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DignityUSA works for respect and justice for all gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender persons in the Catholic
Church and the world through education, advocacy, and support.
Transgender Spirituality Special Issue (Part 2)
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Introduction and Author Biographies
By Jim & Evelyn Whitehead

Editor’s note: Part I was published in the 3rd Quar-ter
2014 https://www.dignityusa.org/sites/default/files/pdf/
qv/3Qtr2014Trans.pdf. DignityUSA’s first trans-themed
issue was published in the 2nd Quarter 2009 https://
www.dignityusa.org/sites/default/files/pdf/qv/DUSA%
20QV%202nd%20Qtr%202009.pdf.

In 2013 the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of
England and Wales (CBCEW) issued a “consultation
draft” directive to Catholic institutions on how to respond to the UK’s 201 Equality Act which added
many strong protections to minority categories, including sexual orientation and gender identity. The
directive is intended to give advice to Catholic organizations about how they can comply with the law. In
the section on “Gender Re-Assignment,” they state:
“Transsexual people face many difficulties
before, during and after transitioning to another gender. As such it is recommended to seek guidance on
how to make the transitional process as easy as possible. This could include training for co-workers, as
well as reference to medical and social advice.” [p.21]

Hilary Howes, the author of To Be or Not to
Be: A Catholic Transsexual Speaks, served on the
strategy group that formed Equally Blessed. Her
marriage survived her transition in 1995, and in
2003 she was baptized into the faith. Since then her
call has led her to serve on the Dignity Transgender
Caucus, Transfaith/IWG Communications Committee, Gender Rights Maryland Board, Call To Action/
Maryland Chapter Board, and the Pacific School of
Religion’s Trans-Roundtable.
“Sister Monica” (a pseudonym) has been a
Catholic sister for 53 years and has been ministering
among the transgender community since 1999. She
is a spiritual companion, mediator with families, and
ally in helping to bring transgender people into the
light. She discusses her ministry in more detail in the
monograph, God's Hidden People. See the link that
follows her essay.
Mateo Williamson is a microbiologist from
Arizona who identifies as an openly Catholic,
transgender male. This year, he has been working at
a shelter for homeless youth in New Jersey. He dialogues with clergy and members of the Catholic hierarchy to advocate for the safety and respect of
LGBT people in Catholic spaces. He has received
support from the Davis-Putter Foundation, and an
award from the National Organization of Gay and
Lesbian Scientists for his efforts to create awareness
about spiritual abuse. ▼

This statement, at once legal and compassionate, marks a new stage in the Catholic Church’s public response to transgender lives. For the full text,
see https://www.spuc. org.uk/documents/cbcew_
equality_law_may_2014_ draft.
This issue of the Quarterly V oice presents
three reflections, each by a person intimately engaged
with the transgender community.

Transgender flag.
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The QV (Quarterly Voice) is a publication of
DignityUSA. It supplements DignityUSA’s
Dateline, a monthly newsletter. QV is distributed in hardcopy, as well as in electronic format to persons on DignityUSA’s mailing list.

By Hilary Howes

The DATELINE is distributed to persons on
DignityUSA’s mailing list in electronic format ONLY. Sign up at https://
www.dignityusa.org/civicrm/mailing/
subscribe?reset=1&gid=98# . You may also
contact a local chapter to see if it will provide
monthly hardcopies.
Begun in 1969 in San Diego, CA under the
leadership of Fr. Patrick Nidorf, OSA, first as
a counseling group and then a support group
in Los Angeles, DignityUSA has been a
national organization since 1973 uniting
LGBT Catholics, their families and friends.
In the Catholic Church, as a transsexual woman, I
don’t officially exist. Officially, the Catholic Church does
not have a public policy on the range of gender expression, but considering their policy on gay men, lesbian
women, divorced women, women priests, and women
who abort, I should count myself as lucky.
The unfortunate result is that, like most churches,
its hierarchy defers to the most socially conservative
views to maintain its aging power structure. However in a
recent survey, lay American Catholics who have learned
well that Jesus always cared for the marginalized, show
overwhelming support for the protection of transgender
people.
We get questions:
Over the past 20 years of talking about transgender
subjects, I have moved from educator, to advocate, to activist, to evangelist, in making presentations to college
psychology and sex education classes, to business leaders,
to congress people, to support groups, to religious communities. I have seen attitudes change: now, young people really don’t understand why gender needs to be
‘explained’; now, an increasing number of businesses
have policies against gender identity discrimination; now,
some local, state and federal protections are in place for
transgender people; now, support groups tend to be about
Continued on page 3

