the broader world. Queer Mennonite literature offers models for how
queer theory can return to its socially activist roots by showing how it can
cause transformation in an area that it tends to neglect, the realm of religion.
Second, Mennonite literature has much to say about two important strate-
gies for achieving social change: pacifism and thinking globally. It shows how
pacifism is a queer value and how to bring queer principles into multiple
geographical contexts. Third, both traditions have roots in traumatic begin-
nings. Queer Mennonite literature illustrates how to respond to past trauma
in hopeful ways, an approach that is sometimes lacking in queer theory.

Methodology

The book uses close readings of the texts it investigates to examine how
Mennonite and queer streams of thought play off of each other. I believe that
literature can play a liberating role in our everyday lives, and thus my analysis
of the texts looks at how they are all activist texts that should be appreciated
by lay readers, not just those of us in academia, and is written with this broader
audience in mind. Such approaches are gaining in popularity. Andrew Kopec
explains that in literary studies, there has been a visible desire to return to
literature rather than just being ensconced in theory, and he also asserts that
the use of “close reading” is “a polemical act.” My use of close reading is not
arejection of theory but an acknowledgment that theory alone is not enough.
These readings also advocate for a broader definition of theory, arguing that
the texts at hand make theoretical moves themselves. As Alison Reed argues,
one way academic work can lead to social change is if it thinks of “litera-
ture as theory” because of the way literature reproduces lived experience.”
While obviously theory can be useful, it sometimes gets so abstract that it
loses touch with the gritty reality of everyday life, and reading and learn-
ing from literature is one way to bridge this gap. Literature has the power
to change us because it allows us to learn about ourselves through the stories
of others, opening us up to new experiences; therefore, offering the attention
to stories that is inherently a part of close reading helps make oppressed
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groups visible and helps offer visions of better futures. Thus while it is a
queer text, if it is a work of theory, Queering Mennonite Literature is a work
of Mennonite theory, interested in plain language and the teaching of ethics
through story. Part of this plain language involves the occasional use of first
person and personal stories mixed in alongside literary criticism, a model
I copy from both the Mennonite and queer academic traditions.” I use a
personal voice, which, as Cvetkovich asserts, is a “queer” act, because this
is an intentionally personal project, but it is also an inherently public one
because of its status as an activist intervention.”

Therefore, a personal digression about the position from which I write
is necessary. Gundy notes that Mennonite creative writing and literary criti-
cism often disregard the borders between the academic and the personal,
opting instead for a hybrid of genres.” I contend that this is in part because
Mennonite literature is often transgressive of traditional Mennonite mores,
and thus both creative writers and critics in the field (and many people are
both) feel the need to justity this transgression to the broader Mennonite
community or defend themselves against the collective in print. For me,
writing about Mennonite literature always feels like writing about family
and is therefore much scarier and more difficult than writing about other
literature. The personal thus leaks into Queering Mennonite Literature because
I am interested in queer Mennonite literature because much of it tells my
own story as a Mennonite and as a queer person. I am a middle-class male
in my late thirties born to a Swiss Mennonite mother and a Puerto Rican
father. I am bisexual and kinky, though I prefer the term queer to describe
myself because of its openness. I want my two ethnicities and my queerness
to be conversant with one another, and the space created by queer theory
is one place where this dialogue can happen. Queer theory helps me move
toward a healthy understanding of selfhood, and I am open about my queer
Mennonite identity in this book because the naming of our queer identities
is an essential act of resistance in our homophobic society. Sharing about
my life is a way to participate in the archiving of queer memory undertaken
by the books I study.

Braun posits in an essay about naming herself as a queer Mennonite that
she writes “in an effort to begin the building of queer Mennonite academic
history.””s Queering Mennonite Literature takes on this task in order to combat
the lack of critical attention queer Mennonite literature has received. I cite
very few pieces of literary criticism about the books themselves because
there simply is not any to cite in many cases. Plett laments that the lack
of queer Mennonite literature is one of the costs queer Mennonites have

Introduction



18

to pay as a result of Mennonite homophobia, and it is fair to add that the
pain of this lack is exacerbated by the paucity of attention paid to the queer
texts that do exist.”® It is true that Mennonite literature has little criticism
written on it in general in comparison to other fields in literary studies, but
queer Mennonite literature has even less. This book thus serves in part as
an archiving endeavor, making queer Mennonite literature visible. Together,
the texts it examines form a corpus that is worth studying.

Queer archiving is a necessary act because, as Cvetkovich writes, the
materials that would constitute queer archives are often endangered, in
part because of institutionalized homophobia in academia and in part
because these materials are often objects that might not normally be col-
lected by libraries or other official archiving institutions because they
are not seen as valuable or are only available in queer spaces such as sex
shops, bars, or bathhouses.”” While all the texts I discuss here are books
(though Miriam Suzanne’s novel is unbound), a traditional medium, they
share this transient nature because they are marginalized by virtue of
being published by small presses and are in some cases already out
of print. Therefore, one goal of Queering Mennonite Literature is to pre-
serve their existence by drawing readers’ attention to them, since objects
become archival in an institutional, and therefore more permanent,
sense through their documentation. This is an activist move because, as
Halberstam asserts, “academics can play a big role in the construction
of queer archives and queer memory. Furthermore, queer academics
can—and some should—participate in the ongoing project of recoding
queer culture as well as interpreting it and circulating a sense of multi-
plicity and sophistication. The more intellectual records we have of queer
culture, the more we contribute to the project of claiming for the subcul-
ture the radical cultural work that either gets absorbed into or claimed
by mainstream media.””® It is not enough to collect elements of queer
culture; it is also necessary to interpret these elements in order to make
them available to a broader audience that includes queers as well as non-
queers. Thus along with preserving queer Mennonite literature (as both
Mennonite literature and queer literature in general) for future readers,
one goal of Queering Mennonite Literature’s archiving endeavor is to illumi-
nate queer Mennonite literature’s “radical” messages with the hope that
readers will apply these ideals to their lives. This illumination is possible
through the use of the queer theoretical archive from the past thirty years.
Hinojosa laments that a frequent shortcoming of Mennonite scholarship is
its failure to examine non-Mennonite archives that might have relevance to
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Mennonite subjects.” My book is an example of the fruits that can blossom
as a result of working with archives relationally.

Like Halberstam, Cvetkovich also argues that critics should experience
queer culture rather than just analyzing it. She posits that “the archivist
of queer culture must proceed like the fan or collector whose attachment
to objects is often fetishistic, idiosyncratic, or obsessional.”® While queer
archiving is an essential public, academic endeavor, it is also a personal one. I
am a fan of queer Mennonite literature because it reflects my experiences as a
queer Mennonite back at me. As I describe further in chapter 1, my collecting
of Mennonite literature is obsessive. I accumulate these volumes rather than
just borrowing them from a library because they offer emotional comfort to
me as objects when I see them on my bookshelves. One concern of my book
is thinking about these books not just as literary texts but also as material
objects that make queer Mennonites visible in both the Mennonite commu-
nity and North American society at large, since queer Mennonite literature
helps illuminate a slice of queer experience that has not yet been investigated
by the queer theoretical project.

I am specifically interested in the works at hand because I am drawn
to their activist nature and because of my strong reactions to them. As I
first read many of these texts, I found myself experiencing more and more
stress, which manifested itself in heart palpitations and feelings of nausea.
For example, Somewhere Else moved me to the point where, on several occa-
sions, I had to stop reading because my visceral reaction was so intense that
I worried I would have a heart attack if I kept going.

Despite voraciously reading all my life, I have never had these physi-
cal reactions to literature before. My feelings were a vivid reminder that
personal experience is always connected to broader collective realities and
that it is necessary for us as critics to explore how individual experiences
with literature relate to the larger issue of working for social justice. The
authors of queer Mennonite literature are forced into the role of writers-as-
transgressors because of society’s continuing homophobia. Braun writes in
an email that after Somewhere Else was published, she felt “guilt for trans-
gressing (writing about Mennonite queers), guilt for taking up space.”® This
admission that the oppression felt under homophobia does not go away
even when one is able to use one’s voice to claim discursive “space” is a
heart-wrenching reminder of how far North American society still has to go
in order to become queer-friendly. As critics, we can help ease this oppres-
sion by highlighting queer stories. I write this book to pay homage to queer
Mennonite writers for their willingness to speak out against oppression with
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the hope that my readers will be inspired to read these texts for themselves
and take action to ensure that their communities—whether Mennonite or
not—become more welcoming to these voices. I am sincere in my advocacy
for queer theory as a potential force for positive social change, especially
when it is combined with radical Mennonite values. But it is also neces-
sary to respond to real-world oppression, which is not nuanced, on a clear,
basic level: homophobia, biphobia, and transphobia are wrong. Therefore,
in responding to these oppressions, Queering Mennonite Literature is inten-
tionally polemic in its advocacy of social justice. This rhetorical strategy is
meant to provoke rather than be rigidly prescriptive, just as queer theory’s
strength lies in the coexistence of its revolutionary openness and its firm
stance against intolerance.

Recent Queer Mennonite Literature

The book examines prose by nine Mennonite authors.®? The earliest texts,
Christina Penner’s Widows of Hamilton House and Braun’s Somewhere Else,
were published in 2008, and the latest, Sofia Samatar’s Tender, was pub-
lished in 2017. While Lynnette D’anna’s fiction, beginning in 1992 with sing
me no more [sic], and Janet Kauffman’s 1993 novel The Body in Four Parts
include queer characters, Queering Mennonite Literature focuses on authors
of the second generation of Mennonite writers, who were formed in part by
previous Mennonite literature and now create work in the field.® With the
exception of Stephen Beachy, whose explicitly Mennonite work also falls
within the second generation time frame, they all began publishing books in
2007 or later and have been formed by the flowering of queer literature over
the past thirty years as well as the institutionalization of LGBT/queer stud-
ies in the academy.® Thus along with placing their work within the context
of Mennonite literature, I often note resonances in their work with non-
Mennonite queer literature as well. I choose to examine these texts because
they epitomize the best of recent queer Mennonite literature. However, a
number of other novels could also be included.® This plethora of texts shows
just how rich the queer Mennonite literary tradition has already become
and why the critical attention that Queering Mennonite Literature provides
is necessary.

Chapter 1, “Building a Queer Mennonite Archive,” discusses Christina
Penner’s novel Widows of Hamilton House and the writing of Wes Funk,
primarily his autobiography Wes Side Story. It illustrates how each writer’s
narratives document queer Mennonite experience as examples of how queer
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Mennonite literature acts as an archive. Widows of Hamilton House does this
through its investigations of the practice of archiving (its main character is a
librarian), and Funk’s work does this through the ways it fictionalizes his own
experiences. The theorization of queer Mennonite experience in this chapter
establishes an important interpretive lens for the rest of the texts examined
in the book.

Chapter 2, “Searching for Selfhood in Jan Guenther Braun’s Somewhere
Else,” builds on chapter 1’s investigations of Mennonite literary archives by
examining one of the earliest pieces of queer Mennonite literature. Somewhere
Else depicts its protagonist Jess’s struggles to reconcile her Mennonite faith
with her lesbianism in an attempt to claim the identity “queer Mennonite.”
As in Widows of Hamilton House, literature plays a key role in Jess’s search
for community. Reading feminist writers gives her models for living a queer
life. The chapter considers three of Braun’s personal essays about her own
struggles with this identity to supplement the novel’s archiving of lesbian
experience. Jess is successful in her quest because she is able to synthesize
aspects of the queer community and the Mennonite community, including
the importance of literature for each.

Chapter 3, “Queering Tradition in Jessica Penner’s Shaken in the Water,”
shares chapter 2’s concern with finding and building queer Mennonite his-
tory. It investigates a novel depicting a Kansas Mennonite community’s rise
and decline from 1903 to 2007. The queer relationships in the book occur
during the 1910s-1920s, a setting that makes the powerful statement that
queer Mennonites have always existed. The novel shows how these rela-
tionships, which are censured by the book’s homophobic, sexist Mennonite
community, offer a vision of liberating community and new understandings
of the divine.

Chapter 4, “Stephen Beachy’s boneyard, the Martyrs Mirror, and
Anabaptist Activism,” also draws on Anabaptist history to help build queer
identity. It explores Beachy’s 2011 novel, whose protagonist, Jake Yoder, is
an Amish adolescent trying to process the 2006 Nickel Mines Amish school
shooting by archiving his trauma through his short story writing. The novel’s
postmodern form, which emphasizes the slipperiness of knowledge, argues
for a queer, nonbinary approach to life. The book also argues through Jake’s
reinterpretation of the Martyrs Mirror as a queer text that an active pacifist
ethic is a necessary element of queer activism.

Chapter 5, “The Queer Ethical Body in Corey Redekop’s Husk,” con-
tinues chapter 4’s investigation of twenty-first-century queer Anabaptist
male identity. The novel uses the figure of the zombie as a metaphor to
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illustrate how North American society marginalizes the queer and the dis-
abled. Through its depiction of the gay Mennonite zombie Sheldon Funk as
a Christ figure, it argues that using a Mennonite ethic rooted in community
is one way to combat this marginalization.

Chapter 6, “Trans Mennonite Literature,” discusses two pieces of lit-
erature, Casey Plett’s short story collection A Safe Girl to Love and Miriam
Suzanne’s novel Riding SideSaddle* [sic]. The two texts, which also belong
to the postmodern fiction tradition examined in chapters 3, 4, and 5, draw
attention to the need to construct a usable queer past in general and a trans
Mennonite history in particular. A Safe Girl to Love documents this history
in its stories, which include a number of references to Mennonite literature,
and Riding SideSaddle* uses its unique form (it is a set of 250 cards in a box
rather than a bound volume) to examine issues relating to the archiving
necessary to build such a history.

The epilogue, “The Future of Queer Mennonite Literature,” revisits
how queer Mennonite literature makes the argument that the ideals of
Mennonitism are queer and discusses what Mennonite literature has to
offer queer theory. It also discusses how queer Mennonite literature might
continue to shape the broader field of Mennonite literature in the future. To
do so, it offers a brief reading of Sofia Samatar’s essay “The Scope of This
Project” and some of her recent fiction to show how it furthers the intersec-
tional work of previous queer Mennonite literature by adding racial identity
to the identities queer and Mennonite. Samatar’s concept of “postcolonial
Mennonite writing” is an essential one for the future of Mennonite literature.
Just as Queering Mennonite Literature begins with the ideas of a Mennonite
of color, Hinojosa, so too does it end with the ideas of a Mennonite of color
as one way of acknowledging that “queer Mennonite” is but one Mennonite
identity that requires theorization and as a reminder that this text, though
it almost exclusively examines white characters, is by a queer Mennonite of
color.

One commonality that these books share is that although their many bib-
lical references and frequent theological musings are part of how they show
their Mennonite character, they generally have unorthodox theological views
of the divine and sexual morality. I do not condemn these views—Queering
Mennonite Literature is a work of literary criticism, not theology—but instead
dialogue with them seriously to see what we might learn from them. The
books make ethical arguments of the kind mentioned by Doerksen above:
they are Mennonite arguments, though not necessarily Christian. Part of how
queer Mennonite literature queers Mennonitism is by broadening the scope
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of what “Mennonite” and being Mennonite means. The books insist that
theological Mennonites are not the only ones who get to define “Mennonite.”
Such work must be a shared conversation. Sometimes being Mennonite
means having an unorthodox faith or no faith at all, but it always means
acting ethically in order to build and sustain some form of community. All
the books advocate for an ethic that meshes with Jesus’s command to care
for “the least of these” in Matthew 25:45. Theological Mennonites and other
religious readers might be disturbed by some of the characters’ actions, but
the goal of the stories and my close readings of them is to cause readers to
think, not necessarily to agree. Therefore, I generally do not spend time
discussing how certain arguments made by the texts differ from Mennonite
orthodoxy as defined by Mennonite Church USA and Mennonite Church
Canada.

Perhaps, however, it is unqueer to insist on differentiating between liter-
ary criticism and theology, to dichotomize them. Perhaps it is better to let them
bleed into each other for readers as they may. After all, theologian Mark D.
Jordan claims that the best queer theology is influenced by pop culture, includ-
ing novels and pornography, and he names queer fiction such as Samuel R.
Delany’s Trouble on Triton as theology. Queer theorist Elizabeth Freeman
goes even further, wondering whether queer theology must include God at
all.* These writers remind us that the queer transforms categories, liberating
them from rigid boundaries. In a Mennonite context, literary criticism tends
to edge into the theological because of religion’s role in Mennonitism
as a cultural and ethnic manifestation of Anabaptist-Mennonite theology. As
a result, Mennonite literature inevitably acknowledges the significance of
religious thought and experience even when such literature is avowedly
secular. Thus while Queering Mennonite Literature’s primary conversation
partners come from the literary tradition, one could choose to read it theo-
logically if one so desires. Queering Mennonite Literature’s intended audience
is anyone—academics and lay readers alike—who is interested in Mennonite
studies (especially Mennonite literature), queer theory, or the general study
of literature and religion. Theologians and religious studies scholars inter-
ested in fields such as queer theology, narrative theology, or theopoetics will
also find the book helpful because the queer and Mennonite traditions have
many more resonances than people realize.*” They are not the “oxymoron”
that Jess from Somewhere Else first finds present in the term queer Mennonite.

The protagonists in queer Mennonite literature are queer Mennonites,
with their queerness being the most prominent aspect of their hybrid iden-
tities, though they also cannot escape their Mennonite roots. The identity

Introduction

23



24

chooses them rather than vice versa, and because they attempt to make
their peace with it instead of fighting it, they offer hope that their presence
will make the larger Mennonite community a less oppressive one. But this
is not an act of acquiescence to either Mennonite or societal homophobia.
In an essay, Braun claims the hybridity that Jess initially cannot, powerfully
asserting, “I am a queer Mennonite.”® Her statement, echoed in the experi-
ences of characters in the books at hand, shows that the community of queer
Mennonites does exist and that it refuses to be ignored. It manifests itself in
part through the pieces of queer Mennonite literature that keep appearing,
to which Queering Mennonite Literature now turns.

Queering Mennonite Literature



Building a Queer Mennonite Archive

Over the past two decades, queer theory has taken what Ann Cvetkovich
calls an “archival turn,” an examination of the concept of the archive as one
way to study queer life across a range of disciplines in the humanities.’ Queer
archiving’s goal is to preserve a record of queer experience, whether through
formal institutional archives, personal collections of items, interviews, or
other means. The concept is intentionally open because it is queer. Part of
this preservation takes place in writing, an act that both documents queer
existence and creates new queer objects that then become part of the archive
themselves. Queering Mennonite Literature joins the queer archival endeavor
by examining how the texts it investigates document both queer Mennonite
life and queer life in general. Two levels of archiving are present in the book:
it investigates how the texts it studies archive the everyday ephemerality of
queer experience, and it archives the books and their archiving endeavors. In
other words, the books are both primary sources themselves and secondary
sources documenting queer experience. Kate Eichhorn posits that archiving
can function as a type “of applied theorizing.” As I explain in the introduction,
queer Mennonite literature also functions as theory. Examining its archiving
endeavors consequently helps reveal how it achieves its theoretical pursuit.
In order to establish how queer Mennonite literature accomplishes the
work of archiving, this chapter discusses books by Christina Penner and Wes
Funk that place archives, both physical and conceptual, institutional and
informal, at the center of their narratives. Mennonites love archiving,
and this affinity makes the previous lack of archiving of queer Mennonite
experience especially striking.? The archiving in Penner’s and Funk’s texts is
firmly ensconced within both the queer and Mennonite traditions and works
to remedy this lack. Penner’s 2008 novel Widows of Hamilton House does so
through its focus on preserving and interacting with the past. Funk’s 2014
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autobiography Wes Side Story does so as an example of how to write about
all facets of everyday queer experience, offering readers an archive of queer
emotions.

Archiving Queer Space in Widows of Hamilton House

Widows of Hamilton House is a modern retelling of Ruth and Naomi’s story
from the biblical book of Ruth that investigates the relationship between the
two women instead of focusing on how they are tied together by their rela-
tionships to men (as in the biblical account). Widows of Hamilton House recasts
Ruth’s choice to stay with Naomi as an explicitly sexual love story rather
than as a godly act of devotion. It does so within an openly Mennonite con-
text: Ruth’s Mennonite family (she’s a Reimer) and the story’s setting (the
Mennonite enclave of Winnipeg). The novel is thus another entry in the long
list of activist Mennonite literary texts and an early example of queer
Mennonite literature.* Eli Clare defines “queer” as someone who does not
fitinto society and contends that the term is closely related to “exile.”s These
two elements of the queer are especially relevant to Widows of Hamilton House
in particular and Anabaptist thought and experience in general. Widows of
Hamilton House is queer not only because Ruth and Naomi are bisexual but
also because of how it queers both geographical and conceptual spaces, in
part through its explorations of the paranormal. That is, it illuminates the
marginalized experiences, both past and present, in these spaces as one way
of thinking about the new visions for society that queer theory proposes.
Moreover, the novel’s emphases on the acts of reading, writing, and book
collecting highlight the need to make queer archives and experiences visible,
as the novel itself does.® Because of its queerness, Widows of Hamilton House
transgresses traditional Mennonite beliefs, and this transgression is what
draws me to write about the book. Its queer elements help me make sense
of my own queer Mennonite experiences. I share some of these experiences
because, as Cvetkovich contends, “personal testimony” can be an important
archival tool.” The marginality of queer experience means that sometimes
memories rather than physical objects are the only documentation of it left.

While I reread Widows of Hamilton House to write this chapter, I felt the
same sense of exhaustion I often do when reading queer Mennonite litera-
ture. I enjoyed the book because the story was compelling and made me care
about the characters, but contrary to how I normally read, it was difficult to
read the novel for long stretches of time. I began to procrastinate, finding
other tasks to do. I thought to myself that perhaps I should read some more
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theory that would be helpful for the chapter; perhaps I should read some
other non-Mennonite queer novels with similar themes in order to place
Penner’s within a broader context; or perhaps I should work on lesson plans
for the next week. It was difficult to decide which was worse: the discomfort
of procrastinating, feeling that I was not being productive in the way I should
be, or the discomfort of plunging ahead in the novel. My hesitancy felt like
something different from my usual writing anxiety, which I have learned to
live with in part because I know it is something many writers share.® Even
Penner’s Ruth feels the need to get away from her own research sometimes.?
As Iread on, I decided that the novel makes me uneasy because it feels too
close to my own story, and so to dissect it by writing about it is also to dissect
myself in some ways. There is a stress inherent in being a queer Mennonite
that I share with Ruth. Casey Plett writes that there is an assumed homopho-
bia in the Mennonite community that is inherently taxing on Mennonite
queers.”® Thus while I find my encounters with queer Mennonite literature to
be liberating, these encounters also come with the psychological violence of
this homophobia, from the knowledge that the broader community wants to
keep these stories marginal.

This sense of unease and exhaustion I experienced while reading Widows
of Hamilton House was magnified when I first tried to write about it. On the
night of 8 October 2016, after fitfully beginning to reread the novel, I dreamt
that I was in a farmer’s harvested field, and my favorite student (a non-
Mennonite) showed me a conservative Mennonite newspaper with an article
speaking out against me because of my work on queer Mennonite literature.
The rest of the dream consisted of increasingly surreal attempts to escape
this landscape. Considering the novel’s paranormal elements, which include
a ghost moving objects around and the spirits of several former residents of
the eponymous Hamilton House appearing during séances and other events,
it seems particularly appropriate that I had this dream while working with
this text, where Ruth’s discomfort about her queer Mennonite identity also
manifests itself in a religiously inflected dream in which she gets crushed by
a pulpit during the 1997 Red River flood (273). She worries that institutional
Mennonite homophobia will snuff out her relationship with Naomi and her
sense of self with it.

There are very few bisexual characters in Mennonite literature.” Thus I
am glad for Widows of Hamilton House’s sympathetic portrayals of Ruth and
Naomi and for the novel’s incisive depiction of society’s attempted denial
of bisexuality’s existence.” I myself struggle with whether bisexuality is an
adequate term for my sexuality because I dislike that it implies that there are
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only two genders. Similarly, Ruth feels uncomfortable with using “bisexual”
to describe herself (246) and notes that in the eyes of her family, she and
Naomi have each “confirmed their heterosexuality” by virtue of having once
been married to men (257). Ruth’s family views her previous relationship
with a woman as a phase she has outgrown when she begins dating a man and
then marries him. There is no acknowledgment that even though someone
is in a relationship with a partner of one gender, it might still be possible for
that person to be attracted to other genders as well.

But Ruth and Naomi form a close bond evocative of the biblical Ruth and
Naomi once Naomi’s son Lon introduces them. In fact, Widows of Hamilton
House makes it clear—even to readers who may be unaware of the biblical
story—that the novel is a retelling of the biblical narrative by mentioning it
openly several times (132-33, 138, 284). When Naomi tells Ruth in Ruth 3:4
to “go in, and uncover [Boaz’s] feet, and lay thee down,” she is alluding to
a sexual act because the word in Hebrew for feet is also used as “a euphe-
mism for ‘genitals.” This element of the story gets ignored in traditional
interpretations that focus on Ruth’s loyal actions and Boaz’s generosity, but
Widows of Hamilton House, by making Ruth and Naomi lovers, makes the
story’s sexual undercurrents explicit while also arguing that the community of
women has revolutionary queer power. The novel echoes the sexual nature
of the Hebrew double meaning of feet/genitals in a passage where Naomi
touches Ruth on the knee, which is a seemingly innocent gesture in public
but for them is a form of “kiss[ing]” (259). The women are wary of showing
open affection in their homophobic society but also resist this homophobia
by remaining in their relationship despite its taboo nature.

The novel argues that queer relationships can lead to new forms of
family. Some may see Ruth and Naomi’s relationship as pseudoincestuous
because of their initial connection through Naomi’s son / Ruth’s husband
Lon, but the novel rejects such mores, instead focusing on the power
of women’s relationships with each other, whether sexual or not. Ruth
explains that there is not a satisfactory label for her relationship with Naomi
but that the important thing is the relationship itself (246), which represents
a new form of community that, even if it has a membership of only two, is
essentially Anabaptist because it offers a vision of a better world.

Finding Healthy Community

Widows of Hamilton House also investigates issues of Mennonite community
boundaries through Ruth’s status as an outsider. While the biblical story
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describes Ruth’s entry as a Moabite into the Israelite faith community, the
novel describes Ruth’s entry as a Mennonite into the worldly community.
Of course, in this move, Ruth seemingly leaves something behind, and this is
one way the novel queers the biblical story—by questioning what the biblical
Ruth lost when she chose to make Naomi’s people her own. What kind of
pain was involved in that act of loyalty, and was there a part of her that felt
disloyal to her original community?

As for Penner’s Ruth, she leaves her rural family for the city and embraces
the world sexually, through her relationships with women, and spiritually, in
her newfound belief in and experiences of the paranormal, which expand her
conception of the supernatural. Penner’s Ruth is not compelled to abandon
all she has ever known. That is, the Mennonite community is not rejected
through Ruth’s narrative because the novel places her story firmly within the
broader Mennonite story. One way it does this is by describing the death
of Ruth’s grandfather during the Russian revolution (39). Despite the fact
that it is frequently retold in Mennonite literature, the story of Russian
Mennonite trauma is extremely rare in queer Mennonite literature, which
generally focuses on the trauma of being a queer Mennonite instead.™ But
Widows of Hamilton House’s inclusion of this common Mennonite literary
theme acknowledges that queer Mennonite narratives have a place alongside
and within broader Mennonite narratives and that new Mennonite identities,
such as queer Mennonite, are legitimately included within the community.

Searching for Queer Space

One way the novel advocates for conceptual spaces for queer Mennonites
is by focusing on the relationships between its characters and the physical
spaces they inhabit. I find this dynamic in Widows of Hamilton House par-
ticularly compelling. In recent years, I have begun studying the importance
of space—both in literature and in everyday life—as a part of my trying to
define the concept of “home,” which has been a lifelong struggle for me. I
have lived all over the United States: New York City; Lancaster, Pennsylvania;
Goshen, Indiana; DeKalb, Illinois; Salt Lake City, Utah; and now Utica, New
York. Thus it is difficult sometimes not to feel that there is an impending
displacement on the horizon. This sense of geographical rootlessness and,
I think, my willingness to be open to the experiences that have led to it
are a result of the influences of my Mennonite upbringing. So many of the
Mennonite narratives I heard as bedtime stories growing up were about dis-
placement, whether about the early Anabaptists having to hold church in
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caves, or about my Swiss Mennonite ancestors leaving Europe in search of
religious freedom in Pennsylvania, or about Russian Mennonites fleeing to
Paraguay after World War II in children’s books such as Barbara Smucker’s
Henry’s Red Sea.'s When you are raised in a tradition that teaches you to be “in
the world but not of it,” it is difficult to ever feel at home. This tension has
been heightened for me because of my mixed ethnicity. One or the other of
my ethnic identities has been Othered by the culture of many of the places
I have lived.*®

So space is difficult for me, and it is thus not surprising that my afore-
mentioned dream involved a vivid spatial element even though I feel safer
in my queerness than Ruth does in Widows of Hamilton House. My family
accepts my sexuality, and I have found a supportive community of scholars
in which to pursue my interest in queer literature. But I recognize that I am
extraordinarily lucky in these regards, as there are still not enough queer-
friendly spaces in either Mennonite life or academia. This is why texts such
as Widows of Hamilton House, which examine space through a queer lens, are
so important. This lens illuminates the way spaces can be transformed as
one step toward a liberated, politically queer future. Queer Mennonite lit-
erature is an especially fertile landscape for this transformation because, as
Maggie Nelson asserts, no matter what kind of space you are in, “nothing
you say can fuck up the space for God”; there is always the potential for
change.” It is always possible for the spaces in which we find ourselves to
move us in profound ways, whether through encounters with the divine or
the paranormal or something from the secular world. For instance, when
Ruth moves into Hamilton House, she has no idea that it will change her life
completely, but when it does, she is open to these changes. I try to emulate
such openness in my own life.

I have found the concept of psychogeography, which examines how
spaces affect individuals psychologically and asserts that the effects of space
are political, helpful in my theoretical study of space. Psychogeographer
Merlin Coverley observes that “psychogeography concerns itself” with “the
act of urban wandering [and . . .] political radicalism, allied to a playful sense
of subversion and governed by an inquiry into the methods by which we can
transform our relationship to the urban environment.” He goes on to explain
that “this entire project is then further coloured by an engagement with the
occult and is one that is as preoccupied with excavating the past as it is with
recording the present.”® Coverley’s explanation suggests that psychogeogra-
phy is an appropriate lens through which to examine the depiction of space
in Widows of Hamilton House because both the novel’s urban setting and its
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investigation of the paranormal play an essential role in its queerness and
because “political radicalism, allied to a playful sense of subversion,” is an
excellent definition of the queer theoretical principles that guide this book.
Moreover, Hamilton House’s past plays a significant role in the way Ruth and
Naomi experience the space.

Ruth moves into Hamilton House, which is an actual house in Winnipeg,
after moving to the city from Alberta.” The house is owned by a Mennonite-
run fair-trade craft store that is clearly based on the Ten Thousand Villages
chain, which was started by Mennonite Central Committee. It is significant
that the house is immediately established as a Mennonite space, as not only is
it owned by Mennonites, but Ruth finds out about the apartment for rent via
the “Mennonite Game,” since her aunt volunteers at the store. Unlike most
pieces of queer Mennonite literature, where the characters struggle to find a
Mennonite space where they can be queer safely,* Widows of Hamilton House
allows a queer character to help queer a Mennonite space that by the end of
the novel becomes her permanent residence. This permanence is important
because while Ruth often feels uneasy about the space throughout the novel,
she is able to fight through these feelings (which could be seen as an echo of
Mennonites’ historically difficult relationships with space as a result of their
history of persecution”) in order to make the space her home.

The house begins to affect Ruth right away. On her second day living
there, she finds a photograph of it that makes her “afraid” and “change[s]” the
way her body moves inside the space (13). It takes her a little while to under-
stand why the house moves her in these ways, but Ruth encounters it as a
queer space immediately in that it is weird and uncanny. She discovers soon
afterward that the original owners, the Hamiltons, held weekly séances
there for many years. These séances, which are a queer practice because
of their implicit rejection of mainstream views of both the world and the
afterlife, fascinate Ruth to the point of obsession.”* She begins investigating
the Hamiltons and ultimately is convinced that the spirit world they believed
in exists.

Part of how the house becomes a queer space involves a sexually queer
act carried out through this spirit world. Unbeknownst to Ruth, Naomi buys
the house and then tries to break up with Ruth and kick her out because
she knows that Ruth has felt oppressed by the house. But Ruth, while lying
despondently in bed, gets kissed by Lillian Hamilton’s ghost, an act that
inspires her to go make love to Naomi and stay in the house, which saves
their relationship (283). Lillian’s ghost insists that the women stay together
and thus advocates that the house become a sexually queer space as well as a
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spiritually queer one. The house’s queer paranormal aspects, which liberate
the space from conventional mores, allow the women to make it their own.

Explorations of paranormal spaces like the space of Widows of Hamilton
House occur strikingly often in queer Mennonite literature. For example,
Jessica Penner’s Shaken in the Water includes a yard inhabited by a ghost
tiger whose “Voice” is heard by characters across several generations, André
Swartley’s The Wretched Afterlife of Odetta Koop is about attempts to exorcise
a homophobic Mennonite ghost from a haunted house, and Funk claims
in Wes Side Story that he encounters ghosts in his Saskatoon house.” I am
unsure what to make of this reoccurring motif. While I have never experi-
enced the paranormal myself, I know trustworthy people who swear that
they have, and its frequent presence in queer Mennonite literature feels like
something more than a coincidence. Perhaps portrayals of the paranormal
not only evoke the uncanny qualities of queerness but also offer writers a
safe conceptual space in which to discuss queer Mennonites because one
must be open-minded to acknowledge the paranormal just as one must be
open-minded in order to appreciate queer perspectives. Widows of Hamilton
House’s paranormal aspects are the earliest and the most positive in queer
Mennonite literature, just as the novel is one of the only texts in the field to
depict a safe, queer-friendly Mennonite space.

Queer Archiving

Cvetkovich posits that “the history of any archive is a history of space.”*
The relationship between these histories holds true for both finding physical
spaces to house archival materials and the act of documenting the emotional
archives created through the ways spaces affect their inhabitants. Space and
archiving are closely intertwined in Widows of Hamilton House, which is part
of what draws me to the novel. In fact, a significant aspect of my bibliophilia
is my book-buying and collecting (I rarely use libraries) because my books
tell the story of my life through the experiences I associate with them; they
archive my personhood. My books are the first things I unpack when I move
because they help me remember who I am and help me insert myself into
a new space in order to make it a home. In my scholarship, I enjoy investi-
gating marginal texts, whether they be books by forgotten authors such as
Theodora Keogh or ignored and in some cases out-of-print books by more
well-known authors such as Miriam Toews or Samuel R. Delany.* I like to
think that my collecting of these scarce texts, whether arranging them on the
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bookshelf or referring to them on the written page, is helping keep them safe
from oblivion. My obsession with curating these books makes me wonder
sometimes whether, despite my infrequent use of libraries, I missed my call-
ing as a librarian.

Since taking a Mennonite literature course at Goshen College in 2001,
building my own archive of Mennonite literature has been a significant part
of my book-buying practice. At first I thought I would be able to own a copy of
every piece of Mennonite literature, but I soon realized that this would be
impossible, because (happily) writers in the field are too active for me to keep
up with. But I buy and read as much Mennonite literature as I can because in
the broader field of literary studies, it is a marginal literature (especially in my
U.S. context) often published by small presses, and I worry about its last-
ing power. What will happen to excellent texts that deserve study, such as
Dallas Wiebe’s Our Asian Journey, which has been out of print for years, or
Miriam Suzanne’s Riding SideSaddle*, which is difficult for bookstores and
libraries to shelve or keep intact because it consists of 250 unbound pages
in a box?* Since 2013 I have been focusing almost exclusively on Mennonite
literature in my scholarship in order to help preserve some of these texts.
As Cvetkovich explains, “queer cultures” are often “ephemeral.””” Writing
Queering Mennonite Literature is one way to combat queer Mennonite litera-
ture’s archival marginality, helping ensure that its existence remains visible
for future use by lay readers and scholars.

Ruth shares my obsession with scrutinizing and archiving marginal texts.
She works in a library at the University of Winnipeg, one of the libraries in
the book, both public and personal, that serves to symbolize the importance
of archiving. In a passage where Ruth is researching in the University of
Manitoba archives, she reflects upon who has the power to decide which
objects are archived and which are not (100-101). Her skepticism about
the official history found in institutionalized archives epitomizes a queer
approach to the world, as does her work archiving marginal texts in unortho-
dox ways.

Two examples of the queer archiving methods Ruth employs are the
way she organizes her personal library chronologically by when she reads
each book rather than by genre or alphabetically by author and the way she
uses random pieces of paper from her everyday life—ticket stubs, receipts,
photographs—as bookmarks and then leaves them in the books (54-55). Her
library practices make her personal library a repository of her life. The orga-
nization of a library, whether personal or institutional, is important because,
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according to Melissa Adler, it is inevitably a political “statement” rather than
a value-neutral act.®® In Ruth’s case, her library makes a statement against
Mennonite biphobia. The arrangement of her books is significant because
her library records her previous relationship with a woman, Abby, and
is thus a physical, concrete, archival manifestation of Ruth’s bisexual-
ity. Even though Ruth’s family pretends that this relationship did not
happen, Abby’s inscriptions in the books she gave to Ruth pay testimony to
their love.

One of Ruth’s queer archiving practices occurs at her job. As part of
her work, she goes through boxes of donated books to see whether any
of them are worth keeping. As she does so, she imagines the lives of the
owners of the donated books (29-30), recognizing that the books carry a
history of emotions that makes them more than just physical objects; they
also map their former owners’ conceptual psychogeographical wander-
ings. Widows of Hamilton House’s portrayal of these marginalized books
positions the novel as an archive itself because it pays testimony to all
the books that are ultimately forgotten and destroyed. It reminds us that
any archive, no matter how extensive, contains gaps and is inevitably
incomplete.

Ruth muses about “the current of undesired books that move beneath
any city” (17), recognizing in psychogeographical terms that books become
associated with the space, the city, they belong to. Just as books themselves
create conceptual spaces that affect the headspace of their readers, they
also transform physical spaces that, in turn, transform the books themselves
because readers will have different encounters with the same text depending
on their geographical context. For instance, I am sure that my experience
reading Widows of Hamilton House as someone who had never been to
Winnipeg before reading it was much different from that of a Winnipeg
native. These unwanted books, described in the novel as a “current,” are a
constant flow, lurking like the waters in the rivers of Winnipeg that flood late
in the novel. One might get swept away by these books as Ruth ultimately is
swept away by one of them.

