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Hi everyone. 
 
This actually isn’t my first rodeo… it is my second rodeo. By “rodeo,” I mean chapel talk. The last time, I was a 

senior in high school (at the boarding school I went to in Massachusetts) and I talked about how important self-

reflection is to me. In particular, I talked about how I was obsessed with writing letters to myself. I started that 

project as a third former and kept doing it until the end of high school, and in my chapel talk, I talked about 

what it was like reading all of the letters at the beginning of my senior year that I had written up to that point. 

This feels different, but also weirdly similar. I’m pretty sure I’m just as nervous as I was when I was eighteen. 

And what I’m talking about is thematically similar too: searching for answers and failing, at least partially, to 

find them.  

 

Let me give you a bit of a game plan for this talk – an outline, if you will.  

○ The first step is standing up here in front of all of you as though I know literally anything and 
have something of value to offer you.  

○ Then, I’ll lovingly and gently … insult you. And also myself.  
○ Then – plot twist! – I’ll clarify that I’m actually not making fun of us and give you some 

examples to explain what I really mean. 
○ Then I’ll come out as queer, which will be a huge shock, because no one will expect it, and I’ll 

say it as though it’s a revelation that no one has heard before.  
○ At that point, I’ll get to my actual point, which is basically that you are okay, and you are good, 

and when you feel like you are a mess, that’s the feeling of your humanity making itself visible.  
 

This brings me to something I have in common with a lot of you.  
 
Like many of you, I, too, am a mess.  
 

Okay, stay with me. Now, I’ve insulted pretty much everyone including myself, which has brought us all closer 

together, right? No? Okay. Let me explain what I mean. I don’t really mean I’m a mess. Like, I don’t mean I 

wouldn’t pass Monday-morning room inspection, although I don’t exactly want to test that.  

 

What I mean is that I –and you, I think – have moved through the world with a lot of uncertainty. This is 

generally looked upon with an element of condescension, but I want to talk today about why uncertainty can be 

a good thing, and how it can lead us to embrace complexity, or a more nuanced view of the world.  The reason I 

feel so compelled to talk about this is that it was something that stressed me out a lot in high school. When I 

was younger, adults would always ask me these questions as fun little conversation starters, like, "where do you 



 
want to college?" "what do you want to do with your life?" as though I should have some sort of answer. And I 

was always like, this is an insane question, why are you asking this at 4pm on a Tuesday while I'm on 

THANKSGIVING BREAK???? But the weirdest part about the whole thing was that I had friends and … 

acquaintances… who already knew they wanted to be a neurosurgeon or get a PhD in classics or start their own 

tech company or be a Senator or whatever. Which I always thought was a little ridiculous, but it seemed like the 

world rewarded them so much for already having a plan – with approving smiles from adults, admiring jealousy 

from other students, and unsolicited yet helpful career advice.  

 

I, on the other hand, felt perpetually bewildered by all of this.  

 

My uncertainty persisted through college. When I was in college, I double majored in English and History. This 

usually makes people think that I'm really organized. To which I respond, no, no, you don’t understand. I mean, 

yes, I did a lot of readings and wrote a lot of papers and worked really hard. But no, I did not exactly have my 

life together. In fact, I declared my double major at the last possible moment after switching back and forth 

between the two multiple times.  

 

It wasn’t until senior year, after I had decided to be a History major, that I realized how much of an English 

major I was being in my History classes. I remember the exact moment, actually.  

 

I was sitting at the seminar table of a History seminar before class started. It was Professor David Blight’s “the 

Life and Writings of Frederick Douglass,” and I was meticulously color-coding tiny sticky notes to mark every 

literary allusion in Douglass’ second memoir (My Bondage and My Freedom). I was mulling over the questions: 

why did Douglass use so many quotes from Shakespeare and British poets? Why was he so obsessed with 

Hamlet? When it struck me that this is not the way a history major would approach this assignment. In fact, it 

dawned on me that I had been doing this in many of my history classes, and I realized I was about as much of 

an English major as a history major could possibly be. That same day, I did the math to figure out how many 

classes I’d have to take, and then submitted my formal request to double major. In a very real sense, this is one 

of the moments where I realized I also wanted to teach English.  