DignityUSA is an independent 501(c)(3)
non-profit organization whose national office
is located in the Greater Boston area, with
chapters located through out the United
States.
Members gather at local chapters, periodic
regional meetings and biennial national conventions.
The QV encourages the exchange of opinions, book reviews, reflections, background
information, resource materials and essays
and articles by established speakers and professionals touching on spirituality, human
sexuality and its expression, and the mission
of DignityUSA. Of special interest are personal experiences and what has worked well
in areas of pastoral ministry, human and social justice issues, leadership, chapter and
faith community building.
Opinions expressed in reflections, reviews,
letters, etc., are those of their authors and
not necessarily those of DignityUSA.
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navigation rather than coping with guilt or shame; and an increasing number of churches accept transgender participants, lay
leaders, and clergy.
Over all those talks and interviews, I have understood
that telling my story is to tell a parable of spiritual transformation
from ‘false self’ to being authentic. That the most powerful effect of my presentation is that people meet my reasonable and
fairly normal self, and their fears of what ‘a transgender person
is’ seem to dissipate.

But for me, the most powerful moments come in the
Question and Answer period. In these questions I get to see what
their state of mind is. I now have moved the Q&A to the beginning of my talks to find out what this particular group’s level of
comfort with this topic is. The questions have moved over the
years from basic and operational to profound and spiritual:
Questions:
What bathroom do you use?
Did you have the surgery?
What does your daughter call you?
When did you first know your were trans?
How could you do something so selfish to your wife and
daughter?
Why would anyone choose to be a 40-year-old woman in our
society?
Why do you think that God made you a transsexual?
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What bathroom do you use?
People know better than to ask this anymore, so I’m not
answering it here.

Marianne Duddy-Burke – Executive Director
executivedirector@dignityusa.org
Voice: 617-669-7810

Did you have the surgery?
Focusing on surgery effectively negates the spiritual path
that most transsexuals report their journey to be. Having had no
religious upbringing, I used psychological terms to describe my
progress to my true self. But living 12 years now in a community
where we seek to follow Christ, I understand that it was always
my path of transfiguration, of revealing my true self to my community. Hearing and saying the Nicene Creed each week, I came
to understand that my path followed Christ when we would say,
“He suffered, died, and was buried.” As a transgender person, I
suffered alienation, died of shame, and was buried in guilt.
Through transition I rose again in accordance with God’s will for
me, and am leading a heavenly life.