While the discarded books Ruth encounters contrast with the offi-
cial, public archive of the library, Ruth—as a result of finding Intention and
Survival, a real-life volume by the house’s original owner, T. G. Hamilton,
in a box of donated books that the library rejects—discovers and creates
of them an archive about Hamilton House’s séances.” She documents her
obsession with this book and her resulting interest in the house’s history in
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a journal, where she acknowledges that it is difficult to document the “type
of [paranormal] history” Hamilton’s book tries to preserve, which is part of
why she is so enthralled by it (70).

Cvetkovich argues that one task of queer scholarship is to document
queer “cultural contexts that might otherwise remain ephemeral because
they haven’t solidified into a visible public culture.”* Penner’s novel names
and makes visible some of these contexts while being one itself. It also com-
bats oppressive systemic homophobia by documenting queer Mennonite
experience. Ruth writes in her journal that “there are stories that have never
been told. Stories so quiet, that when you read them, you will call them
unrealistic [. . .] because you’ve never heard a story about it before.” She
goes on: “When you choose to listen to a story that hasn’t been told, it enters
your body like a foreign object.” These stories, she contends, include LGBT
relationships (243).' Widows of Hamilton House functions as an archive for
these kinds of stories; the novel makes them available so that its readers can
no longer say they have not heard them and thus have no frame of reference
for them. It makes queer Mennonite stories visible in light of how LGBT per-
sons continue to be discriminated against by the institutional church. Ruth’s
comparison of marginal stories with an “object” that penetrates and thus
changes the body is apt because these stories’ rarity gives them an unsettling
power that in some cases—including my own experience with the novel—is
literally physical.

Ruth’s written archive is expanded to become a paranormal archive as
well when one of the house’s spirits enters her body and causes her to tran-
scribe into her journal a poem by Robert Louis Stevenson—a poem she has
never read before and that she assumes is her own creation (293-94). This
event marks the archiving in the novel as a queer act because of the way
the spirit inhabits Ruth, breaking down the physical barriers of her self and
putting her in the role of amanuensis for the good of the community, includ-
ing the house’s spirits and the two women, whom the spirits help remain
together.

While Ruth’s experience of possession is stressful because of its discon-
certing nature, it ultimately benefits her. Likewise, I find that writing through
the stress of dissecting my queer Mennonite self while attempting to better
understand the novel has been a worthwhile endeavor. Early in the novel,
Ruth asks Lon to tell her his “strangest story” (52). This is what Penner does
with Widows of Hamilton House. She gives us a book that is queer in multiple
ways and that readers cannot help but be affected by. I value it because it
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helps us look for the stories on the margins and sometimes join them. As
Ruth writes, “I feel like I tried the normal route [in life]. And it broke my
heart” (244). The novel thus argues that we must look to queer ways of living,
whether sexually or politically, instead. For those of us from the Anabaptist
tradition, this is simply doing what our ancestors have done since the six-
teenth century. It offers paths toward a more just society.

The Uncanny Call of Wes Funk

The notion of being “called” to a specific vocation is a significant one in the
Mennonite theological tradition. Whether this call comes directly from God
in a scene similar to the call of Samuel in 1 Samuel 3 or whether it comes from
someone else in the faith community, narratives of call are a common trope.?
It is thus not surprising to encounter a Mennonite writer using the language
of call when discussing how he became a writer. Wes Side Story includes two
episodes that explain why Funk decided to begin writing. His description of
how he fulfilled this call by writing his autobiographically inflected fiction
places Funk’s work into both the queer and Mennonite literary traditions
and creates a conceptual space where the two meet.

When describing how he was called, Funk, while attributing the call to
supernatural forces, does not assign this mandate to God. He attributes it
to two ghosts. The first of these apparitions is Funk’s former lover Keith, who
died of AIDS. Funk decides to visit a psychic during a time of questioning in
his life, and she raises Keith’s ghost, who tells Funk that he is ““supposed to
write books.””* While Penner confines the queer practice of séances to the
realm of fiction, Funk claims that they have real-life efficacy.

Funk’s call to writing is repeated later, when he is browsing in a record
store. He is mesmerized by a poster of The Doors’ lead singer, Jim Morrison,
and “f[eels] a kind of enlightenment. [He] was supposed to write” (104).
Funk’s choice of words here is significant because he uses religious language,
albeit from Buddhism rather than Christianity, to describe his experience.
Although he receives his call from a secular source, he is able to respond
to it because he has a religious framework through which to interpret his
revelation—namely, the idea that some people do receive special calls to
complete certain tasks.

Most readers will react incredulously to the sources of these calls. The
sources are queer in the sense that they are weird and uncanny, and their
unsettling nature will tempt many readers to dismiss the stories’ veracity
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out of hand. After all, who wants to believe that psychics might actually
have legitimate powers or that pictures on the wall are going to start giving
out messages? The hearing of voices is supposedly something that only the
insane experience. Interpreting Funk’s claims about his interactions with
ghosts thus requires what Abram J. Lewis calls “a hauntological reading,”
which acknowledges the truthfulness of Funk’s experience for him even if
readers are agnostic about its possibility.3 Traditional academic strategies
are unable to make sense of his experience. There is no objective evidence
to verify that it happened. Theological Mennonites will have theological
objections to it because it does not fit within a Christian cosmology, and
secular readers will find it scientifically impossible. Therefore, all I can do is
acknowledge its existence in the text and let other readers decide for them-
selves how to relate to it. Funk tells his ghost stories openly and sincerely
and leads his life afterward with a sense of purpose that he gleans from them.
The apparitional appearances are thus real in their effects whether or not
they are real in fact.

Funk’s openness to experience a call and respond to it makes the
argument that it is necessary to participate in community and that it is pos-
sible for the community to give the individual instructions for how to live
one’s life. While Funk receives his call from the queer (Keith) and secular
(Morrison) communities, his openness to the idea that he should take up a
new vocation and write explicitly queer fiction in service to others is an act
tinged by values from both the Mennonite and queer traditions. Kay Stoner
writes about the similarities between these two communities, noting that
they are both marked by long histories of oppression and arguing that in
working to realize their visions of social justice as “dissenting group[s],”
they share community-building activities such as “potluck[s]” and “small
group[s].” Even choosing to leave the homophobic church for the queer com-
munity echoes the early Anabaptists’ choice to leave the state church, as both
choices include a belief that a better vision of community is possible.’ Casey
Plett also examines the relationships between queer life and Mennonite life,
naming “family, community [. . .,] the loss of family, the loss of community
[...,and] [d]isplacement, the destruction of stability” as themes in both
Mennonite literature and queer literature.* Mennonites and queers share the
experience of exile, and these experiences manifest themselves in literature.
One way Funk raises this theme in Wes Side Story is by depicting how his call
gives him a new community, the writing community, to go to once he leaves
his homophobic Mennonite community behind. He then uses his position
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as a writer to acknowledge the influence that both the queer and Mennonite
communities have had on him as he archives queer Mennonite experience in
his novels.

Aside from its uncanny aspects, Funk’s call from Keith is a queer one
because of their sexual relationship. Keith’s position as a queer martyr as a
result of his AIDS-related death adds an element of sacredness to his charge
to Funk to tell stories of those on the margins honestly. In effect, he calls
Funk to write so that he and others like him will not be forgotten. Funk com-
pletes this testimony in part by being open about his relationship with Keith
and how it involved barebacking (i.e., anal sex without condoms) rather than
the practice of safe sex (82). Funk’s willingness to seek pleasure for his body
instead of feeling shame about its taboo desires and, just as importantly, his
willingness to narrate his pursuit of this pleasure rather than censoring him-
self help claim legitimacy for these actions and work as weapons against
societal homophobia.

Funk’s call from Jim Morrison also includes queer elements prefaced
earlier in the book by some of Funk’s previous experiences with music.
He explains that he realized “it was okay to be gay” despite his homopho-
bic upbringing when listening to openly queer musicians as a teenager (48,
emphasis in the original). Public gay role models helped Funk accept himself,
and by relating this story as well as writing his novels, he works to act as such
a role model for others, so his work is explicitly activist. He also writes that
music “saved [his] life” several times when he was trying to find himself as
a young man (43, 68). It is significant that Funk pays tribute to the impor-
tance of music and musicians in his life (much more so than he does about
specific writers, in fact). Biographical theorist Hermione Lee contends that
biography examines “the effects of a life on others.”?® Funk does this regard-
ing his own life later in the book, but he must first explain to readers the
influence others had on him so that he could get to a place where he could
respond to his call to have that effect. Funk places his narrative firmly within
the context of community, which is, once again, a queer and Mennonite
move.

Morrison’s image serves as a representation of these influences in Funk’s
life. The erotic way Funk describes him in the poster, as though he is a Calvin
Klein model—*“shirtless” with “lion-mane hair”—turns Morrison into a
queer sex symbol, one so powerful that Funk gets The Doors’ logo tattooed
on his back soon afterward (104). In light of Funk’s transcendent experience,
this poster acts as a secular icon, a talisman for Funk as he tries to provide the
kind of narrative model to readers that he finds in queer music. As Funk
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responds to his call from Morrison, he pays homage to the rocker in the
title of his first novel, Dead Rock Stars, which is about the owner of a record
shop similar to the one where Funk encounters the poster. Funk explains in
his autobiography that he had always been intrigued by musicians such as
Morrison who died young (104). He gives the protagonist of Dead Rock Stars
this fascination as well.

Wes's Funky Body

Once he received his call, Funk wrote a book of poems and short stories
as well as three novels before writing Wes Side Story.? Examining how he
constructs his identity as a writer in the latter illuminates the activist ele-
ments in his fiction. Wes Side Story begins this construction on its cover.
The title, aside from being a campy, and thus queer, musical-related pun,
works as a polemical statement because Funk asserts he is telling his “side”
of things, that his outsider perspective needs to be heard.* The cover image
is a stylized frontal portrait of Funk’s face by RoseMarie [sic] Condon that
uses Funk’s hair, glasses, goatee, and earrings to define his head rather than
depicting his head itself, lending the image a ghostly quality that is appro-
priate considering his experiences with the paranormal. The portrait has
Funk’s name where his mouth would go, symbolizing how he speaks himself
throughout the book. The portrait’s inclusion of Funk’s three earrings is
important because they are a marker of his outsider status (more on this
below) as someone who embraces countercultural movements, queer or oth-
erwise. The cover image repeats on the book’s half-title page without Funk’s
name or the title, so there is just an emphasis on his face, which is significant:
he is there, not just as an abstract concept held in language, but as someone
who must be seen. In sociologist Arthur Frank’s terms, this image helps make
Funk “narratable” by inserting a representation of him into the discourse.*
Wes Side Story writes Funk into being so that others will acknowledge his
existence despite its marginality. The repetition of the cover image on the
half-title page is also important from a Mennonite viewpoint because Funk is
not worried about appearing prideful (an especially heinous sin in Mennonite
thought) by showing himself twice. He asserts that his presence is important.
He is called to share a message and demands our attention as he shares it.
The third image at the beginning of Wes Side Story, which appears on the title
page, is not of Funk but of the title only, in the same font as on the cover
but twice as large and with three stars around it. This image names Funk as
“fabulous,” as a “star,” again playing up the campy nature of the book’s title.
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The cover’s emphasis on Funk’s corporeal self is continued throughout
the book, often in explicit ways. For instance, he mentions masturbating to
a photograph of Mick Jagger and shares that his nickname for his penis is
“Mr. Wiggly” (29-30, 52). The matter-of-fact tone Funk uses when relating
these details indicates that he includes them not to be titillating or salacious
but because he believes it is important to be open about the enjoyment of
his body as a corrective to North American society’s policing of sexuality.
Despite its commonality, masturbation is an essentially ephemeral act, so
Funk’s inscribing of it on the page epitomizes queer archiving. Readers may
feel that Funk’s inclusion of such details is an example of oversharing at best
and scandalously sinful at worst. However, by including them he insists that
all of queer life should be visible, even in its most private, everyday moments.
As Juana Maria Rodriguez declares, queer archiving involves “the soiled and
untidy.”* Funk makes it clear that as a queer archive, Wes Side Story will
document every area of his life.

Queer Failure

One element of Funk’s identity as a writer as given in Wes Side Story is that
he views himself as being on the margins and that he writes to those who
are also there. He dedicates the book to “anyone who has ever felt like an
outsider” (5). There is an appropriate similarity between this dedication and
that of J. Jack Halberstam’s book The Queer Art of Failure, which is “for all
of history’s losers.” Halberstam argues that “failing is something queers
do” but that this act can be powerful because it leads to new unthought-of
perspectives and is one of the “weapons of the weak.”* This view of failure
resonates with the Mennonite concept of the “upside-down kingdom” that
Jesus references in Matthew 20:16: “The last shall be first, and the first last.”
Those who are considered outsiders, whether because they are failures or
otherwise, have a certain kind of subversive knowledge because they can
observe the powerful without themselves being observed, since the power-
ful treat them as though they are invisible. In acknowledging this group, Wes
Side Story’s dedication names both Funk himself as marginal and the book as
specifically queer because being queer means being on the margins.

Funk establishes his outsider credentials early on in Wes Side Story. He
begins the book with the story of his father proposing to his mother (9-10).
This narrative choice places Funk’s story firmly within a community, affirm-
ing that the concept of community is an important one for him. But he then
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shows throughout the book how his experiences have alienated him from
this community, both his immediate family and their broader Mennonite
milieu. He explains that he was an unplanned child (15), a detail that shows
he was never wanted by the community he acknowledges in the book’s open-
ing pages. He is constantly at odds with his family, noting simply that he
“was different” in his description of a fight with his mother over whether
he could take home economics rather than shop class (39). Funk leaves his
rural Saskatchewan home after high school, hoping he will find belonging in
Saskatoon. This move from country to city, symbolizing a rejection of the
faith community in favor of a dalliance with the world, is a common one in
both Mennonite lives in general and Mennonite literature specifically and
is repeated in Funk’s first two novels. Unfortunately for Funk, he does not
initially find fulfillment in the city and tries to commit suicide. His family
visits him in the hospital but does not offer to take care of him as he recov-
ers, underlining just how much of an Other he is to them (69-71). In light
of this near-death experience, it is understandable that when Funk receives
his call to write about marginalized lives as a way to help those who reside
there, he takes it seriously.

Funk also names himself as an outsider as a writer. He recounts how
Dead Rock Stars received “17 rejections” before he finally decided to self-
publish it (118). This nontraditional publishing choice places Funk’s work
on the literary margins, in part because literary critics and his fellow writers
may look down on it, since it does not have the publishing industry’s stamp
of approval, and in part because his choice does not give his work access to
established distribution channels. Cvetkovich’s previously cited observation
about the ephemerality of queer cultures certainly applies to Funk’s oeuvre.*
Funk writes about queer culture to preserve it, but his books themselves
are ephemeral in that they are very difficult to acquire because of their self-
published status, especially now that he is deceased. For instance, as I was
writing this portion of the chapter in September 2016, I wanted to purchase a
copy of Funk’s first book, Humble Beginnings, and was unable to find one avail-
able online. A search of amazon.ca for Funk’s other novels on 8 September
2016 revealed no paper copies of Baggage or Cherry Blossoms. Just two paper
copies of Dead Rock Stars and Wes Side Story each were available, and Kindle
editions were available for only the latter three. All paper copies were being
sold by the same small store: Laird Books in Regina, Saskatchewan. On the
same date, amazon.com (i.e., Amazon in the United States) had one paper
copy of Dead Rock Stars, and abebooks.com had one paper copy of Dead Rock
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Stars available from a New York bookseller and one paper copy of Cherry
Blossoms from an Ontario bookseller along with copies of those novels and Wes
Side Story from Laird Books. On abebooks.com, Laird claimed to have twenty
copies of each book rather than two (and for some reason, they do not adver-
tise their copies of Cherry Blossoms on Amazon), but whether they have two
or twenty, these statistics show that Funk’s works are rare enough that they
risk being lost to literary history, which is one reason I am writing about
them. As of 8 September 2016, Funk’s website, www.wesfunk.ca, was still up,
and there were links to purchase both paper and electronic versions of Dead
Rock Stars, Cherry Blossoms, and Wes Side Story, but it was unclear whether a
request to purchase one of these texts would be answered, as Funk himself
may have been the one to fulfill such orders. A check for his site on 3 July
2018 revealed that it no longer exists.

The fragile availability of Funk’s books is an issue shared by queer
Mennonite literature as a whole. All the texts discussed in this book are
published by small publishers and, as a result of these companies’ lack of
economiic stability, are always in danger of going out of print. Indeed, this
happened to Jessica Penner’s Shaken in the Water, whose first publisher,
Foxhead Books, went out of business in 2015, two years after the novel’s
publication. Happily, André Swartley’s company Workplay Publishing, which
produces self-published books that have gone through a full editorial vetting
process (i.e., it is not a vanity press), published a new printing in 2017.4 While
it is fair to raise questions about self-published books’ aesthetic quality, it
is also possible to view the move to self-publish as an activist answer to
the mainstream publishing industry’s perceived reticence to publish queer
books.#” Another piece of queer Mennonite self-publishing, Stephen Beachy’s
Zeke Yoder vs. the Singularity, is one example of such activism. Beachy’s 2016
Kickstarter campaign to support his Amish science fiction young-adult novel
raised US$1,522, 25 percent more than its goal of $1,200.# The campaign’s
success shows that there is a reading public willing to pay for queer literature.
In discussing their Kickstarter campaign for another queer literary project,
the founding of TSQ: Transgender Studies Quarterly, Susan Stryker and Paisley
Currah acknowledge one problem with “crowd-sourced fundraising” is that
it is “a technique of neoliberalism, helping shift costs from service providers
to consumers in ways that increase profits and decrease benefits.”* However,
this kind of fundraising also helps create a community and allows it to work
together to archive its narratives by bringing objects that it deems important
into the world. While I wish that I lived in a society that valued literature
enough that such fundraising efforts would be unnecessary, I was happy to
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donate to Beachy’s campaign as a form of repayment for the joy and learning
his previous books have brought me.

The authors such as those studied here who choose self-publishing are
capitalizing on the changing mechanics of the literary marketplace as part of
a grassroots, bottom-up movement to make their queer, marginalized stories
heard whether academia respects them or not. Funk’s sense of calling that he
must get his stories out there no matter the cost, even if, as it turned out, it
initially meant paying for the printing of his books himself, epitomizes this
trend. His choice to self-publish is a queer and Mennonite move because it
emphasizes witness-through-story for the sake of the community rather than
the sake of fame and profit.

Funk himself occupied the margins of the writing community because he
did not have any kind of university degree or formal creative writing train-
ing and thus had a difficult time gaining access to the reading and lecture
circuit. When viewed through Halberstam’s lens of failure as a queer virtue,
Funk is perhaps the queerest of all queer Mennonite writers in that he had
no academic credentials, rode a bus to work, worked menial jobs, and died
after mistakenly taking too much pain medication.>® His work epitomizes
“outsider art” to the point where readers might wonder whether it even
deserves the attention of a critical endeavor such as this one.

However, Funk emphasizes in Wes Side Story that his work has affected
readers just as he is explicit about how visible queer role models influenced
him. He shares several stories of meeting strangers on the street who iden-
tify him as Wes Funk the writer, and he also notes that Dead Rock Stars was
included in a university course on gender studies (146, 150). Funk’s work
achieves a kind of canonization via this inclusion, albeit a tenuous one
because it was not taught in an English course. But the fact that it becomes
visible enough to enter both popular consciousness and academia is a prime
example of “the last shall be first” motif. Despite his failures, Funk shows that
his writing accomplishes what he was called to do because people respond to
itand it is recognized by those with institutional power. Funk also writes that
on multiple occasions, people have told him that reading his books caused
them to stop being homophobic because it gave them a better understanding
of gay life (128, 204). These accounts show the importance of Funk’s stories,
including his autobiography, in making queers visible to others. His work has
a prophetic effect, causing people to change their lives after hearing his mes-
sage. As with all prophets, Funk encounters some resistance to his writing,
but this resistance helps raise his work’s profile. His books become visible
enough to be both banned and included in banned books events (191). These
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incidents illustrate that the queer narratives Funk tells are still revolutionary,
necessary ones. His words from the margins carry power.

Funk's Autobiographical Fiction

Funk’s transgressive novels include numerous autobiographical elements.
The “About the Author” statement from Baggage says that he has “dedicated
his writing to telling stories that reflect his life,” and in Wes Side Story, he
notes that these autobiographical elements are often queer (128).5 Valerie
Rohy highlights the importance of life writing in “queer literature.”s It is not
surprising that the assertion of self in such writing is often manifested in
queer fiction as it is in Funk’s work and the texts investigated in chapters 2,
3, 4, and 6 to varying extents. Although Funk takes pains to emphasize Wes
Side Story’s genre in its subtitle, he approaches writing autobiography and
fiction in the same way. All his books use the same plain, chronological prose
style to the point where they become generically indistinguishable so that if
one did not know any better, it would be possible to read Wes Side Story as
a piece of metafiction about a character named Wes Funk. Such sameness
is not normally the case with novelists’ life writing and may simply result
from Funk’s lack of formal writing instruction.® Nevertheless, it works from
a queer perspective because of its insistence that the boundaries between
genres are made to be disregarded.** The queer archiving accomplished in
Funk’s work is what matters instead. There is always some kind of “truth”
in his narratives, factual or otherwise.

Funk’s insistence on writing about queer experience makes the con-
nection between real life and the necessity of queer fictional models for the
queer community explicit. The protagonists of his first two novels, Dead
Rock Stars and Baggage, are both fictionalized versions of Funk himself. In
Dead Rock Stars, Jackson Hill looks exactly like Funk, with red hair, earrings,
a goatee, and black glasses;s in Wes Side Story, Funk acknowledges that this
character is his “alter ego” (160). Like Funk, Jackson has left his rural home-
town for life in Saskatoon but must then figure out how to relate to the
community he abandoned. He struggles with constructing an identity that
will allow his urban gay self to be in a relationship with a farmer. This plot
is an essential one for queer literature because, as Halberstam notes, fiction
depicting “queer rural life” is rare.* But Dead Rock Stars offers an example
of how it is possible to find liberating queer rural spaces and thus inhabit
a queer rural self. As Lee posits, biography is always concerned with “iden-
tity.”s” While, as noted in the introduction, some literary critics wonder
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whether the field of Mennonite literature should move beyond questions of
identity,® Funk’s writing argues that we cannot be done with the concept
quite yet, since those on the margins are forced to contend with their identi-
ties because the oppressors use these identities as justifications to oppress
them. Wes Side Story is, on one level, about Funk’s struggle to find an identity
for himself, which he ultimately does as a queer writer by writing fictional
versions of his experiences.

Baggage is the most autobiographical of Funk’s novels, as it explicitly
examines queer Mennonite identity. The novel tells the story of Sam Brown.
It begins as Wes Side Story does with his parents, who discuss the burden of
Sam’s unplanned conception. Despite the fact that she did not intend the
pregnancy, his mother decides that her child will have a “purpose” and that
they will name him “Samuel [. . . which] means to listen.”® In case read-
ers do not immediately make the connection between Sam and the biblical
Samuel, his mother’s speech makes it clear that he should be read as a
prophet. Samuel actually means “name of God” rather than “listen,” but
Sam’s mother’s mistranslation reinforces that readers must pay attention
to his story. Sam, as Baggage’s Funk stand-in, is a prophet, just as Funk
depicts himself as a prophet responding to a call in his autobiography.

Sam also references another literary Samuel, Samuel Reimer from Rudy
Wiebe’s 1970 novel The Blue Mountains of China, whose storyis contained in the
second-to-last chapter of Wiebe’s sweeping narrative of Russian Mennonites
fleeing the Soviet Union for the more religiously tolerant landscapes of
Canada and South America.® Entitled “The Vietnam Call of Samuel U.
Reimer,” the chapter depicts Reimer’s call from God to go preach peace in
Vietnam and how his Mennonite community refuses to listen to him, which
results in his death. While Baggage ends on a happier note, its resonance with
Reimer’s story is significant because of how its themes place it in the broader
tradition of Mennonite literature. Funk’s writing works to expand the tradition,
making space for queer stories and calling for acknowledgment that
the kind of lives they portray have been part of the larger Mennonite story all
along. Baggage shares the oppressive rural community found in “The Vietnam
Call of Samuel U. Reimer,” but instead of letting this community destroy him,
Sam leaves it for the theoretically welcoming arms of the city as Funk him-
self did.

Aside from its similarities to The Blue Mountains of China, Sam’s
Mennonite background—he notes that his family is “Mennonite” and men-
tions having cousins in Steinbach, Manitoba, which is also a Mennonite
marker for those who know how to interpret it—makes Baggage an explicitly
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Mennonite text. Sam’s character is prophetic because he finds a way to be
a queer Mennonite despite his home community’s opposition. While Funk’s
sparse mentions of his Mennonite background in Wes Side Story indicate that
he experienced a lot of pain from his homophobic upbringing, it is significant
that he mentions it at all and that he chose to write an explicitly Mennonite
novel. He recognizes the Mennonite community’s influence on him. Bernice
Friesen also notes that Funk submitted a poem to Rhubarb, the journal of the
Mennonite Literary Society, before he died.® This choice of venue indicates
that Funk may have been coming to terms with himself as a specifically
Mennonite writer, not only a queer one.

Just as Funk’s fiction shares similarities with previous Mennonite texts,
it also shares similarities with a set of foundational queer texts, Ann Bannon’s
five-part Beebo Brinker series of novels.® Although Baggage is not a sequel to
Dead Rock Stars, the books share characters and settings in order to portray
the possibility of a supportive queer community that is larger than individual
relationships. In doing so, they repeat Bannon’s creation of standalone texts
within the context of a shared world of characters and issues that help make the
queer community visible. Bannon’s novels remain influential because they
are some of the first queer novels to have relatively happy endings in contrast
to those in previous queer fiction, since their characters are able to affirm
their queer identities rather than being forced to either denounce them or
suffer horrible repercussions.® Similarly, it is significant that Dead Rock Stars
and Baggage are love stories that end happily because they offer an important
hopeful vision for queer Mennonite futures. In these novels, Funk provides
the stories he describes struggling to find for himself in Wes Side Story.

Reading Funk’s fiction through the lens of his autobiography empow-
ers the fiction because the pedestrian, everyday aspects of its narratives are
given more urgency through the activist aspects of Funk’s call. Despite the
various rejections he experiences, Funk shows in Wes Side Story that he takes
his call seriously and keeps writing, ultimately succeeding in this act. His
choice to answer his call helps illuminate some of the intersections between
queer literature and Mennonite literature, most notably their emphasis on
the search for healthy community, and places his work firmly in both tradi-
tions. It remains the task of readers to respond to the fulfillment of Funk’s
call and explore the queer Mennonite archive that he documents for us,
which is useless if left undisturbed. How will we employ his prophetic words?
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Searching for Selfhood in Jan Guenther
Braun's Somewhere Else

Jan Guenther Braun’s novel Somewhere Else, which is a “fiction[alized]” ver-
sion of Braun’s life, depicts Jess Klassen’s struggles to reconcile her Mennonite
faith with her lesbianism in an attempt to claim the seemingly contradictory
identity “queer Mennonite.” Its examination of institutional Mennonite
theology is the most explicit of all the books Queering Mennonite Literature
studies, and thus it pays the most attention to the role Mennonite faith
plays in Mennonite selfhood. Happily, by the end of the novel, Jess suc-
ceeds in her quest for an integrated identity. But this outcome is in doubt
throughout Jess’s narrative because of the pervasiveness of Mennonite
homophobia combined with the welcoming queer community that Jess finds
in exile, which raises the question of why it is even worth hanging onto her
Mennonite self. Jess’s early act of naming herself as queer in her struggle
to find an identity is important. It gives her an initial sense of selfhood that
acknowledges her desires while at the same time giving her space to continue
to discover and construct herself in a way that works for her because it is not
prescriptive. Living as queer and placing the Mennonite element of herself
to the side for much of Somewhere Else allow Jess to learn how to accept her
attraction to women and joyfully embody it. It is only once she takes this
step that she is then able to return to a healthier, more compatible version
of her Mennonite self.

While Somewhere Else is one of the earliest texts studied in Queering
Mennonite Literature, it remains as relevant as ever because of its realistic
portrayal of lesbian life, in terms of both this portrayal’s plausibility and the
book’s mode of writing. Writing in 2017, Sara Ahmed argues that “we need
a revival of lesbian feminism” because “living as a lesbian” is a way to “live a
feminist life.”> Ahmed’s version of lesbianism insists that being a lesbian is
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a politically active stance and thus a queer, intersectional one. It insists that
two identities that should be natural allies but sometimes are not, queer and
feminist, can come together in powerful ways for change. Somewhere Else
depicts the revolutionary feminism Ahmed calls for through Jess’s narrative.

Somewhere Else is also an example of what José Esteban Muiioz calls a
“concrete utopia.” Unlike an “abstract utopia,” a concrete utopia is a queer
form that offers visions of the future that stem from real-world political
activism. To create these visions, concrete utopias “critiqu[e] the present”
by drawing from the queer past in order to offer hope for a liberated future.
Queer archives are essential for concrete utopias because of the concept’s
dependence on the past as a source of strength and hope. This past consists
of the everyday elements of queer life: snacking, working, watching movies,
going to museums, having sex, and so on.? These aspects serve as building
blocks for envisioned queer existence. Braun’s novel fits Mufioz’s framework
because it presents an activist queer vision that offers hope that it is pos-
sible for the identity of “queer Mennonite” to be a fulfilling one. It does so
by archiving both the queer pasts that Jess finds and the story of her early
lesbian life itself.

Braun's “Queer Mennonite" Identity

Three personal essays by Braun from 2008, 2013, and 2016 help illuminate
why Somewhere Else may still be read as a relevant concrete utopia a decade
after its publication. The essays archive the fluctuations of Braun’s hopes
regarding her queer Mennonitism. They move from a position of optimism
to one of disappointment and back to a renewed willingness to engage the
Mennonite tradition to make it better. The first and third essays were pub-
lished in the Journal of Mennonite Studies, and the second was published in
Rhubarb. It is significant that Braun chooses to write about her Mennonite self
and that the essays appear in Mennonite venues even though it is clear Braun
often feels angry and frustrated with the Mennonite community. Her choices
show that she is interested in sincere dialogue with the broader community
and that she is arguing for space for queer lives within the community. She
does not want leaving to be the only option despite that, considering its cur-
rent doctrine, leaving is the church’s de facto solution.

The first essay, “From Policy to the Personal: One Queer Mennonite’s
Journey,” which was published shortly before Somewhere Else, is written from
a position within both the church community and the queer community.
It begins by stating how Braun’s Mennonite “people,” General Conference
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Mennonites, sounded “like freaks” when she first learned about their roots
in a Mennonite history course.* The essay names the traditional queerness
of Mennonites that Dorothy Thompson’s Ladies’ Home Journal article men-
tioned in the introduction highlights. Mennonites are off the beaten path; we
are weird; we do not fit. It is thus especially frustrating when the church does
not make space for those among its community who find unorthodox paths
of their own. Braun’s work portrays the disconnect between the church’s
ideal of loving those on the margins and its actual oppressive treatment
of them. Braun and her fellow queer Mennonite writers use their texts to
advocate for this ideal, in part by using the church’s teachings to critique it,
showing how the community has failed to live up to its vision for itself and
must thus find ways to do better.

“From Policy to the Personal” gives a history of denominational discus-
sions about the issue of queer church membership that have resulted in
the community’s policies of exclusion, including the startling fact that the
church tried to suppress queer Mennonite stories it collected while it was
studying the issue in the 1980s.5 Knowledge of such a history illustrates just
how important public queer Mennonite voices like Braun’s are because of
their insistence that they be heard so that queer Mennonite experience is
always visible. Despite the church’s chicanery, Braun insists on her desire
to be included, declaring, “I am a queer Mennonite. My story is indelibly
linked to the main narrative of Mennonite history.”® By tying herself to
the community’s story, Braun, too, asserts that Mennonitism is queer in
some philosophical ways and argues for a place at the table for those of us
who are sexually queer. This is space that she claims throughout the essay,
even when describing how Mennonite homophobia has negatively affected
her life. Braun’s essays and novel are statements that she refuses to let the
church take her Mennonite identity away from her and that she will not
acquiesce to institutional Mennonitism’s attempts to silence her life. She
ends “From Policy to the Personal” by declaring that although she feels
the need to give up her dream to be a Mennonite pastor, “I am a Mennonite,
for better or for worse. [...] I will not leave.”” This is an important activist
statement because it insists on the queering of Mennonite identity. It asserts,
as Somewhere Else does, that “queer Mennonite” is a claimable, legible iden-
tity worth fighting for.

Discouragingly, by Braun’s 2013 essay “Queer Sex at Bible College,”
the fight to maintain her identity leaves her questioning whether it is even
worthwhile to be affiliated with the Mennonite community because of its
homophobia. The frequent use of profanity throughout the essay functions
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as a way for Braun to claim space in the queer community (we queers love
swearing!) and to claim space away from her Mennonite community because
of her flaunting of the traditional Mennonite emphasis on plain speech and
such scriptural prohibitions as not taking God’s name in vain in Exodus 20:7.
The necessity for this space is foreshadowed at the beginning of the essay
when Braun states that her “identity” as a younger person “was very much
made up of the fact that I was a Mennonite.” While the “was” here indicates
the historical past, it also raises the question for readers as we read the rest
of the essay of how Braun feels about this identity at the time of writing,
casting a shadow over what follows.

“Queer Sex” expands the brief discussion in “From Policy to the
Personal” of Braun’s time as a student at Canadian Mennonite Bible College
(CMBC, now part of Canadian Mennonite University) in Winnipeg.® Braun,
who by then is aware of her attraction to women, knows that she cannot be
both “openly queer” and Mennonite in this setting.”® Her choice to stay clos-
eted is understandable, a survival strategy that feels necessary at the time.
Unfortunately, as the rest of the essay shows, her strategy does not work
because she feels further and further alienated by the church’s homophobia.
Instead, Braun’s willingness to name herself as queer in print and let the
Mennonite community react however it may is a defiant, activist move that
illustrates how the church loses just as much as, if not more than, she does
if it rejects her. An unhealthy community is unhealthy for everyone in it,
not just those it marginalizes. Braun describes how she was taught the sig-
nificance of “community” at CMBC, but it was a diseased version that was
overrestrictive of individuality." This experience shows that Mennonite
claims to care for the oppressed can create a false sense of belonging for
those on the margins that is then stripped away when they fail to conform.

However, despite this hypocrisy, Braun is able to separate the liberating
ethics of Mennonite teaching from the church’s rejection of her. She writes
that she “knew that God hadn’t left me or judged me, or forsaken me.”> God
is always on the side of the oppressed even if the community is not. Here
she claims that one can be not just a queer ethnic Mennonite but a queer
theological Mennonite as well, because no institutional church can ever have
a full understanding of God, and so queer Mennonites can have just as close
of a relationship with the divine as anyone else.

Braun concludes that she must have this relationship elsewhere, though.
As a result of the church’s oppression, it loses her. The end of the essay is
worth quoting at length because of its raw, heart-wrenching power. Braun
“came to understand that you can only be told for so long that you don’t
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belong[...] before you just leave. So I left. I never meant to, though. I always
said I would fight, that no one can take away my baptism, or the fact that
I love the church. Now on Sunday mornings I sleep, and sometimes I have
sex.” The essay condemns the church as a failure because of its disregard
for those who “love” it while also being a defiant, proud claiming of Braun’s
queer identity due to her willingness to publicly acknowledge her sex life. It
also includes a kernel of hope that Braun can return to her Mennonite iden-
tity because of the use of present tense in the statement “I love the church”
and the statement that she did not mean to leave but simply could not take
the oppression any longer. So while “Queer Sex” is written with Braun out-
side the church, it still fiercely claims the identity of “queer Mennonite”
not only because of its Mennonite publication context, which indicates a
willingness to stay in touch with the institutional and cultural communities,
but also because of its status as a lament for how the church fails to live up
to its own teachings about caring for outsiders. The fact that Braun takes
the time to bother writing such a lament shows that she has hope that the
community will change for the better.

Braun’s third essay, “A Complicated Becoming,” offers possibilities for
how this change might occur. It begins by discussing how, through the years,
Braun has learned more about identity construction and how one’s various
identities play off of each other. She posits that building a self means actively
choosing to participate in the communities that facilitate the identities that
are the most important to a person. Braun argues that this is a Mennonite
stance because of “the Anabaptist tradition[’s . . .] radical” emphasis on
gathering “like-minded weirdos” together.”* Again, Braun recognizes the
philosophically queer aspects of Mennonitism, including its roots in com-
munity. Queer Mennonites may be “weirdos,” but through efforts such as
Braun’s to make us visible, we are a presence that the broader Mennonite
community can no longer ignore.

Unlike her first two essays, “A Complicated Becoming” hardly discusses
Braun’s personal faith journey but instead shows how Mennonite literature
has helped her reclaim her Mennonite self, giving her hope for change. Braun
explains that literature, both Mennonite and non-Mennonite, taught her
“a commitment [. . .] to not being acceptable” as a writer. This position
means that being “a queer writer [. . .] is not simply a sexual orientation. It
is a questioning.”s Braun’s experiences reading Mennonite literature and
personally interacting with Mennonite writers teach her the activism that
being queer entails and keep her in touch with the version of Mennonitism
that the Mennonite literary community represents. The narrative of Braun’s
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encounters with Mennonite literature implicitly makes the argument that the
entire field is politically queer, just like Mennonitism as a whole. Braun goes
on to say that she continues to draw “strength” from Mennonite literature
and also from “the Jesus of Nazareth narrative.” Thus she refuses the faith
community’s rejection of her queerness, arguing that they are not the only
ones who have the right to interpret what they presume are only their stories.
She finds room for herself in the Jesus story as a queer Mennonite.

Braun declares in “From Policy to the Personal” that she writes it as
a starting point for the creation of “queer Mennonite academic history.””
Ultimately, this seed has resulted in much growth. Braun’s choice to put
her story into words both in that first essay and in Somewhere Else helped
inspire me to begin writing about queer Mennonites. Knowing of this work,
Julia Spicher Kasdorf then recommended me to Andrew Harnish when he
was looking for others interested in queer Mennonite literature, and our
meeting led to the “LGBT Fiction” panel at the 2015 Mennonite/s Writing
conference.” The panel and the subsequent work it inspired, including “A
Complicated Becoming” and Queering Mennonite Literature, are examples
of the queer Mennonite academic work envisioned in “From Policy to the
Personal.” This progress, despite its slowness—which Braun expresses
justified frustration with—shows that the vision originally presented by
Somewhere Else is still relevant and can function as a queer Mennonite ideal
worth striving for.

