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LETTER FROM THE FILMMAKER ‘ ' ‘i V

Memories of a Penitent Heart
straddles a lot of divides—between
art and social justice, between past
and present, between the personal
and the global. | made this film be-
cause | see the story of what hap-
pened in my family as a cautionary
tale; there are thousands of similar
stories buried across the world. |
want viewers to see that bigotry
doesn’t always look like a hate
crime: often, it looks like blind love.

| became a filmmaker on the day
when my mother gave me a box of
8mm films she’d discovered in her
garage in 2008. Visceral memories
of my uncle Miguel’s funeral came
back to me, and suddenly | found
myself asking uncomfortable ques-
tions. When | was growing up, peo-
ple told two different stories about

Miguel. The official story was about
a gregarious, mischievous, bril-
liantly talented actor who died
tragically young. The unofficial

Director and Producer Cecilia Aldarondo.

Photo courtesy of Flora Hanitijo

story was darker. Told in whispers,
out of the sides of mouths: Miguel was gay. His mother didn’t approve. There was a lover, Robert, who disappeared after
Miguel died. As | got older and began to care about social justice and LGBT equality, | was increasingly troubled at the ca-
sual way my family both did and didn’t talk about these events. Why had this chapter in my family history been forgotten,
and what could | do about it now?

Growing up in suburban central Florida in the late 1980s and early 1990s, | learned about AIDS through the very distorted lens
of my parents’ Newsweek magazines. | remember sordid stories about thrush, fevers and emaciated men scaring the crap
out of me. But while | gathered that it was all very serious, | had a distinct impression of AIDS as a thing that was far away.
Even when my mother would hint that my uncle Miguel might have died of AIDS—he had Kaposi’'s sarcoma, refused to be
tested—I didn’t sense that this bit of family rumor had anything to do with this thing called “the AIDS crisis.”

It’s not that people in my family didn’t talk about Miguel’s death—they did. It was just that there were two distinct ways of
talking about it: one nostalgic, celebratory and open, and the other oblique, told in whispers. Over the years, | found myself
circling around a memorial black hole—a negative space where my uncle’s life should have been.

If | had known what | would confront by making this film, | honestly don’t know that | would have taken it on. Since | began
chasing down the fragments of Miguel’s life and death, | have been repeatedly sent into a world of unresolved grief and suf-
fering that was hidden from me. | did not know that while my family sat at the front of the church during Miguel’s funeral,
Miguel's partner of 12 years sat in the back row. | did not know that Miguel’s friends in New York held a separate memorial
service that my family did not attend. | did not know that Robert was excluded from my uncle’s death certificate, from every
obituary and from every trace of my family’s memory. | did not know that my uncle had an entire other family in New York—

*@9 a family of choice—a family that lacked the legitimacy that his biological family enjoyed, even though many of its mem-
Z!j (] e@_;' bers spent more time in the hospital with Miguel than the people in my own family did. When | sat down to interview
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these newly discovered friends, they repeatedly told me how Miguel’'s death tore them apart as a group. As Miguel’s close
friend Ricky put it: “It was like a bomb, and we were all shrapnel.” This collective unresolved mourning—a space to grieve that
| felt my family had effectively stolen from my uncle’s New York family—was overwhelming to witness.

This is the story of Memories of a Penitent Heart: a reckoning with my family’s responsibility, and a confrontation with a grief
that never healed.

There is a moment in the film when my grandmother’s best friend asks me, “Who are you to bring this up now?” | have often
asked myself that question. | wasn’t there. | barely knew my uncle. So why should | care what happened to him? But | think
that question—why should you care?—is central to the themes of Memories of a Penitent Heart. As | see it, AIDS became a
crisis precisely because most people didn’t think it had anything to do with them. Now as much as then, AIDS is seen as a
problem for queers and drug addicts, not “decent” Americans. But the reality is that AIDS has always been everyone’s prob-
lem. And | believe that we—LGBT people, their families of choice and their biological families—now have the chance to own
this history collectively. We are in a pivotal time in the history of AIDS: a generation after the worst of the crisis, we are at
risk of repeating the same omissions that made AIDS become a crisis in the first place. And | believe this is the moment for
taking stock, before AIDS becomes just another badly remmembered story.

There have been many times during this process when I've felt like it’'s my job to avenge my uncle’s death. It's a powerful feel-
ing that carries equal parts responsibility and righteousness. But it's also a very arrogant place to be. I've spent a lot of time
pointing fingers—at my grandmother, my mother and even Robert—and telling people what they should have done differ-
ently. But | have had to come to terms with the fact that | have no right to make such judgments.

The sad truth is that everyone in this story played their part. Everyone hurt my uncle. But the other truth—the more impor-
tant truth—is that they also all loved him. And whenever I've begun to doubt myself (Do | have the right to ask these ques-
tions? Who is telling the truth? Am | messing with people’s lives? Am | playing God?), I've always come back to one guiding
question: What would Miguel have wanted?