Jim Smith – Associate Director
assocdir@dignityusa.org

What does your daughter call you?
I was 40 and my daughter was twelve and she changed
schools when I went full time. Back in the 1990s there were few
households with two moms, and we decided it might be easier
for her to call me Aunt Hilary. It worked for a while, but as she
felt comfortable with new school friends and their parents, she
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started to share the real story with the people she
wanted to. By the time it became cool among young
people to mess with gender stereotypes, she did
start introducing me as her dad again but continued
to call me Hilary. It was just last year that we talked
about how common it had become for people to
have two moms, and how I’m now a daughter to my
mother and a sister to my brothers, and she agreed
that it was time to refer to me as mom.
When did you first know your were trans?
Back in the 1950s when I was young we
didn’t have a vocabulary for this. I always remember wishing I was a girl. I remember being humiliated when caught cross-dressing around six and getting very good at hiding it after that. But I was always that dreamy, creative, effeminate boy that apparently most people thought would be gay someday. I lived to hide away, and dress up, and never
considered appearing as a woman in public until I
decided to attend a support group. It was over a period of three years that I came to understand that my
authentic gender did not match my gender assigned
at birth, and that meant I was some form of
transgender.
How could you do something so selfish to your
wife and daughter?
I share a birth year with Disneyland, so for
my 40th we planned a family trip there with a special treat for me. I could be dressed as a woman for
the whole time. Now I had been cross-dressing in
private since childhood, on occasions with my support group for the past three years, and adding feminine touches to my male wardrobe for the past year.
For that year I had been trying to avoid transition by
just seeing if expressing my feminine side, while
maintaining my male identity, could work for me.
I’m six feet tall, and I had always doubted that anyone would ever accept me as a woman. In a far off
vacationland we wouldn’t have to worry about rejection from anyone we would ever have to see
again. There was some tension as we headed out
until it happened. Absolutely none of our fears
came to pass. I got to have a wonderful time with
my family, relating to them and the world as a
woman for the first time. It was the happiest place
on earth as I came to understand that it wasn’t about
‘enjoying feminine things’ for me. I was a woman,
being treated with dignity and acceptance by virtually everyone, and it felt so right.
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It was on the drive home that the tears started
to flow as we talked and came to believe that I would
have to transition in real life too. I struggled to understand how I could be a woman, a husband, and a father. It took the right therapist, good friends, the wisdom of children, the unconditional love of my wife,
and ultimately just trusting in God to find our path.
Now I do live as a woman, my marriage bond is
strong, I’m an honest, authentic parent, and the
daughter my mother wanted after giving birth to two
boys.
Why would anyone choose to be a 40-year-old
woman in our society?
This question by a ‘woman-over-40’ underlines both the inequalities of gender and age but also
the mistake that I am choosing what gender to be. My
choice is not to abandon my white male privilege to
be marginalized as a woman, or even more marginalized as a transgender person. My choice is to live authentically as the woman God made me, or continue
presenting a false self and suffer the depression, anxiety, and anger that it creates. I wish it had been the
courage-of-my-convictions that brought about my
change like St. Francis when he appeared naked in the
square, and renounced all that privilege had given
him. For me it felt like my life had become completely unmanageable, and that the only path to sanity
would be to live as a woman. People have called me
courageous, but is it courageous to run from a burning
building?

Continued on page 5
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Why do you think that God made you a transsexual?
Why does God make us anything?
Scientifically, a gender and genitalia nonmatch occurs in less than one in a thousand live
births, so I expect that all transgender people are a
result of sexual reproduction that produces the maximum of variability. It is a precept of the theory of
evolution that it requires variation in reproduction
for a species to evolve. Our existence is evidence of
that scientific reality.
Sociologically, the fact that we are controversial is an indication of the concern about power and
class that we associate with gender. If we actually
had equality of gender, then my variation might be
no more interesting than eye color. “Traditional” societies incorporate people with gender variations
quite easily, and have for centuries.
Spirituality is that which gives meaning to
one's life and draws one to transcend oneself. So for
me the question of why God made me transsexual is
the question of the purpose in my life. For the answer to that I would like to offer this story and a
prayer:
I joined a group of transgender ministers and
theology students to develop a curriculum for a
school of religion. We were challenged to create our
own mission and goals. We spent the first day discussing the issues of our community, testing a workshop, and getting to know each other. The next day
we would need to do the ‘real work’ of determining
just what this organization was going to do. I went to
sleep that night wondering what we could do that
was different from the many programs of ‘radical
inclusion’ that ask churchgoers to accept the marginalized LGBT community. The next morning I awoke
and dashed this off:
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When I read it to the group, everybody immediately supported it. Anyone who has done committee work of any kind will understand what a miracle this was. All of us believed that transgender people have a spiritual story that can help heal what is
broken about gender for church and what is broken
about church for queer people. We choose to use the
power of our powerlessness to build our faith communities from the margins. And now for the prayer,
which has had great meaning on my spiritual journey.
“My Lord God, I have no idea where I am
going. I do not see the road ahead of me. I
cannot know for certain where it will end.
Nor do I really know myself, and the fact
that I think that I am following your will
does not mean that I am actually doing so.
But I believe that the desire to please you
does in fact please you. And I hope I have
that desire in all that I am doing. I hope
that I will never do anything apart from
that desire. And I know that if I do this
you will lead me by the right road though I
may know nothing about it. Therefore will
I trust you always though I may seem to
be lost and in the shadow of death. I will
not fear, for you are ever with me, and you
will never leave me to face my perils
alone.”
― Thomas Merton, Thoughts in Solitude