 

This story seems linear in retrospect, but at the time it felt totally uncertain. However, this uncertainty was 

actually good: it represented real inquiry and curiosity for me, in both English and History, and in the overlaps 

between the two. I’ll give you another example about figuring things out late in a way that caused a lot of 

uncertainty.  

 

I’m about to tell you something that NOBODY HERE KNOWS! 



 
 
I  ....  identify  ....  as Queer. 
 

For those of you who don’t know, let me give you the run down: I identify as a couple of things. Bisexual 

(which means people who are attracted to more than one gender), pansexual (people who are attracted to all 

genders), or queer (which can be an umbrella term for people who identify as any of the LGBTQIA+ identities). 

All of these identities, in my case, mean pretty much the same thing. That is, to me, gender is **shrug***.  

 

You see, because I’m an English teacher, I am very good with my words.  

 

To be more precise, I just don’t think gender for me has a lot to do with how I experience attraction. The reason 

I love the term “queer” is that it’s vague enough to be all-encompassing. While the terms bisexual and 

pansexual are more specific, they also don’t necessarily account for all of it. (for instance, they don’t account 

for where a person is on the asexuality or gender spectrums). I know this is a bit hypocritical, since as an 

English teacher I’m constantly telling people in the margins of their papers to “be more specific!”, but the 

vagueness of the term is what I like so much about it.  

 

Okay so now that we’ve established (whip out pride flag) this – yeah, I do have props, I came prepared, what of 

it? – I want you to know that it took me until college to start – to START – the process of coming out. When I 

was in high school, I didn't know bisexuality existed -- literally. There weren’t any openly queer people at my 

high school. When a senior came out as gay in the grade above me when I was a junior, she was the first openly 

queer person I had ever met. So yeah, there wasn’t a lot of room for nuance in the non-conversation that was 

happening. The uncertainty I felt in high school was stressful for me at times, but as I gained the language to 

talk about it more, I also began to embrace that complexity, uncertainty, and fluidity. For me, "queer" as a label 

is partly an acceptance of uncertainty and not needing to have everything figured out in a completely specific, 

labeled, or structured way.  

 

What I’m trying to say here is that I think the things we’re confused about, and the process of figuring those 

things out, are beautiful and human. This is why I didn't want to be introduced tonight in the full, traditional 

way – I mean, it’s one of two reasons. The more important reason I preferred not to be introduced is that I 

thought it would make my life sound much more linear than it has felt. You could make my life sound really 

planned out, but realistically, my life story is more about floating around, doing my best for about a quarter 

century. And the other is that you are Gen Z. And if I know anything about Gen Z, it’s that you people know 

how to Google things.  

 



 
English classes ask you to be okay with being uncertain, which I think is why some people don’t like English 

classes- it can feel so uncomfortable to be unsure about things, or to try to hold multiple truths at the same time, 

some of which seem to contradict each other. When I was a student, this element of English class made me 

really anxious, and therefore really quiet. I wasn't sure if I had the right answer and I was perpetually terrified of 

being "wrong." Now, though, in the wisdom of old age, I know that nobody actually cares that much, and the 

process of figuring things out in class is one of the best parts about being an English teacher.  

 

We put a lot of pressure on ourselves and each other to be sure about things, and, as you’ve probably figured 

out by now, I just don’t agree with that mentality at all. If you’re one of those people who has a 5-year plan, 10-

year plan, and 20-year plan, I’m not sitting here saying, you should throw them in the gutter with the rest of 

your crushed dreams... That would be mean. But I might be saying don’t get too attached to those plans. It’s 

okay if they change, and it’s okay if there are things you don’t know.  

 

So, I’ll amend what I said earlier. Just like many of you, I’m not a mess. I’m a work in progress. Thank you.  

 