I think Miguel would have wanted people to remember all of him—his artistic passion, his humor, his poetic heart, his enthu-
siasm, his leadership and, yes, his mistakes. | think he would have wanted everyone he loved to put their differences aside
and love each other as much as he loved them. When people ask me what | want people to do when they see this film, | al-
ways tell them | want them to cry. Not because | am a sadist or because | want the audience to feel manipulated, but because
| believe that this story is more than just an interesting story. It is a story | want people—not just people dealing with the af-
termath of AIDS, but anyone who'’s had a conflict, a falling out, a seismic loss—to see in their own lives, and | want them to
ask themselves what they could do differently now. | don’t just want people to ask, “What did Miguel do on his deathbed?”
| want them to ask, “What would | do on my deathbed?”

| don’t think this film has healed the past. Not yet. But | continue to hope that Miguel’s entire family—Robert, my mother,
Miguel’s friends and everyone who knew and loved him—will find some measure of peace. A complicated and challenging
peace, perhaps, but peace nonetheless.

Cecilia Aldarondo

Director, Memories of a Penitent Heart
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INTRODUCTION

Like all good detective stories, Memories of a Penitent Heart
(53 min.) started with a mystery and a clue. The mystery is
the untimely death of Miguel Dieppa, a 31-year-old Puerto
Rican actor in New York City, in 1987; the clue is a shoebox
of old 8mm home movies. The detective is Miguel’s niece,
the filmmaker Cecilia Aldarondo, who was six years old when
her uncle died.

What Aldarondo uncovers is a Pandora’s box of unresolved
family drama. Miguel was remembered as a brilliant actor
who left Puerto Rico for dreams of stardom in New York
City, only to be tragically felled by cancer. But Aldarondo’s
film probes unspoken secrets about Miguel’s sexuality, his
real cause of death and the unresolved conflict between his
family and friends. Cecilia tracks down Robert, Miguel’s part-
ner of 12 years, who is still grieving and angry about the fam-
ily’s refusal to acknowledge their love.

s
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Miguel at the hospital with his partner,
Aquin and his mother.

Photo courtesy of Blackscrackle Films LLC

Miguel’'s story lays bare a challenge shared by many victims
of the AIDS crisis in the 1980s and 1990s, especially those
from deeply religious Latin American families: how to rec-
oncile their sexual identities with the religious convictions of
their families. A cautionary tale about the unresolved con-
flicts wrought by AIDS, Memories of a Penitent Heart is a
nuanced exploration of how faith is used and abused in
times of crisis.
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POTENTIAL PARTNERS KEY ISSUES

Memories of a Penitent Heart is well suited for use in a Memories of a Penitent Heart is an excellent tool for

variety of settings and is especially recommended for use outreach and will be of special interest to people looking

with: to explore the following topics:

Your local PBS station

Groups that have discussed previous PBS and POV
films relating to homophobia and families, AIDS,
coming out, or LGBTQ identity, including Family
Fundamentals, Tongues Untied, Silverlake Life,
Wrestling with Angels, From This Day Forward,
Wilhemina’s War and ENDGAME: AIDS in Black
America.

Groups focused on any of the issues listed in the
“Key Issues” section

Faith-based organizations and institutions

Medical and social service professional organi-
zations

Cultural, art and historical organizations,
institutions and museums

Civic, fraternal and community groups

Academic departments and student groups at
colleges, universities and high schools

Community organizations with a mission to
promote education and learning, such as local
libraries.

USING THIS GUIDE

1980s

Catholic church doctrine
coming out

coping with crisis
ethics/morality

family dynamics
forgiveness

LGBTQ community/identity
HIV/AIDS

homophobia

LGBTQ issues/history
New York City

Puerto Rican identity

religion

This guide is an invitation to dialogue. It is based on a belief in the power of human connection, designed for people who

want to use Memories of a Penitent Heart to engage family, friends, classmates, colleagues and communities. In contrast

to initiatives that foster debates in which participants try to convince others that they are right, this document envisions

conversations undertaken in a spirit of openness in which people try to understand one another and expand their think-

ing by sharing viewpoints and listening actively.

The discussion prompts are intentionally crafted to help a wide range of audiences think more deeply about the issues

in the film. Rather than attempting to address them all, choose one or two that best meet your needs and interests. And

be sure to leave time to consider taking action. Planning next steps can help people leave the room feeling energized and

optimistic, even in instances when conversations have been difficult.

For more detailed event planning and facilitation tips, visit www.pov.org/engage
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Memories of a Penitent Heart



BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Aquin and the Dieppa Family

Miguel Dieppa was born in San Juan, Puerto Rico, to Carmen
(1923-1996) and Jorge Dieppa (1925-2007), in 1953. Miguel’s
mother, Carmen, was well known in their community for
being a deeply religious Catholic. According to her grand-
daughter Cecilia, “The people who knew Carmen in Puerto
Rico like to say, ‘If ever a saint walked on Earth, her name
was Carmen Dieppa.” She was the host of a religious radio
program called Luz de Cristo (Light of Christ) and attended
mass daily. Her husband, Jorge, is described by his grand-
daughter as “brilliant, cultured, gruff, foul-mouthed.” Miguel’s
older sister Nylda eventually had five children, including Ce-
cilia, filmmaker of Memories of a Penitent Heart.