The mission of the trans round table is to
testify to the transfigurational power of
spirituality and religion to nurture dignity
for people of all genders.
It felt as though God had written through
my hand, and I feared that I would have to fight
to be sure it remained intact. I was frightened,
felt unworthy, and very uncharacteristically
knelt down and prayed: first to be spared this
task, then for the eloquence to do it.
Family portrait: Daughter, wife, and me

▼
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A Privileged Ministry
By “Sister Monica”

© William Widmer
When I was 55 years old and had been a
Catholic sister for 37 years, I met a transgender
woman, a new experience for me. I immediately felt
drawn to her and wanted to understand her life better. Later as we sat in my living room, I felt privileged to be entrusted with her sacred and harrowing
story of transition. As I responded to what I was
hearing from her, she looked intently at me and said,
“You get this. You really do get this, and we need
spiritual people like you to walk with us because this
is a spiritual journey.” She began to tell others that
there was a trans-friendly Catholic sister in town,
and encouraged them to contact me. Word got
around that I could be a trusted friend. I did not
know it then, but the most amazing, incredible,
graced part of my life was beginning.
From the outset, I felt that my call from God
has two dimensions. One is to be a spiritual companion to those who struggle to navigate the minefields of transition, reminding them repeatedly that
God is not against them but with them. The second
is to be an advocate on their behalf and a witness to
their lives.
The first was easy. There were countless
ways to show support, care, and interest that are simple and for the most part private. For example, meeting up with a few trans friends at a restaurant for dinner, spending a couple of hours with someone at a
coffee shop, answering the phone late at night when
someone needs to talk, taking time with family members to help them understand their transgender loved
one.
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In these conversations I came to see that many
transgender people have experienced rejection from
both religious leaders and members of the faith community. Not surprisingly, they have come to believe
that they cannot be true to themselves and be true to
God. But there is no way we can pray, or be in communion with God, except in the truth of who we are.
We cannot hide from God, or from ourselves, and
grow spiritually. We can be true to God only when we
are honest with ourselves and live with as much integrity as we can. This is the mantra that I have repeated
many times to the transgender persons in my care: It is
when we are striving to be the person God made us to
be that we give God glory and praise.
The second dimension of my vocational call is
to be an advocate for this invisible community of
God’s people, and to help other people understand
them. This has been more challenging because it’s
more public. I frequently invited people whom I knew
to have an open mind and heart for an evening discussion with some of my transgender friends. These
Transgender Awareness Evenings had a fairly regular
format: sharing of personal stories by the panelists,
then opportunity for questions and discussion with
those in attendance, followed by a good bit of time for
informal conversation. Many in attendance left with a
greater appreciation of these children of God about
whom they previously knew nothing. They had allowed the boundaries of their heart to be stretched.
Dawn’s Story. Dawn is the fir st and most
significant transgender person I have companioned; it
was through my interaction with her that I recognized
the gift God had given me to minister in the
transgender community. Dawn had grown up in a devout Catholic family, a little boy who was convinced
he was a girl.
As a small boy, I insisted on playing
with girls at school recess. The parish
priest was called to make things clear.
‘You must play with the other boys.
That is how you will learn to be the man
God wants you to be.’ When I continued to protest, the priest added, ‘It is sinful to not do what God wants us to. God
made you a boy and you must be a boy.
You must put away these sinful thoughts
and pray that God gives you the strength
to obey His will for you. If you don’t,
you will go to hell.’ The priest then
moved out from behind the desk and
Continued on page 7
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walked toward me, exposing the
wooden paddle he often used to reinforce his commands. ‘I’m going to
help you remember this lesson, help
you understand the pain of disobeying
God’s will.’
Looking back, Dawn recalls, “I began
to pray the rosary each night asking Mary to
help me feel happy that I was born a boy. But
still in my heart, I really hoped I would wake
up a girl. But all the prayer did not help. I
failed at being the boy I supposed to be.
For the next decades, this boy’s coping
mechanism was to throw himself into every kind of
“manly” behavior. He became a successful athlete
in high school, went on to the Air Force Academy,
married his high school sweetheart, and earned a six
figure salary as an environmental engineer with a
prominent firm. But eventually this façade came
crashing down. The lie was just too heavy to sustain. The pretense was taking too much effort and
was deadening her spirit.