Claiming Queer Identity in Exile

Somewhere Else begins with Jess encountering a list of Bible verses that
Mennonites use to define homosexuality as a sin. When she sees the list,
she feels a “silent violence” directed at her that causes her to vomit.” By
choosing this term instead of a weaker one, such as “discrimination” or
“prejudice,” the novel immediately illustrates how the church eschews its
pacifist ideals through its homophobia, engaging in systemic violence by
policing queer bodies. Jess throws up throughout the novel whenever she is
stressed because her Mennonite upbringing does not give her the tools to
process strong emotions healthily, instead insisting that she deny her emo-
tions so that she can live the meek life the community prescribes. This is a
restricting of all bodies, not just queer ones. While I grew up in a Mennonite
community that was not as oppressive as Jess’s, [ was also taught emotional
austerity, and I think that training is part of what caused my strong physical
reactions to Somewhere Else that I discuss in the introduction. I am struck by
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the similarity between Jess’s bodily responses and my own, but they make
sense within a Mennonite context: in a tradition that constantly teaches you
to deny yourself, how are you supposed to react when you encounter a story
that shows you to yourself as queer Mennonite literature shows myself to
me? As Mennonites, we are trained to shy away from this visibility.

As aresult of the church’s violence, Jess realizes she must leave her com-
munity. Independently, her parents realize it as well and decide to send her
to boarding school in Ontario (30). This act functions as a kind of informal
shunning, pushing the issue of Jess’s lesbianism to the side and marginalizing
her further rather than making space for her in the community she loves. Jess
understands what her parents are trying to do and refuses to go. She slips away
in the middle of the night instead (34). It is important that Jess leaves on her
own terms rather than her parents’, who represent the broader church not
only in their role as parental authorities but also because Jess’s father is the
president of a Mennonite college. By depicting him as a church figurehead,
Somewhere Else presents Jess’s struggles as a microcosm of the broader queer
Mennonite struggle against institutional Mennonite repression.

Jess knows that leaving via the community’s way, still nominally a part of
it but really not because of the geographical and emotional distance going to
boarding school would create, would simply lead to more emotional violence
and the further destruction of her emerging queer self, so she takes agency
over her life by striking out on her own. Di Brandt explains that the deci-
sion to go into exile from the Mennonite community has been “lifesaving”
for members of various groups on the margins of the community, including
“independent-minded women [...and] gay people.”*° It is evident by the end
of Somewhere Else that becoming an exile does save Jess’s life, and as shown
below, Mennonite literature plays an important role in helping her survive the
experience. Brandt’s poetry actually helps Jess leave home because reading
questions i asked my mother gives Jess a model for the rebelliousness needed
to go against the community’s wishes (13). However, as noted in the previous
chapter, the choice to leave the community in hope of finding a better one
is still a Mennonite move. Jess has learned from her Mennonite upbringing
that fleeing when in danger is a logical choice. The stories of persecuted
Mennonites that Jess is raised with in Sunday school and at home, which
feature Mennonites being ready to leave Russia or Germany at a moment’s
notice before the government rescinds its decision to let them escape teach
her what she needs to do.* She packs to leave as though an “army [i]s coming
[...] in twenty minutes” (18). This mind-set might sound macabre to non-
Mennonite readers, but it seems fairly normal to me—I have gone through
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the same mental exercise a number of times because of being raised with the
stories of displacement mentioned in chapter 1. I get nervous every time I
go through airport security because I worry that somehow my documents
might not be in order. In traditional Mennonite thinking, the world is a ter-
rible, violent place, and one must always be ready to seek refuge elsewhere.
Unfortunately for Jess, her Mennonite community itself is violent, so she
has to go. She believes that on some level her parents will understand her
decision because of the stories they raised her with. Later in the novel, she
muses that they did not look for her after she left “because they respected
running away as my ancestral right” (61). Jess’s sardonic comment shows
that even when she is trying to get as far away from Mennonites as possible,
she is living a Mennonite life.

When Jess leaves, she buys a one-way train ticket to Winnipeg (36).
She, like Wes Funk (and Braun herself), is from rural Saskatchewan, and
like Ruth in Widows of Hamilton House, she looks to Winnipeg as a place of
potential and hope. She thinks she might find welcoming Mennonites there
(45). While Jess’s logic is flawed because the religious Mennonites she hopes
to seek out would belong to the same homophobic denomination as her
family, it is an understandable choice for Jess to make because it is fair to
say she is drawn to Winnipeg because of its status as a Mennonite mecca: it
is a “safe” city for Mennonites to go to if they have to encounter “the world.”
So her journey into exile away from the church is nevertheless tinged with
Mennonite elements.

While Jess struggles to reconcile her queer and Mennonite identities,
her act of naming herself as queer in this struggle is important. It gives her
an initial sense of selthood that acknowledges her desires while at the same
time giving her space to continue to discover and construct her self in a
way that works for her because it is not prescriptive. Living as queer and
placing the Mennonite element of herself to the side for much of Somewhere
Else allow Jess to learn how to accept her attraction to women. It is only
once she takes this step that she is then able to return to a healthier, more
compatible version of her Mennonite identity. Similarly, Braun felt that if
she was “true” to her “queer” self, she “would eventually lose everything”
related to her Mennonite involvement.>* She realized that she had to find a
way to reconcile these identities and needed to find a queer-friendly setting
in which to do it. Her novel’s title emphasizes this setting’s necessity for
both her and Jess’s narratives. They must be “somewhere else” to discover
themselves. Somewhere Else’s cover, which depicts an airplane boarding pass,
emphasizes this journeying.?
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Jess’s move to the city is a common one in queer Mennonite literature
and in queer Mennonite experience in general. Like Jess, it was not until I
left another Mennonite enclave, Goshen, Indiana, for a city that I was able to
begin investigating my queer identity. This identity is a legible, visible one
in cities in a way that it is not in rural Mennonite communities. While the
books discussed in chapters 3, 4, and 6 illustrate that it is possible to be a
rural queer, finding models for how to be so can be difficult.* One can find
space in the anonymity of a city that is not always available in a small town
to think through whether such a taboo identity is applicable to oneself.

Although she is unsure what she will find in Winnipeg, Jess is able to
explore her queerness right away after leaving Saskatchewan when she gets
picked up by another woman on the train, Freya, who takes her home when
they get to Winnipeg (43, 47). Freya and her housemates seamlessly inte-
grate Jess into their community, so she finds acceptance right away. It may
seem a bit unrealistic that Jess gets so lucky, but her luck functions to assert
Somewhere Else’s status as a concrete utopia. Her initial success at finding
a community gives her the strength to keep exploring her queer self. She
and Freya have sex and begin a relationship. In this experience, Jess feels
like “a child, being carried in the womb of my new lover” (49). Her sexual
initiation is the prelude to her queer rebirth. Her queer self is still gestating
but will soon emerge fully. The metaphor she uses echoes Jesus’s language
of being “born again” in John 3:3, acknowledging the queer ideal of commu-
nity because of the resonance of being born into a community of believers
through baptism.

The sacramental element of baptism is present in Jess’s sexual encoun-
ters. Juana Maria Rodriguez asserts that queer sex is a place “where survival
becomes imaginable.”” Sex is an essential part not only of Jess’s claiming of
a queer identity but of making that identity one that sustains her as a person
while in exile. At its best, sex creates a community of two (or more if one
enjoys group sex) that offers safety and comfort. It is the kind of act that
helps create a utopia. Jess finds this ideal in her erotic encounters with Freya.
Throughout much of Somewhere Else, there is a shyness present in Jess’s
narration of her sex life in that she mentions when she has sex but does not
describe it. However, there is one scene with Freya where Jess is unabashed
about claiming the beauty of women’s bodies. She wakes Freya one morn-
ing by giving her cunnilingus, and she describes becoming enchanted by the
“perfume” of Freya’s vagina, admitting that even years later the memory of
the smell causes her to “stop breathing” and lose her train of thought (91).
The scene is important because it embodies the antithesis of the Mennonite
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taboo against bodily pleasure that Jess has been taught, both in the gender of
her partner and in the specific act, which has no purpose other than sexual
gratification. It also writes against the broader societal discomfort with vagi-
nal scent. Jess does not feel squeamish about going down on Freya but does
it for her own enjoyment as well as her partner’s, finding pleasure in the
act’s raw physicality.

Aside from her community of two with Freya, Jess enjoys learning from
her other housemates. She finds that the house runs in what she recog-
nizes as Mennonite ways. There are emphases on “community, simple living,
and civil resistance” (51). Jess sees that the importance of community in
Mennonite thought is a good thing even though her actual experience of
it was not. Paradoxically, being taught the Mennonite ideal of community
while growing up helps Jess realize that her home community is flawed and
that she must seek out a better one. She needs a place where openness is
practiced, not just preached, and finds it in her house’s queer community.

Jess’s house community experiences spark my own memories, which are
relevant to share here, not to be prideful, but to illustrate the importance of
Braun’s book for providing a model of how to live a queer Mennonite life.*®
After college, I lived in a Mennonite-owned boarding house, Menno House,
in lower Manhattan for two years with ten mostly twentysomething house-
mates. This experience was essential for my realization that I was queer,
because the city atmosphere forced me to be thinking about sex and sexual-
ity all the time. Like me, most of my housemates were in a libidinous stage
of life, so intra-house hookups, including a few involving myself, occurred
frequently. Similarly, on my walks home every evening, I would be exposed to
all my fellow young professionals putting themselves on display as they
went for after-work drinks. Being in a new place always requires a mental
adjustment, and mine in such a sex-saturated space necessarily meant figur-
ing out my sexual identity, something I had always been discouraged to do
in my Mennonite upbringing both at church and in my eight years attending
Mennonite schools. Like Jess’s housemates, the housemates I came out to
were supportive.

Once I acknowledged that I was queer, I wanted to begin exploring my
sexual identity just as Jess does, but I had no guides for doing so. I remember
reading the listings of gay bars in Time Out: New York and wondering what it
would be like to go to one but never having the courage to do so. I wish that
queer Mennonite books such as Somewhere Else had existed at the time as a
model for me to figure out both how to explore queer identity and how to
retain my Mennonite identity, which I felt quite estranged from even though
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I was living with other Mennonites, many of whom were also skeptical about
the church. We tried to learn together how to be ex-Mennonites, a status that
I'was to realize later is an impossibility. At the time, Mennonite literature was
the only thread attaching me to Mennonite discourse, something that I had
previously been fully ensconced in because, like Braun, I was planning to be a
pastor. In an alternate, queer-friendly universe, we might have been seminary
classmates.” Like Braun and Jess, I learned how to transgress, which is cer-
tainly what claiming my queer identity felt like, from Mennonite literature.

The Community of Literature

In both Braun’s and Jess’s narratives, literature provides the space to begin
reconciling the identities “queer” and “Mennonite.” After deciding to put off
seminary, Braun majored in English at the University of Waterloo, where she
discovered “a world” of new ideas.”® The plethora of perspectives that
she found in literature helped Braun claim her queer identity. Similarly,
Jess has to go away from the Mennonite community to a secular context
in order to find belonging before she can then integrate her queerness with
her Mennonitism. Jess finds her first welcoming community in literature by
both Mennonite and non-Mennonite authors. As described above, she draws
strength from the activist nature of previous Mennonite literature such as
Di Brandt’s writing before she leaves Saskatchewan. The strong feminist
tradition in Mennonite literature has had a major impact on the field, without
which queer Mennonite literature would have been much different—if it had
come into existence at all.?® We see this influence especially in Braun’s work,
including in Jess’s reading choices. Through Jess’s reading of Mennonite
writing, she learns how to look to literature for help in times of need and is
able to use this strategy once she moves to Winnipeg. Her citations of femi-
nist Mennonite literature as essential for helping her understand her queer
identity show how she embodies Ahmed’s lesbian feminist ideal because she
is able to make the intersectional move of applying this writing’s questioning
of gender roles to her investigations of sexual identity.

One of the best things about Jess’s house community in Winnipeg is that
the residents keep their books in a shared library. Jess spends much of her
time reading through it. In an early archiving effort to make queer literature
visible, the kind without which Jess’s discovery of queer narratives in exile
would be much more difficult, Claude J. Summers writes that queer litera-
ture is a necessity for queers as a resource because of frequent familial and
community rejection once we come out, and he affirms the importance of
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libraries in providing access to such literature.* Jess’s access to the house’s
library, which includes texts that are queer both sexually and politically,
plays an important role in her learning how to do queerness in private and in
public. Her library investigations are a search for queer narratives that mirror
her own experience as she searches for a literary community to replace the
real one that has been lost. She draws on lesbian history as archived in vari-
ous books to find a livable life for herself. Ahmed argues for the importance
of books both as learning tools and as physical objects manifesting lesbian
existence in her assertion that “you need your favorite feminist books close
to hand [. .. .] Kick-ass feminist books have a special agency, all of their
own.”” This argument for personal libraries is not an argument for con-
spicuous consumption but one that posits that sometimes objects can act
as shields against sexism and homophobia, that they can be necessary tools
of survival because of how they archive queer experience, reminding their
owner that they, the owner, exist within a tradition to draw strength from.
One way Braun’s book acts as a concrete utopia is by citing activist lit-
erature as the novel itself reveals that it is a queer, activist work. Once she
is away from the Mennonite community, Jess reads lesbian stories such as
Sarah Waters’s Tipping the Velvet (73). It is significant that Somewhere Else
has Jess cite Waters specifically, because Waters’s lesbian novels always
take place in the past (Tipping the Velvet takes place in the late 1800s; The
Night Watch’s World War II setting is the closest Waters’s work gets to the
present), thereby showing that women’s same-sex erotic relationships have
always existed. Braun’s novel thus archives an author who is also interested in
archiving lesbian experience. In an early critical endeavor to catalog such an
experience, Terry Castle contends that society does its best to ignore lesbian
narratives, and as a result of this practice, lesbians are “made to seem invis-
ible” in venues such as literature and film.3* While matters have improved
somewhat in North American society in the quarter-century since Castle’s
statement, it remains relevant, especially within a Mennonite milieu. Ahmed
describes how there is still constant societal “disbelief” about lesbians that
manifests itself in the questioning of lesbian existence, giving the example
of checking into a hotel room with her girlfriend and having the clerk refuse
to believe that they want a room with only one bed.® In light of such lesbo-
phobia, it makes sense that Jess seeks out books such as Waters’s to fight
society’s erasing of lesbianism and to make her lesbian self visible to herself.
Likewise, by telling Jess’s story, Somewhere Else helps make lesbians visible
for the Mennonite community. Ahmed declares that living out an “archive” of
antilesbophobia “derive[s] as much from our struggle to write ourselves into
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existence as from who appears in what we write. This intimacy of standing
against and creativity can take the form of a book.”** Braun participates in
this activist narrative formation by putting her personal experiences into fic-
tional form. In this light, Somewhere Else is a queer Mennonite manifesto that
both reveals the existence of queer Mennonite identities and archives their
experiences. Braun’s book is an essential building block of the queer past
and the possibilities of a queer future for queer Mennonites. Ahmed fur-
ther claims that when living a lesbian feminist life, “life becomes an archive
of rebellion.”* Jess’s story is important because of her willingness to rebel
against the unjustness of her homophobic Mennonite upbringing. This
choice epitomizes Mennonite radicalism when one considers the Anabaptist
tradition’s roots in rebellions against various state churches in the sixteenth
century.

Along with explicitly queer texts, Jess reads feminist texts such as
Margaret Atwood’s The Edible Woman (87). Like Tipping the Velvet, Atwood’s
book is a feminist coming-of-age narrative that reflects Jess back to her-
self as she continues to construct her queer feminist identity. She struggles
throughout Somewhere Else to find other people who care about her in a
healthy way—her relationship with Freya sours after a few months—but she
is never completely alone because of her reading.

The community of queer literature that Jess encounters in Winnipeg
gives her enough of a theoretical underpinning for her queer identity that
she feels secure in it when she leaves to go to university. As Jess unpacks
her books in Waterloo, she has “a sense of peace” because of how they make
the space feel like home (97). They comfort her in an example of Ahmed’s
concept that feminist objects can be a source of sustenance.

But before she leaves Saskatchewan, Jess steals a book that she finds
in her father’s library, which plays an essential role in her explorations of
literature and identity throughout the novel. This (fictional) text is a poetry
chapbook by Martha Wiens, In the Wilderness, which contains love poems to
awoman (25-26). Thus there is a literary vision for Jess of how to combine
“queer” and “Mennonite” from the very beginning of Somewhere Else. She
takes In the Wilderness with her when she leaves Saskatchewan, and it is
always there, lurking, even when she largely places her Mennonite self aside
while she, too, is in the wilderness.

Jess is at first unsure what to do with In the Wilderness because it is
too radical for her to process at first. She says that finding a piece of queer
Mennonite literature feels illicit, like finding drugs or “pornography” (26,
40). In comparing Wiens’s book to pornography, Jess names it as sinful. She
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is still thinking through the lens of the Mennonite community’s view toward
queerness, and because she cannot yet quite accept her queer self, she also
cannot accept the concept of queer Mennonite literature as a liberating force
that could help sustain her life.

However, Jess’s comparison of In the Wilderness to pornography also
includes another element. Despite its socially marginalized nature, pornogra-
phy often serves as a form of sexual education.® Jess’s analogy highlights how
Wien’s book is educational for her. This learning begins right away because
when she reads it the night she finds it, she realizes that she cannot “survive”
in her “community,” that she must leave if she is going to find her queer
self. She remarks that even reading such a revolutionary piece of literature,
let alone identifying with or agreeing with it, is transgressive because “pri-
vate reformations are discouraged” by her community (28). The church, as
holder of authority, is also supposed to be the holder of truth for each of
its members. This belief illustrates why early Mennonite literature such as
Brandt’s or Rudy Wiebe’s or Patrick Friesen’s or Julia Spicher Kasdorf’s—the
list is long—was seen as so rebellious and shocking by the theological com-
munity.¥” In the collective’s view, the act of claiming a personal voice to talk
about the Mennonite community in public flies against standards of humility
and epitomizes the sin of being prideful. But Jess realizes that she needs to
find a place where she can claim her own queer voice by investigating her
hybrid self.

In the Wilderness helps her claim this voice. As Somewhere Else continues,
there are several scenes where Jess returns to Wiens’s collection to read
but then ends up writing her own poems instead (76, 127). The book becomes
an inspiration for Jess’s explorations of herself as she begins writing her
own queer Mennonite literature, helping her think about both of these iden-
tities. In thinking about Wiens as a possible model for herself, Jess wonders
why Wiens chose to stay on the fringes of the community, living at the edge
of town in Saskatchewan, instead of leaving (77). Wiens’s choice shows Jess
that sometimes it is possible to relate to a community even in its imperfec-
tions. Jess realizes she might not have to remain in exile for the rest of her
life. When Jess comes back to Mennonites, they will not accept her imme-
diately (though, as mentioned below, her family might), but there is hope
for things to get better, the kind of possibility that is present as one works
toward a concrete utopia.

As a result of what she learns from In the Wilderness, Jess decides to
write her senior thesis on it (107). At this point, three years after leaving
Saskatchewan, Jess is able to embrace queer Mennonite literature just as she
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embraces her queer self. It is no longer sinfully pornographic. In her choice
of thesis topic, Jess tries to build the queer Mennonite academic tradition
that Braun speaks of in “From Policy to the Personal.” In a concrete utopian
move, Braun envisions this tradition by creating In the Wilderness for Jess to
use as a model despite the lack of such a model for Braun as she was writing
Somewhere Else. In doing so, she actually wishes the tradition into existence
as described above. Braun’s success is a perfect example of how concrete
utopias can have a real-world impact.

During her research, Jess uncovers some secret family sexual history.
When interviewing Wiens, Jess finds out that before Wiens met the woman
who inspired her book, she had a child with Jess’s father, David (178). The
revelation of this relationship helps humanize David because we see that
he is not a perfect, faceless church figurehead. Instead, he is a flawed hyp-
ocrite who had a sexual relationship before marriage. By including this
relationship’s story, the novel highlights the need for an openness in the
community that will lead to more healthy discourse around all sexuality,
not just queer sexuality. Wiens’s story also suggests that she is bisexual.
Although Jess encounters Wiens’s work as a woman-loving-woman narra-
tive, Somewhere Else’s depiction of a bisexual and a lesbian building queer
Mennonite community together as a part of its queer Mennonite archiving
is an important, utopian vision of necessary queer coalition making.

Queer Mennonite Hope

As Jess’s queer identity develops, she struggles to figure out whether it can
mesh with her Mennonite self. During a difficult time in their relationship,
Freya calls Jess “an oppressed Mennonite woman,” ignoring the growth that
Jess has achieved in claiming her queer self (71). She is still a Mennonite even
if she does not want to be. This incident shows how identity is a double-
edged sword: identities are powerful when we claim them for ourselves, but
they also allow others to put us in a box. The Mennonite box Freya puts Jess
in defines “Mennonite” narrowly and does not allow any potential for Jess’s
queer self to remain in it. In Freya’s view, “queer” and “Mennonite” are the
opposites that Jess first feels them to be.

But as Somewhere Else continues, Jess finds herself being drawn back
toward her Mennonite self, partly as a result of wrestling with In the Wilderness
and partly because she feels that an element of her personhood is missing.
One good thing about the Mennonite tradition and how it is taught to those
in it is that there is a very definite sense of what happened when and why
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it still matters today. Jess feels this past tugging at her. She realizes that by
denying her Mennonite self, she has “been trying to live without a history”
(166). As Jess’s drawing on her history to help her leave Saskatchewan shows,
such an attempt is virtually impossible in the North American Mennonite
context, so she has to find a way to integrate her Mennonite identity into
herself because it is impossible to excise it completely.®®

This integration is initiated by Jess’s queer desires. When grudgingly
taking a “Bible as literature” course during her final year of university, Jess
meets a woman named Shea who gives Jess her number and who, as it turns
out, is a Mennonite (110-12). Jess is apprehensive about letting another
Mennonite into her life, but her attraction to Shea is strong enough that she
invites her over for a midnight date. Jess makes coffee with a French press for
Shea, explaining each step of the ritual to her (114-19). Their date activity is
significant because it creates community right away. Recalling Kay Stoner’s
observation about potlucks being both a queer and a Mennonite ritual, the
act of sharing coffee, a beverage loved by both communities, creates a queer
Mennonite space for the women to inhabit as Jess slowly begins to redeem
her Mennonitism.* The attention Jess pays to the elaborate process of
making the coffee treats it like a sacrament. There is an element of serving
Shea that is reminiscent of the way Jesus serves his disciples during the Last
Supper in John 13:1-15. It is the women’s first communion together. It is also
important that this ritual takes place in Jess’s house, which, like her house
in Winnipeg, is a communal one. Being in a private space allows the women
to build community in a way they could not if they were in a restaurant or
cinema. They can get to know each other in conversation without the distrac-
tion of a movie or someone’s crying child two tables over. But the presence
of Jess’s housemates and their knowledge that Shea is there also give the
women a broader community for their relationship to grow in. When Jess is
not sure whether she can continue the date because she is nervous about her
already strong feelings for Shea, her housemates encourage her and convince
her to go back to the coffee. Once Jess returns to the conversation, she uses
the language of narrative structure from another of her welcoming commu-
nities, literature, to begin to make sense of what her and Shea’s relationship
might look like, and she tells Shea about Wiens, again reinscribing the space
of their date as a queer Mennonite one (119-22). The women figure out how
to inhabit their hybrid identity together.

Jess and Shea’s relationship is not always easy despite the hopefulness
of their first date and their intense sexual encounters because they both
still struggle with the psychological weight of Mennonite homophobia. But
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ultimately the sharing of this oppression convinces Jess that she must con-
front it directly. Just before deciding to leave Waterloo, she thinks about all
the elements of Mennonite ethnicity and faith that she and Shea share (152).
The deep realization of their communal bond along with her other positive
experiences of community during her exile give Jess the strength to go back
to Saskatchewan and face her family with Shea as a queer Mennonite. Jess’s
return places her within Jeff Gundy’s framework of rebellious Mennonites
as “lurkers”: people who journey away from the community and come back
to participate in it irrevocably changed, with feet in two worlds.* The end
of Jess’s exile benefits both her and the community because she will be able
to teach it what she has learned and change it, even if slowly, for the better.

Mufioz argues that “utopianism represents a failure to be normal.”*
Being utopian means looking past the life possibilities society presents to
oneself in favor of looking toward seemingly unimaginable alternatives.
Braun does this by writing Somewhere Else and by acknowledging its real-
world genesis through her dedication of it to previous queer Mennonites,
placing the book firmly within the context of community (199). Likewise,
Jess envisions utopia by reconciling her queer and Mennonite identities. She
does not live up to her Mennonite community’s standards for her but instead
lives up to her own in order to create a fulfilling life for herself. When she
returns to her family, she insists that they make space for her queer self. By
doing so, she acts as a hopeful prophet for Mennonites, sharing what she has
found on her journey away and giving the community inspiration for change.
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Queering Tradition in Jessica
Penner's Shaken in the Water

Kansas native Jessica Penner’s 2013 novel Shaken in the Water depicts
three generations of a Kansas Mennonite community as they struggle
with the theological boundaries the tradition places on them. The book
shares its family saga through date-stamped, nonchronological chapters
that jump back and forth between characters from all three generations.
It is a difficult book because of this mazelike structure, but this difficulty
is ultimately rewarding because its postmodern form emphasizes the need
to make things new in liberating ways. The novel’s women are especially
afflicted by theological restrictions as they struggle with how their com-
munity works to police their bodies. But they resist this oppression by
reclaiming their bodies for physical pleasure, sometimes with each other,
and are helped in this fight by a mysterious, ghostlike tiger and its “Voice”
that comes to them in times of need. This feminist reclamation of bodies
is epitomized by Shaken in the Water’s two central characters, Agnes and
Nora. The novel uses their stories to simultaneously act as a critique of
Mennonitism and an affirmation of it through the ways it writes back to
the Mennonite literary tradition, claiming space in it for queer female
bodies.

Agnes Funk is the first of Shaken in the Water’s characters, and her story,
which shares the book’s title, stretches from 1903 to 1997. All the novel’s
important characters are tied to Agnes in some way. Her centrality to the
book’s fragmented narrative, which is emphasized by the fact that it begins
and ends with chapters from her perspective, indicates her importance for
the novel’s ethical message. Much of this message comes from the way the
book examines Agnes’s body.



Shaken in the Water highlights Agnes’s body immediately with a descrip-
tion of her “Tiger Scar,” a mark on her back that is painful whenever it is
touched.’ From birth, Agnes’s body is marked as Other both from herself,
in that she is never able to be completely comfortable in her body because
of the pain always lurking in any potential movement, and from the com-
munity, in that her mark sets her apart physically like a veiled mark of Cain.
But this constant reminder of her corporeality also contains some positives
for Agnes. Instead of being able to embrace the traditional mind/body split
that was a favorite of Mennonite namesake Menno Simons and has been
a part of Mennonite thinking ever since, Agnes is grounded in the world
because she has to pay attention to her body. This experience gives her a
different, less restricted view of the world than the one most of her fellow
Mennonites share.

One element of Agnes’s bodily awareness is her experiences of its pos-
sible pleasures. As a child, she often runs around naked because clothing
hurts the scar (34). These are moments of youthful joy for Agnes that allow
her to stave off the community’s repression of the body longer than most
of its members are able to. As becomes clear later on in the novel once the
mysterious tiger comes on the scene, Agnes’s Tiger Scar is a mark from
the divine. Viewed in this light as a gift rather than as a blemish, she is
meant to experience her body in nontraditional ways, and it is the com-
munity that is in the wrong for forcing her to wear clothes and marking
her nudity as being somehow shameful. The community never attempts
to create flexibility in its standards of propriety to accommodate Agnes’s
unique body. Thus while Agnes does eventually join the church, she is
never quite in step with it, recognizing that its standards are not always
healthy.

But before she joins the church, Agnes finds a secret spot, a gully with
an abandoned barn, where she goes to run naked when she feels the need to
let her scar breathe (35-36). Katherine Schweighofer notes that farmland’s
vastness can offer privacy for sexual exploration that is otherwise difficult
to find in rural communities, offering space for liberating sexual encounters.>
This is what Agnes finds in the gully. It is a space for her to have agency over
her own body whether her nudity is sexual or not, an agency that the com-
munity would deny her both as an adolescent (she is her parents’ property
rather than her own) and as a woman. This is not to say that the novel argues
for a complete rejection of community, because Agnes shows her desire to
be part of the community by sometimes singing hymns when she is alone
in the woods (37), creating her own version of church. But it does argue for
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more flexibility for members of the community to search for the divine in
their own way.

Agnes and Nora: A Love Story

The gully is also where Agnes meets Nora Harder, the love of her life and
Shaken in the Water’s most important character. Nora stumbles upon Agnes
singing naked and, instead of being horrified, quickly takes off her clothes as
well (38). This overture toward friendship immediately helps create a com-
munity of two between the girls, which is important because they find a safe
space with each other that they do not experience in the broader community.
Like Agnes’s, Nora’s body is marked as Other because she is deaf, and the two
are able to support each other in bearing this oppression. Agnes can share her
need to be naked with Nora, and Nora can share her desire to communicate
with Agnes, as right away they begin figuring out their own shared language
of signs (40, 95). This breaking out of the community’s official, patriarchal
language into a new women-defined one is a concretely utopian queer act in
that it completely rejects the terms of discourse posited by the community
for something heretofore unimagined. The bonds of this new discourse com-
munity are so strong that, as explained below, they last for the entirety of
Agnes’s earthly existence.

The affinity between Agnes’s and Nora’s bodies is sealed the first time
they meet each other, when Nora touches Agnes’s scar. Nora’s touch gives
Agnes a vision of a woman who kisses her and gives her a gown to wear
that does not hurt her scar (40-41). This supernatural vision offers up the
possibility that Agnes will be able to find peace—which is different from
healing—with her scar and her body as a whole. It is significant that Agnes’s
vision includes the queer act of the kiss as well. The angelic woman names
female-female sexual acts as good through her kiss, signifying that Shaken in
the Water affirms queer sex as liberating rather than sinful. The fact that this
vision comes from Nora also identifies her as having a special relationship
with the supernatural, which is explored further later on in the novel. The
gully is thus affirmed as a sacred space where Agnes and Nora may experience
the divine in an unfettered way.

The gully’s status as a queer space is affirmed on another day when
Agnes and Nora meet there. They work on creating signs for different parts
of their bodies, and in the process, they end up naked again, and Nora gives
Agnes an orgasm when she touches her scar (96). The scar is transformed
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from a deformity into a locus of sexual pleasure. This is a powerful re-
visioning of Othered bodies because it affords them an erotic agency that
society often tries to deny. It is also significant that only Nora has the key
to unlocking the scar’s power, because we see that Agnes’s body is women-
oriented. Years later, on Agnes’s wedding night with Nora’s brother Peter
Harder, he thinks that Agnes is shy in bed when she does not want to have
sex, but it is actually because she does not love him, and thus the scar hurts
when he tries to caress her (16). He is never able to give her an orgasm
despite having a name that male porn stars would kill for (152).3 The scar is
a barrier in their sexual relationship because Peter does not have the power
to touch it in a way that gives pleasure. It acts as a reminder of the healthy
relationship Agnes and Nora had while also highlighting how unhealthy
Agnes’s marriage is. She marries a man because it provides economic secu-
rity and the Mennonite community does not give her another option for
her life.

The flowering of Agnes and Nora’s friendship into a sexual relation-
ship, which is the healthiest one in the novel, is one of the most important
occurrences in all of Mennonite literature because it makes the claim that
there have always been queer Mennonites even though the community
has repressed their stories. Agnes and Nora’s relationship acts as what
Ann Cvetkovich calls an “imaginative archive,” an archive of the real but
unknown.* It documents the queer Mennonite relationships that must have
existed in the past but left no historical trace. While Shaken in the Water
is not the first piece of queer Mennonite literature, its chronological set-
ting is the earliest for a queer relationship.’ Therefore, not only does the
novel write back to the Mennonite literary tradition (as shown below) by
having Agnes and Nora’s relationship function as a stand-in for all the queer
Mennonite relationships that have been lost to history, but it also writes
back to and revises the entire tradition of Mennonite homophobia, claiming
a queer Mennonite voice.

Although the book portrays Agnes and Nora’s sexual relationship as
positive, Agnes herself feels it must be kept secret even after Nora’s death
because of the community’s homophobia. After Peter’s death in the early
1970s, Agnes burns her only photograph of Nora along with all her journals
about their relationship because she does not want her children to discover
them after she dies (67-69). She does not know what to do with the story
of her and Nora because she has no models in her Mennonite context with
which to analyze it or affirm its goodness, so she destroys its archival record.
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Nevertheless, the fact that their story is told by the novel shows that these
stories must be told, that they require an audience.

Agnes and Nora and Peter: A Love Story?

While Agnes has the Tiger Scar from birth, it predicts her relationship with
Nora because of Nora’s transformation into the tiger when her human body
dies (341; more on this death below). Thus Nora is present in bed with Agnes
and Peter, not just because she is the only one who could touch the scar
pleasurably, but because the scar is her mark on Agnes; it is Nora’s physical
manifestation. Read in this light, the Agnes-Nora-Peter threesome is noted
right at the beginning of the novel when the scar is first described.

The concept of a love triangle is helpful when examining the rela-
tionships among the three. In an early work, queer theorist Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick, referencing René Girard’s work on love triangles, notes, “The bond
that links the two rivals is as intense and potent as the bond that links either
of the rivals to the beloved.”® This is certainly true in Agnes and Peter’s case,
as they are married to each other for five decades because they each remind
the other of Nora and their relationships with her (134). She is constantly
present, even in death.

But unlike the common love triangle of two men fighting over a woman,
Shaken in the Water presents a woman and a man fighting over a woman.
Agnes and Peter realize they are rivals for Nora when the three are still
teenagers. When the two women begin seeing each other, Peter realizes that
something is up and spies on them. He becomes “jealous” of their shared lan-
guage because he “love[s]” Nora and decides to teach her to speak in order to
steal her away from Agnes (124-28). While Peter realizes this is wrong, and
while he is perhaps the least sympathetic character in the novel because he
tries to destroy the women’s relationship, it is significant that he sees Agnes
as a legitimate rival rather than dismissing the relationship as an immature
phase with no real emotional weight attached to it. Unlike the rest of the
Mennonite community, Peter is able to understand that taboo relationships
can be just as meaningful as officially sanctioned heterosexual ones because,
as discussed below, he also has taboo desires. Meanwhile, Agnes tries to con-
vince Nora not to go through with the lessons because she wants Nora for
herself and wants to protect Nora from the teasing of others because of her
disability (98-101). Agnes is afraid of what will happen to their community
of two if Peter is let in. She recognizes that Peter, as a carrier of patriarchal
authority, is her oppressor, and thus she must fight against him at all costs.
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Nora’s response to this competition for her attention is striking. She
chooses neither Peter nor Agnes but instead gleans pleasure from both
relationships. Nora’s bisexuality offers an openness that echoes the novel’s
openness to the goodness of a variety of sexual expressions. While her rela-
tionship with Agnes is healthier than hers with Peter, which is signified by the
fact that the book gives Agnes the honor of being present at the miracle when
Nora’s human body is destroyed and she is transformed into the tiger-Voice
(341), Nora’s insistence on loving both of them rather than acquiescing to
their competition over her by choosing a “winner” argues for new, peaceful
relationship models. The love triangle is a queer one not only because of its
woman-woman relationship but also because of Nora’s refusal to play by the
usual rules of such frameworks. This re-visioning of the triangle model that uses
afemale-female relationship as its axis is, as Terry Castle argues in a response
to Sedgwick’s work, a tool for dismantling sexism and homophobia.” While it
ends tragically early as a result of Nora’s death, Agnes and Nora’s relationship
proves that it is possible for women to be happy without men (something
that Mennonite theology still does not acknowledge) and provides a model
of healthy queer relationships for readers that the women themselves do not
have and must make up as they go.

I speak of a love triangle between Agnes and Peter and Nora not only
because of the scar that marks Nora’s constant presence in the marriage
but also because Nora and Peter have sex numerous times before her
death (130-31). It is safe to assume that nearly all readers will initially react
with horror to this coupling because it breaks the incest taboo. However,
Shaken in the Water unsettles this reaction by portraying the relationship as
consensual and pleasurable for both siblings. When Peter tries to end the
relationship early on by naming it as “sin,” Nora asks, “How is this a sin? It
feels right” (121-22). Peter is unable to provide a convincing rebuttal because
Nora is correct in naming bodily pleasure as beautiful, as a gift from the
divine. She has already experienced this pleasure with Agnes and does not
understand why the community would make laws restricting the pursuit of
this pleasure with others.

While most readers will agree with Peter that his relationship with Nora
is wrong, and while I am not going to argue that Shaken in the Water claims
that consensual incest is acceptable, it is significant that the novel ques-
tions this taboo and investigates whether there might ever be a form of
allowable incest. Schweighofer observes that traditional farm life includes
“almost zero privacy” with a lack of individual bedrooms and a lack of time to
oneself because of the ubiquity of chores. One consequence of this constant
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proximity to family members is that older siblings often become teachers
of sexual education to younger siblings.® These conditions of farm life make
space for the incestuous in ways not experienced in urban settings, thus
raising the question of whether incest’s violence is the same regardless of
geographical context or whether it can mean something different in a rural
context. We see this in the case of Peter and Nora, where Peter teaches
Nora many things that the community refuses to teach her because of her
deafness. Like Schweighofer, Cvetkovich also investigates whether it is pos-
sible to view incest in new ways. She contends that incest is a queer topic
and that a “queer healing practice would turn negative affect or trauma on
its head, but by embracing rather than refusing it.”® Thus while Cvetkovich
agrees with the conventional view that incest is inherently violent, she also
shows in a discussion of Dorothy Allison’s Bastard Out of Carolina how
the incest in that novel, which is utterly horrific and on the surface makes
no claims that there is anything positive about it, nevertheless results in
some good because it leads to the protagonist Bone’s claiming of her own
sexuality through her fantasizing about BDSM as a way to cope with her
trauma.' Similarly, R. Victoria Arana documents a long history of literary
sibling incest stories stretching from ancient Egypt through the twentieth
century, contending that these portrayals are usually positive.” The incest
between Nora and Peter is also depicted as much less violent than one might
expect—there is the systemic violence that Peter wields in his maleness,
but the actual sex act is enjoyed by both parties and at times is initiated by
Nora—and my argument here is inspired by both Cvetkovich’s and Arana’s in
that I also see that some good comes from this taboo sexual expression
in Penner’s novel.