Miguel grew up in this conservative religious environment,
but after graduating from high school he left Puerto Rico for
New York City to pursue his dream of performing on Broad-
way. In New York, Miguel told his friends to call him
“Michael,” and became increasingly estranged from his fam-

ily back home. During this time he met Robert, who had

THIOW V

Miguel and his partner Robert (Aquin).
Photo courtesy of Blackscrackle Films LLC

years, until Miguel’'s death in 1987.

Miguel died of what his parents reported was cancer but
what Robert maintains was AIDS. After Miguel’'s death,
Robert was shunned by the Dieppa family. He was not wel-
comed at the funeral, and was not acknowledged in Miguel’s
obituary. He returned to religious life shortly thereafter,
where he reinvented himself as Brother Aquin. “When Miguel
died,” he says, “Robert died also.”

Sources

Memories of a Penitent Heart Press Notes.

http://www.penitentheart.com/

Kickstarter. “Memories of a Penitent Heart.”
https://www kickstarter.com/projects/cecilia/memories-of-a-penitent-

heart

been a Franciscan monk until shortly before they met.
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Homosexuality and Christianity

On his deathbed, at his mother’s behest, Miguel Dieppa “re-
pented” for his homosexuality. A devout Catholic, she was
concerned about the fate of her son’s soul. Homosexuality
has been stigmatized in the United States, within both reli-
gious and secular communities, for centuries. During the
AIDS crisis, prominent evangelical Christian leader Jerry Fal-
well stated, “AIDS is not just God’s punishment for homo-
sexuals. It is God’s punishment for the society that tolerates
homosexuals.” In 1986, Joseph Ratzinger (who would be-
come Pope Benedict XVI) wrote, “"Although the particular in-
clination of the homosexual person is not a sin, it is a more
or less strong tendency ordered toward an intrinsic moral
evil; and thus the inclination itself must be seen as an objec-
tive disorder.” That same year, overall public opinion re-
garding homosexuality was at its lowest point on record. In
1986, only a reported 32 percent of Americans believed that
homosexual relations between consenting adults should be
legal. This was the world Miguel and his mother inhabited

as he died from what she told friends and family was

cancer, but was very likely AIDS.

1

'V
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Young Miguel.
Photo courtesy of Blackscrackle Films LLC

In the years since Miguel's death, public opinion on homo-
sexuality has slowly shifted. In 2016, a majority of Ameri-
cans—68 percent—thought that homosexual relations should
be legal, and, according to a 2015 survey, 70 percent of
Catholics believed that “homosexuality should be accepted
by society.” In 2013, Pope Francis said, “If someone is gay
and he searches for the Lord and has good will, who am | to
judge?” This is in stark contrast to the Church’s position in
1986. This shift in public opinion occurred in tandem with
rights victories.
Supreme Court cases, United States v. Windsor in 2013 and

Obergefell v. Hodges in 2015, overturned the Defense of Mar-

several concrete civil Two landmark

riage Act and legalized gay marriage in all 50 states, re-
spectively. In April 2017, the United States Court of Appeals
for the Seventh Circuit ruled that the 1964 Civil Rights Act
protects employees from job discrimination based on sex-
ual orientation.
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Despite these social and legal advances, homophobia and
discrimination against LGBTQ people remains pervasive in
American society. As of 2009, approximately 20 percent of
lesbian, gay and bisexual adults reported they had “experi-
enced a crime against their person or property based on
their sexual orientation,” and 13 percent had been the victim
of a violent crime. In 2016—the same year that 49 people
were murdered in a mass shooting at an LGBTQ nightclub in
Florida—more than 100 bills were proposed by American
lawmakers curbing the rights of LGBTQ citizens in the work-
place, businesses and various other situations, such as adop-
tion proceedings and healthcare services. Many of these bills
were seeking exemptions to anti-discrimination laws based
on religious beliefs.

Sources

Deschamps, David and Bennett Singer. LGBTQ Stats: Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual, Transgender and Queer People by the Numbers. New York:
The New Press, 2017.

Faris, Stephan. “It’'s Not What the Pope Said About Gays, It's How He
Said It.” TIME. July 29, 2013. http://world.time.com/2013/07/29/its-not-
what-the-pope-said-about-gays-its-how-he-said-it/

Haag, Matthew and Niraj Chokshi. “Civil Rights Act Protects Gay

"i Workers, Court Rules.” The New York Times, Apr. 4, 2017.
J @ Q https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/04/us/civil-rights-act-
i 3 &
o gay-workers-appeals-court.html

AW

Miguel's mother Carmen.
Photo courtesy of Blackscrackle Films LLC

Johnson, Hans and William Eskridge. “The Legacy of Falwell’s Bully
Pulpit.” The Washington Post, May 19, 2007. http://www.washing-
tonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/05/18/AR2007051801392.h
tml

“Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the Pastoral Care of
Homosexual Persons.” Vatican, Oct. 1, 1986.
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/
rc_con_cfaith_doc_1986100 1_homosexual-persons_en.html

“"LGBT Rights Milestones Fast Facts.” CNN Library, Apr. 8, 2017.
http://www.cnn.com/2015/06,/19/us/Igbt-rights-milestones-fast-facts/