At the heart and core of Dawn’s desperation
was the fear of God’s response to her dilemma. If
she did not transition to the female gender that her
heart cherished, Dawn knew she would eventually
commit suicide. But the Church taught that suicide
was a mortal sin. Yet if she did undertake gender
transition that too would send her to hell! For many
years we have spoken of God’s love for her and she
has found some measure of peace, though she is still
plagued by depression. Now these many years later,
Dawn continues to be someone I pray for constantly.
The last time we were together I noticed a lovely
tattoo of a lotus flower on Dawn’s wrist. The tattoo
covers the scar left by a suicide attempt many years
ago. The delicate flower reminds her daily of her
choice for life.
Apprenticeship: In the ear ly year s my
learning curve was steep. My best teachers were the
transgender people themselves, those who increasingly turned to me for guidance and support in their
struggles. I also steeped myself in the available literature from medical and psychological sources. In
God’s providence, an extraordinary opportunity
arose. In 2001 the Harry Benjamin International
Gender Dysphoria Association Conference was convened in a nearby location, permitting my participation. This association, now identified as the World
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Professional Association for Transgender Health
(WPATH), is a highly respected international resource for those serving the transgender community.
As I listened to the presenters and met other
participants, I suspected I was the only religious professional in attendance. After listening to a talk by
parents of a transgender woman, I went to the microphone, took a deep breath and announced: “I am a
Catholic sister, myself fairly new in this ministry. I
am here because I have much to learn in order to be a
responsible minister to God’s misunderstood and rejected transgender people. It is a great privilege for
me to companion them on their journey. I want to
apologize to those of you who have been hurt by the
Catholic Church. I do not ever want to hurt you. I
want to be a reflection to you of your beauty and
goodness.” When I finished my statement, the four
hundred people in the room gave me a standing ovation!
David’s Story: I met David at a tr ansgender support group. He arrived a bit late for this,
his first meeting, and seemed very flustered. Since
he was a newcomer, group members were eager to
help him feel welcomed. Each of us made a brief
introduction, and then David spoke. I remember
feeling grateful that he had mustered up the courage
to come—given that he did not know anyone in the
group and had no clear idea what to expect from
these meetings. David was attentive and made an
active contribution. At the coffee break I went up to
him and said, “I’m so glad you came! I know you’ll
find the support you need from this group.” I wanted
to hug him! But I didn’t know him yet, so I just held
his hands as I spoke. He seemed grateful but uncomfortable and looked away from me.
Continued on page 8

© William Widmer
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David was well practiced in going through
the motions of living. He had trained himself not to
trust others or himself. For decades he felt apart and
not like other people and was convinced he would
never be “normal.” He spent much of his life attempting to fit in and even cultivated false selves
and false aspects of himself to achieve a sense of
identity. Finally David recognized that he could no
longer deny his transgender reality. It is at this point
that he attended the support group meeting where we
met. David writes of his journey.
I am continuing on my transition path
and my spiritual path, which I now
understand is the same thing. I have
been sober for two years, and now I
facilitate the transgender men’s meeting at the center. I have been taking
hormones for almost two years, and I
hope to have my first surgery sometime in the next year. Becoming the
man I am meant to be is an ongoing
process and is the focal point for my
personal, spiritual, physical, and professional development, and is certainly
the best decision I have ever made.
Final Thoughts: I have tr ied to br ing the
presence of God to the transgender community for
16 years. I’ve cried with them, celebrated with
them, prayed with them, and watched them grow
into the freedom of the children of God as they gradually claim the truth of
who they are. This experience has been a privilege
and a gift; this community
has given me immense joy.
But for all these years I
have lived with the heavy
burden of a conflict: In
order to protect my religious community from
censure by the hierarchy, I
have to keep my ministry
with the transgender community hidden. But to
serve my transgender community I must bring them
out of hiding, so that they
can be seen and where the
injustices against them can
be brought into the light.
© William Widmer
If only I could give wit-
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ness to the goodness of transgender lives and help
people to understand them better! So there is the
conflict: My responsibility to my religious community which I love is in tension with my call from God
to serve the transgender community, which I also
love.
There is a passage in the constitutions of my
religious congregation that reads, “Our desire is to be
available and receptive servants, alert to God’s voice
and the needs of God’s people, willing to have our
very lives shaped by responding to these needs.” I
continue to grieve over the violence transgender persons suffer. I also continue to be astounded by the
ways they have claimed their place in this world and
offer their gifts born of their courage and fidelity. I
want to find a way to make their voices heard, especially within our Catholic Church. The plea of
St. Catherine of Siena urges me on. “Preach the truth
as if you had a million voices—it is silence that kills
the world.”
More information on Sister Monica and her
ministry can be found at http://www.lgbtran.org/
Profile.aspx?ID=407. ▼