Shaken in the Water rewrites incest as a negative event into a positive
one for Nora because it helps Nora further embrace her marginalized deaf
body. Queer disability theorist Eli Clare observes that North American soci-
ety discriminates against people with disabilities by assuming that they are
“asexual” beings.'* Thus Shaken in the Water’s portrayal of Nora’s sexuality
is liberatingly transgressive not only for its women-loving elements but also
for its depiction of the possibility of a person with disabilities being able to
have an active sex life. Clare also asserts that it is essential for marginalized
bodies to be represented in literature.” Shaken in the Water is one of the few
Mennonite texts that does this.

The depiction of Nora’s relationship with Peter also offers a new sexual
ethic that counters the traditional Mennonite repression of bodies: If it feels
good, how can it be a sin? Some readers might find this approach to ethics
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a bit too laissez-faire, but Nora celebrates the pleasure her body feels in an
unrestricted way because Nora’s family has not taught her the concept of sin
(121-22). Because of her disability, they do not treat her as fully human, as
a being with a soul that can be judged. The novel thereby uses Nora’s moral
innocence as a device for exploring the dynamics of incest in a way that
does not condemn her for enjoying sex with Peter and also argues for new
examinations of the relationship between bodily pleasure and moral codes. If
anyone sins in the incest, it is Peter, not Nora, but her ethic of taking pleasure
in the body as a form of worship wants to include him in the act’s sinless-
ness too. Claiming her body’s pleasure and taking agency by naming this
pleasure as good is a revolutionary feminist queer act. It is a liberating way
for her to experience her body, and the novel argues in favor of this act
while not necessarily arguing in favor of consensual incest as an acceptable
practice. Arana asserts that sibling incest narratives are always about “the
relationship between authority and creativity.” Nora and Peter’s relation-
ship is a creative act in that it allows Nora to enjoy her body even though
her broader community, beginning with the rest of her family, shuns her
body because of her disability. It makes space for Nora to learn how to sup-
port others later on as the tiger when they transgress in ways that cause the
Mennonite community to unreasonably persecute them. The novel therefore
makes a statement about how the Mennonite community affects those it
treats as Other.

When considering whether to condemn Nora and Peter’s relationship,
it is also necessary to consider the importance of the community’s role in
Nora’s behavior. The community marginalizes her because of her deafness
and does not give her membership through the teaching of theology or ethics.
The church allows Nora’s family to refrain from taking her to church because
the family is embarrassed by her (121). Alison Kafer writes that disability is
seen as a kind of “failure” in North American society.”s Nora’s family and the
church take this attitude toward her in general. They do not bother to teach
her the community’s beliefs because they view her deafness as a characteris-
tic that makes her less than human and thus do not see the point of helping
her develop. As a result of this neglect, Nora finds her own practices that
work for her, which is a liberating move, and the community also loses its
right to judge her, since they have already rejected her through no fault of
her own. If theological Mennonite readers are disturbed by Nora’s view
of her and Peter’s relationship, by association they only have themselves to
blame. Plus, of course, the novel wants to make readers uncomfortable with
the incest it portrays because this uneasiness opens up room for change.
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If readers are made uncomfortable by Nora’s sexuality, perhaps they will
do more to help cultivate healthy attitudes toward sexuality in their own
communities.

Shaken in the Water reemphasizes its desire for readers to rethink incest
and thus, by extension, all policed sexual expressions by including a second
incestuous relationship between Agnes’s son Johan and his niece Imma (who
is close to him in age; there is not the extreme power imbalance that this
relationship normally implies). Again, this relationship is consensual, and
again the community is more at fault than the relationship’s participants
because one reason Imma is drawn to Johan is that he tries to help her escape
her abusive father while the community turns a blind eye to the violence.
Imma and Johan’s relationship is another example of how the novel argues
that the content of a relationship is what is important, not necessarily the
identity of its participants.”® The relationship between Agnes and Nora is
the healthiest one in the book. The incestuous relationships between Nora
and Peter and Johan and Imma are the second healthiest, and the other het-
erosexual relationships are all unhealthy. So Shaken in the Water argues that
it is ridiculous to discriminate against nonheterosexual relationships when
heterosexuality is no guarantee of happiness. There must be room for love,
which should be the basis around which community is built anyway, to find
its way where it will.

Nora's Transformation

There is a negative aspect of Nora and Peter’s relationship that must be
considered, however: Nora becomes pregnant (131). One result of her family
treating her as subhuman is that she does not receive any kind of sexual
education, even of the rudimentary kind that Mennonite mothers would
have sometimes passed down to daughters at the time. Aside from the moral
censure that giving birth out of wedlock will bring upon Nora and her family,
even if she wants the baby, she will have no means of supporting it.

But instead of allowing Nora’s pregnancy to come to term and allow-
ing it to act as a kind of scarlet-letter rebuke of her transgressive sexual
actions, Shaken in the Water ends Nora’s earthly life. While she is taking
shelter in a barn during a storm, she begins going into labor, a position that
is an obvious allusion to the Virgin Mary giving birth in a stable in Luke 2:7
and that further serves to name Nora as a sympathetic character. Lightning
strikes the barn, burning it to the ground. As the barn collapses, Nora is
transformed into the tiger and speaks briefly to Agnes for the first time as
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the Voice before running away (341). Nora’s death or, more accurately, her
transformation does not feel like a punishment. Instead, Shaken in the Water
gives a twist to the traditional literary punishment of transgressive women
mentioned in chapter 1 by depicting Nora’s transformation as a form of lib-
eration because she becomes the Voice. She literally gets a voice, something
that her family and the broader community continually denied her, and this
voice is more helpful in the community than God’s-as-interpreted-by-the-
Mennonite-community is. As the Voice says to Agnes’s son Tobias when
he asks why it manifests itself to some members of her family, “Some people
need a little more attention—attention God can’t spare” (65). By giving this
attention, Nora as the tiger-Voice is actually concerned about the poor and
the oppressed. For instance, she keeps Agnes’s daughter Huldah company
when the church shuns Huldah for refusing to wear her covering and pro-
tects Johan’s wife Ellen as a girl when she confronts her heroin-addicted
father (86, 93). In contrast, the book’s Mennonite community is interested
in marginalizing people who do not follow its restrictive guidelines rather
than healing the margins. Nora as the tiger-Voice is able to have much more
influence over the community than if she had lived, even if she had lived a
supposedly sin-free, godly life.

When readers find out that Nora is the tiger (a fact that is revealed long
after the tiger makes its first appearance), it not only changes how we see
Nora, but it also changes how we see Agnes because it gives a new interpre-
tation to her scar. The scar becomes a symbol of how she and Nora were
destined to be together. Nora’s mark is on Agnes from the moment she is
born, and they are fated to find each other in the gully, and Agnes is fated to
be haunted by Nora throughout her earthly life until returning to the gully for
that life’s end. Nora and Agnes’s intertwined fate is akin to what God says to
Jeremiah in Jeremiah 1:5: “Before I formed thee in the belly I knew thee; and
before thou camest forth out of the womb I sanctified thee, and I ordained
thee a prophet unto the nations.” They are tied together as prophets for their
Mennonite community, arguing for a healthier view toward bodies (espe-
cially women’s bodies) and acceptance of queer sexualities.

Their uncommon passings accentuate their status as prophets. The
supernatural elements of Nora’s transformation are echoed in Agnes’s end.
Huldah, who sometimes has the gift of prophecy, tells Agnes that she is
about to die (252). The preordained element of her death by the divine is a
showing of favor because of its uniqueness and thus an affirmation of Agnes’s
life. Agnes goes to get naked in the gully, where she meets with Nora one
last time, and as she thinks of Nora, she has an orgasm and hears the Voice,
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which takes her (370-72). The end of her earthly life resembles that of Enoch
in Genesis 5:24 or Elijah in 2 Kings 2:11, which indicates that readers should
view Agnes’s life with favor. The fact that Agnes has one last orgasm from
Nora as an element of her passing shows that not only are the women not
condemned for their sexual activities, but they are affirmed by them. Their
relationship is the healthiest in the book because it is based on uncondi-
tional, nonjudgmental love.

Shaken in the Water and Kansas Mennonite Literature

The novel is a hopeful one because of the liberating elements of Agnes’s
and Nora’s stories, but it feels anti-Mennonite. When I taught it to non-
Mennonite students in a course about postmodern American fiction in 2016,
several students remarked on how critical the book is of Mennonites, and
they worried about whether Penner is still able to attend a Mennonite church
as a result of writing it. Happily, the community has not shunned Penner
because of her novel, though I did share with my students the story of Rudy
Wiebe, who had to leave the Canadian Mennonite community for a time after
he published his first novel.” My students’ observation is not without merit,
however. None of the nontransgressive significant characters in Shaken in the
Water is sympathetic, with the exception of Agnes’s grandson Jeffrey, who
dies at the end of the only chapter in which he appears (212-13). Yet the book
is still hopeful about the Mennonite community because of the way the novel
places itself firmly within the Mennonite literary tradition and thus affirms
that there is hope for the Mennonite community’s future.

It inserts itself into this tradition by writing back to a small but signifi-
cant strain of U.S. Mennonite literature, Kansas Mennonite literature. This
strain begins with Gordon Friesen’s 1936 novel Flamethrowers—which, as
noted in the introduction, is one of the foundational texts of North American
Mennonite literature in general—and stretches all the way through to work
by contemporary Mennonite writers such as Penner and André Swartley.
Friesen’s book includes the first instances in English of what have become
common Mennonite literary themes, such as fleeing from Russia, compar-
ing Mennonites to Jews, and feeling the physical results of the violence of
strict religiosity.” It also includes a Mennonite young person who leaves the
community in an attempt to find a better life, as Tobias does in Shaken in
the Water. This attempt is a failure, as Peter in Flamethrowers discovers that
his Mennonite upbringing has stunted him irrevocably, and he is thus unfit
for a fulfilling existence in the non-Mennonite world. Neither community
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offers him happiness, and like Shaken in the Water’s Peter, he is the opposite
of the strong foundation that his biblical name would imply. The novel’s
other transgressive character, Isaac, who is a poet, unlike Somewhere Else’s
Martha Wiens is ineffective in making change in the community and ends up
broken down and bitter. Unlike Agnes and Nora, who are able to find space
to wrestle productively with the community despite its attempts to grind
them down, Peter and Isaac fail completely to find livable spaces despite the
advantage of their male privilege.

The Kansas Mennonite literary tradition continues in Dallas Wiebe’s
works, especially his narratives involving the character Skyblue (who is, as
Hildi Froese Tiessen writes, Wiebe’s fictional “alter-ego”), which include
the 1969 novel Skyblue the Badass and a number of stories about Skyblue
spread throughout Wiebe’s four short story collections.” Skyblue the Badass
is a significant text because it was the first piece of U.S. Mennonite litera-
ture to make an impression in the mainstream literary community.* It was
published by a major press, Doubleday, and an excerpt was first published
in the prestigious Paris Review, where Wiebe continued to publish through-
out the years.” Like Wiebe’s subsequent stories, the novel is written in the
high postmodernist style—self-referential, more interested in language
games than in traditional plot—epitomized by the work of writers such as
John Barth and Donald Barthelme that was ascendant at the time.*

The Skyblue narratives use a postmodern form to break away from
the Mennonite tradition of plain discourse guided by Jesus’s teaching to
“let your communication be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay” in Matthew 5:37. But this
form is not used to any productive effect that challenges the status quo; it
is all shine and no substance. The Skyblue narratives are ultimately about
a privileged heterosexual white man whose life is pretty good overall. In
contrast, Penner’s book uses its postmodern form to critique the tradition
while still remaining in contact with it. Penner tells Julia Spicher Kasdorf
in an interview that Shaken in the Water’s fragmented form is an attempt to
“try to build something beautiful and proud” out of “tragedy,” which I read
as being the novel’s Mennonite community’s oppressive standards.” Via the
slow building of Agnes’s and Nora’s queer selves throughout the book as a
result of its nonchronological form, Shaken in the Water makes it clear that
their new vision for ways of relating to bodies is its primary message. If the
book were constructed chronologically, the women’s stories would be
sequestered toward its beginning and would thus lose much of their ethi-
cal force. Shaken in the Water’s other postmodern characteristic, what Ann
Hostetler calls its “magical realis[t]” elements, Nora’s transformation into
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the tiger-Voice, is also important because it helps many of its characters
(and, by extension, readers) discover nontraditional ways of encountering
the divine.** This openness to the miraculous is certainly not present in
Wiebe’s Kansas work, which, as the Skyblue the Badass dust jacket asserts, is
about “the inevitable defeat that is life.”

Friesen’s and Wiebe’s texts, as attempts to move away from the
Mennonite tradition, focus on the male experience with nary a strong female
character in sight and are devoid of hope as far as the Mennonite community
is concerned.” While they both include brief mentions of same-sex attrac-
tions, these passages portray queer love as nonsensical at best and as utterly
sinful at worst, with none of the liberating, revolutionary aspects present in
Shaken in the Water.>®

In contrast to Friesen’s and Wiebe’s, Penner’s critique of the Mennonite
community is a constructive one. However, Penner initially expected to
move away from the tradition as well. She explains that when she began
writing fiction, she decided she was not going to write about Mennonites, but
the Mennonite stories came out nevertheless.”” This ambivalence about the
tradition and seeming inevitability of joining it anyway is significant because
it shows a desire to change the tradition. While Penner is now firmly, volun-
tarily ensconced in the Mennonite literary community—she presented at the
2012, 2015, and 2017 Mennonite/s Writing conferences, for instance—Shaken
in the Water argues for new directions within the tradition through its posi-
tive depictions of queer sexuality. This is a move that neither Flamethrowers
nor the Skyblue narratives make. Shaken in the Water’s depiction of queer
Mennonite women would be moving if read in a vacuum, but read within
the broader context of Mennonite literature, it becomes even more powerful
because of how it is a feminist narrative and how it offers visions for ways
queer Mennonites can make space for themselves within the community.
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Stephen Beachy's boneyard, the Martyrs
Mirror, and Anabaptist Activism

In 2010, the North American Mennonite denominational publisher Herald
Press published an anthology edited by Kirsten Eve Beachy, Tongue Screws and
Testimonies, that contains fiction, poetry, and essays that respond to the ur-
text of Mennonite literature, Thieleman J. van Braght’s The Bloody Theater or
Martyrs Mirror of the Defenseless Christians Who Baptized Only upon Confession
of Faith, and Who Suffered and Died for the Testimony of Jesus, Their Saviour,
from the Time of Christ to the Year A.D. 1660, or Martyrs Mirror. Beachy’s book
epitomizes the upswing of interest in the Martyrs Mirror and the subject of
martyrdom in general in recent years from both creative writers and literary
critics as modern-day Anabaptists investigate the role of literature in their
lives. One of the stories in Tongue Screws, Chad Gusler’s “OMG!! Geleijn
Cornelus Is Hott!!,” features a young Mennonite woman who is surprised
to find one of the Martyrs Mirror’s illustrations erotic.

As part of this recent upswing, in 2011 another Beachy, Stephen Beachy,
published a novel called boneyard that takes this erotic revisioning of
van Braght’s text to the extreme. boneyard uses an example of modern-day
Anabaptist martyring along with some new ways of reading the Martyrs
Mirror to reflect on how we should interact with both martyr stories and
the ever-growing presence of violence in American society. It argues that
while it is important to acknowledge martyrs’ memories, it is also necessary
to focus on how to prevent violence, whether physical violence or systemic
violence such as homophobia, rather than only on how to respond to it. As
John D. Roth notes, the Martyrs Mirror has often been reprinted in times of
political strife for use as a “polemical” text; similarly, boneyard takes a queer
activist stand against violence in American society.'
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boneyard is ostensibly a partially burnt manuscript written by Amish
teenager Jake Yoder and transcribed by Beachy.* As the manuscript’s sup-
posed editor, Beachy makes a number of interjections into the text via
footnotes. From now on, I will differentiate between this Stephen Beachy, the
mostly realistic character in boneyard, and Stephen Beachy, the real author
of boneyard, by referring to the former as “Beachy” and the latter as Beachy.

Nickel Mines and Martyrdom

The memory of five Amish schoolchildren killed in a school shooting in
Nickel Mines, Pennsylvania, in 2006, haunts the novel. boneyard attempts to
respond to the shooting through Jake’s tortured stories, which are presented
as individual short stories but combine to form an at least semicoherent
longer narrative. The novel’s fragmented, postmodern form is significant,
as it questions whether the book even has a right to exist or whether the
tragedy it depicts is so horrible as to be unspeakable.? How does one write
about a violent massacre without somehow valorizing that violence, and
how can one write against that violence when one is writing within the same
culture that produced the violence? boneyard’s form also functions to ask, If
it is appropriate to speak about the tragedy, how should we do so? Although
the novel fits into the postmodern fiction tradition, which may be accused of
being overly theoretical to the point of mere gimmickry and political apathy,
boneyard’s treatment of a real event illustrates its status as an activist text.
“Beachy’s” act of saving Jake’s writing about the shooting is an assertion that
the massacre must be discussed for healing to occur, and in this way boneyard
acts as a memorial for the shooting victims, in part by archiving Jake’s queer
responses to their deaths.

The novel draws on the Martyrs Mirror to accomplish these objectives,
deriving inspiration from the big book’s status as a teaching text. Aside from
the written martyrs’ stories, the current English edition of the Martyrs Mirror
includes fifty-five illustrations of its subjects by the engraver Jan Luyken,
and most of these pictures depict gruesome deaths via methods such as
drowning, being buried alive, and being burned at the stake.* boneyard’s two
halves are named for van Braght’s text, with book 1 called “Martyrs Mirror”
and book 2 called “Bloody Theater.” Book 2 includes twelve reproductions
of illustrations from the Martyrs Mirror, a fifth of the larger book’s total.
“Beachy” writes that the placement of these images throughout boneyard
is exactly as Jake had them in his manuscript.’ Therefore, the images are
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one of the most reliable elements of Jake’s narrative.® The Martyrs Mirror’s
text helps illuminate the shooting victims’ presence in boneyard, while its
illustrations play a major role in Jake’s stories.

boneyard only mentions the five shooting victims about half a dozen
times throughout its three hundred pages. Two of these instances are in the
“Note from the ‘Author’ (quotation marks in the original), which is writ-
ten by “Beachy,” though all the information he gives about the shooting is
factually accurate. Three other instances occur in footnotes (61110, 193149,
269n81). The victims are hard to find in the book; they are not mentioned in
the main body of the novel’s text itself. The first mention of the victims is
in boneyard’s short description of the shooting. A single paragraph describes
the location of the shooting, the timing of events in the schoolhouse leading
up to the shooting, the number of students (all girls) who were shot, and
possible motivations for the shooter’s actions (9-10). In other words, the
information included in this paragraph is unremarkable. It simply condenses
all the facts about the shooting that could be found in any news article on
the event.’

However, this description’s inclusion in the novel’s second paragraph
signals the event’s importance for the text. It colors everything that comes
after it. The violent sexual fantasies in Jake’s stories rub up against the real-
world violence in the schoolhouse, interrogating the glorification of violence
in American society. In doing so, boneyard shifts the interpretive narrative
created around the shooting in its aftermath. Julia Spicher Kasdorf writes
that the media chose to emphasize the Amish community’s decision to
forgive the shooter rather than viewing the shooting as an example of an
ongoing epidemic of violence against females in our society.® However, the
novel asks readers to focus on the violence itself rather than the response
to it. It raises questions such as, Why is it permissible for someone to
easily, legally gain access to the weapons necessary for such a massacre?
Why do we live in a society that has done nothing to stop the epidemic of
school shootings that was already in full swing at the time of the Nickel Mines
shooting and has worsened since then? By fetishizing the Amish’s response
to the tragedy, the discourse around the shooting has chosen to ignore its
broader context within a violent America, but boneyard asks us to think
about this context by placing Jake firmly into the world through his queer
sexual fantasies and membership in a rock band. He reminds readers that the
shooting’s meaning is much messier than most interpretations would have
it be.
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The novel also interrogates the values taught by the Martyrs Mirror.? It is
easy to make the connection between the self-sacrificial ethic of the figures
in van Braght’s text and the victims of the shooting. For instance, one of the
survivors tells the story of how her older sister asked to be shot first, appar-
ently with the hope that this might somehow help save the others.” While
many would read this as a heroic tale of the kind that Jess is raised with in
Somewhere Else (and the stories in Martyrs Mirror are often likewise read as
such), boneyard questions whether the valorization of such stories and their
black-and-white approach to violence fails to acknowledge how complicated
violence is and how we are all implicated in it to varying degrees. “Beachy”
questions the usage of the term “hero” with regards to the shooting in a
footnote (193n49). But at the same time, this questioning is itself questioned
by the fact that it occurs in a footnote about the shooting that is completely
unrelated to its referent in the main body of the text. The story of the shoot-
ing is obviously important, but here it is treated as being so unspeakable that
it can only appropriately be mentioned in a seemingly irrelevant note. The
text does not make it easy for us as readers to figure out what we should
do. It is up to us to struggle toward an interpretation of the novel, and this
struggle implies that this is how we should approach or, in the case of the
Martyrs Mirror, reapproach all texts in order to make them relevant to our
twenty-first-century lives. This kind of approach is queer because of its rejec-
tion of a belief in absolutes that lead to clear-cut answers.

“Beachy” writes that when he first met Jake while visiting Nickel Mines
after the shooting, Jake, an alumnus of the school, claimed that one of the
victims was his sister. “Beachy” quickly discovers that this assertion is a
lie, and thus he wonders if he can “believe anything” Jake tells him (10). In
immediately questioning Jake’s trustworthiness, boneyard questions its own
legitimacy because it is, after all, allegedly Jake’s manuscript. Aside from
being a familiar poststructuralist move highlighting the fallibility of language,
this querying illustrates the problematic nature of assuming that narratives
such as that of the shooting are straightforward. While the basic facts about
the event can be known, the interpretation of those facts is still in question.
Similarly, as will be seen, Jake discards the usual interpretation of the Martyrs
Mirror, showing us that even the most traditional texts are candidates for
re-visioning. The fragmented, circular nature of boneyard constantly reminds
readers that there is no such thing as a simple story. “Beachy” himself even
gets confused about the story he offers to the public, as, although Jake has
not lived in Pennsylvania for years and writes his stories while in the sixth
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grade in Iowa (10), “Beachy” refers to the shooting victims as Jake’s “class-
mates” (62n11).

Reinterpreting the Martyrs Mirror

boneyard’s repetitious form draws inspiration from two very different
sources. The first is, again, the Martyrs Mirror, which retells the same basic
story over and over, describing the unjust nature of each martyr’s persecu-
tion and extolling their steadfastness in the face of death. Each chapter in
book 1 of boneyard also retells the same basic story, with similar characters,
shared names and locations, and similar sexually infused plotlines. Aside
from mimicking van Braght’s book, this element of the novel is a nod to
queer novelist Kathy Acker’s work, of which “Beachy” is a fan (114n26). Acker
often repeats passages verbatim in her fiction. An example of this repetition
occurs in her novel I Dreamt I Was a Nymphomaniac Imagining, where the
nearly two-page-long paragraph beginning “Last night I dreamt I was stand-
ing” is repeated four times in a row. Likewise, in Acker’s Don Quixote, there
is a section where nearly every paragraph is repeated between two and four
times." Jake’s stories do a similar thing, most notably in the description of
male authority figures as “a stern man, not without a certain appeal” (e.g.,
27, 44,127). This connection of boneyard to both a traditional Anabaptist text
and the work of one of the most important writers of postmodern fiction
shows the necessity of having multiple teaching texts in one’s life, as drawing
on only one set of stories is inadequate. Jake needs stories from both tradi-
tions to help him navigate his life. As will be seen, once he encounters the
kind of queer, sex-infused discourse found in Acker’s work, he is able to
discover new relevance for the Martyrs Mirror in his life.

boneyard’s use of repetition, which includes its reproduction of images
from the Martyrs Mirror, is also a way of questioning narrative itself and how
one tells stories about atrocities. The reader keeps battering at the novel’s
narrative, trying to extract truth from it, but at the same time, the truth of
the narrative cannot be pinned down. The story in book 1 of the novel just
keeps getting rewashed in each chapter. As Jake says at the end of book 1,
“Wherever you go it is the same cities and the same desert and the same
river” (170). This sameness, which he echoes in his stories, may be read as
indicating that some kind of truth is contained in them, but this truth is
difficult to pinpoint. The searching for truth is the important thing, not the
conclusion one makes about it.

Stephen Beachy's boneyard, the Martyrs Mirror, and Anabaptist Activism

81



82

This emphasis on the story itself rather than what the story can teach
us is evident in boneyard’s portrayal of the Nickel Mines victims. The novel
seemingly portrays the dead schoolchildren as martyrs in the traditional
Martyrs Mirror sense: they are innocent, they choose to go willingly to their
deaths instead of attempting escape, and they die because of their religious
beliefs. I do not mean to sound like I am blaming the victims here. Rather, I
mean to say that like the martyrs from van Braght’s text, the victims exercised
agency by making the choice not to resist, because to do so would have been
anact of violence. The victims’ actions (i.e., the decision to choose not to act)
embody the spirit of Jesus’s command to “do good to them that hate you,
and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you” in Matthew
5:44, a passage that Anabaptists have traditionally used to justify their belief
in nonresistance. Although, as Kasdorf notes, the police believed that the
shooting was not a hate crime against the Amish, the shooter would have
known that the schoolhouse was an easy target because the Amish belief in
nonresistance precluded the presence of any kind of security.”

However, unlike the stories told in the Martyrs Mirror, which often
include details such as letters written by the martyrs, accounts of their trials,
and descriptions of the weather at the time of the martyrs’ death, the chil-
dren’s story receives very little explicit attention in boneyard, and thus it is
difficult to draw an easy moral from it.”* Despite “Beachy’s” brief description
of the shooting, readers must bring information about the shooting from
news accounts to bear in order for Jake’s despair about the shooting and
subsequent loathing of his writing to make sense. The victims’ fleeting
presence in boneyard pays homage to their memory, but perhaps more sig-
nificantly, they serve to open up space for Jake’s much more complicated
interactions with the Martyrs Mirror in book 2, which in turn lead to the
sexual themes in his manuscript, which lead to his attempted destruction
of it after the shooting.

Like many of the Martyrs Mirror’s readers, Jake is more interested in the
book’s illustrations than its text."* However, he is not interested in them for
the artistry of Luyken’s etchings or because they provoke theological reflec-
tion. He is interested in them because they involve bondage, a major theme in
his fantasy life. This interest gets established in Jake’s first story from book 1,
which depicts the Jake character (who is at least similar to the Jake in book 2,
though they may not be the same; in other words, Jake fictionalizes himself
just as Beachy fictionalizes himself) taking a vocabulary test involving BDSM

»” «

terms such as “manacles,” “spread-eagle,” and “spanking” and ending up

bound for several days in his Language Arts teacher’s barn while he is used as
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a sex slave (32-35). In this story, Jake’s mother reads him the Martyrs Mirror
every night before bed (26). Jake is thus aware of the traditional usage of
van Braght’s book as a tool for theological instruction, but once he is able to
interact with the book himself in book 2, which is written as a memoir-esque
account of his teenage years, he finds another kind of value in it. He uses
the Martyrs Mirror to glean erotic inspiration for his stories. Jake writes that
during puberty he would masturbate to the illustrations several times per
day because they “were the only pictures of half-naked men I had access to”
(191-92). Jake is gay and living in a homophobic community—he himself is
amartyr in this sense—thus he must take whatever opportunity he can find
to explore his sexuality.’s

His desperation to do so leads him to discover the erotic undertone of
some of Luyken’s etchings, an interpretation of them that may not be as far-
fetched as it first seems. During the question-and-answer time at the end of
the “LGBT Fiction” panel held at the 2015 Mennonite/s Writing conference at
Fresno Pacific University, Lauren Friesen claimed that there is an oral tradi-
tion among Dutch Mennonites that Luyken was sexually attracted to men. It
is impossible to know whether this story is true or not, though its persistence
through the centuries may indicate that it is. If it is true, then the illustrations
are a queer text regardless of Jake’s use of them in the same way that texts
by writers from Mennonite backgrounds are considered “Mennonite litera-
ture” even if they do not include explicit Mennonite content.’ It would make
sense if Luyken’s attraction to the male form would work its way into his art,
because even though it might seem inappropriate to eroticize martyrdom, a
body being martyred is still, after all, a body and thus something that retains
erotic possibilities. Jake seizes these possibilities inscribed into Luyken’s
illustrations for his fantasies. The depiction of Jake’s fantasizing plays
an important role in his queer identity because of fantasizing’s significance
in queer life. In a homophobic society, the realm of fantasy within one’s own
head is one of the few safe spaces to envision queerness and the desires it
entails and to embody them, albeit alone, through masturbation.

Readers of the Martyrs Mirror may find Jake’s reinterpretation of
it shocking, but the big book’s spirit of radical transgression, which is also a
queer value, actually fits perfectly with Jake’s attempts to explore his sexu-
ality, which his community views as wrong. Luyken’s illustrations are so
viscerally powerful (whether in an erotic way or not) that Kirsten Eve Beachy
does not include any of them in Tongue Screws and Testimonies because she
worries that they will overshadow the anthology’s writing!”” The etchings
demand a response, but like any piece of art, they do not dictate how one
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should respond to them, which leaves room for Jake’s perhaps surprising
interactions with them. While Jake’s use of the images as pornography is
liberating for him, Stephanie Krehbiel explains that she finds them oppres-
sive because twenty-first-century society already offers numerous images of
“splayed, exploited bodies,” and she does not need even more of them from
her religious texts.” These two perspectives are not necessarily contradic-
tory, however, because gay pornography works differently than heterosexual
pornography.”

Jake’s stories, and his use of the Martyrs Mirror as inspiration for those
stories, are exercises in seeking truth in places where religious authorities
claim it cannot be found. Paul Martens and David Cramer contend that there
is an inherent tension in the Anabaptist tradition between its advocacy of
radical challenges to institutional religious authority and the potential misuse
of this radical rhetoric: How does the community discern which radical cri-
tiques of it are worth listening to and which ones are correct to dismiss?*
Some readers of the Martyrs Mirror will feel that boneyard’s reinterpretations
of it fall into the latter category, but I disagree. Viewed through Anabaptism’s
radical lens, Jake’s stories epitomize the spirit of queer Anabaptism. Jeff
Gundy calls the Martyrs Mirror “an act of resistance,” a phrase that also
aptly describes boneyard.” This “resistance” in van Braght’s book makes it
a queer text in the political sense. It is a text that questions society’s power
structures and looks for inspiration in society’s margins. Thus it makes sense
that boneyard, which is queer both in its political stance and in its portrayals
of sexuality, would use the Martyrs Mirror as a spark for Jake’s physical and
written explorations. The novel functions as a kind of literary criticism on
the Martyrs Mirror, teasing out themes that most readers would miss and
making them available for archiving through Jake’s writing.

Jake’s usage of van Braght’s text might seem scandalous, but his appro-
priation of it as pornography is an incisive commentary on the gratuitous
nature of many of the Martyrs Mirror’s illustrations and the way readers
have traditionally responded to them. The illustrations are titillating for
those who read the Martyrs Mirror as a religious text (i.e., pacifist Amish
and Mennonites) because they depict the taboo subject of violence. Jake
reveals the close relationship between sex and violence in his sexualized
use of van Braght’s book. He queers the book by focusing on the “buffed”
physique of the men in the images instead of the faith-based actions that
lead to their deaths (177). Similarly, “Beachy” quotes Antonin Artaud’s asser-
tion that there is “nothing more erotically pornographic than Christ” (221)
and in a footnote discusses the thin line between pain and pleasure, noting
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that the loss of blood can lead to feelings of euphoria (218n58). The Martyrs
Mirror illustration that inspires this observation (reproduced in boneyard
on page 219) shows an early Christian martyr, Pelagius of Cordova, having
his arms chopped off. However, the most striking element of this picture is
not the blood flowing down from Pelagius’s wounds or his severed arms on
the ground. It is how androgynously pretty he looks.?* His closing eyes are
framed by extravagantly long eyelashes. He is topless, and the lines of his
pectoral muscles are overly rounded, sporting prominent nipples, making
them look like women’s breasts. How can a teenager such as Jake think
pious thoughts when confronted with such an alluring, available body? Of
course, Jake brings a twenty-first-century gaze to seventeenth-century art,
but nevertheless, whether intentional or not, erotic subtexts clearly exist in
some of the Martyrs Mirror’s illustrations.” Jake merely makes them plain by
documenting his sexual activities and, in doing so, shows that these subtexts
may be read as queer as well.

The discourse surrounding Pelagius’s image in the novel offers yet
another example of boneyard’s slipperiness and unreliability. Jake explicitly
references Pelagius’s story (218), but Luyken’s etching of Pelagius is not one
of the illustrations included in Herald Press’s edition of van Braght’s book,
which, as I show in note six of this chapter, is almost certainly the one Jake
has access to. (There is no copyright notice in boneyard acknowledging where
the images come from.) Is Jake using the Martyrs Mirror as written erotica as
well?*# Is he reading—or perhaps simply viewing—the 1685 Dutch edition? Or
is this just a gaffe on Beachy’s part? The barely noticeable ways such as this
in which boneyard deconstructs itself while also teasing apart van Braght’s
text are what make it such an intriguing novel.

As Robert Zacharias asserts, “Any engagement with a foundational com-
munal narrative—even the writing against it—ultimately serves to affirm its
importance.” boneyard acknowledges the importance of the Martyrs Mirror
as a foundational text for Anabaptist storytelling even as it appropriates
van Braght’s text for its own purposes. In doing so, boneyard places itself
within the Mennonite literary tradition while also being firmly ensconced
in the queer literary tradition.

There is also a model for Jake’s queering of the Martyrs Mirror in the
“slash fiction” movement, which is a genre of fan fiction that, according
to Jane Ward, takes texts that are not explicitly queer and “rewrite[s] or
reanimate[s them] with queer themes and images.”* This rewriting helps
make visible the presence of queer persons in settings where they have tra-
ditionally been silenced. Viewed through a slash lens, boneyard may be read
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as Martyrs Mirror fan fiction that makes plain the presence of queers in the
Anabaptist community.

One of Jake’s stories describes the Martyrs Mirror as being “full of pic-
tures of men and women in pain” (63). While it is true that most of the book’s
pictures depict either torture or executions, it is incorrect to say that it is
“full” of these pictures.” On average, there is approximately one illustration
for every twenty-two pages. But this misstatement shows how for Jake the
Martyrs Mirror is only about the illustrations as a form of pornography. He is
not interested in its religious instruction even though he ultimately chooses
to join the Amish church. Instead, he wants to know how he can get the
most out of his body while it is on earth. Kasdorf calls the Martyrs Mirror a
“book that shows us what bodies are for,” and Jake agrees because it helps
him learn about his desires.?® But he rejects the book’s hatred of bodies, the
idea that bodies are only good for sacrificing, which Kasdorf names and also
questions, instead boldly asserting that bodies are for pleasure. In his fan-
tasies about and brief actual explorations of BDSM, Jake explores how pain
can be pleasurable. Although he is unable to explicitly name what he learns,
he comes to the realization that is common knowledge in the BDSM com-
munity that, aside from the physiological similarity of the body’s responses
to pain and pleasure, being bound and voluntarily subjecting oneself to pain
can be pleasurable because it is a form of “play.”® It is a voluntary letting
go of whatever power one has in everyday life in order to experience com-
plete submission. In the bottom role that Jake fantasizes about, he fulfills
Jesus’s command in Matthew 5:44 to be humble and submissive in the face
of persecution, but this is a way of celebrating his God-given body instead of
renouncing it. Like Nora in Shaken in the Water, he insists that sexual plea-
sure is good rather than sinful. While in a sense the martyrs in the Martyrs
Mirror choose their pain in that they accept torture and death rather than
recanting their subversive faith, Jake’s mimicking of their sacrifice, which
ends in a happier way than their stories, is an act that affirms the beauty of
life in the world and calls us to appreciate it as a gift. Jake’s questioning
of the Martyrs Mirror’s ethic of self-sacrifice is not new.* But his reclama-
tion of it for pleasure is just as radical and liberating of an act as the martyrs’
profound theological transgressions.

At another point in book 2, Jake asks, “How do you convey grief without
theatrics?” when confronted with another’s death (196). This question is
an essential one when considering the Martyrs Mirror because its illustra-
tions dramatize the deaths of their subjects, (inadvertently) taking away the
focus from the martyrs’ faith and instead focusing on their bodily sacrifice.
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Van Braght’s book is thus pornographic in that it is gratuitous and decadent,
whether in its visual elements or its physical size.* The martyrs become
fetishized.?* It is this spirit that is part of what makes it easy for Jake to use
the book in a sexually pornographic way. Jake’s question is also relevant
to boneyard’s attempt to respectfully respond to the shooting. The victims
deserve to be memorialized, but does celebrating them as martyrs unfairly
reduce their memories to one specific event? Jake’s text questions how mar-
tyrdom is portrayed and how we talk about tragedy.

boneyard's Witness

However, Jake’s feelings about his questioning stories change after the shoot-
ing. “Beachy” explains in both “A Note from the ‘Author” and a later footnote
that Jake believes the depictions of bondage in his stories in book 1 (which
were apparently written before the shooting) “caused” the shooting (12,
68-69n18). Book 2 includes two stories about school shootings that are very
similar to the Nickel Mines shooting, including one in which Jake escapes
from the schoolhouse just before the massacre begins, which echoes the real
escape of one of the schoolchildren before the shooting (231, 269). While
the actual shooting is clearly on Jake’s mind, he is unable to write about it
himself, instead merely mimicking it in his fragmented fiction. His stories
archive his trauma from the event by illustrating his inability to write directly
about it. Even this writing-as-therapy is not enough to assuage Jake’s guilt.
He cannot shake the belief that the massacre is a divine punishment for
his fetish in both its written and physical forms. Therefore, he attempts to
destroy his stories by throwing them into a bonfire, from which “Beachy”
rescues them before they are fully consumed (12).

“Beachy” acknowledges that the manuscript was so damaged in the fire
that much of it was “completely illegible,” thus necessitating his own addi-
tions to the text to make it readable (12-13). This leads to the question of
whether “Beachy’s” assertion that the manuscript is primarily Jake’s is true
or not. It may be that Jake does not actually exist and that “Beachy” has made
the whole thing up. This possibility is raised by boneyard’s editor, Judith
Owsley Brown, in an “Editor’s Note” that immediately follows “Beachy’s”
author’s note (15-17). Brown then engages in an exchange of footnotes with
“Beachy” in an attempt to prove that Jake does not exist and that “Beachy” is
mentally unstable.® Through this war of words, boneyard questions whether
it has a right to exist in light of the tragedy that it references and in light
of the similarities between Jake’s BDSM fantasizing and the real-life use of
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bondage as a prelude to the shooting. Can one continue to write after the
trauma of what some have called “the Amish 9/11,” or is silence the only
appropriate response?3

In answer to this question, boneyard again takes its cue from the Martyrs
Mirror. The early Anabaptist community could have fallen silent in the face
of unjust, gruesomely violent persecution but instead chose to preserve the
stories of its fallen in order to learn from them. As a result, when van Braght
compiled his book during a time when persecution of Anabaptists had less-
ened, he found no shortage of stories to include.