Murphy, Caryle. “Most U.S. Christians Groups Grow More Accepting of
Homosexuality,” Pew Research Center, Dec. 18, 2015.
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/12/18/most-u-s-christian-
groups-grow-more-accepting-of-homosexuality/

Saad, Lydia. “U.S. Acceptance of Gay/Lesbian Relations Is the New
Normal.” Gallup, May 14, 2012.
http://www.gallup.com/poll/154634/acceptance-gay-lesbian-relations-

new-normal.aspx
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

HIV/AIDS: From 1981 to Today

By the end of 1981, doctors had diagnosed 159 cases of a
new disease called Gay-Related Immuno-Deficiency (GRID).
The illness now known as Acquired Immune Deficiency Syn-
drome (AIDS) was primarily associated with men who had
sex with men at that time. In the 1980s, it was considered a
death sentence to all those infected, and highly stigmatized,
in large part due to its associations with homosexuality.

AIDS is the most advanced stage of an HIV (human immun-
odeficiency virus) infection. The HIV virus attacks the body’s
immune system, and causes similar symptoms as other dis-
eases which compromise the immune system, such as skin
rashes, pneumonia and weight loss. A test for HIV would not
be developed until 1985. That same year, President Ronald
Reagan, whose administration’s response to the AIDS crisis
has been widely criticized, mentioned the disease for the
first time. Although Miguel had the option to be tested, he
chose not to. He believed that testing positive would “black-
list” him. As of 1987, nearly 17,000 people had died from
AIDS in the United States.

Today, AIDS is not considered a death sentence in the U.S,,
but the crisis is not over. It is not uncommon for people to
avoid testing due to a variety of factors, including lack of ac-

cess to health care and the stigma still associated with

AW V

Miguel at the hospital.
Photo courtesy of Blackscrackle Films LLC

duces risk of HIV infection from sex by more than 90 per-
cent, as well as the post-exposure drug PEP and safe sex ed-
ucation programs, the rate of HIV infection has declined
dramatically since the 1980s.

However, AIDS remains a serious problem in some commu-
nities. People of color are disproportionately affected by the
disease. For example, between 2006 and 2016 the percent-
age of all men who have sex with men who were diagnosed
with HIV rose by 6 percent. In comparison, over the same
time period, diagnoses of black men who have sex with men
rose by 22 percent, and by 24 percent in Latino men who
have sex with men. In 2014, Latinos represented about 17
percent of the U.S. population, but accounted for an esti-
mated 23 percent of HIV diagnoses. African-American
women are also disproportionately affected by HIV. Ac-
cording to the Centers for Disease Control, 60 percent of
women living with HIV at the end of 2014 were African-
American.

AIDS continues to spread, and has created a public health
crisis in many parts of the world outside of the United States.
Globally, more than 35 million people have died of AIDS

d’
W jeeﬂ';' a positive HIV status. Due to new preventative med- since the disease was first discovered. As of 2015, approxi-
& gii e ¢ ications such as PrEP, a daily medication that re- mately 36.7 million people were living with HIV worldwide.
() :’ @",
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Sources

amfAR. “Thirty Years of HIV/AIDS: Snapshots of an Epidemic.”
http://www.amfar.org/thirty-years-of-hiv/aids-snapshots-of-an-
epidemic/

Bichell, Rae Ellen. “The AIDS Crisis Hasn't Ended in the Black and
Latino Communities.” NPR, Feb. 25, 2016.
http://www.npr.org/sections/health-
shots/2016/02/25/467968807/the-aids-crisis-hasnt-ended-in-t
he-black-and-latino-communities

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. “About HIV/AIDS.”
https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/basics/whatishiv.html

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. “HIV Among Women.”
https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/group/gender/women/index.html

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. “ PrEP.”
https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/basics/prep.html

Childress, Sarah. “Why People Still Won't Get Tested For HIV.”

Frontline, June 27, 2012.

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/why-people-still-wont-get-
tested-for-hiv/

Herek, Gregory M. and John P. Capitanio. “AIDS Stigma and

) 1 . Sexual Prejudice.” American Behavioral Scientist, Vol. 42,
] _" \g 1999.
X
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Miguel's sister Nylda and Miguel’s former partner
Aquin in Florida.
Photo courtesy of Blackscrackle Films LLC

http://psc.dss.ucdavis.edu/faculty_sites/rainbow/html/abs99 sp.pdf

HIV.gov. “A Timeline of HIV/AIDS.” https://www.aids.gov/hiv-aids-
basics/hiv-aids-101/aids-timeline/

HIV.gov. “What Are HIV and AIDS?” https://www.aids.gov/hiv-aids-
basics/hiv-aids-101/what-is-hiv-aids/

The New York Times. “The AIDS Epidemic 1981-1987.”

https://partners.nytimes.com/library/national/science/aids/timeline80-
87.html

NYC Health. “PrEP & PEP: New Ways to Prevent HIV.”
https://wwwl.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/prep-pep.page

Park, Alice. “HIV Used To Be a Death Sentence. Here's What’s Changed
in 35 Years.” TIME, Dec. 1, 2016. http://time.com/4585537/world-aids-
day-hiv/
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1in every 36
Latino men will
be diagnosed
with HIV in his
7 out of 10

lifetime. Catholics now
Less than half of say that homo-
Hispanics/Latinos sexuality should

with HIY arZ- be accepted by
receiving medi- :
i .
cines to treat their society
infection.