The DignityUSA Publications Committee
gratefully acknowledges the generosity of
William Widmer for providing photos of
Sister Monica. www.widmerphoto.com
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A Place to Call Home
By Mateo Williamson

Here in mid-winter in Northern New Jersey it
is below freezing and has been raining for weeks.
Having grown up in Arizona, as I walked this morning to the homeless shelter where I work, I was surprised to see ice on the ground. The cold wind
chilled my face and numbed my toes straight through
the winter boots I was encouraged to buy. However,
as I write this I am sitting at my desk in a room that
is 70°F, with no need for a jacket. My face and fingers are warm; my room is private and safe. I have
clean clothes, a bathroom, and food in the fridge. I
have the time to reflect on my situation in life, and
the means to advocate for my wellbeing. As I get
into bed at night I think of the young people who
have been denied this as they search for shelter from
the elements and expend their every effort trying to
survive. This includes the millions of youth who are
on the streets around the world because they were
cast away from their homes and communities for
their sexual orientation or gender identity. Approximately half of the youth who come through our shelter doors are lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender.
Where I work, this is our daily reality—a ceaseless,
increasing epidemic of LGBT youth homelessness,
with no apparent end in sight.
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My friend Marco is 18 years old. Born in Nicaragua, he is of slight stature like myself, with a
childlike face that looks decades older when he has
been working long days with little sleep. Tonight he
is huddled somewhere in Newark Penn Station. I
know this because I accompanied him there today, as
he carried the entirety of his belongings in a duffel
bag slung over his shoulder. We walked in relative
silence through the rain. I had not seen Marco for several weeks since his transition from our shelter. During that time I worried he would become sick, or even
die in the cold on the streets. Making contact with
Marco again today, I spent hours calling shelters in an
attempt to find an emergency bed available for him.
Every site I contacted was full to capacity on this cold
night, and each call brought a sense of increasing desperation. When it became clear that my efforts proved
fruitless, I asked Marco where he had been staying
over the previous several nights. He responded in
Spanish, “in the train station.” I asked about the conditions he experienced there. “It is cold,” he sighed,
quickly changing the subject when he noticed the
concern in my eyes. Marco went on to show me the
jacket and shoes he had received as a donation. He
jokingly noted that while he was grateful, the rugged
steel-toed boots did not quite match his style. Marco
values his appearance and always manages to be impeccably dressed—a trait that forms part of his dignity and identity despite the circumstances he experiences. A plastic rosary dangles from his neck, though
not merely for aesthetics. I often see him instinctively
reach for the cross and turn it over in his hand as he
ponders his next step in life.
As the last trains pull into the station at night,
Marco will join the many others who take shelter
there. Those who pass by him will see that he is
homeless, but they will not know why. Since he
speaks little English, he will struggle to communicate
with those around him. Like the others who huddle in
the corners of the station, it would be easy to walk
right by him, leaving his story untold. Marco left Nicaragua at age 17 to escape the violence in his country.
However, he fled in particular from the abuse that he
faced back home for his gender presentation. He tells
me that he did not fit his family’s expectations. Feeling increasingly unsafe at home, Marco began his
journey on the streets at age 13. As a gender-diverse
Continued on page 10