Similarly, the real Stephen Beachy preserves the memory of the shoot-
ing’s victims by writing about them while also acknowledging that writing
about an event is not the same thing as comprehending an event, as the
postmodern form of his novel shows. Ultimately, nothing is certain about
boneyard other than its references to the very real events in Nickel Mines.
Nevertheless, “Beachy’s” act of saving Jake’s writing about the shooting is an
assertion that the massacre must be discussed for healing to occur. As Roth
argues with regard to the role of martyr stories in the twenty-first-century
Anabaptist community, there should be space for a “right remembering” of
past victims.’ But boneyard also asserts that the shooting is a symptom
of America’s deeper illness: its obsession with violence and its fetishizing of
guns. Jake’s queering of the Martyrs Mirror in book 2, his insistence on read-
ing it in a secular rather than a religious manner, is an argument that action
should be taken to ensure that the modern-day martyring of innocent victims
such as those from Nickel Mines will end. boneyard posits that this kind of
queer political advocacy is the best memorial we can give to those who lost
their lives. Instead of focusing on martyrdom, we should focus on how to
prevent the violence that brings it about.
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The Queer Ethical Body in
Corey Redekop's Husk

Corey Redekop’s 2012 novel Husk, about the gay Mennonite zombie Sheldon
Funk, uses the figure of the zombie to investigate the plight of both the queer
and people with disabilities in North American society in order to argue
for an ethic of openness and acceptance toward the Other. Husk is a weird
book. Sheldon is a kind of Christ figure in that he rises from the dead and
saves humanity from those who attempt to attain immortality by nefarious
means, but he is also an avenging angel who constantly craves a cannibal-
istic Eucharist. He has eternal life, but this eternal life is not a good thing,
because it comes not through salvation but via some unexplained supernatu-
ral occurrence that leaves him in an earthly limbo. Throughout Husk, Sheldon
struggles against the violent impulses of his zombiehood in an attempt to
reclaim some of his humanity. The ethics taught to him by his Mennonite
upbringing help him place his empathy for others and concern for the
human community above his own destructive desires. Along the way, Husk
highlights those on the margins to advocate for social justice. It does this
via all the metaphoric and symbolic weight that Sheldon’s body carries
throughout the novel because the book calls for an intersectional approach
to ending oppression.

Making the Marginalized Narratable

The three major elements of Sheldon’s identity in Husk—gay, zombie,
Mennonite—all play a role in the novel’s argument. I examine each of these
aspects in turn, but it is first important to acknowledge how powerful the act
of sharing Sheldon’s story is as a form of witness to the Othering he expe-
riences. Sociologist Arthur W. Frank posits that without narratives about
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themselves, people (in Frank’s example, the disabled, which is relevant in
Sheldon’s case, but the principle can also be extended to other oppressed
groups) become marginalized, and thus to combat this Othering, they need to
be made “narratable.” Husk makes Sheldon narratable because he tells the
story of zombiehood from his marginalized zombie position. While zombie
narratives are legion, zombie narratives told from the perspective of the
zombie are not. It may be odd to think of zombies as oppressed—they want
to eat our brains, after all—but this is why it is so important to have a story
told from their perspective. Unlike the way they are usually portrayed in
zombie narratives as enemies who must be destroyed, the zombies in Husk
are clearly oppressed. For instance, Sheldon receives “death threats,” and
the captive zombies he discovers at the end of the novel are kept in a pen,
starving, instead of being put out of their misery.> Unlike most zombies,
including the rest of the zombies in Husk, Sheldon has retained his human
thinking capabilities, and he uses them to make the plight of zombies visible
to readers.

The way Sheldon tells his story is also important. He uses a matter-of-
fact tone, describing his zombiehood in a calm, collected manner. Usual
zombie characteristics such as walking haltingly or eating human flesh are
present, but they are not there for shock value; they are simply there as a
part of Sheldon’s everyday life. There is no cure for Sheldon’s zombiehood;
he cannot go back to being fully human, so instead he tries to do the best he
can with his new situation.? While others label Sheldon as a “freak” (158, 186),
he does not accept this demonization. He is different, yes, but he does not let
this difference overwhelm his sense of self. Instead, he builds his new body
into his narrativizing project and gets on with his life as a struggling actor.
This outlook is therapeutic for readers in that we get a new perspective on
zombiehood and for Sheldon because, as Frank writes, telling our stories
of medical adversity helps us cope with that adversity.* Sheldon’s refusal to
follow conventional zombie narrative tropes makes his story a queer one,
not only because he is gay, but in the sense that it is peculiar, that it messes
with boundaries. His story’s uniqueness, its newness, offers conceptual space
for new liberating visions of how to relate to the Other.s

Part of the power of Sheldon’s narrative comes from his open discus-
sion of his sexuality. Sheldon admits that even though he had an active sex
life before becoming a zombie, he still feels hindered by his Mennonite
background when it comes to sex (67). The struggle to embrace his queer-
ness is akin to Jess’s in Somewhere Else because the Mennonite community
is unsupportive. Sheldon’s mother enforces this divide. Although she names
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him as a “sissy” (90), she tries to ignore his homosexuality. She asks him if
there are any “girls” he wants to tell her about (88). This question silences
his personhood and makes him an exile because he will never be able to
fully fit within his family or the broader church community without fulfilling
the heterosexist norm of marriage.®

But Sheldon fights against the homophobia he encounters in both the
Mennonite community and society at large by sharing about this persecu-
tion rather than being silenced by it. One example is his audition for the
“homosexual” roommate part in a reality TV show just before he becomes
a zombie. The show’s casting director dismisses Sheldon as “not gay
enough!” and wants him to be stereotypically lispy and feminine (38-40).
Sheldon is so marginalized in this instance that others will not even recog-
nize his marginalized identity, let alone do anything to end his oppression.
His gayness is erased because it does not fit the oppressor’s stereotype of
it. Queerness here is seen only as a commodity, not as a legitimate human
identity. This marginalization continues for Sheldon even after he becomes
a celebrity due to his zombie status. He gets turned down for the lead role
in a romantic comedy because he is gay, and the director worries that this
might hurt the film at the box office (198). In this instance, instead of being
rejected because he is too marginalized to matter, Sheldon is rejected for
the opposite reason: because his homosexuality is too visible. He is damned
if he does and damned if he doesn’t, with homophobia on all sides. Again,
though, it is significant that instead of remaining silent, Sheldon shares
how his sexuality is capriciously policed by society.

Sheldon also tells readers that at times he did sex work to support him-
self when acting jobs were scarce (48). This is a significant detail because
he does not feel ashamed of his actions but wants to give readers the entire
picture of himself. In a Mennonite context (and often in broader society as
well), homophobia stems in part from a general unwillingness to talk about
sexuality at all, which leads to unhealthy attitudes about the body that are
especially hurtful for women and sexual minorities.” Sheldon fights against
this silencing and does not repent of his sex work, refusing to shame those
who engage in it.

Happily, Sheldon does receive some affirmation of his sexuality.
Although he cannot have sex as a zombie, he begins a “live-in” relationship
with a fellow actor, Duane, whom he helps publicly come out (197). Through
Duane and Sheldon’s coupling, which is a mix of love, mentorship, Duane
being Sheldon’s personal assistant, and Sheldon finding Duane appetizing
(he wants to eat him, literally, though of course there is the resonance of
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“eating” someone in the sexual sense), Husk argues for an openness to new
relationship models. In the words of Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner,
Sheldon and Duane engage in a “world-making project” through their uncon-
ventional relationship, creating new modes of interaction, an act that helps
sustain “queer culture.” Sheldon’s sharing of his and Duane’s story is essen-
tial because it helps give a voice to the possibility of this new world; it refuses
acceptance of the status quo and is thus a politically queer act. Although
his mother and many others would deny that it is possible for Sheldon to
find domestic happiness because he is gay, he and Duane are able to think
creatively and find an arrangement that works for them.

There are also several fetish websites run by “corpsers” devoted to
Sheldon (146), and he is offered work in pornographic films once his zom-
biehood becomes public (177). Some kinky segments of society support him,
so he is not alone, and he functions as a rallying point for sexual outlaws.
Although one might argue that Sheldon’s sexual objectification is oppres-
sive, Eli Clare writes that there is a fine line between sexual objectification
and becoming an active “sexual subject,” especially for sexual minorities.®
Those who are sexually interested in Sheldon—who, like he does, fall under
the umbrella of “queer”—find him praiseworthy and offer him a healthier
kind of celebrity than those who mock him on daytime talk shows. It is sig-
nificant that the corpsers see Sheldon—that they acknowledge his existence
and accept him for who he is—unlike his mother or the casting director
who rejects him because he does not fit a stereotype. All this discussion of
Sheldon’s sexuality and his sexual appeal is an important part of making
him narratable.

It is clear from the way that Sheldon’s open discussions of his sexuality
are politicized that Husk is firmly ensconced in the queer literary tradi-
tion, and there are a number of ways the book explicitly converses with the
zombie narrative tradition as well, besides being about a zombie. Redekop
places Husk into this longer tradition in the acknowledgments, where he
thanks “every author, actor, and director who brought zombies to life” (viii).
Although Husk is a novel rather than a screenplay, the choice to give Sheldon
the profession of actor acknowledges the influence of zombie films and tele-
vision shows on the narrative models Sheldon has to work with in trying to
understand his experience when he wakes up undead.

Another explicit reference Husk makes to the zombie narrative tradi-
tion is to the ur-text of zombie narratives, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Aside
from Sheldon’s first name’s similarity to “Shelley,” which gestures to the
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relationship between the two books, there are more similarities between
Sheldon and Doctor Frankenstein’s creature than between Sheldon and
other zombies because Sheldon still has his reasoning faculties. When
Sheldon tells us about getting back home from the morgue and trying to
reassemble his dissected insides, he pays special attention to describing
how he staples his heart into his chest, and when he does so, he says he
feels “Frankensteinian” (51-52). Of course what Sheldon actually means
here is that he feels “Frankenstein’s creatureian.” Sheldon’s repetition of
the common mistake of thinking that the creature is named Frankenstein
rather than that being the name of his creator shows how attuned Sheldon
is to television and movie portrayals of zombies, but Husk wants us to think
of literary zombies as well.

The similarity to Doctor Frankenstein’s creature goes deeper than just
the way he and Sheldon are roughly reconstructed. It is essential for Sheldon
to have his heart back in place. Sheldon’s human life ended because of a heart
attack (45), so his decision to put his heart back in even though he no longer
needs it to function is one way he helps reconcile himself with the memory
of his death and indicates his decision to try to live as human of a life as pos-
sible as a zombie. The act of stapling his heart in also serves as a symbol to
show why he worries about ethics throughout the book. Unlike most zom-
bies, unwittingly participating in the apocalypse, Sheldon has a heart in the
metaphorical sense of being a good person. He is on the side of the humans,
not the undead, and thus he tries to hold himself to human ethical standards,
attempting to be nonviolent and feeling remorse when he fails. This sense
of morality is what ties Sheldon to Shelley’s creature more than to other
zombies in literature or film. Doctor Frankenstein’s creature is undead like
other later zombies, but unlike the zombies in most zombie narratives, he is
literate, he desires a place in human society, and he is unjustly persecuted by
humans. Like Sheldon, it is only when these oppressive acts are committed
against him that he resorts to violence. As Daniel Harris writes, zombies in
their usual role as villains are “dehumanize[d],” providing cannon fodder
for the good guys in movies or teenagers playing video games." Husk, in
contrast, is a revolutionary zombie narrative. All of its zombies, including
those who, unlike Sheldon, are of the mindless variety, are viewed through
Sheldon’s first-person narrative as beings who deserve love and care. The
scene toward the end of the book where the villain Lambertus Dixon shows
Sheldon his holding pen of starving zombies who have no hope of release
or permanent death is heartbreaking and makes it possible for readers not
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to mind when Sheldon eats Dixon’s brain later on (242, 277-78). Although
it shares similarities with traditionally derided zombie narratives from pop
culture and often engages in a kind of lowbrow gross-out humor," Husk also
asserts through its references to Frankenstein that it has serious things to say.

One new thing Husk adds to the zombie narrative tradition is how in
focusing on Sheldon’s experience rather than that of the humans who are
terrified of him, it uses zombiehood as a metaphor for how North American
society treats people with disabilities.”* Queer disability theorist Alison Kafer
defines the “disabled” as people who “have faced discrimination” for bodily
reasons, whether they have “mobility impairments,” “mental illness[es],” or
“chronic illness[es]” such as “HIV/AIDS.”” Sheldon fits within this definition
because people react with revulsion to his body throughout the novel. His
agent, Rowan, the only person who claims to care for him besides Duane,
only does so because she wants to profit off of him. She threatens to turn
him in to the Centers for Disease Control if he does not play up his territying
features for the media (187). She treats him as a one-man freak show rather
than as a being deserving of humane treatment.

Sheldon also has physical conditions that, while they may be normal
for zombies, feel like disabilities to him because of his retained human
consciousness. He has trouble breathing, speaking, and walking; he has a
restricted diet; his body is aging and decaying much more quickly than it did
as a human; and he cannot have sex because he is unable to get erections
anymore because he no longer has any blood and because his sense of smell
is altered, so he can no longer smell pheromones, only the smell of flesh as
meat.’s Sheldon’s in-between state of having a human brain within a zombie’s
body also presents psychological difficulties as he attempts to redefine who
he is. The world sees him only as a zombie, as Other, so he occupies a dis-
concerting middle ground. Although he thinks of himself as human, he is a
kind of superzombie because he has the power to telepathically control other
zombies, whom he calls his “children” (258). While he wants to be seen as a
human, he also uses his powers for the good of the zombie community, and
these actions are a recognition that he belongs in that community as well.

Sheldon also experiences body-based discrimination because, as a
zombie, many people see him as monstrous, not only in his visage, but also
in his potential deeds. Clare explains that society has often seen people with
disabilities in this way. The problem for Sheldon is that while he may look to
other zombie narratives to help understand who he is, everyone else does the
same thing, and they equate him with the zombies in horror films rather
than with Doctor Frankenstein’s creature.” Many others do not find Sheldon
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monstrous, but this is because they think he is merely “a fraud” (150). Just
as when he fails to get the television part because he is “not gay enough,” his
self gets erased by those who believe he is a fake because they refuse to see
his perspective. As often happens, the oppressors in this scenario attempt to
define the oppressed, refusing them a voice. However, Sheldon refuses these
hurtful outside definitions of himself by sharing his narrative with readers
and thereby broadening our understanding of what a zombie can be.

Husk uses the metaphor of zombiehood to discuss another type of dis-
ability as well, that of aging. Kafer notes the disability studies maxim that
“whether by illness, age, or accident, all of us will live with disability at some
point in our lives.”® With this in mind, all readers should appreciate Husk’s
activist treatment of disability and should also recognize how ableism and
ageism intersect, as the elderly in North American society are certainly dis-
criminated against because of their bodily appearance. Sheldon uses the
language of zombies when he discusses his mother and her fellow residents
in the dementia ward of her nursing home. He calls the dementia floor “the
floor of the walking dead” (90), which references George A. Romero’s clas-
sic 1968 zombie film Night of the Living Dead.” The residents are out of sight,
utterly marginalized because they are being kept in a de facto prison as those
outside wait for them to die. Despite being the undead, Sheldon is much
more alive than those in the nursing home because at least he has some
agency left. His view of those with dementia stems from a place of compas-
sion rather than callousness. He wonders why humans are willing to put their
pets out of their misery but not their family members (86-87). As an author-
ity on death because he has experienced it and as a zombie whose only path
to a second death is through violence (since Husk employs the traditional
zombie trope that the only way to kill zombies is by destroying their brains),
Sheldon realizes that sometimes death is preferable to life. Thus Husk makes
a statement about the powerlessness of the aged in North American society,
questioning the insistence that life must be preserved at all costs even when
one’s quality of life is gone. This is one way the novel expresses its uneasiness
with the concept of eternal life as a reward.

The third major element of Sheldon’s identity, his Mennonite self, is more
subtly dealt with than the first two. Sheri Klassen claims that “Husk is not
a particularly ‘Mennonite’ Mennonite novel” because its subject matter is not
very Mennonite.>* However, just as it takes pains to explicitly place itself within
the tradition of zombie narratives, the novel places itself into the Mennonite
literary tradition in some significant ways. Although Sheldon identifies as
a “Menno-not” (87) and Husk thereby explicitly references the Mennonite
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literary tradition by alluding to Mennonot, the Mennonite aspects of his
identity influence his life as the undead.” Elsewhere, Redekop, who names
himself as a “Mennonite writer,” wonders whether his Mennonite last name
is enough to make him a Mennonite, but in Husk, Sheldon’s last name is an
important symbol of two of his identities: Mennonite and zombie.* “Funk” is
both a common Mennonite name and a nod to the fact that as a zombie,
his body is “funky” because it smells and is decomposing. While, as I argue
below, Sheldon is unable to conceptually get away from his Mennonite
upbringing despite no longer being a theological Mennonite, he is also lin-
guistically unable to get away from being a Mennonite because of his name.
He uses the pseudonym “Gary Jackson” as an actor, but once he is revealed as
a zombie, this identity is stripped away and he becomes famous as “Sheldon
Funk” (e.g., 153).

Aside from this explicit Mennonite marker, Sheldon is also the kind
of rebellious character found throughout Mennonite fiction.* Jeff Gundy
writes that Sheldon is “the most transgressive possible ‘lost Mennonite’—
not only worldly, an actor and gay, but a zombie and a cannibal to boot.””
While I question the appropriateness of using the term cannibal in Sheldon’s
case below, Gundy is correct that even in attempting to run away from the
Mennonite community, Sheldon makes a stereotypically Mennonite move.
His Mennonitism is an essential part of his identity even though he tries to
deny it. At one point Sheldon remarks on his “standard submissiveness” in
his interactions with others (127). This personality trait also marks him as
a Mennonite because of Mennonites’ traditional advocacy of gelassenheit, or
yieldedness, as an approach to life and their practice of being “the quiet in
the land.” Even when he becomes a celebrity, Sheldon just wants to have a
quiet life with Duane rather than asserting his fame for profit. For someone
engaged in one of the most stereotypically worldly professions, he is not
especially enthusiastic about actually being in the world.

One element of Husk’s Mennonite nature is that it is rife with biblical
allusions and metaphors, which are evident immediately. As Klassen notes,
Sheldon is “born again” at the beginning of the novel.*® There is an immedi-
ate twist to the Christian concept of resurrection, though, because Sheldon
does not have a new heavenly body but instead a decaying, partially dissected
one. His awakening is supplemented a chapter later by the story of his death,
and thus right away Husk highlights that it engages theological issues and
raises a theological quandary: What happens after death? For Sheldon, the
answer is an earthly purgatory that he must negotiate, a second chance that
could go well (as it generally does for the first two thirds of the book) or
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end horribly (as it does for the last third). Sheldon looks for “theolog[ical]”
explanations of what he is (139), and while he finds none that are satisfac-
tory, it is significant that he turns to theology as a possible answer after his
resurrection. By doing so, he reclaims some of the Mennonite self that he
has tried to shed because his Mennonite upbringing is what has given him
the tools to search out and read theology.

The travails Sheldon faces as a zombie once again make him an in-
between character because while he faces the challenges a human would
face in their everyday life, by virtue of his resurrection, he is also a Christ
figure. Husk places him in this latter position in several ways. Sheldon
remembers the time between his human death and his zombie resurrec-
tion, and he describes it by saying, “I was everything [. . ..] There was no L.
There was only all” (3). His otherworldly experience echoes both John 1:1
(“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God”) and Revelation 1:8a (“I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and
the ending”). Somehow during the time before he is resurrected, Sheldon
glimpses eternity and his oneness with all of creation. He is able to transcend
death in a twisted way by becoming the undead. But instead of reveling in this
power, Sheldon instead questions why he has received it. He muses, “There
had to be a purpose behind all this. Classically, people do not arise from the
grave without there being an overarching theme behind it” (27). Sheldon
recognizes immediately that there are parallels between himself and Jesus,
and indeed, he does find himself in a position to save the world later on, but
when he first thinks about his resurrection, all he wants to do is go back to his
regular life. He is not interested in exploring his new supernatural powers,
such as being mostly immortal and being able to incapacitate people just by
speaking to them. He just wants to blend in and be a human again. In his
refusal throughout much of the book to use his powers as a zombie, Sheldon
is also similar to the prophet Jonah, who just wants to be left alone instead
of heeding God’s call. Sheldon struggles with the old superhero adage “with
great power comes great responsibility” because he does not understand the
reason for being given his powers (which Husk never explains), and thus
the unasked-for responsibilities that come with them weigh heavily on him.

Sheldon tries to live a “normal” life even after he is revealed to the world
as a zombie. However, when one of his fellow guests on a talk show expresses
doubt about his condition, he opens up his chest cavity and shows her
his zombified innards, allowing her to prod his intestines (159-61). This
passage again places Sheldon in the position of Jesus because it references
John 20:25-28, in which Thomas needs to touch Jesus’s wounds after the
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resurrection in order to believe that it is really Jesus. Sheldon offers the
world proof of his zombiehood not to gain followers but with the hope
that people will simply acknowledge his existence and let him lead his life.
He fights his role of savior as long as he can.

There is one last biblical allusion tying Sheldon to Jesus after Sheldon
finally uses his powers for good to save the world from Lambertus Dixon.
Dixon forces Sheldon to bite him so he will gain eternal life as a zombie, but
in the ensuing fight, Sheldon gains the upper hand and begins to eat Dixon’s
brain when Dixon tempts Sheldon with the idea of shared world domination
in a scene akin to Jesus’s temptation by the devil in Matthew 4:1-11 (276-77).
When Dixon makes this offer, Sheldon has a similar vision of the entirety
of the world and time as he did just before he woke up as a zombie. He
tells us that he sees all the divine power in the universe and that he “could
have become a god” (278-79). Sheldon could be truly immortal, not just
undead—a kind of messiah—but he knows that this is too much power for
one earthly being to yield and so, like Jesus, he rejects the offer. By doing so,
he saves the world twice: first by destroying Dixon and second by yielding
up his power by seeking his second death. Harris shows that most zombie
narratives are postapocalyptic, but Husk reverses this trope because Sheldon
actually prevents the apocalypse at his own cost.””

But before that conclusion, Sheldon also wonders whether he is the
bringer of the apocalypse, a kind of antichrist. Early in the novel, he thinks
he might be “the beginning of the end of life itself” (75). It is interesting here
that Sheldon speaks of ending life because he is still alive in a sense, but he
acknowledges that his weird in-between state is difficult because he does not
understand it yet. We as readers are as much in the dark about what and why
Sheldon is as he is, but this unknowability is what allows him to be used sym-
bolically in so many ways in service to the book’s various forms of activism.

Dixon takes a dimmer theological view of Sheldon’s being as well. He
notes that Sheldon’s voice is actually made up of seven different voices and
that it could be the voice of God or the devil (222-23). This ambiguity is
like that of the seven voices in Revelation 10:3-4. Just as the seven voices’
message is kept secret, so too is the reason for and power behind Sheldon’s
resurrection. Whether Sheldon’s voice is heavenly or hellish, it is from an
otherworldly plane, and unlike Sheldon, Dixon recognizes the power that
entails. Dixon wants Sheldon to serve him as an antimessiah to help Dixon
conquer mortality and the world. He tells Sheldon, “You are death made
flesh” (232), reversing the naming of Jesus as “the Word [. . .] made flesh”
in John 1:14. This is literally true of Sheldon, as the people he has killed and
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eaten have become his flesh, but as I discuss below, he at least has a moral
compass, unlike Dixon.

Dixon also mocks Sheldon for refusing to take advantage of his powers,
asserting that Sheldon could have convinced people he was the messiah if
he was not gay, but no one “could imagine pledging fealty to a son of God
who enjoyed getting fisted” (224-25). It is striking that in this homophobic
statement Dixon specifically names such a taboo sexual activity. The novel
thus sets up Dixon as an explicitly antiqueer character because he is com-
pletely closed off to the kind of liberating, transgressive queer relationships
discussed earlier. In case readers somehow had not yet divined Husk’s politi-
cally queer message, it becomes blatant here because Dixon is portrayed
as utterly evil. The book uses Dixon, who believes in the Bible (223), to
symbolize the homophobia still found in many Christian groups, including
Mennonite denominations. In his power-hungry lust for immortality, Dixon
also represents the institutionalization of Christianity within political struc-
tures of power. Sheldon’s fight against Dixon is therefore a Mennonite one
because it echoes the belief in the separation of church and state held by
many early Anabaptists.*®

Husk's Ethics

Most of Husk’s biblical allusions are easy to notice for those who have read
the Bible, and they are clearly intentional. However, the novel never explicitly
mentions the Bible aside from Dixon’s previously cited statement. This lack
of discussion indicates the purpose of all the allusions. Their implicitness
places them in a secular context, and the book’s refusal to insist on religiosity
while still taking an explicitly ethical stance makes the argument that ethics
is important for everyone, wherever one might get one’s ethical principles
from. Sheldon asserts early in the book that whether we believe in religion
or nothing at all, “all we really want” is for someone to tell us that everything
is all right (17). The basic question Sheldon tries to answer throughout his
story is how to be. What models should he use for constructing a “good
life” when he is already dead? Everyone asks these questions, whether in a
religious framework or a secular one. Sheldon tries to create some new queer
models for living with Duane, and he also draws from the ones he has from
his Mennonite background. Whatever choices one makes in seeking a good
life, Husk insists that they be made from an ethical standpoint.

The obvious question regarding Sheldon and ethics, though, is this: How
can Sheldon be considered an ethical being? By the end of the novel, he eats
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at least a dozen people! This is true, but by contextualizing this violence
within other elements of Sheldon’s zombiehood, it is possible to see how he
tries to act ethically and how the novel calls for us to also live ethically as a
result. While Husk is in many ways written as a realistic, mimetic text and
while much of its activism is made possible by this realism, it is also essential
to examine the effects of its fantastical zombie elements on its ethical argu-
ment for readers. The novel gives us a main character who is in an untenable
ethical position. Sheldon must eat humans or decompose (19), which would
be, in effect, a second death for him, though it is worse than death because
he would still be conscious but no longer have a functioning body with which
to enjoy that consciousness. The book puts Sheldon in this position to cause
readers to think about what ethical responses to evil might look like in the
twenty-first century. What would one do if put in Sheldon’s place? It is fair
to assume that the majority of readers would like to claim that if they were
conscious zombies, they would not eat human flesh because it would feel too
much like cannibalism, which almost everyone considers unethical. Readers
who have been taught the central Mennonite belief of pacifism would also
object to eating humans because of the act’s violence. And from a traditional
Mennonite perspective, Sheldon and Mennonite readers have the answer to
his ethical conundrum. If he has read the Martyrs Mirror or other Mennonite
martyr narratives, he knows that when following one’s moral beliefs will
lead to one’s death, the only possible choice for a faithful person is to accept
that death.” As Luke 9:24 says, “For whosoever will save his life shall lose
it: but whosoever will lose his life for [Jesus’s] sake, the same shall save it.”
But Sheldon rejects this Mennonite teaching, admitting that he ate “ten or
so people” before finding a doctor who was able to grow synthetic human
muscle that he could feed on instead (202). Sheldon does receive punish-
ment at the end of the novel, whether for his refusal to lay down his life or
for other reasons, and it is possible to read this retribution as an affirmation
that Sheldon is an unethical character.

However, although Gundy argues that “no one would take [Husk] for a
serious exploration of nonresistance,” I do want to argue that it advocates
an ethic informed by pacifist principles.® The first person Sheldon commits
violence against is the morgue attendant who is in the middle of dissect-
ing him when he wakes up from the dead. Sheldon breaks the attendant’s
arms in order to get away but tells us, “There was no malice in this,” just
pure zombie instinct, and he “feel[s] bad” afterward (9-10). Thus right away
Sheldon reveals himself as someone who believes in nonviolence. He does
not try to justify his actions to readers but simply describes them because he
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wants to be honest about his story. Later on, when Sheldon considers eating
his mother because he is angry with her for her homophobia and he also
wants to end her dementia-ridden misery, he realizes that although eating
humans is “now an essential part of” him, it is wrong of him to decide who
deserves to die and who does not (93-94). He still tries to apply an ethical
sense to his actions and refuses to put himself in the place of God despite
his extraordinary powers.

The descriptions Sheldon gives of eating people read like cannibalism,
and Sheldon feels afterward that they are indeed cannibalism, but at the same
time, despite his human consciousness, he is no longer human, so cannibalism
is not quite an accurate term. Human flesh is the food that Sheldon’s zombie
body craves. If he is going to eat, he does not have a choice about what he eats,
so there may be room for understanding his actions. Paradoxically, the more
humans he eats, the more human Sheldon is because it is this flesh that keeps
him from decomposing and allows him to pass as human. Aside from feel-
ing remorse, Sheldon tries to be ethical even in his eating of others, making
sure he can eat the entirety of his victims by keeping them frozen in order
to make several meals out of them (105). As a zombie, his Mennonite thrifti-
ness is still intact.”

Sheldon’s nonviolent principles are also displayed when he is offered
the opportunity to work as a zombie-cyborg for the military. Doing so would
halt the decaying of his body and bring him even more celebrity status, but
Sheldon refuses to be a weapon for the government (203-4). He believes
in the ideal of a peaceful world, placing the common good above his own
by refusing to participate in the destruction wreaked by war. This choice
acknowledges the role the military plays in supporting hegemonic systems
of power that result in systemic violences such as homophobia.

Although Sheldon eats people out of necessity, he has imbibed the paci-
fist ethics taught to him to the point where they are still at the core of his
being. In depicting Sheldon’s struggle to be ethical, Husk illustrates that
believing in pacifism is one thing, but being completely nonviolent in one’s
actions all the time is another. Like the rest of us, Sheldon fails to live up
to his own ethical standards sometimes. He kills way fewer people than his
powers would allow him to, though; for a zombie, he is incredibly nonviolent.

Husk also complicates the easy equation of nonresistance as good
and violence as bad by manipulating our ethical responses as readers. It
is difficult not to get excited when at the end of the novel Sheldon allows
another zombie to eat the treacherous Rowan and when he eats Lambertus
Dixon’s brain to prevent him from taking over the world (278-80). Unlike
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the previous deaths he has caused, Sheldon is unrepentant about the villains’
demise, but these deaths feel like justice, and we are happy that Sheldon is
able to get revenge on the people who have destroyed his life while also pre-
venting a zombie apocalypse. Although Sheldon says earlier that it is wrong
for him to decide who should and should not die, it is easy for us as read-
ers to decide that Dixon and Rowan are deserving of death as punishment
for their actions. If we condemn Sheldon for being violent, we must con-
demn ourselves for supporting his violence as well. Readers, and especially
Mennonite readers, might feel bad for reacting this way, but it is important
that Husk raises the issue. The book is an ethical, Mennonite one because
it raises this violence-related thought experiment, not because of Sheldon’s
personal decisions regarding the issue, though the fact that he describes how
he feels about the ethics of his actions is significant.?* The novel urges us to
think about how to respond to violence in the twenty-first century in new
ways, implying that ideas about peace and martyrdom from the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries might need updating, if only because these ideas
assume the issue is always black and white.

The novel’s ending offers one last commentary on Sheldon’s choices.
After the fight with Dixon and his henchmen, Sheldon decides his life as a
zombie has gone on long enough. He has one of the other zombies rip out
his brain from his broken body and throw it into the desert (286). However,
this does not kill Sheldon’s consciousness because his brain is not destroyed.
Sheldon tells us that he decided to preserve his brain because he “just didn’t
want to be eaten” (298). He refuses to be a zombie Eucharist, and in doing
so, he dooms his consciousness to eternal life. He cannot move; he cannot
see anything; he can only think. Sheldon thus ends the book in a kind of
hell, but it is a hell of his own making; he does penance for the deaths he has
caused. In a twist on the traditional Mennonite martyr narrative, Sheldon
is able to escape his martyrdom by others, but he then chooses to martyr
himself. Unfortunately, heaven is never really an option for him because the
only way out of the hell he ends up in is his second death. So there is no real
hope for Sheldon, and Husk thereby turns the traditional Christian goal of
achieving eternal life on its head. This reversal implies that it is necessary to
focus on living ethically while on earth rather than worrying about whether
those actions will lead to a happy afterlife. Despite Sheldon’s damnation, he
remains a sympathetic character because, rather than trying to justify his
actions, he acknowledges that on some level it was wrong to kill all those
people even though it felt like he did not have a choice. It is this likeability
that allows the novel’s messages about social justice to impact readers.
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Husk ultimately argues through the story of Sheldon’s body that those
who are marginalized are like zombies: not really there and ignored as indi-
viduals, just as Sheldon’s brain ends up ignored in the desert. The novel’s
implied message is that readers must work to end this marginalization by
tending to those on the margins, whether queer, disabled, or otherwise. While
Sheldon’s attempts to live ethically may stem from his pacifist Mennonite
upbringing, Husk’s call to care for the oppressed is one that we can all heed
no matter what identities we inhabit.
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Trans Mennonite Literature

Trans Mennonite literature is one of the newest trends in the recent flower-
ing of Mennonite literature. This chapter examines two examples: a short
story collection that is openly trans and a novel that is probably trans and
has a trans sensibility. The two texts draw attention to the need to construct
ausable queer history in general and a trans Mennonite history in particular.
Casey Plett’s 2014 short story collection A Safe Girl to Love documents this
history in its stories, and Miriam Suzanne’s 2015 text Riding SideSaddle*: A
Novel uses its unique form to examine issues relating to the archiving neces-
sary to build such history.

Trans Mennonite Life in A Safe Girl to Love

A Safe Girl to Love depicts transnational (Canada/U.S.), transcultural
(Mennonite/non-Mennonite and urban/rural), trans women as they attempt
to integrate their various identities into livable selves. The book’s stories
investigate the search for healthy community and the violence felt when
communal acceptance is absent. A Safe Girl to Love’s characters seek solace
in the trans community because they only encounter persecution in the
Mennonite community and mainstream society, even among so-called
friends. While these two communities may seem antithetical to one another
considering the frequency of Christian transphobia, one of the ways the book
isrevolutionary is in how it shows that they share numerous common values.
It explicitly references Mennonite literature and queer literature, arguing
that a new tradition combining both of these is possible. J. Jack Halberstam
writes that “the dilemma for the transgender character [...] is to create an
alternate future while rewriting history.” Similarly, Zeke in the story “Not
Bleak” argues for the necessity of this creative act when she asserts that



Mennonites “don’t even know it’s possible” to transition between genders.*
Therefore, Plett has to write trans Mennonite stories in order to make trans
Mennonites and trans people in general visible. Plett’s characters struggle to
create the new, welcoming future envisioned by Halberstam while also claim-
ing a space for themselves, and not all of them succeed. The book begins
writing a necessary trans history by archiving trans experience even though
this experience is often difficult at best because of widespread transphobia.

Most of A Safe Girl to Love’s eleven stories depict the search for commu-
nity through a conventional realist style that offers open-minded treatments
of transgressive subjects such as BDSM and sex work, but the collection
also includes three stories written as darkly humorous manifestos for how
to live a trans life. This postmodern mix of approaches makes a politically
queer argument about both the necessity for a transformed society and the
importance of trans literature as a tool for building that society.

Two of A Safe Girl to Love’s stories—the first, “Other Women,” and
the longest, “Not Bleak”—include explicitly Mennonite characters. It is
significant that the collection begins with a Mennonite story and that the
two stories take up nearly 40 percent of the book. The first story gives a
Mennonite tinge to the rest of the collection, coloring the other stories’
depictions of community and transphobia and inserting the book as a whole
into a Mennonite context. The Mennonite protagonist of “Other Women,”
Sophie, and the Mennonite antagonist of “Not Bleak,” Zeke, are two of the
most developed characters in the book. Thus while all of A Safe Girl to Love’s
portrayals of trans experience are important, the book privileges its explora-
tions of trans Mennonite lives.

The collection’s Mennonite presence is emphasized in the book’s
references to Mennonite literature. One of the nonexplicitly Mennonite
stories, “Portland, Oregon,” begins with an epigraph from Miriam Toews’s
A Complicated Kindness (93). “Not Bleak” also references Toews’s Summer
of My Amazing Luck in its use of the uncommon name Lish, the name of a
primary character in Toews’s book, for one of its characters. Also in “Not
Bleak,” a non-Mennonite character, Liam, reads some of Sandra Birdsell’s
work, which Zeke “had really loved—rabidly, in a sort of creepy-obsessive
way” (174). Her level of devotion is described as being akin to the “obsession”
discussed in the introduction that Ann Cvetkovich deems necessary for those
who would archive queer experience.? In this case, Zeke archives Mennonite
experience, trying to figure out how her queer self can fit into it. Of course,
readers must already know that Toews and Birdsell are Mennonite authors
in order to recognize these references as Mennonite ones. They function as a
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special insider message for those already familiar with Mennonite literature,
acting as both an homage to the Mennonite literary tradition and a claiming
of space within that tradition, an insistence that queer Mennonite voices
must be heard.

Like most of A Safe Girl to Love’s stories (“Portland, Oregon” and “Real
Equality: A Manifesto” are exceptions), the dialogue in “Other Women”
and “Not Bleak” has no quotation marks around it. This stylistic choice
symbolizes an openness to new ways of thinking that the book advocates
throughout. It queers genre conventions, arguing that the transformation
of society envisioned by queer theory will necessitate new forms of art. As
shown below, Riding SideSaddle* shares this argument.

“Other Women” is an appropriate beginning for A Safe Girl to Love because
it sets up some common themes for the rest of the collection’s realist stories,
as shown in the following relatively lengthy close reading. It is the second-
longest story in the collection in part because it takes time to lay out the
variety of prejudices trans people face and to correct commonly held faulty
assumptions about trans people. One of these is that trans people’s sexual
orientation is somehow also inherently tied to their gender. The story shows
that this is not the case through Sophie’s erotic encounters. Sophie is open to
sexual experiences with different genders even though she claims to prefer
women (9). In fact, she refuses to answer when her cousin asks whether
she dates women or men, and the story culminates in a night when she is
intimate with both a woman and a man (17, 25-32). Sophie is more interested
in whether her partner listens to her desires and respects her transitioning
body than in their gender; the act and how it is performed is more important
than who it is performed with. She rejects Megan in favor of Mark because
he does a better job of letting Sophie explore her desires. It is significant
that Mark’s sexual orientation also remains unnamed (9, 15). He is attracted
to Sophie as a person, not specifically as a man or woman. Sophie’s lack of
knowledge about his sexual preferences allows her to relax around him and
ultimately accept his advances. The openness present in these interactions
is invigorating rather than threatening. While the amorphousness of open-
ness may be scary, which is why boundaries can be comforting and are often
defended vigorously, the lack of limits can also allow for the possibility of
revolutionary change. Seeing one’s romantic partner as a person rather than
as a man or woman begins to erode the gender binary that is central to
homophobia and patriarchy.