In 2014: Hispanics/
Latinos represented
about 17% of the US

population, but ac-

counted for an esti-

mated 23% (10,201)
of HIV diagnoses.

Sources

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. "HIV Among Men in the United States.”

https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/group/gender/men/index.html

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. "HIV in the United States: At A Glance”

https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/statistics/overview/ataglance.html

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. "CDC Fact Sheet: HIV Among Latinos.”
https://www.cdc.gov/nchhstp/newsroom/docs/factsheets/cdc-hiv-latinos-508.pdf

Murphy, Caryle. “Most U.S. Christians Groups Grow More Accepting of Homosexuality,”
Pew Research Center, Dec. 18, 2015. http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-

tank/2015/12/18/most-u-s-christian-groups-grow-more-accepting-of-homosexuality/

http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2013/06/13/a-survey-of-lgbt-americans/
"A Survey of LGBT Americans,” Pew Research Center, June 13, 2013.

Mermin, Jonathan, MD, MPH. "Too Few Latinos Living with HIV are Getting Adequate
Treatment,” HIV.gov, October 9, 2014.

https://www.hiv.gov/blog/too-few-latinos-living-with-hiv-are-getting-adequate-treatment
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SELECT PEOPLE

Selected People Featured in Memories of a Penitent Heart

Miguel Dieppa (1953-1987) - born and raised in a middle Aquin (Robert) Darigol (b. 1945) - Miguel's live-in partner
class family on the island of Puerto Rico; after high school, he for 12 years, from 1975 until Miguel’'s death
moved to New York to pursue his passion for live theater

Nylda Dieppa - Miguel’'s older sister and Cecilia’s mother

Carmen Dieppa (1923-1996) - Miguel’s mother and Cecilia’s Jorge Dieppa (1925-2007) - Miguel's father and Cecilia’s
grandmother grandfather
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Lourdes - Miguel's friend and the person who connects Shane - Miguel’s friend and neighbor
Cecilia with Robert

Gary - Jorge’s friend
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GENERAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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PASTPORT

o

Immediately after the film, you may want to give people a
few quiet moments to reflect on what they have seen or
pose a general question (examples below) and give people
some time to themselves to jot down or think about their
answers before opening the discussion:

¢ |If you could ask anyone in the film a single question,
whom would you ask and what would you ask them?

¢ What did you learn from this film? What insights did
it provide?
« |If a friend asked you what this film was about, what

would you say?

e Describe a moment or scene in the film that you
found particularly disturbing or moving. What was it
about that scene that was especially compelling for
you?

« Did anything in particular in the film “speak truth” to
you? Was there anything familiar?

e How would you complete this sentence?: The story

To9 in this film is important because
soes
P C o \
9 &
®9e

SUPREME COURT

AFVECTHIN €0LNT

Aquin’s archive of memories of Miguel.
Photo courtesy of Blackscrackle Films LLC

At the end of your discussion, to help people synthesize
what they’ve experienced and move the focus from dia-
logue to action steps, you may want to choose one of
these questions:

¢  What did you learn from this film that you wish
everyone knew? What would change if everyone
knew it?

« |If you could require one person (or one group) to
view this film, who would it be? What do you hope
their main takeaway would be?

e Complete this sentence: | am inspired by this film (or
discussion) to
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DISCUSSION PROMPTS

Understanding Homophobia

What did you learn from the film about how homophobia
damages family relationships? What did you learn about
how to heal from that damage?

Aquin says of Carmen, “She had such a twisted, contorted
view of gay people.” What did she get wrong?

The film quotes Cardinal John O’Connor saying (in the
19805s), “We strongly believe that [guaranteeing gays equal
rights] would seriously undermine the moral education and
values of our youth and the stability of families in our soci-
ety.”
repeated. What would you say to refute the claim that pro-

In some communities, this argument continues to be

tecting people like Miguel or Agquin from discrimination
poses a threat to families?

Aquin says that Miguel “was homophobic about himself,” liv-
ing one life during the day and another at night. What leads
people to internalize societal rejection, even when they know

the hate or fear is misplaced? What happens in the long-

Q term to societies that fail to confront internalized op-
o eoA; pression such as homophobia?
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A protest sign.
Photo courtesy of Blackscrackle Films LLC

Miguel refused to be tested for AIDS, even when his medical
team requested it. At the time, he feared—reasonably—that
a positive diagnosis would “blacklist” him. What would you
say to someone who refused to be tested today? What has
changed?

Aquin points to a picture of the couple at Miguel’'s gradua-
tion, remembering that the family “didn’t know | was there. |
was in the back. What they don’t know didn’t hurt them.” Is
that true?

Aquin feels “vindicated” that Miguel’s family finally wants to
hear his perspective. Why “vindicated”?