QV: Quarterly Voice

1st Quarter 2015
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person, he feared for his life in Nicaraguan shelters,
so he rode on top of trains through Central America
and Mexico to make the perilous journey across the
U.S. border with several other children. Still struggling with his gender identity at the time, Marco did
not want to seek help from LGBT organizations in
the U.S. At the doors to the train station, we pray the
Lord’s Prayer together before we part ways. Marco
promises me he will try to return to our shelter soon.
Sharlyn is 19 years old. Last week I accompanied her to a shelter that serves LGBT youth, a
safer option for her than others in the area. She
showed me the small room where she had been
sleeping with two other homeless youth, splitting the
cost of $110 a week. It is a room with no furniture or
beds, but slightly more privacy and quiet than the
shelters. Blankets and pillows laid out on the floor
indicate where these young people sleep, side by
side. Each day Sharlyn walks about 15 miles between her work site and community resources. When
she arrives at the shelter, she has trouble eating because it has been so long since she has had food
readily available.
Sharlyn left home when she was 16, and
dropped out of school shortly after because she faced
constant harassment by peers and administrators. Assigned the male sex at birth, she identifies as female.
Every step in the process to embracing herself has
taken much longer without financial security, and as
a transgender woman of color, she faces threats of
violence and discrimination while looking for a
steady job. Like Marco, Sharlyn was raised in the
Catholic Church. She explains that her parents are
very religious; the differences between her lived reality and their cherished beliefs have estranged them.
Sharlyn tells me that the breaking point came when
her parents consulted the parish priest and attempted
to send her to a therapist to amend her gender identity. She confesses that she misses her parents, and
tried hard to be what they wanted her to be. “But I
would not have survived much longer at home,” she
tells me. “I was dying inside.”
The shelter where I work can provide only
temporary assistance. I have no lack of gratitude for
what I know is a lifeline to so many young people
who come through our doors. We have dedicated
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staff who don emotional armor every day as they
prepare to confront the suffering and injustice our
clients experience. We also witness great moments
of joy and new beginnings. The young people we
serve are resilient, intelligent, caring, and independent. Several are musically and artistically talented,
most attend high school and go on to college, and
many engage in community organizing and leadership. I have no doubt they have the potential to
change the world; their efforts will help ensure that
the deficits in compassion within society that led
them to our shelter will not affect children of the future. Still, nothing can replace the support systems
that these young people themselves have lost.
While there is great hope in the work we do,
our shelter only exists because expected social resources in families and communities have failed to
care for these children in their midst. We cannot
erase the damage of neglect and isolation so many
LGBT children have faced. We can only hope to offer them our continuing presence and assure them
that we will not turn away. We must strive to promise them that we, as a Christian community, are
committed to honoring their lives and listening
openly to their stories so that we may learn from
them how to offer life-giving support. At the moment, I am not certain that the Catholic Church leadership in the U.S. is prepared to be a part of this
change. Still, I believe that with determination and
God’s grace, we can one day achieve a level of true
compassion and kinship that mirrors the love that
Jesus himself demonstrated through his own humility, vulnerability, and closeness to his people.
By the end of this year, I will have met over
a thousand young people who have been displaced
from their homes—a large proportion of them
LGBT. When these young people are unable to fulfill their greatest potential, as reflected in the desires
that God has placed in their hearts, we are all at a
loss as One Body in Christ. In my office, I have
placed a rainbow flag and a Christian prayer side-byside, knowing how much these identities mean to
many of the youth we serve. The shelter where I
work is funded largely by the Catholic Church. The
irony of this—at times too painful to bear—is that I
frequently speak with young people who have been
Continued on page 11
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rejected by their family and from their homes,
in part resulting from interpretations of Catholic doctrine and heated rhetoric regarding homosexuality from their official religious leaders. Can you imagine what our shelter would
look like if every LGBT child were accepted
by their families in all of their inherent beauty?
Nearly half of the beds in our building would
be empty.
During political campaign seasons,
many dioceses devote considerable funds to
materials that delineate Catholic beliefs on homosexuality, even attempting to defeat laws
aimed to protect LGBT people from employment and housing discrimination. And yet
these same dioceses will seek donations for
Catholic shelters that house LGBT youth who
face the resulting social and economic oppression. The Knights of Columbus have spent
over $15.8 million since 2005 on these same