“Other Women” also examines the search for community. Sophie returns
to her home in Winnipeg from Portland in an attempt to figure out where
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she fits because she has found that transphobia is the same on both sides
of the border. Her search for a welcoming community, however, is thwarted
throughout most of the story. For instance, although Sophie’s mother tries
to be understanding of her transition, asking whether Sophie is safe from
transphobic violence in the United States, she also worries that the trans
community is a “cult” (10, 18). This comment is offensive in part because it
implies that being trans is a choice, even though Sophie explains through-
out the story that she has always felt like a woman. Her family members are
unable to see that while Sophie can choose just how she would like to per-
form her femininity, she has always known that her self is better expressed
through this gender. Similar to her mother’s reluctance to accept Sophie’s
identity, members of Sophie’s family refuse to come to Christmas dinner
simply because she is there (14). They prefer to sacrifice their experience of
community rather than opening the community to those who are at all dif-
ferent from them. As such, their transphobia is detrimental to themselves
as well as Sophie. We see the negative aspect of the traditional Mennonite
concept of community here, as Sophie’s family participates in an infor-
mal shunning of her. In fact, this shunning is even worse than the formal
kind because it is chosen voluntarily by Sophie’s family instead of being
forced upon them by church leadership. Just like Jess’s family in Somewhere
Else, Sophie’s relatives try to deny that the identity “queer Mennonite” is a
possibility.

The place where Sophie should find an unconditionally loving and
accepting community, church, is likewise an unwelcoming space. While
Mennonites have a long history of being persecuted exiles themselves and
thus should be especially cognizant of Jesus’s mandate to embrace those on
the margins of society, the congregation in “Other Women” refuses to do so.
Even worse, it conveys its lack of welcome to Sophie via her family. Sophie’s
mother implies that Sophie will not be welcome at church because her tran-
sition might be too controversial for the congregation to handle and might
put the family in a bad light, so Sophie asks whether she should sit apart
from the family during the Christmas service, and her mother agrees. Sophie
complies by using her hair to hide her face so that the older congregants will
not recognize her and waiting out in the car after the service for the rest of
the family to finish greeting their friends (13-15). Sophie is constantly asked
to accommodate others even though she interacts with those who should
welcome her. The scene’s critique of Mennonite transphobia is symbol-
ized by Sophie’s physical location: she is on the outside in the cold because
there is no space for her within the community’s warmth. Due to its fear
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of difference, the congregation neglects Jesus’s command to welcome the
stranger. It betrays its central teaching in order to protect its boundaries.

In contrast, Mark’s acceptance of Sophie throughout the story even
though they have just met shows that there is hope for her to find a safe,
nurturing community. He tells her that he does not care about her being
trans but is simply attracted to her (30). The inconclusiveness of the sto-
ry’s end as they are in the middle of sex offers the possibility that Sophie
has finally found an accepting community, even if it is only with one other
person. “Other Women” affirms the importance of community while arguing
that one should not remain in a community that denies one’s full selfhood.
The story acknowledges that it is sometimes better to choose exile over
self-negation, a process that offers those on the margins the difficult but
necessary opportunity to emerge as fully realized individuals who can then
return to the community and share what they have learned, transforming it
for the good.

The oppressive use of power within the Mennonite community is imme-
diately thrown to the forefront in “Other Women” as Sophie describes her
decision to adopt her new name even though her mother, her extended
family, and some of her friends would prefer to silence her trans identity by
using her dead name (1, 13, 17, 21). Sophie refuses to give up her voice, but
it is a constant fight. The process of always needing to be on guard against
those who wish to use her former name, and the act of correcting people
when they do, takes a toll. She must undertake this task alone because no
one is willing to do it for her. She just wants acceptance, to be able to blend
in instead of constantly being treated as Other. Instead, Sophie’s mother is
only able to use euphemistic phrases such as “your new lifestyle” to describe
her child’s gender (10), and this partial acknowledgment is just as frustrating
as no acknowledgment at all because it still treats Sophie as though she is
somehow abnormal. Sophie’s grandmother also attempts to silence her new
identity, refusing to talk with Sophie about her transition and attempting to
hide behind religious authority by slipping a Bible verse into Sophie’s boots
(18). “Other Women” shows, via this episode, that the Mennonite commu-
nity and society as a whole need new language for explaining individuals’
relationships to collective norms. The story implies that the healthy aspects
of Mennonite community have fallen away in favor of a view of community
as an entity that exists primarily to enforce an us/them divide. Building com-
munity becomes an exercise in power rather than in welcoming mutual aid.

Geographical space plays an important role in A Safe Girl to Love’s depic-
tion of searching for community. Although the collection explores rural and
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urban spaces in Canada and the United States, none of these spaces are
welcoming for trans people. The transnational element of the book is high-
lighted in “Other Women” by other characters’ references to Sophie as an
“American” because she used to live in the United States, even though she
is a native Manitoban (10, 13, 21, 24). The other characters use “American”
as a code word for Othering Sophie as a way to hide their general uneasiness
with her female self. They are not actually worried that she might become an
“American,” but they are worried about her being a woman. In two instances,
Sophie tries to combat this marginalization by turning it into a joke, threat-
ening to cause a U.S. invasion of Canada if others do not curb their taunting
(21, 24). She uses the mantle of fake military power to protect herself from
having to openly confront her so-called friends’ new dislike of her. Her
attempts to create community through humor ultimately fall flat because
her conversation partners still end up being transphobic to her face.

“Other Women” also introduces the theme of frank sexuality via its
ending, with the last fifth of the story dedicated to two sex scenes. In the
first, Sophie and her longtime best friend, Megan, are turned on by each
other and engage in satisfying foreplay that involves Megan giving Sophie
nipple torture (25). However, Megan gets frustrated when Sophie cannot
get an erection because she is on estrogen. Megan then fellates Sophie, who
resists and ultimately refuses to have sex with Megan because it reminds
her too much of her old masculine self (26-28). Instead of listening to how
Sophie feels and working together to find a nontraditional way for the two
of them to pleasure one another, which would symbolize a better version of
the drug-addled sex they had before Sophie’s transition (4), Megan quits.
The passage shows how deeply ingrained her transphobia is even though she
has tried to eradicate it. She can only focus on Sophie’s penis instead of her
entire person. The end of the story, however, provides an affirming experi-
ence when Sophie has sex with Mark. He repeatedly tells her how beautiful
she is and listens to what she says feels pleasurable (30-32). As noted above,
this scene offers hope for the acceptance of trans persons. Sex can create a
space where the construction of gender is stripped away, leaving two bodies
focusing on their acts instead of their societal labels, whether secular or
religious.

“Not Bleak” continues the critique by “Other Women” of Mennonites by
portraying its primary Mennonite character, Zeke, as unsympathetic because
she is a thief. However, she herself is oppressed by the Mennonite com-
munity’s transphobia. When Zeke visits her grandfather, she feels the need
to present as male because she worries about how he will react to her as a
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woman (140-41). The story shows that being part of an oppressed group does
not inherently make one a good person while at the same time arguing that
the Mennonite community bears some responsibility for Zeke’s thieving
because she steals to fund her transition process. If her Manitoba Mennonite
community would support her—and it is clear that they could financially
(151)—she could stay in Canada and benefit from its cheaper health care,
but because she is forced into exile in the United States, she must fend for
herself.

Zeke’s uneasiness with other Mennonites is further seen when she
asks the story’s non-Mennonite narrator, Carla, to go with her to see her
grandfather and Carla asks why she does not ask Sophie, who is back from
Canada, to go with her instead because Sophie is also a trans Mennonite.
Zeke responds that Carla is the only one in town that she “trust[s]” (141).
Her rejection of Sophie as a possible ally shows just how much Zeke has
been scarred by Mennonite transphobia: she is unable to trust even other
queer Mennonites. While Sophie’s presence in “Not Bleak,” which takes
place after “Other Women,” shows that she has left her Mennonite com-
munity again because of its rejection of her, it is striking that she is able to
find community elsewhere and Zeke is not. Sophie feels safer in the non-
Mennonite trans community in North Dakota, but Zeke’s bad experiences
with community in Manitoba cause her to reject the trans community as
well. Instead of building a true friendship with Carla that might lead to her
eventually feeling comfortable with Sophie and others in their town, Zeke
destroys her ties to Carla by stealing from her. Considering Zeke’s choice
not to come out to her grandfather as trans, perhaps it is not surprising that
she is unable to find a home in the trans community. While it is necessary
to respect Zeke’s choice because she is in a traumatic emotional situation
and it is unfair to insist that she accept the martyrdom that would probably
come with outing herself, it is also important to acknowledge that Sophie
is able to gain access to a healthy trans community because she fully claims
her trans identity.* This unabashed claiming gives her a conceptual home
to go to when Mennonites reject her.

In contrast to the Mennonite community’s rejection of Zeke and her
rejection of the trans community, Carla feels that she has a healthy trans com-
munity in her small North Dakota town. She enjoys her job at a bookstore;
has a good relationship with her trans boyfriend, Liam; and has a network of
other trans friends. Carla tries to build this community by mentoring Zeke,
who is younger and less experienced in a variety of ways. Carla says that it is
“really beautiful” to watch Zeke grow as a person (134). There is more hope
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at this point in the story than anywhere else in A Safe Girl to Love because
Carla is at peace with herself and is able to use this position of emotional
strength to guide Zeke in her journey toward a path whereby Zeke can get to a
good place too. Even when they are in a potentially dangerous situation after
encountering some transphobes on the street, Carla is able to protect Zeke,
and they get revenge on the men by zapping them with silly string (163-65).
Although Zeke ultimately rejects Carla’s community-building efforts, the
vision of a positive trans community that “Not Bleak” offers is an example
of Mufioz’s concrete utopia discussed in chapter 2 because it posits that this
kind of community is possible despite widespread transphobia.

This emphasis on the importance of queer community is echoed in
Zeke’s reading choices, which is part of what makes her ultimate rejection
of community so perplexing. Aside from reading Mennonite authors, she
also reads Miranda July. Like Jess in Somewhere Else, Zeke realizes she must
go outside of the Mennonite tradition to find queer literary models. Carla
tells us that she dislikes July (132), which could be read as an argument for
readers to reject July’s work as well because Carla is the more likable of the
two characters. However, the act of referencing and commenting on another
queer writer shows the story’s awareness of working in the queer literary
tradition. It is important to note that July’s queerest book, The First Bad Man,
which involves a kinky relationship between the two main female characters
and in which the work of queer icon David Bowie plays a significant role, was
published after “Not Bleak” takes place, so it is possible that Carla would
have a more positive view of July’s work now.

One reason queer literature is important is its role in documenting
queer history. Halberstam remarks on “how difficult transgender history
has been to write in general.”s A Safe Girl to Love works to offer fictionalized
versions of pieces of this history. In “Not Bleak,” we briefly get some of
this history through Lish’s story of having known Adrienne from “Portland,
Oregon” in the 1990s (174). This intra-collection reference works differently
from Sophie’s appearance in “Not Bleak” because of the time difference.
“Not Bleak” takes place not long after “Other Women,” whereas it takes
place about twenty years after “Portland, Oregon.” Lish’s storytelling thus
simultaneously acts as a form of trans community building, making broader
connections between different trans enclaves (in Mennonite terms, she plays
a trans version of the “Mennonite Game”), and a form of archiving trans
experience, reminding Carla that her trans journey takes place within a con-
text that has history even though it is one that transphobic society would
like to deny.
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Kinky Narratives

BDSM is another common subject in the Mennonite stories and some of the
non-Mennonite realist stories in the book. In “Other Women,” Sophie asks
both Megan and Mark to be rough with her during their sexual encounters,
begging Megan to torture her nipples and hold her down and wanting Mark to
pull her hair and “split [her] open” with his large penis (25, 31-32). Sophie’s
lack of commentary about her masochism—she simply tells readers what
acts she desires from her partners without framing her desire at some point
by saying “I like pain” or “I’'m a masochist” or “I'm a bottom”—is an asser-
tion that it is not remarkable, that even though society sees it as taboo, she
does not have to respond to such marginalization. Some readers may find
the sex Sophie has shocking, but that is their problem, not hers, because her
desires are met.

In “Not Bleak,” Carla is less coy about her bottoming as she leisurely
describes all the aches and bruises she has obtained after a night “with a
[...] mega-top woman from the [nearby] Christian college” (138-39). Here
the story offers a window into BDSM culture by accurately describing how
bottoms often wear the physical markings they receive from their tops as
badges of honor, as objects to be savored as they relive the experience of
receiving them.® The way Carla happily lingers over her residual pain makes
sure that readers cannot miss her kinky proclivities, something that it might
be possible to do with Sophie’s descriptions of sex in “Other Women.” This
passage comes right after Carla mentions people buying E. L. James’s kinky
bestseller Fifty Shades of Grey at the bookstore (138), a signal for readers that
in case they are unsure of how to read the depiction of the sexual encounter
that Carla describes, it is one where pain brings her pleasure.” It is also signif-
icant that Carla’s partner is “Christian.” “Not Bleak” asserts that Christians
(including, by extension, Mennonites) can be kinky, that kinkiness is not just
a worldly practice.® Carla’s interfaith coupling is an example of the queer
community building that occurs throughout queer Mennonite literature. The
two identities benefit from encounters with each other.

While the Mennonite stories’ depictions of BDSM are relatively brief,
the entire plot of “How Old Are You Anyway?” centers around it. While the
protagonist Lisa works as an online dominatrix via camera, she likes to be
dominated in real life (38-39). The story tells of Lisa’s flirtation with a new
neighbor, Tam, which culminates in Tam coming over after they run into
each other at another neighbor’s party. Tam intuits that Lisa is a bottom,
and they proceed to have an encounter that includes Tam torturing Lisa’s
nipples, choking her, tying her to the bed, and sitting on her face (48-51).
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The description of these acts focuses on Lisa’s physical responses, which are
intense and at times consciousness-altering. The depiction of her unabashed
pleasure is a corrective to traditionally negative Mennonite views of the body.
It also acts as a remedy to the way the men Lisa performs for objectify her
body, giving her full ownership over herself. While they fetishize her because
she is a woman with a penis, she gains agency as a subject by letting Tam
top her because in BDSM, it is always the bottom who is actually in control.

Lisa decides to have sex with Tam because Tam looks “so incredibly
incredibly kind” (47). Lisa finds in Tam the human connection that she has
spent the first half of the story claiming she can do without. Tam is one of the
“safe girls to love” referenced in the book’s title. Lisa senses correctly that it
is safe to make herself physically vulnerable with Tam even though a cardinal
rule of BDSM is not to let your partner restrain you at your place the first
time you play with them.® While it is a mistake to consider “How Old Are
You Anyway?” erotica (a term I do not use disparagingly) because it is too
plot oriented, its overt sexual focus makes a powerful statement about docu-
menting uncommon sexual practices as one element of constructing queer
history. Fictional portrayals of BDSM are necessary because of their refusal
to accept mainstream society’s attempts to silence alternative sexual expres-
sions. The story also illustrates how BDSM is an ideal community-building
activity—even if, as in this case, it only builds a community of two—because
of the level of trust necessary between partners to avoid injury. The top must
trust the bottom to be honest about how much pain is too much, and the
bottom must trust the top to have the bottom’s safety as their utmost con-
cern. The story’s apparent focus is sex, but it is actually just as much about
this building of community—something that is lacking in Lisa’s life because
she is trans and her former friends have rejected her (39).” In contrast,
Tam sees Lisa as a whole person because she does not care about Lisa’s trans
status. This lack of Othering on Tam’s part makes a relationship between
the two women possible.

The treatment of BDSM in “Lizzy & Annie” is unique in the collection
because it is the one story that portrays an extended kinky relationship
within the story itself rather than single meetings.” The women’s relation-
ship begins after they meet up at a reading and Annie brings Lizzy home
and lets Lizzy top her, an encounter that once again includes nipple torture
(64, 68). This recurring act in A Safe Girl to Love’s kinky scenes functions
to tie them together to help readers notice BDSM as a significant subject
throughout the collection.” Similarly, the reference to literature on the night
Lizzy and Annie meet emphasizes the other literary references throughout
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the book. Although “Lizzy & Annie” does not mention any specific books or
authors like some of the other stories in the collection, the literary setting
for the beginning of the women’s relationship is important because it is
another example of acknowledging that the book is influenced by and makes
itself a part of several literary traditions. Lizzy and Annie are not just part of
the trans community; they are part of a literary community as well.

As in “How Old Are You Anyway?” the community created by the wom-
en’s relationship is just as important as the sex they have. They begin seeing
each other weekly for sex (73). Although Lizzy wishes they could see each
other more often, she realizes how lucky she is that she has someone who
“trust[s]” her with their body and that she can trust with hers (85). It is dif-
ficult for her and Annie to find intimacy in a transphobic world, but they are
able to create a refuge for one another.

The BDSM elements in “Lizzy & Annie” are also unique because Lizzy is
a top, whereas the rest of A Safe Girl to Love’s kinky characters examined here
are bottoms (Lisa’s virtual topping of men in “How Old Are You Anyway?”
is an economic practice rather than her kinky preference). The characters’
preference for the bottom role has Mennonite undertones. Nguyen Tan
Hoang’s concept of “bottomhood,” which is not only a sexual position but
also “an ethical mode of relationality,” posits that the vulnerability that is
an essential part of this position makes space for liberating work to occur.”
Bottomhood is similar to the Mennonite ideal of gelassenheit, or yieldedness.
Unlike gelassenheit, however, which is taught as a form of self-effacement,
bottomhood claims a transgressive power for its subjects because it asserts
that the giving up of power is itself a powerful act; the bottom exchanges one
form of power for another. An “upside-down kingdom” ethic akin to that in
Mennonite thinking is present here. After all, it is no accident that one of the
most common pieces of BDSM furniture is the Saint Andrew’s cross, which
allows kinksters to reenact the yielding of self practiced in the crucifixions
of Jesus and various early Christian martyrs. Hoang argues that this trans-
action is a “joyful” one. While the Mennonite characters in A Safe Girl to
Love experience their Mennonite communities’ insistence on submission to
transphobic practices as oppressive, they and the other bottoms feel this joy
in their sexual experiences, which are one bright spot in their difficult lives.

Trans theorist Julia Serano observes that construction of gender is “non-
consensual,”s and her idea is relevant for discussing the BDSM in A Safe
Girl to Love. BDSM play is centered around consensuality in order to keep
its participants safe by giving them a sense of control and ensuring that it is
pleasurable for all involved. One role of BDSM in Plett’s stories is as a way
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of working through the nonconsensuality of assigned gender for the trans
characters because while the construction of everyone’s gender is noncon-
sensual, the pain of this forcing is not felt by cis people, since we are able
to just go along with it. BDSM play can be a moving experience because it
allows participants to claim power in the moment, something they may not
have access to in broader society. For A Safe Girl to Love’s trans characters,
BDSM’s consensuality gives them an agency over themselves that the trans-
phobia they often encounter does not. When they are in the bedroom, they
do not have to define their gender for anyone but can instead focus on plea-
suring their bodies.

A Safe Girl to Love’s realist stories also share other themes, including
heavy alcohol and drug use, the importance of place, and most prominently,
difficulty finding fulfilling work because of the stress of facing employers’
and customers’ transphobia. These employment struggles often lead to char-
acters performing sex work.” This trend, as Serano documents, is based
in fact.” As mentioned above, Lisa in “How Old Are You Anyway?” cams
online. In “Not Bleak,” Carla reveals that she has acted in pornography,
and it is implied that Sophie sometimes does outcalls (175, 162)."® Adrienne
from “Portland, Oregon” drives for “an escort agency” (103). These jobs are
described without moral condemnation, though none of the characters speak
about their work positively, since it is dangerous because most forms of sex
work are illegal in North America and thus come with the risks inherent in
black-market activity. The book’s depictions of sex work also are much less
detailed overall than its depictions of other sex-related activities, though
their frequency signifies the importance of the subject. They remind us that,
as Juana Maria Rodriguez emphasizes, “sex is a labor issue.” Sex is not pri-
vate even in one’s own bedroom, but it is always regulated by the violence
of capitalism and the laws that enforce it.

Despite sex work’s sinful reputation, the collection’s inclusion of it is
rooted in a Mennonite ethic. Mennonites claim to be on the side of the poor
and the oppressed, and if this ideal is lived out, it means being on the side
of sex workers by recognizing their humanity and caring about their safety
because of their marginalized position both legally and in mainstream dis-
course in North American society. Like Husk, A Safe Girl to Love enacts this
advocacy through its portrayal of sex work simply by acknowledging that
sex workers exist and by telling their stories. Plett herself has “been a sex
worker.”>° As with Wes Funk’s willingness to discuss his sexual behaviors
referenced in chapter 1, it is important that Plett is willing to be open about
her own experiences without shame and that she writes about sex work
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in A Safe Girl to Love in a manner that is not sensationalistic or tawdry but
acknowledges sex workers as whole persons in a way that society generally
does not. The brevity of the book’s mentions of the subject in comparison
to its more detailed examinations of other elements of the characters’ lives
shows that the characters are not defined by their work, which is once again
a reminder that none of us is reducible to a single identity.

The Manifesto Stories

A Safe Girl to Love offers three how-to stories that serve as manifestos for
finding a livable trans life: “Twenty Hot Tips to Shopping Success,” “How
to Stay Friends,” and “Real Equality (A Manifesto).” While only one of the
three is written explicitly as a manifesto, all three perform the function of
“supporting a cause, propounding a theory or argument” that the Oxford
English Dictionary attributes to the word manifesto because they define trans
experiences in the first two, which make arguments about how to approach
stressful aspects of trans life, and define what it supposedly means to be
“queer” in the third.”

“Twenty Hot Tips to Shopping Success” uses ironic humor as a strat-
egy for shielding the hypothetical transitioning trans woman to whom it is
addressed from the emotional trauma of beginning to present as a woman.
After starting with suggestions about which stores to shop at, the story’s
third step for buying a first female outfit is to “go home” and drink to com-
fort “yourself” about the enormity of the task (33-34). The trauma of this
experience is common enough in trans life that Riding SideSaddle* also brings
it up, as the narrator wishes for a store with “attractive clothes for heavyset
queers.””> The guidance in “Twenty Hot Tips to Shopping Success” to leave
without buying anything is, of course, a piece of advice that would never be
included in the kind of magazine article that the story mimics. These articles
simplify life, telling readers that if they merely follow the often consumer-
istic steps the articles advocate, their lives will be perfect. The story’s ironic
tone is thus established immediately through its step-by-step form. It also
illustrates right away that transitioning is difficult because of societal pres-
sures against it.

The following steps encourage “you” to return to the store the next day
in a Xanax-induced haze to begin browsing for clothes in earnest. You are
instructed to think up all sorts of excuses for looking at skirts in case some-
one asks about it (34-35). Saying you are trans is not an option. The story
acknowledges here that, aside from the fact that it can be dangerous to reveal
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one’s trans identity to others, one struggle trans people face is that, because
they have grown up in a transphobic society, they have their own trans-
phobia to conquer in order to accept their trans selves. The story’s tone is
ironic because, while some of its tips may really be helpful, what is needed
is a how-to for getting through the emotional strain of fighting transphobia,
which is so severe that the story suggests a sexist, homophobic response to
dealing with it. If your roommate interrogates you about where you were,
you should “tell him you were nailing chicks. Such banter is unusual for you.
If your roommate comments on this, inform him that he is a fag” (36). Of
course the story does not actually advocate for homophobia or sexism, but
this advice shows how scary it can be to transgress gender norms. You are
instructed to hide the taboo act of buying a skirt by pretending to be macho
and hiding your pain from society’s forcing of masculinity on you by ques-
tioning someone else’s masculinity instead.

Despite this low point, “Twenty Hot Tips to Shopping Success” ends
on a hopeful note. You feel satisfied with how the skirt looks on you and are
willing to let your roommate see you in it when he asks if you want to get
burritos (37). Here the story actually functions as a helpful how-to because
it asserts that no matter how difficult transitioning can be, one can do it
successfully, and it is worth it. Therefore, although it is the second-shortest
story in the collection, it is also one of the most important because it is the
most positive overall.

Itis clear in “Twenty Hot Tips to Shopping Success” that the act of find-
ing clothes that fits one’s female identity is traumatic. Kathryn Bond Stockton
documents how queer persons are often “martyred for clothes” because
our preferred fashion choices do not match with societal expectations for
femininity or masculinity. Stockton explains that this martyrdom leads to
“psychic” distress that manifests itself in “cloth wound[s],” a feeling of pain
as a result of the clothes one is forced to wear instead of one’s ideal outfit,
and that being able to recognize these wounds in others is itself a queer act.”
Her martyr language resonates strongly with Mennonite experience. As chap-
ter 4 shows, being a martyr is one of the most central Mennonite narratives.
The issue of clothing has certainly been a traumatic one for North American
Mennonites that has included aspects of martyrdom. Up until the last few
decades of the twentieth century, most Swiss Mennonites dressed “plain”
(lapel-less “plain coats” for men and prayer coverings and figure-concealing
“cape dresses” for women), and in more conservative congregations, some
still do.># I grew up hearing stories from my mother about how good it felt to
stop wearing the covering once she graduated from high school and moved
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from Harrisonburg, Virginia, to New York City, where the Mennonites had
less stringent regulations about plain dress. In speaking with my mother’s
three sisters and a sister-in-law about when they stopped wearing the cover-
ing, they all discussed it as a freeing, positive moment in their lives, and my
youngest aunt recalled being ecstatic when my grandfather, who worked for
Eastern Mennonite College (now Eastern Mennonite University) for more
than thirty years, was able to stop wearing the plain coat and could wear a
regular suit and tie to work instead.” I have heard similar stories throughout
my life from older Mennonites about how oppressive dressing plain was
for them.

While it is primarily Swiss Mennonites who have dressed plain and Plett
is writing from a Russian Mennonite perspective, in the broader public imagi-
nation, all Mennonites dress plain.® “Twenty Hot Tips to Shopping Success”
draws on this stereotype to access the history of clothing trauma that the sto-
ry’s character experiences in their trans Mennonite context. Dressing plain
felt oppressive to many Mennonites because it marked them too extremely as
Other in the world as an enforced form of showy self-righteousness: I dress
plain, so clearly I must be godlier than you. In contrast, the story’s character
tries to blend into the world as much as possible by buying clothes at the
mall. The title epitomizes this grasping for worldliness. Mennonite authori-
ties would not traditionally approve of any “hot tips” for “shopping” because
the “success” that the speaker yearns for could be read as a form of the sin
of pride, and “hot” signifies a potentially sinful eroticism. But the speaker’s
directions for achieving this success serve a communal purpose just as plain
dress did. The cloth wounds present in the story signify it as a queer story
in the way it tries to build a community by offering aid to those who do not
know how to begin visually claiming their female identities.

“How to Stay Friends” describes “your” attempt to reconcile with your
ex-girlfriend after she broke up with you once you began transitioning (54).
Like “Twenty Hot Tips to Shopping Success,” it seems to simply offer a set
of steps to follow for navigating a common trans experience—meet at a
favorite restaurant, make cheery small talk, get a drink together after the
meal—but actually makes an argument about a broader principle for how
to try to live one’s trans life successfully. Unlike the previous story, “How to
Stay Friends” uses no humor and is depressing because your ex is a jerk who
continues to use the wrong pronouns for you and constantly makes light of
the difficulty of trans existence (55-57). The story highlights the importance
of building and maintaining community through your attempt to talk with
someone who has wronged you. However, like “Other Women,” it also argues
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that you should not continue these attempts that are ultimately harmful to
yourself if the person who has wronged you does not admit their wrongdoing
and remains transphobic. The story teaches that in this case, you should not
worry about “how to stay friends” but instead let the friendship die unless
your ex apologizes and acknowledges her role in harming the relationship.
In Mennonite terms, the story posits that sometimes a form of shunning is
necessary in order to preserve one’s emotional health.

“Real Equality (A Manifesto)” is written as a speech by “a white queer
cis woman,” “Jilo Bombastier,” from Brooklyn (88). Her last name’s play on
“bombast” signals to readers right away that they should be skeptical of her
ideas because they will be puffed up without substance. Her identification
as a white Brooklynite indicates that she is a member of the gentrifying
hipster hordes that have plagued the borough in recent decades, obliviously
pushing up rents and making it even more difficult for the economically
marginalized to survive. Bombastier’s choice to highlight her cis privilege
when describing herself is also worrisome in A Safe Girl to Love’s trans con-
text, as unfortunately LGB persons are sometimes transphobic. While she
claims to be “a gigantically huge trans ally” (90), the fact that she needs to
make such a claim indicates that she actually is not an ally, because she is
about to make a transphobic statement. Indeed, as the “Manifesto” goes
on, it becomes clear that despite claiming the label of queer for herself,
Bombastier is queerphobic in general. She rails against queers “sequester-
ing ourselves into gayborhoods” and being “ghettoized” in LGBT studies
sections of bookstores (88-89). Instead, she wants queers to assert their
right to the “equality” of the manifesto’s title by assimilating, refusing
to insist on “the nuance of our histories or desires” because “we are
all the same” (91). This is a grossly incorrect definition of the social equal-
ity that marginalized groups strive for. Equality does not mean sameness
in terms of one’s identity; it means having the same access to legal rights
and recognition of one’s full humanity rather than being discriminated
against as Other.

All Bombastier’s suggestions are ways to make queers less visible, which
is incredibly dangerous in a homophobic and transphobic society that already
wants to erase us. LGBT studies sections of bookstores and efforts to archive
queer history are necessary so that the queer community is visible to those
who might need its refuge. Queer texts offer models for and language about
being queer that can show LGBT persons coming from homophobic contexts
that they are not alone. For instance, when I first experienced an attrac-
tion to another man in high school, I did not have the language I needed to
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process those feelings. I did not know what the term bisexual meant, and no
one in my Lancaster, Pennsylvania, Mennonite milieu was going to teach
me. As I say in chapter 2, it was not until I moved to New York City after
college that I was able to realize that I was queer. My interactions with texts
that I encountered in queer spaces such as the Bluestockings feminist book-
store and the Museum of Sex were essential in helping me come to this
realization.”” Similarly, having queer-friendly public spaces, whether they be
feminist bookstores, cafés with queer open mic nights, or “gayborhoods,”
is also important for sustaining the queer community. Characters from sev-
eral stories in A Safe Girl to Love experience threats to their physical safety
because they can be read as trans (e.g,, 81, 163). These instances illustrate that
safe spaces are precious commodities that require nurturing rather than the
dissolution Bombastier advocates.

The title “Real Equality (A Manifesto)” references Serano’s “Trans Woman
Manifesto” and especially “Barrette Manifesto,” which has the same satirical
tone as Plett’s story and calls for “true equality,” a phrase that Plett’s title
riffs on.”® The story makes these citations plain when Bombastier mentions
her trans ex-girlfriend, whom she will “call [. . .] Julia Serano” (90).
Bombastier dislikes this Serano because Serano acknowledges her “rage”
caused by the oppression she encounters as a result of homophobia and
transphobia, and Bombastier thinks that expressing it gets in the way of the
assimilation she advocates (90-91). But Bombastier is mistaken because it is
natural for oppressed persons to feel rage about their oppression. Rage
is not the problem. What can sometimes be problematic is the way that this
rage is expressed. For instance, from a Mennonite perspective, acting out in
violence would not be an appropriate response to one’s rage. But using rage
as a catalyst for social activism, as the real Julia Serano does throughout her
germinal book of trans theory Whipping Girl, is an example of how to turn
anger into something productive.*

Likewise, A Safe Girl to Love takes difficult elements of trans life and
makes something powerful and ultimately beautiful out of them. Its char-
acters keep fighting to claim their humanity despite transphobia. At the end
of “Not Bleak,” Carla says she likes her life (177). While many of the book’s
characters are not quite at that point yet, the collection shows that a happy
trans life is possible, even for trans Mennonites.
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Queering Form, Queering Gender in Riding SideSaddle*

Miriam Suzanne’s Riding SideSaddle* is a perplexing object. It looks more like
a card game than a book. While its subtitle calls it a “novel,” and thus I will
use this term to refer to it, it is tempting to call it either a novella or a short
story because it is only about five hundred lines long. It is unclear whether
Riding SideSaddle* should even be called a book because it is a set of unbound
cards collected in a 3%8 inch by 3} inch by 5% inch cardboard box. There are
6 cards of front matter and 246 of story.?° The cards are unnumbered, though
some of them have hashtags at their bottom right-hand corners to indicate
which characters they are about or, in some cases, to indicate that they are
excerpts from a book, Margaret Clap’s Book of Last Words, written by one of
the characters, and when I reference these cards, I will give the hashtags
found on them in parentheses. However, around half of the cards have no
hashtags and thus have no content for a parenthetical citation. Therefore,
when citing these cards, I will either give a detailed description of their con-
tent or quote them directly.

Riding SideSaddle*’s unruly form gives readers an extraordinary amount
of agency in creating the story. Readers may read the cards in whatever order
they wish. This is a radical characteristic even when compared to other novels
with unusual formats. For instance, B. S. Johnson’s The Unfortunates, a well-
known example of the “book in a box” genre, is unbound as a whole, but each
chapter is bound together, and the first and last chapters are marked as such,
imposing a slight sense of order on the reader. In contrast, Suzanne’s novel’s
completely open form invites the reader into a dialogue as cocreator of the
story, creating a community with them.

The blurb on the front flap of Riding SideSaddle*’s box, which is also the
text of one of the cards without a hashtag, explains another reason for this
form: “It’s hard to say exactly what happened first.” If one reads the novel
as memories of the unnamed narrator, who identifies with the hashtag #me,
then its form is much more realistic than that of conventional realist fiction
because reminiscing does not happen chronologically; it happens piecemeal,
here and there, wherever one’s mind happens to go. The novel is messy, just
like life.

Despite this tiber-realism, because of its uniqueness, Riding SideSaddle*’s
form becomes just as important to the reading experience as its content.
When I first read it, I had a hard time concentrating on the text because I
was worried about not dropping cards on the floor, I was distracted by the
film of paper dust left by the cards on my fingers, and I admit, even though
I read the novel in the random order it came in, I was constantly trying to
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reorder the cards chronologically in my head. I could not just relax like I do
with other books and let the novel’s story wash over me, transporting me
into its world. Instead, I had to keep thinking about its form because the
act of picking up a card from the stack, reading it, and flipping it over onto
the stack of cards that I had already read—which happened at a quick pace
because most cards only have one or two sentences on them—was much
more disruptive to my mental processes than the occasional turning of a
page. I was excited to read the novel because of its queer subject matter and
because it is always exciting to read a book by someone I know (Suzanne
and I were students together at Goshen College in the early 2000s), but it is
difficult to read. It feels like work.

Riding SideSaddle* contains barely enough detail to make a story. One
can only sketch an outline. The fragmented form with its gaps in the nar-
rative symbolizes how in North America trans identity is in some ways still
unspeakable because of the presence of transphobia at every turn. In this
way, Riding SideSaddle®’s form is a part of its content because, of course,
its form epitomizes the queer. It completely breaks readers’ assumptions
about what a novel is, echoing queer calls for a radically new society. Its
form, which is akin to a miniature filing cabinet with each card acting as a
file documenting an element of trans experience, makes a statement about
the marginality of trans lives and the necessity of fighting transphobia in
order to make trans lives more permanent. It serves as an archive for trans
experience, as one way of engaging in this fight.

Riding SideSaddle®s content is the story of a community of sexual
outlaws—the narrator, Herman, Sam, Jolene, Jenny, and Mother Clap, who
also goes by Molly and Margaret—many of indeterminate gender, who usu-
ally seem to be friends. Sam’s suicide by hanging and its aftermath are the
novel’s focus, if such a sparely developed plot can be said to have a focus.
But it is also just as much about documenting the characters’ various sexual
activities—such as sex work (#molly #sam), “kink,” using pornography
(#lastwords), using sex toys (#jenny #jolene), fisting (#jolene #molly), and
seeking out anonymous sex (#sam)—that would traditionally be seen as
transgressive. Sam’s death might also have an autoerotic element consider-
ing the relatively large amount of attention (i.e., two cards, one without a
hashtag and one tagged #sam) given to hir orgasm when ze hangs hirself.?'
As in A Safe Girl to Love, Riding SideSaddle*’s sexual content emphasizes the
characters’ sexual agency without any moral condemnation.

The narrative has no clear beginning or ending if one were to try to
arrange the cards chronologically, although obviously the cards when
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Sam is alive take place earlier than some of the others, and the card about
hir funeral (#sam) is one of the later ones. Sam’s death is clearly traumatic
for the narrator (#me #sam), but its ambiguity for Sam hirself is yet another
example of the novel’s insistence on openness. Sam’s death may be read as
a heart-wrenching reminder of transphobia’s effects because ze kills hirself
because ze cannot take it anymore. Or it may be read as a liberating act of
claiming hir sexual pleasure as ze fights against the violences of transphobia,
sexism, capitalism, and perhaps racism (none of the characters’ ethnicity
is mentioned) that oppress hir by exiting the system altogether in one last
intense orgasm.

The novel’s title, a phrase not actually included in the text, highlights
gender as a central issue in the novel. In horseback riding, riding sidesaddle
is a gendered practice because only people wearing dresses or skirts do it.
One card makes a subtle reference to this definition, asking “Who came
up with” gendered clothing (#me)? According to Urban Dictionary, “riding
sidesaddle” is also slang for men who have just had a vasectomy.?* Both
definitions highlight sexist practices: denying people (usually women) the
option of wearing pants even when it is more practical to do so and framing
a proactive decision about men’s reproductive health as a negative femini-
zation of their manhood (which is of course a problematic concept in the
first place). But the asterisk at the end of the title queers these definitions,
making the term new. The asterisk references the term “trans*,” which is
sometimes used to indicate the wide range of the gender-queer spectrum.
The asterisk might signify transgender, or transsexual, or cross-dressing,
or any number of nonbinary identities.?® The open-endedness that the *
indicates shows that Riding SideSaddle* is interested in new conceptions of
and attitudes toward gender.

These new attitudes are exemplified in Sam’s, the narrator’s, and
Herman’s unclear genders, an ambiguity parallel to that of the nature of
Sam’s death. The narrator refers to Sam with a female pronoun when discuss-
ing the death of Sam’s goldfish and Sam’s filming of hirself but also refers to
Sam as “a hanged man” after hir death (all three cards are tagged #sam). The
narrator has “breast[s]” (#herman #me) but also has a penis (#me #sam).
The narrator refers to Herman with a male pronoun at one point (#herman
#sam) and with a female pronoun at three others (#herman, #herman #sam,
#herman #me). One might even read Herman as the narrator speaking of
hirself in the third person rather than as a separate character.