Jorge’s friend Gary says, “The sad thing is your grandfather
never shared with Miguel that he was gay also, and | think he
felt really badly about that. But | don't think he knew how to
deal with it.” Nylda reflects,
hypocrite, but then again, look where he's coming from. In

“You could say that he was a
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DISCUSSION PROMPTS

his culture, he would have never had the success he did in
life if he had come out.” Homophobia prevented Jorge from
being honest about who he was. What did that cost Miguel?
What price did the rest of the family pay?

Imagine that you are Nylda and you receive this letter from
Miguel:

Dear sister,

Love is not spiteful, contemptuous or defiant. You can’t
let it trickle now and then, withholding it as
punishment for not being normal. The truth of the
matter is that if you loved me wholeheartedly, you
would be mocking everything you stand for. So if you
say that you love me despite the fact that I'm gay and
despite the fact that | won't go along with your
religious beliefs, then you're saying your love is
incomplete. And believe me, | don’t love you despite
anything. Though honestly, | still resent the fact that |
was never asked to be a godparent to one of your
children and we both know why.

Knowing what you know now, what would you write in re-
sponse?

Miguel suffered from AIDS roughly 30 years ago. In what
ways do you think that Miguel’s experiences are similar to
HIV+ individuals now? In what ways are their experiences
different? Have you ever known anyone with HIV/AIDS? In
what ways has their experience influenced you?

Do you think that there is an intergenerational difference in
the way that homosexuality and LGBTQ+ individuals are per-
ceived? Have you witnessed this difference?

This is a highly intersectional film, drawing on multiple re-
lated issues--AIDS, family, religion, and cultural identity. Why
is it important to consider these issues together, rather than
separately?

P
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Religion

Aqguin and Carmen share deep religious convictions, but in-
stead of helping them find common ground, those convic-
tions drive them apart. How would you describe the
differences in their understanding of the purpose(s) of reli-

gion and the essential nature of God?

What do you think it was like for Miguel to receive letters
from his mother urging him to confess and repent? What
message did he hear when she expressed her concerns for
him? Can you think of any way that Carmen could have re-
mained true to her religious convictions while also accepting
Miguel's sexual orientation?

Nylda says that Carmen didn’t wish for bad things to happen
to Aqguin, she just “wanted his soul to be saved. She wanted
all the souls to be saved for Jesus Christ.” Cecilia asks, “Don’t
you think that's quite possibly a form of hate though?”
Nylda’'s answer is no. What do you think?

In @ 1980 letter to his mother, Miguel wrote, “God knows no
differences. To Him we are all equals and will be judged in
the same manner in which we judge others.” Why might
Miguel have chosen to grapple with his faith rather than
abandon it, despite the wedge it created between himself
and his family?

Cecilia says, “My grandmother was the spiritual center of my
family. Everything | learned about how to be good, | learned
from her.” She also says, “When she died... everyone who
knew her said, ‘There goes a saint.”” How is it possible for re-
ligion to be both a source of ethics and a means of under-
mining human dignity? How is it possible for a person to be
both saintly and imperfect?

At the time Miguel got sick, AIDS was sometimes called
“wrath of God syndrome.” Why do some people find comfort
in the idea of a vengeful God? Why do others consider it
blasphemy to say that those who fall ill somehow deserve
their fate?
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Memory

Cecilia asks, “If we only remember the good things about the
people we love, what do we lose?” How would you answer
that question?

According to Cecilia, Carmen was “the unofficial family
archivist. She didn't just keep the family history, she wrote
it.” What are the consequences of ceding control of the nar-
rative to just one family member? What have you learned
about your family (and your place in it) from pictures in
scrapbooks or stories shared around holiday tables? Whose
version of your family history is passed on and whose is left
out?

Cecilia’s great aunt Nilda scolds her, “You are going to re-
peat something that someone once told you they heard.
Don’t do it. Stick with Miguel and forget about that part
[about Jorge being gay]. If he had some sort of problem and
he hid it all his life, who are you to bring it up now?” In your
view, is it ethical for Cecilia to share parts of her family story
that family members tried to keep secret? If you were Ce-
cilia, how would you explain to Nilda why it’s important to
share the truth about her family?

) Is there a time in your life when you changed yourself

to appease others? Are there parts of your identity
that you try hide? Why?

4
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Nylda and Aquin meet for the first time since
Miguel's funeral.
Photo courtesy of Blackscrackle Films LLC

Heritage

When Cecilia looks through Miguel’s wallet, she finds what
she calls “a troubling detail”: all the IDs use the name
“Michael,” despite the fact that, in her words, “No one in my
family called him Michael. Who was this Michael?” Aquin
speculates that Miguel preferred to be called Michael “be-
cause he didn't want to be associated with his parents... He
was really angry at his parents.” How might the challenges of
being gay in a homophobic culture increase the pressure to
assimilate?