initiatives, and every year the local KOC chapter comes to serve a Christmas meal to our
LGBT youth who are not home celebrating
Christmas with their families. I wonder, do our
Church leaders fully understand how their
messages have fed a culture that would dehumanize a child to the point where they could
spend Christmas out in the cold?
Through my privilege, I have been fortunate in my journey. Like many of the youth I
work with, I am gender-diverse, but my path
has not been fraught with quite as many obstacles. Assigned the biological sex of female at
birth, I identify as male, and have been living
my life accordingly for four years. Looking
back on my life, I realize now that there was
never a moment when I did not have a fairly
acute sense of who I was on the inside. I believe we are born with an inherent nature and
“sparkle,” if you will, and this is surely one of
God’s important gifts to each one of us. We
also come to understand with time that essential to making the most of this promise is a
willingness to be open to discerning God’s
voice from within and through the world
around us. Still, until the age of 20, it seems
Continued on page 12
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that I tried to conform to a very different reality. It
has taken me some time to learn what it means to be
fully human and fully alive in the presence of God,
but that journey itself has been part of the blessing.
I was raised in an immensely loving and encouraging home along with my hardworking mother
and five siblings; I had everything I needed to grow
and develop in an emotionally healthy way, including
frequent praise from my mom, who constantly reminded me in my despair that I was smart, capable,
and loved. But something always felt terribly heavy
on my shoulders, and throughout my childhood, my
mother would embrace me during times of self-doubt
and say to me: “I wish you could see yourself the
way I see you. I wish I could give that to you.” As I
struggled to understand myself in the face of the rigid
gender roles of my church and community, over time
I became withdrawn and began to isolate myself. The
severe repression of my identity manifested as depression and social anxiety. Nothing I did was good
enough because deep down I felt like I had failed on
a fundamental level as a human. I became obsessive
over my schoolwork because it was the only aspect
of my life that I felt I could control. I determined that
if I became a successful doctor, I might one day be
happy. And perhaps I could also figure out what was
wrong with me.
When I finally came out, something incredible was happening inside me. For the first time in
years, I began to feel that I was becoming part of the
human community in an authentic way. Through my
vulnerability, fear, and suffering, I was finding God
in a way I had never known. At the same time, I was
still dealing with the sense that I was unworthy of
God as a transgender person because of the messages
my church had sent me from a young age. Catholic
Church doctrine has taught that as a transgender person who has transitioned physically, I live in a state
of “grave sin.” Still, I know that I hold a different
truth in the relationship between myself and my God.
The strength and grace that God provided me in order
to eventually inhabit my truth was not the result of
sin, and certainly not a product of the Fall. My understanding of sin is that it draws us away from God, but
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being transgender has drawn me ever closer to my
Creator in a way I could never have imagined.
Something I’ve realized in coming back to
the church during a significant spiritual transformation is that even though this church does not currently acknowledge my existence as a transgender
person, and though one might infer that it has hurt
me quite a bit, this rather flawed church is my
church too. The church belongs to every single person that God ministers to—in particular the doubters, the downtrodden, the forgotten, and the sufferers. It belongs to those who stand up for justice and
face oppression when they resolve to become a voice
for the voiceless. God’s church belongs to those who
see a brighter future for all of his children—one in
which all people will someday be able to recognize
the beauty in the complexity and diversity of creation. The Catholic hierarchy has a long history of
difficulty in valuing the blessing of the existence of
transgender people. But even as Church leaders possess great power to denounce or erase me from their
community, I am comforted to know that I, too, am
the church—we all are.

Throughout this struggle, I pray for church
leaders and those in ministry. I understand that these
times in the church are difficult. Faithful Catholics
have many and diverse expectations of the church,
and some worry that the church will become too influenced by modern ideologies. But the existence of
transgender people is not new. Just as God made
night and day, dusk has also existed since the beginning of time. My presence does not challenge the
fact that God made humans male and female, but
rather speaks to a truth that perhaps we have allowed
ourselves to define God’s creation in a way that
would reduce God’s capacity to the standards of the
human mind.
I continue to hope that our church will someday acknowledge the beauty in how God created
me—not a mistake or a deviance, but an intentional
gift. I look forward to the day that I will be accepted
by my church fully for who I am, but until then, I
will try to rest in knowing that the experience of
generations to follow promises a picture of compassion ever greater than what we know today. ▼