The ambiguous gendering of these characters can be read in different
ways. The switches in gender may indicate time passing, with some scenes
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taking place before a character’s transition and some taking place afterward.
Or they may indicate that while a character already identifies as trans, they
have not yet had bottom surgery. There are hints that at least some of the
characters are trans. For instance, the narrator says at one point, “I'm a boy
again, maybe” (#me), indicating that they have switched genders for a while,
and one of the sayings from Margaret Clap’s Book of Last Words is “We are only
what we are, and rarely even that” (#lastwords), which acknowledges that
even the most seemingly basic fact about oneself, one’s gender, is, in fact,
always up for negotiation. However, none of the characters explicitly state
that they are trans, so they may identify at any number of points along the
spectrum of gender fluidity. As one card asks, “What do you know for sure,
without any doubts at all?” (#lastwords). Regarding the novel, the answer
is a few characters’ names and that Sam is dead. That is it; the rest is just
conjecture. Indeed, I admit that I read the novel assuming that at least some
of the characters were trans because Suzanne is trans, and this is a faulty
assumption on my part even though it might be accurate. Riding SideSaddle*’s
narrative ambiguity is not meant to confuse readers, however. Instead, it
makes the argument that we are not supposed to figure out the gender of
each character because it should not matter. We should treat people equally
no matter what gender identity they choose to inhabit at the time. The char-
acters’ gender fluidity emphasizes the queer openness the novel espouses.
Readers have space to make the story their own in terms of how to interpret
its content as well as how to order its form.

Riding SideSaddle®’s overall ambiguity is a political move that acknowl-
edges the importance of trans models (in this case, trans textual models)
for rethinking gender. Halberstam writes that “new dynamics of resistance”
are present in depictions of trans people in the arts.>* Suzanne’s novel espe-
cially fits this assertion in part because of its nontraditional form and in part
because it includes eleven cards of collage drawings by Suzanne interspersed
throughout it. These drawings feel random because it is unclear how they
relate to the cards with text. Some look like blueprints or genetic charts,
some have pictures of plants, some have one or two words alongside their
drawings, some have empty brackets, some have snippets of math equations,
one is a drawing of a house, and one is a drawing of a car. Four of them are
drawings of people who may be characters in the novel, but there is no way
to know because they do not have captions. Nearly all of them have a mix
of at least two of these aspects. Their element of collage breaks boundaries,
symbolizing the essence of queerness. It is important that these artworks
are included in Riding SideSaddle* because the novel’s mixing of genres, what
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one might call its genre bending, echoes the openness toward gender identity
that Suzanne’s work calls for.

What's the Story?

Despite the physical difficulties of reading discussed above, the novel is
worth reading, and its attempt to enter into dialogue with readers is height-
ened by its existence in several formats. The entire novel is available online,
and this format gives the book an order that does not change, so one might
argue that this is the “correct” order and that if one is reading the print ver-
sion, one should organize the cards according to the online chronology.® But
the print version of the novel explicitly claims on one of the #frontmatter
cards that “there is no order,” so in a sense the online edition is antithetical
to Riding SideSaddle*'s mission.

There is also the question of which version is the authoritative version,
a question individual readers must answer for themselves. I am someone
who much prefers print versions of novels to electronic ones, and thus I cite
and discuss the print version. Suzanne writes in an artist’s statement on her
website, “I'm not interested in making objects—only the experiences they
manifest for real people. [...] I like narratives that are full of holes and mis-
direction. Bits borrowed from here and there, fragments and remixes [. . .]
inviting you into an experience—the start of a conversation [. ..] accidents,
contradictions, and broken expectations. Grasping at stability and form, but
always coming up short.”* It is important that Suzanne acknowledges the
possibility of art having an effect on people’s lives in the real world because
it shows that her work is explicitly activist. Her emphasis on dialogue and
the recognition that it cannot happen if one party believes they have the
entire story, that they have all the answers, espouses queer values, and
the community that dialogue creates is a Mennonite ideal as well. It is there-
fore easy to see why Suzanne chose Riding SideSaddle*’s particular form: it
makes space for this “conversation.” The desire for such a conversation to
happen as often as possible provides the motivation to put the novel’s text
online for free and also implies that the important element of the novel is
its message rather than one’s choice of edition.

I appreciate this perspective because Suzanne’s work is valuable as an
archive of queer experience in general and queer Mennonite experience spe-
cifically, but I worry about its ephemeral nature. Riding SideSaddle®s print
version is already fragile because it is unbound and published by a small
press, so it will gain less attention from potential readers and archiving
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institutions such as libraries. Its online version is even more transitory and
could theoretically disappear without a trace at any moment because of its
lack of physical presence. Therefore, aside from my preference for print
texts, I also privilege the novel’s print version because it offers the best hope
of preserving Suzanne’s work for future readers.

There is also another version of Riding SideSaddle*: a play, 10 Myths on the
Proper Application of Beauty Products, cowritten by Suzanne, Teacup Gorilla,
Diana Dresser, and Michael Morgan.’” In some ways, the play advocates for
the novel’s philosophy of openness. For instance, the narrator’s first lines
in the play repeat the blurb from the novel’s box—“It’s hard to say what
happened first”—and they also say, “Memory’s a chaotic jerk,” indicating
the haphazard nature of memory the novel’s print version tries to replicate.
Similarly, at one point Sam tells Jolene a story about human sacrifice that
ends with a priest walking around in the sacrificed person’s skin, and ze tells
Jolene when Jolene is upset by the story, “That’s what happens when you
want to hear the end.” In other words, bad things happen when we are not
open-minded. The play has the hashtag #frontmatter at its conclusion, tying
it to the novel and in a sense placing it as a prelude to the novel as another
piece of explanatory material, like the six #frontmatter cards.

But 10 Myths on the Proper Application of Beauty Products reads very differ-
ently than Riding SideSaddle*. The play is often funny because much of it takes
place inside the characters’ shared bathroom, and they discuss issues such
as whether soap ever goes bad and the best ways to appease the bathroom
gods. While Sam dies in the play, hir death does not feel central as it does in
the novel. The characters are more clearly trans, though the gender identities
they inhabit at any given time are still not revealed. Although community is
one of Riding SideSaddle”’s main themes, the novel has a sense of alienation
caused by the text’s sparseness. But the play’s relative linguistic lushness,
which results from the characters’ witty repartee with each other, conveys
the importance of supportive trans community in a powerful way, echoing
its communal authorship.

This authorship is significant because it epitomizes the ideal of dialogue
that Suzanne mentions in her online artist’s statement. The espousing of this
ideal is what makes Riding SideSaddle* a Mennonite text philosophically,
not just by virtue of Suzanne’s ethnicity, even though its bare-bones plot
makes no mention of its characters’ religious or ethnic affiliations.?® One
of the #frontmatter cards from the novel thanks Suzanne’s “community of
queer/trans* friends and artists” in the acknowledgments along with a few
Mennonites (Jacob and Aaron Leichty and Sondra Eby) who helped influence
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her as a writer. She also notes that the novel includes some contributions by
them as well as some other writers (#frontmatter). Although the novel does
not make specific references to the Mennonite literary tradition like A Safe
Girl to Love does, its act of bringing a number of writers into dialogue with
one another epitomizes Mennonite communal values. Halberstam asserts
that “it is important to study queer life models that offer alternatives to
family time and family life.”® Riding SideSaddle* does this just as A Safe Girl
to Love does both through its authorship and by focusing on a community of
friends rather than biological family.

Serano documents how trans characters in cis literature often have
their preferred genders erased, thus delegitimizing their trans identities.*
Plett’s and Suzanne’s trans fiction provides a corrective to this practice that
is important for literature in general, not just Mennonite literature. Their
different approaches to archiving trans experience, with Plett using concrete
narratives based in everyday trans life and Suzanne using a sparse style that
does not even name her characters as trans in order to make space for revo-
lutionary openness, complement each other to create a visible base for future
trans Mennonite work. Their books show that a trans Mennonite identity is
not an oxymoron, claiming space for trans Mennonites within Mennonite
discourse.
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Epilogue
The Future of Queer Mennonite Literature

Queering Mennonite Literature: Archives, Activism, and the Search for Community
contends that queer Mennonite literature creates an intersectional outlook
from these two streams of thought that defines being Mennonite as embody-
ing queer activism: being out of step with mainstream society in radical ways
that advocate for those on the margins, including those inhabiting LGBT
identities. This ethic may or may not be within a framework of faith. The
books’ act of defining asserts that homophobic institutional Mennonitism
does not have sole ownership of the term Mennonite. The characters in queer
Mennonite literature assert their right to use the term for themselves as
they claim their queer Mennonite identities. They do so by finding ways to
create healthy communities that employ both queer and Mennonite prin-
ciples, which often overlap. In some cases these communities are Mennonite
ones, and in some they are not, but they all offer principles for how readers
can change our communities for the better.

The books make their activism visible by archiving queer lives. They build
a history of queer Mennonite experiences that insists that queer Mennonites
have been a part of the Mennonite community for as long as it has existed
and that the community must acknowledge and embrace our presence. Some
of the books even illustrate the existence of queer Mennonites by drawing
on the lives of the authors themselves. Wes Funk’s fiction and Jan Guenther
Braun’s Somewhere Else are fictionalized retellings of their lives, and Stephen
Beachy himselfis a character in boneyard. Jessica Penner’s Shaken in the Water
and Casey Plett’s A Safe Girl to Love use the places their authors have lived
as locations for their narratives. The authors testify that the identity “queer
Mennonite” exists because it is one that many of them live out.

However, despite its archiving efforts, the question of ephemerality is
one that queer Mennonite literature must continue to wrestle with. Aside



from its tenuous existence in the literary marketplace, there is also the
question of where scholarship that is relevant to it resides. Observe the web-
based nature of many of the sources I cite, a trend that is especially evident in
the second part of this epilogue, which discusses the work of Sofia Samatar.
While web-based publishing has unquestionably been a boon for Mennonite
literature, whether in terms of electronic texts or on-demand print publish-
ing, the question of how to preserve all this digital work is one that historians,
archivists, and librarians continue to struggle with on a societal level,
not just in the case of Mennonite literature. While the books’ archiving
makes queer Mennonites visible, further critical efforts to illuminate
the books themselves are necessary. Queering Mennonite Literature is not the
last word.

While the book’s title highlights the queer working on Mennonite litera-
ture, there is also the question of what Mennonite literature can offer queer
thought. The texts studied here reveal at least three related areas where
queer theorists would benefit from paying attention to Mennonite ideas.
First, queer theory is sometimes too insular. Note, for instance, how almost
all of it that I cite is published by either Duke University Press or New York
University Press. The field’s discourse sometimes struggles to move outside
of its established institutional academic boundaries. As a result, it can feel
disconnected from lived experience because, as Christopher Castiglia and
Christopher Reed assert, it has lost some of its “revolution[ary]” purpose.!
It is thus necessary for queer theorists to refocus on tying their work to
social activism. Queer Mennonite literature shows that the religious realm
is one area in need of this activism and offers models for how to do it.
Laurel C. Schneider argues that such activism is required according to queer
ideals: even though religious repression in large part created the need for
queer theory, queer theory needs more interaction with religion because, if
such theory claims to want to revolutionize all aspects of society, not just
the sexual, it cannot afford to ignore the religious.> Mennonite literature’s
secular inflections and its odd in-between and open nature can be a bridge
between queer theory and religion from a literary rather than a theologi-
cal standpoint, which might be more palatable for many queer theorists.
Observing how queer Mennonite literature as a form of literature as theory
can help repair the connection between these two traditions is one example
of how further efforts to apply queer theory to literature in general will make
it more accessible to the public.

Second, queer thinking has always included a desire for social change.
Mennonite thinking can offer expertise in two strategies necessary for this
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change: pacifism and thinking globally. The traditional Mennonite disavowal
of violence in favor of seeking nonviolent strategies for social activism is
the kind of radical, mainstream-defying thought required to keep queer
theory fresh and relevant. boneyard’s and Husk’s investigations of violence
and their advocacy of pacifist ethics exemplify literature as theory in this
area. Similarly, Mennonite literature’s valuing of global perspectives can
work as a corrective to one of queer theory’s insular aspects, its obsession
with “the U.S. 1990s” that Kadji Amin laments.? This emphasis is evident
in A Safe Girl to Love’s multinational contexts, Somewhere Else’s discussions
of Anabaptist history, and Samatar’s explicitly postcolonial work, discussed
below.

Third, the queer and Mennonite traditions each stem from traumatic
histories. While queer theory has often dealt with its trauma pessimistically,
leading to its much-discussed “antisocial thesis,” queer Mennonite literature
shows how to respond to and rehabilitate a traumatic tradition in hopeful
ways.* Widows of Hamilton House, Somewhere Else, Shaken in the Water, bone-
yard, and the work of Samatar and Wes Funk all acknowledge the trauma
caused by homophobia (and in some cases the traumas of sexism, racism,
and physical violence) but refuse to acquiesce to it, remaining insistent that
better, queerer futures are possible. As both traditions work toward these
futures, they can continue to draw strength from one another, looking to
build upon their commonalities.

Taken together, the queer Mennonite literary texts studied here embody
what José Esteban Muifloz calls “the hopes of a collective,” offering a vision
of a welcoming, inclusive Mennonite community and world through their
social activism.5 Such hope is also found in other queer Mennonite texts.
André Swartley’s The Wretched Afterlife of Odetta Koop and Greg Bechtel’s
Boundary Problems are queer narratives by second-generation Mennonite
writers. Casey Plett’s novel Little Fish, which is an explicitly Mennonite nar-
rative that shares characters with A Safe Girl to Love, came out as this book
was in press, and Andrew Harnish’s Plain Love is in gestation.® So the tradi-
tion of queer Mennonite literature will continue to grow. It is the second
generation’s primary concern, one that meshes with the generation’s broader
socially activist outlook.” Therefore, it is fair to expect that it will have a sig-
nificant influence on the development of Mennonite literature as a whole in
the coming decades. It is my hope that Queering Mennonite Literature helps
reinforce the momentum that queer Mennonite literature already possesses.
As an illustration of the new paths this writing will continue to explore, I
offer one last close reading of recent work by another second-generation
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writer with a queer oeuvre as an example of how queer Mennonite literature
promises to keep questioning in productive ways.

Sofia Samatar's Postcolonial Queer Mennonite Writing

While the previous work examined in Queering Mennonite Literature focuses
on the intersection between Mennonite and queer, Samatar’s writing takes
queer Mennonite literature and Mennonite literature in general a step fur-
ther by also examining the issue of race. Samatar, who sometimes identifies

)

as a ““Somali-American Mennonite Writer”” (her father is Somali and her
mother is a white Swiss Mennonite from the United States),® responds in
her 2017 essay “The Scope of This Project” to Braun’s assertion that there
must be unrecognized Mennonite writers of color outside of North America
and that perhaps “the queering of Mennonite literature needs to start by
recognizing the[se] voices.” Braun’s reminder that the queer is about more
than sexual orientation is useful for considering Samatar’s work because
Samatar’s work epitomizes political queerness even when it does not focus
on LGBT relationships.’® Samatar acknowledges calls such as Braun’s early
in her essay, documenting that sometimes a desire to globalize the field of
Mennonite literature has been expressed, though no steps have actually been
taken to do so.” She spends the rest of the essay starting this work.

Samatar offers a framework for investigating what she calls “postcolonial
Mennonite writing.”"* I cite her definition of this term at length because “The
Scope of This Project” is one of the most important pieces of Mennonite
literary theory ever published, and I believe Mennonite literary critics must
heed its call if Mennonite literature is to sustain itself as a field for another
thirty years and beyond. Postcolonial Mennonite writing includes

Mennonite writers of the postcolony. It means work by writers from
Asia, Africa, and Latin America. It means the literary production of
those regions where the Mennonite church is largest. It means the
writing of the majority. It also means the work of minority writers
in North America, of black, Latinx, and indigenous Mennonites,
whom I include in the postcolony, not only because they are mar-
ginalized members of settler states but because, historically, they
came to the Mennonite community through a process of missionary
outreach. Only a constellation of all of these writers would allow
us to speak of global Mennonite literature, of world Mennonite
literature.™
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Samatar here insists on hybrid Mennonite identities that offer space to differ-
ent ethnicities, nationalities, cultures, theologies, geographies, and implicitly,
sexualities. Her concept epitomizes intersectional ideals, and it is significant
for queer literature in general, not just queer Mennonite literature, because,
as Sharon Patricia Holland asserts, queer theory has had problems figuring
out how to actually do intersectionality.* “The Scope of This Project” offers
a corrective to this issue. It describes a possibility for Mennonite literary
intersectionality by suggesting studying hymns across Mennonite communi-
ties as one way “to look at world Mennonite literature.”s This suggestion to
investigate theological texts as literature, to study the hymns for how they
are written rather than for just what they proclaim, is important. It does
not insist that being Mennonite must include a theological element or that
talking about Mennonite literature must insist on focusing on theological
issues, and so it is a workable suggestion for the field as already constituted
because it leaves room to discuss Mennonite ethnicity. In fact, it implies
that the concept of Mennonite ethnicity can and should be broadened to
include Mennonites outside of North America; after all, there are already two
established Mennonite ethnicities—Swiss and Russian—so there is room for
multiplicity within the concept.

Samatar posits that the prospect of conceiving new ways of defining
Mennonite, something Queering Mennonite Literature does, “is exciting” and that
this is why it is too early to stop talking about “identity.” Whether in Mennonite
literature or elsewhere, there are still Mennonite identities to be named and
theorized. The essay goes on to give one example by discussing the work of
“the Somali-Canadian poet” Mohamud Siad Togane, who says he identifies as
a “Moslem-Mennonite” because of his time as a student at Eastern Mennonite
College.” Significantly, Togane says that he appreciates Mennonites because of
their pacifist ethic, offering another example of how Mennonite ethics are revo-
lutionarily queer even if institutional Mennonitism is not.

As Togane claims a Mennonite identity because of his experiences with
Mennonites, “The Scope of This Project” insists on intersectionality because
the essay is an example of the best kind of theorizing, that which stems
from lived experience. Samatar says in an interview with Alicia Cole, which
is again worth quoting at length, that she is interested in hybridity because
binaries, which insist on fixed categories and are thus the antithesis of inter-
sectionality, are

trying to kill me [....] ’m always trying to merge things, rather
than balance them. I want to create new things that are mixtures
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of genres or categories I've been told are incompatible. I hate sepa-
rations and borders—I’m always trying to break them down. This
has a lot to do with race, of course, with being a person of mixed
race, and a person of two different cultures. In my position, you
have to believe that boundaries can be broken down, that so-called
opposites can merge. Otherwise, you can’t exist.”

Samatar’s “hat[red]” of “borders” epitomizes queer theory’s view of the
world and also shows the necessary nature of this approach. The work of
queering Mennonite literature that she does in “The Scope of This Project”
is, as the language of her interview indicates, a matter of life and death.” It is
the kind of answer that the characters in queer Mennonite literature, who
often feel despair as a result of their marginalization, are looking for. Queer
Mennonites and Mennonites of color have frequently been told that they are
“incompatible” with the Mennonite community, but Samatar’s essay works
to destroy such oppression.>

Samatar’s speculative fiction embodies the ideal of “The Scope of This
Project” of using intersectionality to fight marginalization.” It does so in
part by embodying some of the conventions of a genre that is itself marginal
in literary studies and uses the freedom of this position to investigate new
visions of society, much as queer theory does. Samatar tells Tobias Carroll in
an interview that one thing she appreciates about speculative fiction is “the
way it keeps you a stranger.”** Readers have an extra layer of difficulty to work
through when they read speculative fiction, and this work becomes a learn-
ing opportunity. I have written here that one reason I love queer Mennonite
literature is because I see myself in it, but the above quotation illustrates the
opposite, and just as necessary, experience. Samatar’s fiction makes readers
Other because we are not a part of the worlds she depicts. When I read her
2017 short story collection Tender, I was on edge with anticipation at the
beginning of each story because I knew that at some point I would have to
readjust the mental landscape that each story built in my head. This tempo-
rary placement of ourselves as Other is an essential experience for building
empathy for those who are Othered by society. Samatar recognizes this in
her assertion elsewhere that “speculative fiction [. . . is] writing queerly.”?
The genre in general and her fiction specifically queer reality, calling for new
ways of being.

To illustrate this queering, I do not offer a full reading of Samatar’s
fiction but instead highlight a few passages that illustrate the theoretical
concepts she advocates for in her literary theory and interviews as a way of
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opening up space for the conversation begun in Queering Mennonite Literature
to continue elsewhere. The aggregate effect of these passages, which are
scattered throughout Tender and the 2016 novel The Winged Histories, is to
show that Samatar’s fiction explores ideas of intersectionality and hybridity
as strategies of succor for the marginalized throughout, putting her theoreti-
cal ideals into practice.

The marginal plays a prominent role in Tender’s second story, “Ogres of
East Africa.” The story is told by a servant, Alibhai, who writes it “in the mar-
gins” of his employer’s account book.> It consists of stories about the ogres
in the title told to Alibhai by a townsperson, Mary, whom he has hired for the
purpose. Hence readers get the descriptions of the ogres at least thirdhand:
the ogres do not speak for themselves, but Mary tells their stories to Alibhai,
who then writes them down. Who knows what sort of editing has happened
to them in this process? Indeed, Alibhai acknowledges that Mary herself
might be editing what she tells him, that even her marginal stories have
their own “margins” (15). This layering, combined with the asides Alibhai
addresses to readers as he transcribes each ogre narrative, makes the story
an example of how, according to Ellah Wakatama Allfrey, Samatar’s fiction
includes the “cadence of an African oral tradition” that beckons each reader
“to become a listener” as it “tell[s] stories within stories.” Such geographical
specificity is important because despite its status as speculative fiction, the
story roots itself in history and place. It is dated “1907,” Alibhai states that
he is from “Mombasa,” and as the title states, he is studying the ogres of East
Africa (10). The specter of colonialism thereby casts its shadow over the
story, as its characters are black British subjects. But the story offers hope
in the face of this marginalization because of the local narratives it shares.
Mary’s stories and Alibhai’s transcription of them show that the marginal-
ized have desirable knowledge even though that knowledge seems itself to
be marginalized.

The following story, “Walkdog,” advocates for an ethic of relating to the
Other in the form of a school report by its semiautobiographical narrator,
Yolanda, who is “African and German and Spanish and God knows what else”
(23). Her multiple ethnic identities and their open-endedness (“God knows
what else”) symbolize the hybridity Samatar discusses with Cole. Yolanda
tells the story of a classmate, Andy, a persecuted “dork” whom she is friends
with despite worrying about being “contaminated by his nerd gas,” which
causes her to try to hide the friendship (22-23). However, after he is beaten
up and disappears at the end of the story, she realizes she should have done a
better job of relating to him (28-30). Andy’s disappearance may be liberating
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for him because he asks for his grandmother’s conjure mat before he disap-
pears, so it is possible that he uses the mat to take him to a better place.
However, it is crushing for Yolanda and, by extension, readers. She realizes she
has failed him as a friend because she participated in his marginalization by
refusing to accept his nerdiness. Her discovery of this fact leaves readers with
the powerful message that simply recognizing the humanity of others and
treating them with kindness are necessary steps in ending oppression.

Another story, “A Brief History of Nonduality Studies” (125-34), employs
the idea of rejecting binaries that Samatar names in her interview with Cole.
In the best queer fashion, Samatar gives Cole a list of binaries that she wants
readers to work on breaking down, including “the borders between male and
female.””® Although the story title claims to give a history of an academic field
and the story itself mentions important figures in the field, the story never
actually defines what “nonduality studies” is, so the history it relates is ren-
dered nonsensical because there is no referent to tie it to. But this lacuna is
actually the story’s essential idea. The story leaves readers to fill the gap by
imagining what we would like the field to be. One may imagine that it exam-
ines how to break down dichotomous thinking and how to conceive of the
world intersectionally instead. It thus embodies the queering that Samatar
advocates in the interview through its open-endedness.

The openness in “A Brief History of Nonduality Studies” is also present
in “Meet Me in Iram,” whose narrator says that they “would like to build an
entire philosophy out of Iram, the absent city” (172). What does it mean to
create a way of life from something that is “absent,” that does not exist? The
narrator tells readers, “You can help me” to figure out how to live in a way
that does not worry about the standards of “normal” (172). Again, the story
uses the gap it creates to make space for the imagining of a better society.
The radical openness it creates envisions the destruction of borders and the
marginalization that goes along with them.

The Winged Histories offers a concrete example of the intersectional
visions explored in these four stories. One thread of the novel’s tapestry
of narratives portrays a relationship between two women, Tav and Seren.”
The novel implies that all the characters in its world are of color and explic-
itly notes that Tav has “the Faluidhen coloring, [. . .] that dazzling dark skin
that makes [Faluidhen women] glow like lamps in the middle of the day.”*®
Here, The Winged Histories offers a vision of a society that celebrates dark skin
rather than discriminating against it, as Faluidhen coloring is associated with
nobility. Aside from being black and queer, Tav is also a revolutionary, a char-
acteristic that works to symbolize the radical nature of the other elements of
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her identity. Although Tav and Seren’s society views same-sex relationships
as immature, their relationship persists through the years, playing a recur-
ring role in the extended meditation on their lives narrated by Seren.* The
women’s insistence on maintaining their relationship despite societal disap-
proval reminds readers that fighting injustice always encounters resistance
but is necessary anyway. The women’s willingness to persevere argues that
the identity “black queer” is one worth fighting for.

Tender’s longest story, “Fallow,” Samatar’s one explicitly Mennonite
story, also examines LGBT relationships.® In it, a group of Mennonites have
left a dying Earth and founded a community, Fallow, on a distant planet.
Unfortunately, their potential utopia sours and becomes a theocracy.
Rebellions against the regime are quickly snuffed out, but records of them
are illicitly kept by two archivists, Brother Lookout and the narrator herself
through her retelling of Brother Lookout’s story. Like Ruth in Widows of
Hamilton House, these characters realize that keeping records of marginal-
ized stories is important both to preserve their histories and to keep them
available for future readers who might need those stories to save them by
teaching them how to live. Although it takes place in the future, “Fallow” par-
ticipates in the archiving of queer Mennonite experience like other pieces of
queer Mennonite literature in its mention of Brother Lookout’s enjoyment
of bondage and in its narrator’s hope for a new society (243).

Despite the restrictive nature of Fallow—in many ways, it is no freer
than Wapiti in Rudy Wiebe’s Peace Shall Destroy Many (the template-setter of
oppressive fictional Mennonite communities), and it causes the narrator’s
sister, Temar, to enact the usual Mennonite literary trope of leaving the
community because of its restrictions—there is one way it represents ideal
community. One character, Sister Wheel, was in a long-term “covenant[ed]”
relationship with another woman, Rahel, before Rahel died (233, 239). This
fact is mentioned in passing in a discussion of Sister Wheel’s widowhood.
The lack of commentary on the women’s relationship indicates that Fallow
accepts same-sex relationships as a part of the community’s life. The story
therefore depicts a context where the identity “queer Mennonite” has
become an established, unremarkable one. Fallow’s LGBT inclusiveness
shows that there is hope even for the most broken communities. This is a
hope that all queer Mennonite literature shares.
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in North America. A partial list would
include those held by historical librar-
ies at Mennonite colleges such as Bethel
College, Bluffton University, Conrad Grebel
University College, Eastern Mennonite
University, and Goshen College. There are
also various regional archives maintained
by Mennonite denominations, conferences,
and private groups. Mennonite literary critic
Paul Tiessen’s recent work on Rudy Wiebe’s
archives has been helpful for my thinking
about the subject. See Tiessen, “Archival
Returns,” “Double Identity,” “Re-framing the
Reaction,” and his reflections on interacting
with archives in ““I Want My Story Told,”
264-65.

4.Examples of activist Mennonite
work include Di Brandt’s and Julia Spicher
Kasdorf’s feminist poetry, Todd Davis’s
ecocritical poetry, and Rudy Wiebe’s wres-
tling with issues of peace throughout his
explicitly Mennonite fiction.

5.Clare, Exile and Pride, 31, 35.

6. This necessity is often dis-
cussed in scholarship on queer archiving.
See, for instance, Sheffield, “Bedside Table
Archives,” 114. Sheffield’s essay highlights
the importance of personal queer archives
such as Ruth’s book collection, which I
discuss later in the chapter.

7. Cvetkovich, “White Boots and Combat
Boots,” 321.

8. For instance, Elspeth Probyn writes
about the anxiety caused by the thought
of working on her book, which leads to
“retch[ing]” every morning, a “routine
my body had set up,” to which “my body
insisted I pay attention” in “Writing Shame,”
71. While I thankfully have not experienced
retching while trying to write, I certainly
relate to Probyn’s description of writing
uneasiness as a physical malady. For another
queer account of writing anxiety, see
Cvetkovich, Depression, 29-73.

9. Penner, Widows of Hamilton
House, 145. Further citations of this novel are
given in the text.

10. Plett, “Natural Links,” 287.

Notes to Pages 25-32

11. As I discuss in chapter 3, Nora from
Jessica Penner’s Shaken in the Water is one
example. This paucity extends to literature
in general.

12. This is a common violence experienced
by bisexuals. It remains constant enough
that Fritz Klein documented it more than
twenty years ago in The Bisexual Option, 4-5,
and Shiri Eisner still feels it is necessary to
discuss it in Bi, 209-10.

13. New Oxford Annotated Bible, 335n9.

14. Robert Zacharias’s Rewriting the Break
Event documents this frequency.

15. Smucker, Henry’s Red Sea.

16.1 discuss my Latinx ethnicity in
Cruz, “On Postcolonial Mennonite Writing.”

17. Nelson, Argonauts, 3.

18. Coverley, Psychogeography, 14.

19. Doug Lunney gives some basic
information about the house and its history,
much of which is included in Widows of
Hamilton House, in “Winnipeg Home Once
Hosted Seances.”

20. For instance, as I discuss later
in this chapter, Sam in Wes Funk’s Baggage
moves from rural Saskatchewan to Saskatoon
because he is estranged from his Mennonite
family; as I discuss in chapter 2, Jess in Jan
Guenther Braun’s Somewhere Else goes into
exile from her Mennonite community; and
as I discuss in chapter 5, Sheldon in Corey
Redekop’s Husk renounces Mennonitism
because it condemns him for being gay.

21. The fact that the theme of the 2017
Mennonite/s Writing conference at the
University of Winnipeg was “Personal
Narratives of Place and Displacement”
shows that issues of space continue to play a
major role in both Mennonite literature and
Mennonite thinking in general.

22. Other queer writers also inves-
tigate séances as a queer practice. See, for
example, Paula Martinac’s novel Out of Time,
which also has archiving as a primary theme,
and Sarah Waters’s novel Affinity.

23. Penner, Shaken in the Water, 71,

84-86; Swartley, Wretched Afterlife of Odetta
Koop; Funk, Wes Side Story, 94-98.

24. Cvetkovich, Archive of Feelings, 245.

25. For instance, I wrote a chapter
of my dissertation on Delany’s novel The
Tides of Lust, which went out of print almost
immediately after it was published in 1973,
and mine is the only scholarly article on



Toews’s first novel, Summer of My Amazing
Luck. See Cruz, “Narrative Ethics.” This pau-
city extends to Toews’s second and fourth
novels, A Boy of Good Breeding and The Flying
Troutmans, as well. Her explicitly Mennonite
third and fifth novels, A Complicated Kindness
and Irma Voth, are the ones that receive criti-
cal attention.

26. Wiebe, Our Asian Journey;

Suzanne, Riding SideSaddle*. Another rarity
narrative: I remember that at the end of

Ann Hostetler’s presentation at the 2002
Mennonite/s Writing conference at Goshen
College, she had some of the few remaining
copies of Anna Ruth Ediger Baehr’s poetry
collection Moonflowers at Dusk to hand out
to the audience, which Baehr’s daughter

had given to Hostetler when she found out
Hostetler was researching Baehr. There was
amad rush to the front for them. I still have
mine. Hostetler’s presentation was published
as “Three Women Poets.” Hostetler confirms
that she still has “3 or 4” copies left to give
away to interested scholars. Hostetler,
Facebook message to author, 5 July 2017.

27. Cvetkovich, Archive of Feelings, 7.

28. Adler, Cruising the Library, 105.

29. Hamilton, Intention and Survival.

A PDF of the book is available at https://
umanitoba.ca/libraries/units/archives/media/
Hamilton_Intention_and_Survival.pdf.

30. Cvetkovich, Archive of Feelings, 48.

One early example of this archiving is
chapter 4 of Juana Maria Rodriguez’s Queer
Latinidad, which documents queer chat-
rooms online.

31. Interestingly, Ruth includes sibling
incest in her list of odd subjects, an event
that does not occur in Widows of Hamilton
House but plays a major role in Jessica
Penner’s Shaken in the Water, as 1 discuss in
chapter 3.

32. This notion has permeated North
American Mennonitism in official and unof-
ficial ways. Many Mennonite martyrdom
stories include an element of call. See, for
instance, the story of Clayton Kratz, who
was asked to be a relief worker in Russia
on a Tuesday and was on the ship headed
there that Friday, in Bauman, Coals of Fire,
111-18. There are also stories of influential
churchmen, such as Harold S. Bender, who
frequently called people to serve the church
in various capacities. See Gundy, Walker,

145; and Keim, Harold S. Bender. I recall

the eminent Mennonite historian Theron
Schlabach telling me in conversation when I
was his student that the reason he got a PhD
in history was because Guy F. Hershberger,
Bender’s contemporary, told him to because
there was a dearth of historians suitable for
employment by Mennonite colleges. Swiss
Mennonites traditionally called their pastors
and other church leaders by the lot, although
this practice has disappeared among all but
the most conservative congregations. For a
recent discussion of the theological aspects
of call from a Mennonite perspective, see
Miller, Living Faith.

33. Funk, Wes Side Story, 84. Further
citations of this work are given in the text.
Despite its subtitle, Funk specifically names
the book as “autobiography” rather than
memoir on the copyright page and pledges
his attempt to make it “truthful.” This
choice to write about his entire life rather
than just his writing career (which is why it
is improper to call it a memoir) is significant
because, as I argue later in this chapter, he
attempts to offer the narrative of a queer life
for use as a model for others.

34. Lewis, “I Am 64,” 27.

35. Stoner, “How the Peace Church Helped
Make a Lesbian Out of Me,” 10-11. The
spiritual and geographical journey toward
worldliness that Stoner names is so arche-
typal that it was already being satirized in
the 1980s. See Lesher, Muppie Manual.

36. Plett, “Natural Links,” 287.

37.On the practice of barebacking and
how it can function as a liberating, anti-
homophobic practice, see Dean, Unlimited
Intimacy. Marlon M. Bailey offers an impor-
tant expansion of Dean’s ideas in “Black Gay
(Raw) Sex.”

38. Lee, Biography, 21.

39. Along with Dead Rock Stars,
see Funk, Humble Beginnings, Baggage, and
Cherry Blossoms.

40.Although, as I argue here, Funk’s
title works in liberating ways, it is also
necessary to acknowledge that he chooses
to riff off of the title of a work that is
racist. Unlike its inspiration Romeo and
Juliet, where the Montagues and Capulets
are social equals who happen to hate each
other, in West Side Story, Puerto Ricans are
portrayed as dangerous racial Others who
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must be subdued at all costs. This discrimi-
natory stance is evident in the names of
the gangs: the whites are the Jets, symbols
of technological progress and emblems of
the future, and the Puerto Ricans are the
Sharks, animalistic and bloodthirsty. See
Shakespeare and Laurents, Romeo and Juliet
& West Side Story. As a Puerto Rican, I wish
that Funk had chosen a different title and
that he did not have the racial blind spot
that his title reveals. But as a queer, I find
much that is valuable in Wes Side Story
despite its titular flaw.

41. Frank, Letting Stories Breathe, 75.

42. Arondekar, Cvetkovich, Hanhardt,
Kunzel, Nyong’o, Rodriguez, and Stryker,
“Queer Archives,” 213.

43. Halberstam, Queer Art of Failure, v.

44.1bid., 3, 7, 88.

45. Cvetkovich, Archive of Feelings, 7.

I first encountered a citation of Cvetkovich’s
book in Leung, “Archiving Queer Feelings in
Hong Kong,” 400-401, and I acknowledge
the importance of Leung’s essay for my
thinking about Funk’s work. It may seem
odd to cite an essay on queer experience in
Hong Kong when discussing queer experi-
ence in Saskatchewan, but I do so because
Leung’s focus on the regional is a useful
model for thinking about Funk’s work, which
is proudly rooted in both rural and urban
Saskatechewan. This citation also empha-
sizes the point that queers are marginal
everywhere.

46. See Workplay Publishing’s web-
site (http://www.workplaypublishing.com/
default.html).

47.Regarding a related activist movement,
Eichhorn notes the importance of self-
publishing for the feminist movement
since the 1970s in The Archival Turn,
169n37.

48.Beachy, Zeke Yoder vs. the
Singularity. See https://www.kickstarter
.com/projects/1541842544/zeke-yoder-vs-the
-singularity-an-amish-sci-fi-nove, which as
of 3 July 2017 was still up even though the
campaign was over.

49. Stryker and Currah, “Introduc-
tion,” 10.

50. Trembath, “Local Author.” See
also Friesen, “In Memory.”

51. Funk, Baggage, 167. Funk’s third novel,
Cherry Blossoms, about a heterosexual
woman, is the least autobiographical of his

Notes to Pages 39-47

books (and thus I do not examine it here),
but even it includes some autobiographical
elements, such as vacation destinations
and Funk’s usual country-to-city migration
story.

52. Rohy, “In the Queer Archive,” 343.

53.To cite a Mennonite example, the writ-
ing voice in Rudy Wiebe’s Of This Earth is
very different from the voice in, say, The Blue
Mountains of China.

54. Funk explicitly advocates this
principle in his choice to have Humble
Beginnings contain multiple genres.

55. Funk, Dead Rock Stars, 20.

56. Halberstam, In a Queer Time and
Place, 42. Unfortunately, queer rural fiction is
still rather rare overall, though many queer
Mennonite texts include rural settings like
Dead Rock Stars does.

57. Lee, Biography, 14.

58. Robert Zacharias’s After Identity
wrestles with this issue, as does Hildi Froese
Tiessen’s “Beyond ‘What We by Habit or
Custom Already Know.”

59. Funk, Baggage, 5, emphasis in the
original.

60. Wiebe, Blue Mountains of China,
188-215.

61. Funk, Baggage, 65, 103.

62. Friesen, “From the Editor’s
Desk.”

63.Bannon, Odd Girl Out, I Am a
Woman, Women in the Shadows, Journey to a
Woman, and Beebo Brinker.