Cecilia observes, “Small places like Puerto Rico have a spe-
cial way of making you crazy. I've seen it all my life. Every-
one wanting to leave. Everyone wishing they'd stayed.”
What sorts of things necessitate escape from such “small
places”? What sorts of things make people long for those
same places?
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Family Dynamics

Nylda observes that there were plenty of people in the fam-
ily responsible for the way Miguel and Aguin were treated.
As you think about each family member, what were their
sources of pain and what were their sources of comfort?
How did the ways that each coped with pain affect the other
family members?

Cecilia asks Nylda, “Are you angry at your mother?” Nylda
responds, “I'm sad. I'm sad that she suffered so much and
she made so many people suffer.” What did you learn from
this family about the ways in which suffering begets suffer-
ing? What stops the cycle of those who suffer inflicting pain

on others?

Nylda begins to see things from her brother’s perspective,
recognizing that “he must have felt abandoned by me.” She
explains, “I was just focusing on my home life with my kids
and my marriage. | couldn't deal with anything else. | wasn't
there to back him up or have his back or whatever. That

doesn’t mean that | was condemning him.” Why might
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Miguel's diary from during his hospitalization.
Photo courtesy of Blackscrackle Films LLC

One observer says that when Miguel visited a gay bar in
Puerto Rico and found his father there, “It blew his world

apart.” What made this discovery so shocking?

Cecilia asks her mother if Aquin is family. Nylda answers,
“No. He never recognized me as family. | never recognized
him as family.” How would you describe what Aquin is to the
Dieppa family (and vice versa)? What’s the difference be-
tween family by blood and families we construct by choice?
Is one more valid than the other? What are the sources of
our ideas about what constitutes a “proper” family?

Dealing with Death

Aquin tells Cecilia that her grandparents “tried to stop me
from seeing Miguel, several times actually.” Rather than hon-

oring their wishes, a doctor provided Aquin with a letter of
permission to see Miguel anytime, 24 hours a day. As next of

19

t
W j’ﬂ_} Miguel have interpreted the absence of his sister’s
& o e,,:’ Q—. support as condemnation?

[ ]
. p ‘-D
' DISCUSSION GUIDE
Memories of a Penitent Heart




DISCUSSION PROMPTS

THIOW V

kin, Miguel’s parents had legal rights to restrict access to
him. Did that make the doctor’s choice to circumvent their
wishes unethical?

Nylda believes that Miguel repented, concluding, “He did
whatever he needed to do to die in peace. So that he could
accept death.” Aquin recalls that Carmen made Miguel give
back the ring that symbolized their bond because she told
him that God wouldn’t let him into heaven if it was on his fin-
ger. Do you think Carmen’s imposition of her religious be-
liefs added to or lessened Miguel’'s burdens on his deathbed?

Aquin says that Carmen wanted Miguel dead. Nylda strongly
rejects this characterization of her mother, explaining that
she just “would rather see him safe in heaven rather than
here on this earth being tempted.” In practical terms, is there
a difference between these two accounts?

Miguel’s friend Shane describes Miguel’s final weeks as “a
family war. Who was controlling what, when, who? Who
loved Michael more? Who did Michael love more? It was very
competitive.” All wars exact a price. What was the cost of
this one?

Forgiveness

Cecilia feels like her mother was a bystander who didn’t do
enough for her brother and notes, “I'm realizing that I'm here
telling the story about all these people and I've been strug-
gling all along to figure out, how do | forgive everyone? How
do | forgive my grandmother for the choices she made? How
do | forgive Aquin for the horrible things he said about her?”
How would you answer her?

In a conversation about forgiveness, Nylda says, “It was
more complicated than you originally thought.” What new
insights or new information did each of the people in the film
need in order to forgive those who had hurt them and ask
forgiveness of those they had wronged?

Nylda says, “I think with all | know now, | would have done
something very different. | don’t know if | would say | feel
guilty, but I know | was wrong. | have forgiven myself. | hope
Miguel has forgiven me. And | don’t lose sleep over it any-
more.” As a viewer, did this statement provide a sense of clo-
sure?

Consider this final exchange between Cecilia and her
mother:

Nylda: The bottom line is that we all need to survive
and we use different ways of surviving according to
our gifts, our limitations, and our circumstances.
Cecilia: But what I'm saying is, can't we survive and
look out for others as well?

Nylda: Sometimes we can and sometimes we can't.
Think about a conflict in your own life. What can you do to
make the most of your gifts, limitations and circumstances to
increase the chances that you can survive? How can you do
the same and look out for others?

Additional media literacy questions are available at:
www.pbs.org/pov/educators/media-literacy.php
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Puerto Rico.

Photo courtesy of Blackscrackle Films LLC

Taking Action

Invite specialists in dialogue facilitation from related organizations (e.g., PFLAG) to your church or
community group to teach parents and other family members ways to communicate effectively with their
LGBTQ children.

Convene a study circle to examine the work of clergy and scholars who believe that acceptance of LGBTQ
people is central to their religious faith rather than a contradiction of religious doctrine.

Host a screening of the film in your community, school or workplace and invite representatives from an
organization working with those who are HIV positive to brief you on the status of the AIDS crisis in your
community.

Conduct oral history interviews with members of your community affected by HIV/AIDS and partner with
your local library to create an archive.