64. These traditional condemnatory
endings include characters suffering not
only from breakups but also from “illness,”
mental breakdowns, and “suicide” as punish-
ment for their queer relationships. Stryker,
Queer Pulp, 51-52, 57. Likewise, Cvetkovich
notes that in 1950s fiction, lesbians usually
end up “sad, lonely, or dead” in Archive of
Feelings, 253. Kristen Hogan documents
how the availability of lesbian fiction
such as Bannon’s “with good endings” felt
“life-changing” for lesbians in The Feminist
Bookstore Movement, 2, emphasis in the
original.

Chapter 2

1. Braun, “From Policy to the Personal,”
76.



2.Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, 213-14.

3. Mufioz, Cruising Utopia, 3, 30, 6.

4. Braun, “From Policy to the Personal,”
70. The General Conference Mennonite
Church merged with the “Old” Mennonite
Church, both of which were binational, to
form the affiliated-yet-separate Mennonite
Church Canada and Mennonite Church
USA in 2001. The General Conference
had split from the Mennonite Church in
1860. For a history of Mennonite denomi-
national schisms, see Kniss, Disquiet in the
Land.

5. Braun, “From Policy to the Personal,”
72.

6.1bid., 71.

7.1bid., 78.

8. Braun, “Queer Sex at Bible College,” 13.

9. Braun, “From Policy to the

Personal,” 73-74.

10. Braun, “Queer Sex at Bible
College,” 13.

11. Ibid., 14.

12. Ibid., 15.

13. Ibid.

14. Braun, “Complicated Becoming,” 292.

15. Ibid., 294.

16. Ibid., 295.

17. Braun, “From Policy to the Personal,”
70.

18. Andrew Harnish recounts some of this
process in “LGBT Mennonite Fiction,” 279.

19. Braun, Somewhere Else, 11-13.
Further citations of this novel are given in
the text.

20. Brandt, “In Praise of Hybridity,” 127.

21.As noted in chapter 1, Barbara
Smucker’s Henry’s Red Sea fictionalizes the
efforts of Russian Mennonites who were
refugees in Germany after World War II to
get to Paraguay before they were repatriated
to the Soviet Union. Janice Dick’s Out of the
Storm, which according to its blurb is “his-
torical fiction with a touch of romance” and
is marketed to Mennonite lay readers, is one
fictional retelling of Russian Mennonites’
attempts to flee to Canada in the 1920s to
escape Soviet communism. Such books
teach that their stories are heroic narratives
of faithfulness and martyrdom, and while I
recognize the importance of these values,
I think it might be possible to teach them
to the community in less disturbing, less
propagandistic ways. Perhaps these stories
are used less today (I do not know because I

do not have children), but when Braun (and
by extension, Jess) and I were growing up in
the 1980s, they were the norm.

22. Braun, “From Policy to the
Personal,” 75.

23. The novel’s cover will itself act as
an archiving of this genre of ephemera once
the switch to electronic tickets that gains
momentum every day is complete. On tick-
ets as epitomizing the ephemeral because of
their indispensable nature, which disappears
as soon as they are used, see Rickards, This Is
Ephemera, 7,10-11.

24. For recent work on rural queer
identities, see Gray, Johnson, and Gilley,
Queering the Countryside.

25. Rodriguez, Sexual Futures, 137.

26. My reminiscing is inspired by
Rodriguez’s accounts of her own illicit,
informal attempts at self-sex education as
a young person in Sexual Futures, 103-6,
146-47. Other queer narratives about living
in community include Delany, Heavenly
Breakfast; and Peterson, Next Year, for Sure.

27.For a story of successfully becom-
ing a queer Mennonite theologian, see
Zimmerman, “Teaching Ethics While Queer
and Mennonite.”

28. Braun, “From Policy to the
Personal,” 74.

29. A partial list of foundational
pieces of creative writing in this tradition
includes Birdsell, Agassiz: A Novel in Stories;
Brandt, questions i asked my mother [sic];
Kasdorf, Eve’s Striptease; and Kauffman,
Collaborators. Critical/theoretical pieces
include Birky, “When Flesh Becomes
Word”; Brandt, Dancing Naked; Hostetler,
“Three Women Poets”; and Kasdorf, Body
and the Book.

30. Summers, “Introduction,” ix.

Other early print attempts to catalogue
queer literature include Drake, The Gay
Canon; and Stryker, Queer Pulp. For an ongo-
ing digital example, see Casey the Canadian
Lesbrarian.

31. Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, 240.

32. Castle, Apparitional Lesbian,

2-4. One of Castle’s endnotes mentions an
instance of queer persecution that may be
especially relevant to Mennonites. It tells of
“Bets Wiebes, accused in Amsterdam in 1792
of lying with another woman,” who spent
time in jail as a result (240n4). Could this
woman have had Mennonite connections?
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It is possible, since “Wiebes” is a known
variation of “Wiebe,” which is a common
Mennonite name “of Dutch origin.” Krahn,
“Wiebe,” 943. It may be an unanswerable
question, but the reason for engaging in such
speculation is to show that as long as there
have been Mennonites, there have been
queer Mennonites. We just do not know
about specific individuals because the com-
munity has suppressed their stories.

33.Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, 216.
have heard similar stories from friends.
Therefore, the need for narratives that claim
lesbian existence remains.

34.1bid., 230.

35.Ibid., 255.

36. For accounts of how pornography
can be educational, see Hartley, “Porn”;
Dewhurst, “Gay Sunshine,” 216-19; Dean,
“Stumped,” 432-35; and Rodriguez, Sexual
Futures, 146—47.

37. Aside from Brandt’s aforementioned
text, see Wiebe, Peace Shall Destroy Many;
Friesen, The Shunning; and Kasdorf, Sleeping
Preacher.

38.As I explain elsewhere, it
is impossible to get away from one’s
Mennonite identity no matter how hard one
tries, and thus it is best to accept it and learn
how to make it a healthy part of oneself. See
Cruz, “Reading My Life in the Text,” 281-82.

39. Stoner, “How the Peace Church
Helped Make a Lesbian Out of Me,” 10.

40. Gundy, Walker, 133-41, especially
140-41.

41. Mufioz, Cruising Utopia, 172.

Chapter 3

1. Penner, Shaken in the Water, 15. Further
citations of this novel, which are from the
2013 Foxhead Books edition rather than the
2017 Workplay Publishing edition (see the
discussion of these two editions in chap-
ter 1), are given in the text.

2. Schweighofer, “Rethinking the Closet,”
230.

3.Menno S. Harder explains that
Harder “is a common Mennonite name” in
“Harder,” 658. “Peter Harder” is therefore a
legitimately realistic name for a Mennonite
character despite its pornographic
resonances.

Notes to Pages 58-75

4. Cvetkovich, “Photographing Objects,”
281.

5. Lynnette D’anna’s sing me no more [sic]
is the earliest piece of queer Mennonite
literature I am aware of, though, as I note in
chapter 4, this honor might actually go to the
Martyrs Mirror.

6. Sedgwick, Between Men, 21.

7. Castle, Apparitional Lesbian, 72-73.

8. Schweighofer, “Rethinking the Closet,”
229-30.

9. Cvetkovich, Archive of Feelings, 88-89.

10.1Ibid., 100-106. On BDSM as a
form of therapy, see Avenatti and Jones,
“Kinks and Shrinks,” 90-91.

11. Arana, “Sibling Incest Stories,” 45-50.

12. Clare, Exile and Pride, 130-31.

13.Ibid., 136-37.

14. Arana, “Sibling Incest Stories,” 44.

15. Kafer, Feminist, Queer, Crip, 31.

16. For what it is worth, Penner
tells Julia Spicher Kasdorf in an interview,
“A Mosaic of Broken Dishes,” that, along
with Agnes, she likes Johan the most of all
her characters, thus indicating that readers
should give their sexual subversion a fair
hearing.

17. Ervin Beck’s “Mennonite Transgres-
sive Literature” provides a history of
significant Mennonite texts, including
Wiebe’s, that have caused the kind of reac-
tion my students worried Penner’s novel
might have.

18. Friesen, Flamethrowers, 11-33, 15, 73.
Robert Zacharias’s Rewriting the Break Event
provides an overview of the numerous exam-
ples of the first theme. The most famous
example of the second theme is in Rudy
Wiebe’s The Blue Mountains of China, 271-72.
On the third theme, see, for instance, the
well-known example of Di Brandt’s poem
“nonresistance, or love Mennonite style”
from Agnes in the Sky, 38-39.

19. Tiessen, “Literary Refractions,” 66;
Wiebe, Skyblue the Badass. Skyblue appears
in three stories in The Transparent Eye-Ball
and Other Stories, in five stories in Going
to the Mountain, in five stories in The Vox
Populi Street Stories, and throughout all of
Skyblue’s Essays, which is fiction despite its
title.

20. While Flamethrowers got some
good reviews in important venues such as
the New York Times, the novel sold poorly



and was soon forgotten. See Teichroew,
“Gordon Friesen,” 12-13.

21. Wiebe became friends with the
Review’s longtime celebrity editor George
Plimpton, and some of his memories are
included in Nelson W. Aldrich Jr.’s oral his-
tory, George, Being George, 278-79.

22. For instance, see Barth, Lost in the
Fumhouse, and Barthelme, City Life.

23. Penner, “Mosaic.”

24. Hostetler, “Introduction.”

25. It is, however, important to note
that both authors apparently appreciated
the attention Mennonite literary critics have
given their work. We see this in Friesen’s
willingness to give Allan Teichroew an
interview for Teichroew’s “Gordon Friesen”
and in Wiebe’s choice to publish some of
his later works in Mennonite venues. See,
for instance, Wiebe, “Can a Mennonite Be
an Atheist?,” “Love in Old Age,” and On the
Cross. Jeff Gundy briefly discusses Wiebe’s
Mennonite return in Walker in the Fog, 137.

26. Friesen, Flamethrowers, 156;

Wiebe, Skyblue the Badass, 124, 132.

27. Penner, “Research Notes.”

Chapter 4

1. Roth, “Complex Legacy,” 279.

2. The Amish split off from Mennonites
in 1693, and an affinity remains between
the two groups as a result of their shared
Anabaptist heritage. Beachy was raised
Mennonite but has Amish ancestry. For
more on the Amish/Mennonite schism, see
Roth, Letters of the Amish Division.

3. My use of this language is influenced
by Theodor Adorno’s well-known asser-
tion that “to write poetry after Auschwitz is
barbaric” in Prisms, 34.

4.Van Braght, Martyrs Mirror, 831, 1058,
and 1094. David Luthy notes that these
illustrations were first included in the 1685
Dutch edition, which had 104 etchings, in
A History, 11. For more on the illustrations
excluded from the Herald Press edition, see
Weaver-Zercher, “Research Note.”

5.Beachy, boneyard, 14. Further citations
of this novel are given in the text.

6.Luyken’s etchings have not been
included in any of the North American
German editions of the Martyrs Mirror,

thus Jake is using an English edition. This is
plausible even though the Amish tend not
to use English in the home because Amish
bookstores frequently stock English editions
of the book. See Luthy, A History, 70. I thank
Joe Springer of the Mennonite Historical
Library in Goshen, Indiana, for his help in
clarifying this issue.

7.Julia Spicher Kasdorf gives a thor-
oughly researched account of the shooting in
“To Pasture,” 328-30.

8.1bid., 331.

9.Roth’s “Complex” is a recent
example of advocacy in favor of telling
martyr stories.

10. Kasdorf, “To Pasture,” 329.
boneyard repeats this story in a footnote
(193n49).

11. Acker, I Dreamt I Was a Nymphomaniac
Imagining, 101-9; Acker, Don Quixote, which
was a dream, 166—71. In boneyard, Jake’s
random references to himself as a “pirate”
(284-85, 296), which, unlike his time as a
rock musician, go unexplained, may also be
read as references to Acker’s Pussy, King of
the Pirates. Beachy’s novel Glory Hole, the
writing of which gets mentioned in bone-
yard (e.g., 9), also includes this repetitive
trope by repeating narrative aspects from
boneyard. For instance, there is another
Amish teenager, Amos Yoder, who, like Jake,
writes disturbing short stories and throws
them into the fire, where they are saved
by the “Beachy” character, Philip Yoder,
and have the same burn marks as Jake’s
manuscript. Beachy, Glory Hole, 182-83. A
post on the Jake Yoder Facebook page from
19 September 2017 notes that Amos is a “fic-
tionalized™ version of Jake and asks whether
“I [Jake] can sue him [Beachy] for libel”
because Jake finds the portrayal of himself
as Amos “exploit[ative].” See https://www
.facebook.com/jake.yoder.585.

12. Kasdorf, “To Pasture,” 330.

13. Van Braght, Martyrs Mirror, 592-610,
992, 1002.

14. For example, Kasdorf writes that she
used to think she “knew what the book was
about” because she was familiar with its
illustrations. “Mightier,” 45.

15. Beachy is not the first novelist to write
about a gay Amishman. In Thrill of the Chaste,
Valerie Weaver-Zercher notes that there
are some Amish romance novels (written
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by non-Amish, non-Mennonite writers, and
thus not examined here) about LGBT rela-
tionships (4, 6, 254n10).

16. David L. Weaver-Zercher notes
that Luyken was a poet as well as a visual
artist and continued to write poetry
throughout his life in “Martyrs Mirror,”
96-97. If the oral tradition that Friesen men-
tions is true, then Luyken may have been the
first queer Mennonite writer.

17. Beachy, “Editor’s Preface,” 17.

18. Krehbiel, “Staying Alive,” 141.

19. One early example of this gender
studies maxim is found in Thomas Waugh’s
“Men’s Pornography.”

20. Martens and Cramer, “By What
Criteria.”

21. Gundy, Songs from an Empty Cage, 43.

22. As Kasdorf notes, another kind
of gender bending is also present in the
Martyrs Mirror, as several female martyrs
are described as “manly” in their resistance
to persecution. “Mightier,” 56-57. While
this description draws on what twenty-first-
century readers would call oppressive
gender stereotypes, as it is possible for any
gender to be strong in spirit like the martyrs,
it is nevertheless interesting that van Braght
is willing to acknowledge that crossing gen-
dered boundaries can be a powerful political
act. He does not condemn the “manly”
women for straying outside “biblical” gender
roles, recognizing that it is sometimes
necessary to transgress. This is yet another
instance of his book’s queerness.

23. Another example that is also
reprinted in boneyard is the illustration of
Andrew the apostle being crucified on what
is now known as a “St. Andrew’s cross”
(205). These crosses are often used in BDSM
scenes. Staci Newmahr describes this use in
Playing on the Edge, 81-82.

24. Patrick S. Cheng notes that queer
theologians have written about “the
homoerotic elements” of Pelagius’s story
in Radical Love, 117. In light of this writing,
perhaps Jake’s use of the Martyrs Mirror is
not so surprising after all.

25. Zacharias, Rewriting the Break
Event, 177.

26. Ward, “Queer Feminist Pigs,” 132.

27.For an analysis of the types of scenes in
Luyken’s illustrations, see Weaver-Zercher,
“Martyrs Mirror,” 99-118.

Notes to Pages 83-87

28. Kasdorf, “Mightier,” 68.

29. Newmahr explains the connec-
tion between pain and pleasure in Playing
on the Edge, 134-37. She also offers helpful
discussions of the concept of “play”
throughout. For instance, see 8-9, 83-84,
108, 128.

30. For example, Ann Hostetler writes
that when she was taught about martyrs
as a child, she knew that if it had been her,
she would have refused martyrdom: “I
wanted to be the girl who lived.” “The Self
in Mennonite Garb,” 37. For a similar senti-
ment, see Gundy, “Ancient Themes #1: The
Martyrs & the Child,” in Rhapsody with Dark
Matter, 55-56. Roth also lists some recent
reasons for skepticism toward the venera-
tion of martyrs in “Complex,” 280.

31. David Weaver-Zercher asserts that
van Braght titled his book The Bloody Theater
because “there was something theatrical
about the martyr’s experiences, and espe-
cially their executions” in “Martyrs Mirror,”
58. So even the book’s author agreed that
part of its appeal for readers is its titillating,
vivid nature rather than just its spiritual
lessons.

32.Indeed, as Krehbiel contends,

“we’re at the point where the way we repeat
these stories says far more about who we are
than do the histories themselves.” “Staying
Alive,” 140. Referencing the Martyrs Mirror
has seemingly become a kind of shibboleth
to show belonging in certain Anabaptist
circles rather than a way of teaching
nonresistant ethics. The most well-known
example of this fetishizing is the story of
Dirk Willems. David Luthy’s Dirk Willems
provides a helpful overview of recent
examples, as does Kasdorf, who also offers
commentary on why it is problematic in
“Mightier,” 59-64. See also Weaver-Zercher,
“Martyrs Mirror,” 103—4, 264-91.

33. This argument spills over into
a YouTube video from 29 September 2011,
“Who Is Jake Yoder?,” which includes
interviews of Beachy and Brown along-
side professor “Jurgen Kraybill” from
“Bergholtz Mennonite College in Ohio”
as an investigative news crew attempts to
discern whether Jake really exists. Neither
Kraybill nor Bergholtz actually exists, but
Mennonite viewers will find their names
funny because of their stereotypically



Mennonite nature. The video is available
at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
3D7st2wA7kw.

34. Quoted in Burke, “Amish
Searching for Healing.”

35.Roth, “Complex Legacy,” 280 and
throughout. The term right remembering
was previously, and perhaps first, used in
a Mennonite context in Dave and Neta
Jackson’s On Fire for Christ: Stories of
Anabaptist Martyrs Retold from “Martyrs
Mirror,” as quoted in Kasdorf, “Right
Remembering,” 13. My thanks to Kasdorf
for bringing this citation to my
attention.

Chapter 5

1. Frank, Letting Stories Breathe, 75.

2. Redekop, Husk, 177, 244. Further cita-
tions of this novel are given in the text.

3. My thinking here is influenced by Eli
Clare’s discussion of the problematic assump-
tion held by many people without disabilities
that the only way people with disabilities can
have fulfilling lives is if their disabilities are
cured. See Clare, Exile and Pride, 122-23. Clare
further examines the issue of cure in Brilliant
Imperfection.

4. Frank, Letting Stories Breathe, 117.

5.Indeed, in a short YouTube clip
uploaded by Winnipeg Free Press, Redekop
calls Husk “the great Canadian gay
Mennonite zombie novel” and asserts, “I
defy you to prove me different!” His state-
ment is humorous, of course, because Husk
is the only contender for the label. “Husk:
The Great Canadian Gay Mennonite Zombie
Novel.”

6. Redekop himself acknowledges
that family awkwardness might result
from the publication of Husk, as the last
line of the dedication reads, “Grandma,
please close the book now” (vi). Redekop
knows that some people will find the book
scandalous, but scandalousness in the queer
tradition can lead to liberation, and so
again, the novel is queer not just because of
its sexual matter but in a broader political
sense as well.

7.Di Brandt’s “Pornography and Silence
and Mennonites and Women” in Dancing
Naked, 50-56, and Julia Spicher Kasdorf’s

“Writing like a Mennonite” in The Body
and the Book, 167-89, are two classic essays
discussing how these attitudes are harmful,
including how they can lead to sexual abuse
within and outside of the Mennonite com-
munity. For perspectives on queer sex work,
see Laing, Pilcher, and Smith, Queer Sex
Work.

8. Berlant and Warner, “Sex in Public,”
171.

9. Clare, Exile and Pride, 129.

10. Harris, “Zombies,” 64.

11. Jeff Gundy writes in “Mennonite/s
Writing” that some scenes are “repellent,
even disgusting, even for one who prides
himself on being pretty hard to shock,” and I
concur. I am barely able to skim the descrip-
tion of the bus restroom where Sheldon has
his heart attack (42-45).

12. For writing on disability from a
Mennonite perspective, see the “Dis/Ability”
special issue of Rhubarb.

13. Kafer, Feminist, Queer, Crip, 11. Kafer
calls for an intersectional approach to
ending ableism, much like Husk uses
Sheldon as an intersectional metaphor for
thinking about oppression. She notes that
her “crip theory” approach, which is explic-
itly “politic[al],” shares much with queer
theory’s approach to strategies for social
change (15-16).

14. For a discussion of the history of
people with disabilities in freak shows, see
Clare, Exile and Pride, 85-103.

15. Redekop identifies himself as a “veg-
etarian” in “Mennonites Do Not Write,”

48. Therefore, while it is not a topic I will
pursue here, one might claim that the nause-
ating scenes of Sheldon eating human flesh
throughout the novel argue against eating
meat in general.

16. Clare, Exile and Pride, 97.

17. Obviously, I read Doctor
Frankenstein’s creature sympathetically.

To quote a Facebook meme I saw once,
“Knowledge is knowing that Frankenstein is
not the monster / Wisdom is knowing that
Frankenstein is the monster.” For an exam-
ple of a nonsympathetic perspective, see
Lipking, “Frankenstein, the True Story.” For a
classic queer reclaiming of the creature, see
Stryker, “My Words to Victor Frankenstein
above the Village of Chamounix.”

18. Kafer, Feminist, Queer, Crip, 25-26.
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19. There is also a 1975 film called
Night of the Walking Dead directed by Leén
Klimovsky, but it is about vampires. Sheldon
is clearly making a zombie film reference
because after calling the dementia patients
“the walking dead,” he calls their floor “the
ward of the tattered ambulatory cadaver”
(90), which describes a stereotypical
zombie, not a vampire.

20. Klassen, “Zombie
Anabaptapocolypse.”

21. The Mennonot was a zine “For Mennos
on the Margins” published between 1993
and 2003. It often discussed Mennonite
literature as one area of resistance to
Mennonite theological orthodoxy and was
queer-friendly from its beginning, which was
a rarity for Mennonite-related publications
at the time. One could easily imagine an
interview with Sheldon Funk being pub-
lished there. Its thirteen issues are available
at http://www.keybridgeltd.com/mennonot/
downloads.htm.

22. Redekop, “Mennonites,” 48-49.

23. According to John C. Wenger,
the last name “Funk,” while being “Swiss
Mennonite” in origin, is also commonly
found among Russian Mennonites.

“Funk,” 420. Such a crossover is a rarity in
Mennonite names, and it makes Sheldon
a kind of everyMennonite, not just an
everyzombie.

24. Nonqueer examples of this
character type include Mastie Stoltzfus in
Kenneth Reed’s Mennonite Soldier, Nikolai
Fast in Al Reimer’s My Harp Is Turned to
Mourning, and Nomi Nickel in Miriam
Toews’s A Complicated Kindness.

25. Gundy, “Mennonite/s Writing.”

26.Klassen, “Zombie
Anabaptapocolypse.”

27. Harris, “Zombies,” 71-73. In “The
Zombie Anabaptapocolypse,” Klassen
contends that at the end of the novel when
Sheldon releases the zombies that Dixon has
been keeping prisoner in his compound, he
is “probably unleashing a zombie apoca-
lypse on the world,” but I disagree. The
zombies are in the middle of the desert with
no humans to feed on, and many of them
are already in an advanced state of decay
(244). The few that might be able to walk far
enough to actually get somewhere inhabited
by humans will be slow enough for humans

Notes to Pages g5-105

to destroy. Humans will be able to recognize
the zombies as such because, as a result of
Sheldon’s celebrity, they know that zombies
are real.

28. The classic discussion of this
belief is in Bender, Anabaptist Vision, 4, 33-34-

29. Aside from the Martyrs Mirror,
many Mennonite children have also grown
up with stories from Elizabeth Hershberger
Bauman’s Coals of Fire (still in print), which
retells stories from the Martyrs Mirror along
with more contemporary martyr narratives.
I could also cite numerous other children’s
books about martyrdom published by Herald
Press. For more on Coals of Fire and some of
these other books, see Reimer, “Passing on
the Faith.”

30. Gundy, “Mennonite/s Writing.” I
read Gundy as using “nonresistance” to be
interchangeable with “peace,” and he does
agree that Sheldon “ha[s] a moral sense.”
However, it is important to note that for
many Mennonites, “nonresistance” used
to mean not just pacifism but a complete
submissiveness to authority that precluded
any kind of social protest against violence,
whether perpetrated by governments or
individuals. The title and content of Guy
Franklin Hershberger’s War, Peace, and
Nonresistance is one example of this usage.

31. While thriftiness is not solely a
Mennonite trait, it is, indeed, a Mennonite
trait. Craig Haas and Steve Nolt offer
some stereotypical, satirical, yet accurate
examples of how this trait manifests itself,
such as in saving “plastic bread bags,” old
manila “folders [...,] wrapping paper [. ..,
and t]ea bags” in The Mennonite Starter Kit,
37, 40.

32.1do not mean to imply here that
only Mennonite books deal with issues of
violence and peace but that the treatment
of these issues in Husk is influenced by its
Mennonite context.

Chapter 6

1. Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place,
77

2. Plett, A Safe Girl to Love, 141. Further
citations of this book are given in the text.

3. Cvetkovich, Archive of Feelings, 253.



4. While coming out for LGB persons is
often a liberating gesture, this is not neces-
sarily the case for trans persons because
it unfairly leads to their body becoming
“contested.” Seid, “Reveal,” 176.

5. Halberstam, In a Queer Time and
Place, 44.

6.1 draw on my own experiences
in the BDSM community here and
throughout this section. Staci Newmahr
documents this appreciation of pain and
its markings in Playing on the Edge, 94. The
character Tootles in Sassafras Lowrey’s
Lost Boi is one well-developed fictional
example of this appreciation. Regarding
BDSM, Lowrey’s novel is an excellent
example of the “literature as theory” con-
cept discussed in the introduction.

7. For the record, members of the BDSM
community generally hate James’s novel
because the kinky elements of Ana and
Christian’s sexual encounters are not nearly
as consensual as they should be. If someone
reads Fifty Shades of Grey as a BDSM how-to
manual, they will be dangerously misin-
formed. I do not read Carla (or, especially,
Plett) as advocating for James’s novel;
rather, I read the reference to it as simply
drawing on the novel’s societally ubiquitous
nature (at least among non-Mennonites) to
use it as shorthand to indicate kinkiness.

8.Indeed, some authors argue that BDSM
includes a clear spiritual dimension. See,
for instance, Flowers and Flowers, Carnal
Alchemy, and Harrington, Sacred Kink.
Patrick S. Cheng explains that some queer
theologians use the metaphor of BDSM tops
and bottoms to investigate the relationship
between God and humans in Radical Love,
52-53.

9. The thinking here is that if your
new top turns out to be a psychopath rather
than a legitimate BDSM practitioner, it is a
lot less convenient for them to kill you at
their place, where they then have to dispose
of the body, than at your place, where they
can just leave you to rot.

10. For a trans autoethnographic
account of how engaging in BDSM builds
community, see Stryker, “Dungeon
Intimacies.”

11. This story was first published as a
chapbook with illustrations. See Plett, Lizzy
& Annie. The rarity of this chapbook is a

prime example of the ephemerality of queer
material culture discussed in chapter 1.

12. A Safe Girl to Love’s multiple portray-
als of nipple torture are akin to the way the
prolific queer author Samuel R. Delany gives
many of his characters a fetish for men with
dirty fingernails, one that Delany himself
shares. See Delany, “Aversion/Perversion/
Diversion,” 129.

13. Hoang, A View from the Bottom, 2-3.

14. Ibid., 12.

15. Serano, Whipping Girl, 30. See also
Rodriguez, Sexual Futures, 55.

16. While, as Rachel Schreiber shows
in ““Someone You Know Is a Sex Worker,
257-60, not all sex workers dislike their
work, and some actively choose it as a
career, the portrayals of sex work in A Safe
Girl to Love make it clear that the characters
do not enjoy it.

17. Serano, Whipping Girl, 261. For an
examination of Canadian trans sex work that
remains relevant to the characters’ experi-
ences in A Safe Girl to Love even though it is
about such work in the 1970s and 1980s, see
Ross, “Outdoor Brothel Culture.”

18. This implication is confirmed in Plett’s
novel Little Fish, 108.

19. Rodriguez, Sexual Futures, 16. See
also Holt, “Being Paid to Be in Pain,” 82.

20. Plett, “Coke.”

21. “manifesto, n.” Oxford English
Dictionary.

22. Suzanne, Riding SideSaddle*: A
Novel, Version 1.0. See my discussion below
of the citation difficulties Riding SideSaddle*
presents. The quotation cited here is from
one of the #me cards.

23. Stockton, Beautiful Bottom,

Beautiful Shame, 42—46.

24. See Sara Stambaugh’s I Hear the
Reaper’s Song for an example of Mennonite
literature that examines the issue of plain
dress in a historically accurate way.

25. These conversations took place
during a family reunion in August 2016.

26.Robert Zacharias calls this image
of a generic conservative Mennonite who has
never actually existed historically because of
the mishmash of Anabaptist traditions that
they represent “the Mennonite Thing,” in
“The Mennonite Thing,” which examines its
frequent appearance throughout (nonqueer)
Mennonite literature.

”
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27. See the Bluestockings bookstore
website (http://bluestockings.com/) and
the Museum of Sex website (http://www
.museumofsex.com/) for more on these
venues. Queering the Map (http://www
.queeringthemap.com/) is an online project
that allows users to map queer spaces in
order to make them visible. For a well-
known non-Mennonite example of this kind
of transformative encounter with queer
texts, see Alison Bechdel’s memoir Fun
Home, 74-76.

28. Serano, Whipping Girl, 316. The
manifestos are found on pages 11-20 and
315-17.

29. Since Queering Mennonite
Literature is rooted in queer theory, it is
necessary to note that Serano questions
queer theory by arguing that it often silences
actual trans experience because it insists on
breaking down the gender binary, whereas
claiming one’s gender can be a powerful
act for trans people. Serano, Whipping Girl,
208-9, 357. While I feel that the definition
of queer theory Serano uses to make her
point is too simplistic, as I explain in the
introduction, the queer is something that
must continue to be queered, so I acknowl-
edge that critiques such as Serano’s have an
important place in queer discourse.

30. The novel’s promotional website
(which is different from the online version
of the novel discussed below) claims that
there are “250 interchangeable index cards,”
but my copy of the story only has 246 plus
the 6 front matter cards. It is possible my
copy was shortchanged a few story cards,
but the 252 total that it has barely fit into the
box, so my assumption is the “250” figure is
simply meant as an approximation. http://
www.ridingsidesaddle.com/.

31.Some readers may be unaware
of gender-neutral pronouns such as those
used here, which are common in queer
writing. They are one example of the queer
emphasis on transforming all of society in
more inclusive ways. While the narrator
uses traditional gendered pronouns to
refer to the other characters, I use gender-
neutral pronouns because, as I discuss,

a number of the characters’ genders may
be read as fluid throughout the novel. On
the fetish of autoerotic asphyxiation, see

Notes to Pages 120-130

Love, Encyclopedia of Unusual Sex Practices,
21-22.

32. “Riding sidesaddle,” Urban
Dictionary.

33. For more on the fluidity and open-
ness of these terms, see Stryker and Currah,
“Introduction,” 1, 4-6.

34. Halberstam, In a Queer Time and
Place, 104.

35. Suzanne, Riding SideSaddle*, 2016. This
version of the novel includes the illustra-
tions from the print version as well as
several embedded songs.

36. Suzanne, “Some Kind of
Manifesto.”

37.Suzanne, Teacup Gorilla, Dresser, and
Morgan, 10 Myths on the Proper Application of
Beauty Products. Note that this title is similar
to Plett’s “Twenty Hot Tips to Shopping
Success” and that the trope of offering
makeup tips appears elsewhere in trans
fiction in Imogen Binnie’s Nevada, 30-32.
Binnie’s makeup tips are written in the same
how-to style as Plett’s story, and Binnie is
the author of one of the blurbs on A Safe
Girl to Love’s back cover. The trans com-
munity building advocated for in Plett’s and
Suzanne’s work is already happening in the
real-life trans literary community. For Plett’s
thoughts on Nevada, see “Notes.”

38. Two cards reference Bible verses:

“My body is a temple, the temple of the
lord” (#me) is reminiscent of 1 Corinthians
6:19 (“What? know ye not that your body

is the temple of the Holy Ghost which is in
you”), and the card about Sam’s hanging
beginning “The ejaculate of a hanged man,
dripped on the ground, is rumored to sprout
the mandrake plant” (#sam) references the
mandrakes in Genesis 30:14-16.

39. Halberstam, In a Queer Time and
Place, 153.

40. Serano, Whipping Girl, 199-204.

Epilogue

1. Castiglia and Reed, If Memory Serves,
172.

2.Schneider, “More Than a Feeling,”
259-60.

3. Amin, Disturbing Attachments, 177.



4. For a discussion of the major works
that embody this thesis, see Mufioz, Cruising
Utopia, 10-11, 91-94.

5. Ibid,, 3.

6. Aside from the above-mentioned
books, see Harnish, “Excerpt from Plain
Love.” On the queer aspects in three stories
from Bechtel’s book, see Cruz, “Learning to
Listen.”

7. See, for example, Dominique Chew’s
The Meaning of Grace, a memoir in poems
about race and Mennonite identity, and
Abigail Carl-Klassen’s Shelter Management, a
poetry collection about U.S./Mexico border
issues.

8. Quoted in Beck, “Sofia Samatar.”
Beck’s essay provides a helpful brief biogra-
phy of Samatar.

9. Samatar, “Scope of This Project.”

10. Indeed, some scholars argue that
being a person of color is a form of queer-
ness, much as I argue that Mennonite ideals
are queer. See, for instance, Cruz, Color of
Kink, 3; Rodriguez, Sexual Futures, 2; Scott,
Extravagant Abjection, 10; and the entirety of
Stockton, Beautiful Bottom, Beautiful Shame.

11. The one exception, which Samatar
mentions at the end of her essay, is the
attention that has been given to Yorifumi
Yaguchi’s work. His poetry is included in
Phyllis Pellman Good’s germinal Three
Mennonite Poets and is the subject of two
critical essays by Wilbur Birky, “Yorifumi
Yaguchi” and “Staring Down the Muzzle
from Yamoto to Baghdad.” Yaguchi used
to be considered canonical in that he was
included in Ervin Beck’s 2001 Mennonite
Literature course (and perhaps during other
years as well) at Goshen College, in which
I was a student. But he has fallen off of the
critical radar over the past decade.

12. Samatar, “Scope of This Project.”

In an early attempt to bring Mennonite
literature into dialogue with postcolonial
theory, in “Introduction: Mennonite Writing
and the Post-colonial Condition,” Hildi
Froese Tiessen explores how the Canadian
Mennonite experience is a postcolonial

one. While Tiessen’s essay is not necessar-
ily antithetical to Samatar’s, its emphasis is
much different in that it only examines one
geographical setting.

13. Samatar, “Scope of This Project.”

14. Holland, Erotic Life of Racism, 66.

15. Samatar, “Scope of This Project.”

16. Ibid.

17.1bid. Togane writes of his experi-
ences with Mennonites in The Bottle and the
Bushman, 4, 5, 30, 33.

18. Samatar, “Conversation with Sofia
Samatar.” Samatar also discusses inter-
sectionality in “In Search of Women’s
Histories.” Hybridity is a major theme in
Samatar and Samatar, Monster Portraits,
which includes drawings by Samatar’s
brother, Del, and short stories responding to
the drawings by Samatar herself.

19. Samatar also uses this kind of
language, which is not meant hyperboli-
cally, in an essay, “Skin Feeling,” about the
difficulties of being black in academia,
explaining that working on “diversity” issues
as a token person of color can feel like “a
suicidal project.” For a description of the dif-
ficulties inherent in academic diversity work,
see Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, 93-114.

20.As a Mennonite of color whom
most people read as being white, I can attest
that I have heard white Mennonites make
racist statements because they thought it
was somehow acceptable to do so around
me on a number of occasions. Samatar
briefly discusses Mennonite racism and its
paradoxical relationship to Mennonite mis-
sion work in “Interview: Sofia Samatar.”

21. This book is not the place for the
extended discussion that the recent
flowering of Mennonite speculative fiction
deserves. However, in order to give some
context for the speculative aspects of
Samatar’s fiction, I will note that there are
numerous Mennonite texts in the genre.
Casey Plett has coedited an anthology with
Cat Fitzpatrick, Meanwhile, Elsewhere, and
the stories in Bechtel’s Boundary Problems
are also speculative. Novels in the genre
include Keith Miller’s The Book of Flying, The
Book on Fire, and The Sins of Angels; André
Swartley’s Americanus Rex and The Wretched
Afterlife of Odetta Koop; and Stephen Beachy’s
Zeke Yoder vs. the Singularity. This is not
a comprehensive list. Note that most of
these writers are also writing queerly. For a
description of the relatively long history of
the intersection between speculative fiction
and the queer, see Call, BDSM, 16-25.

22. Samatar, “I'm Generally
Anti-realist.”
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23. Samatar, “Writing Queerly.”

24. Samatar, Tender, 10. Further cita-
tions of this book are given in the text.

25. Allfrey, “Chronicle of Ghosts,”
her emphasis.

26. Samatar, “Conversation with
Sofia Samatar.”

27.Jeff Gundy observes that all three of
the significant romantic relationships in
Samatar’s first two books are “dramati-
cally unconventional,” with the other two
involving supernatural beings and one being
between cousins. “There Is No Knife, but
Only Flesh,” 71. In other words, there is
more queer ground to explore in Samatar’s
fiction than I cover here.

28. Samatar, Winged Histories, 171.

29.1bid., 67, 189-225.

30. The word Mennonite is never used
in the story. However, aside from including
frequent references to traditional Mennonite
activities such as shunning and hymn
singing, the story reveals that some of the
community’s former “misguided prophets”
include “Jan van Leyden [.. . and] Claas

Notes to Pages 133-136

Epp,” and its former migrations include
“the hills of Pennsylvania replac[ing] the
lost hills of Germany and the wheat fields of
Saskatchewan those of Russia” (235, 260).
Van Leyden was the leader of the Anabaptist
Miinsterite uprising in 1534-35, and Epp led
Mennonites who believed Jesus’s return was
immanent on the “Great Trek” from Russia
to Turkestan in 1880. Although Samatar’s
fiction is almost exclusively not explicitly
Mennonite, she acknowledges the influence
of first-generation Mennonite writers on
her. In extemporaneous prefatory remarks
to her keynote address at the Crossing

the Line: Women of Anabaptist Traditions
Encounter Borders and Boundaries confer-
ence at Eastern Mennonite University in
Harrisonburg, Virginia, on 24 June 2017, she
recounted how Julia Spicher Kasdorf, who
introduced her, was the first author she

met who was “neither male nor old” and
who thereby helped Samatar envision the
identity of “writer” for herself. The address
was later published as Samatar, “In Search of
‘Women’s Histories.”
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