Is the history of HIV/AIDS being taught in your local public school? Whose story is being told? Whose is
being left out?
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FILM-RELATED WEB SITES

MEMORIES OF A PENITENT HEART
www.penitentheart.com

The film’s official website provides information about the
film and the filmmaker.

Original Online Content on POV

To further enhance the broadcast, POV has produced an interactive website to enable viewers to explore the film in
greater depth. The Memories of a Penitent Heart website—www.pbs.org/pov/penitentheart—offers a streaming video
trailer for the film, an interview with the filmmaker; a list of related websites, articles and books,; a downloadable

discussion guide; and special features.

DIGNITYUSA
www.dignityusa.org
The website of this advocacy organization for LGBTQ

Catholics is a good source for position statements
reconciling gay identity with church teachings.

CENTERLINK
www.lgbtcenters.org

This website hosts comprehensive lists of national LGBTQ
organizations and local community centers.

GLAAD
https://www.glaad.org/
GLAAD advocates for the acceptance of LGBTQI people,

primarily focusing on media representation and cultural
change.

GMHC

www.gmhc.org

Founded in New York City in 1981 as Gay Men’s Health
Crisis, this was the first AIDS prevention organization in
the world and it remains a leading provider of information
and support services for people dealing with HIV/AIDS.

LATINO COMMISSION ON AIDS
https://www.latinoaids.org/

Formed in 1990 in response to the unmet needs voiced by
the Latino community, the Latino Commission on AIDS
provides health advocacy, HIV education and prevention
for the Latino community.

PFLAG

www.pflag.org

PFLAG (Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays)
provides education and support resources to help families

of LGBTQ children retain healthy communication and
loving relationships.
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HOW TO BUY THE FILM

To order Memories of a Penitent Heart for home use,

go to http://www.penitentheart.com/.
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To order Memories of a Penitent Heart for educational use,
go to http://www.gooddocs.net/memories-of-a-penitent-heart.

Produced by American Documentary, Inc.,
POV is public television’s premier showcase
for nonfiction films. The series airs Mondays at
10 p.m. on PBS from June to September, with primetime specials
during the year. Since 1988, POV has been the home for the
world’s boldest contemporary filmmakers, celebrating intriguing
personal stories that spark conversation and inspire action. Always
an innovator, POV discovers fresh new voices and creates inter-
active experiences that shine a light on social issues and elevate
the art of storytelling. With our documentary broadcasts, original
online programming and dynamic community engagement cam-
paigns, we are committed to supporting films that capture the
imagination and present diverse perspectives.

POV films have won 36 Emmy® Awards, 19 George Foster
Peabody Awards, 12 Alfred I. duPont-Columbia University Awards,
three Academy Awards®, the first-ever George Polk Documen-
tary Film Award and the Prix Italia. The POV series has been hon-
ored with a Special News & Documentary Emmy Award for
Excellence in Television Documentary Filmmaking, three IDA
Awards for Best Curated Series and the National Association of
Latino Independent Producers Award for Corporate Commitment
to Diversity. More information is available at www.pbs.org/pov.

POV Digital www.pbs.org/pov

Since 1994, POV Digital has driven new storytelling initiatives
and interactive production for POV. The department created
PBS's first program website and its first web-based documen-
tary (POV's Borders) and has won major awards, including a
Webby Award (and six nominations) and an Online News Asso-
ciation Award. POV Digital continues to explore the future of in-
dependent nonfiction media through its digital productions and
the POV Hackathon lab, where media makers and technologists
collaborate to reinvent storytelling forms. @povdocs on Twitter.

Front cover: Family archive of Miguel's things.
Photo courtesy of Blackscrackle Films LLC
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POV Community Engagement and Education

POV's Community Engagement and Education team works with
educators, community organizations and PBS stations to pres-
ent more than 650 free screenings every year. In addition, we
distribute free discussion guides and standards-aligned lesson
plans for each of our films. With our community partners, we in-
spire dialogue around the most important social issues of our
time.

American Documentary, Inc. www.amdoc.org

American Documentary, Inc. (AmDoc) is a multimedia company
dedicated to creating, identifying and presenting contemporary
stories that express opinions and perspectives rarely featured in
mainstream media outlets. AmDoc is a catalyst for public cul-
ture, developing collaborative strategic engagement activities
around socially relevant content on television, online and in com-
munity settings. These activities are designed to trigger action,
from dialogue and feedback to educational opportunities and
community participation.

Major funding for POV is provided by PBS, The John D. and
Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, the John S. and James L.
Knight Foundation, Corporation for Public Broadcasting, and
National Endowment for the Arts. Additional funding comes
from Nancy Blachman and David desJardins, Bertha Foundation,
The Fledgling Fund, Marguerite Casey Foundation, Ettinger
Foundation, New York State Council on the Arts, New York City
Department of Cultural Affairs in partnership with the City Coun-
cil, Ann Tenenbaum and Thomas H. Lee, and public television
viewers. POV is presented by a consortium of public television
stations, including KQED San Francisco, WGBH Boston and
THIRTEEN in association with WNET.ORG.

You can follow us on Twitter @POVengage
for the latest news from

POV Community Engagement & Education.
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