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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. 

A Nation’s Tipping Point: A Time to Talk 

By James and Evelyn Whitehead 

 Time Magazine provided the official an-
nouncement: the cover story, with a picture of 
Laverne Cox, transgender member of the Orange is 
the New Black series, declared: “The Nation’s Tran-
sition.” (June 9, 2014)  In the previous months citi-
zens of many vocations—scientists and novelists, 
priests and professors—were coming out as trans-
gender members of society.  Old prejudices were 
dissolving; laws of non-discrimination were multi-
plying.  Many Christian denominations, United 
Methodists, Church of Christ, Lutherans among 
them, were turning with a compassionate response 
to this long-neglected part of the body of Christ.  
Only the Catholic Church remained officially quiet, 
a reputed “secret document” only deepening the 
silence.  Under the radar more and more Catholic 
ministers—sisters, counselors, teachers, chap-
lains—were speaking in healing tones about trans-
gender persons, bringing light to this margin of the 
community. 

 It is in this context of rapid cultural change 
that DignityUSA is producing these essays on 
Christian spirituality and transgender lives. ▼ 

Trans Information 

1%—Approximately one-percent of persons experience 
themselves as gender-diverse, that is, as not conforming to 
traditional categories of exclusively masculine or femi-
nine.  This may be so small a percent as to be irrelevant: 
“what has this to do with me?”  But if I myself or my 
child or my spouse or a sibling is included in this percent-
age, this is no small matter.  Because of widespread cul-
tural sensitivity concerning gender, these persons are often 
seen as marginal—misfits or outcasts. 

The Biological Phenomenon: Some persons find that 
their interior sense of gender identity does not match their 
physical body.  The messages from their hormonally-
gendered brain (who I am) do not concur with the  
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Trans Information, continued from Page 1 

evidence of their anatomy (who I appear to be).  This 
disconnect, rooted in hormones and chromosomes, is 
rare but very real.  This is a biological phenomenon, 
not a moral condition. 

The Psychological Phenomenon: Trans persons, 
caught between the expectations of society and their 
interior sense of self, often feel isolated and alienated.  
A trans person may well attempt to suppress this inte-
rior evidence of gender identity and seek to conform 
to social expectations.  This effort often leads to a de-
termined attempt to adopt a gender identity that is not 
authentic, resulting in a life built on a false self.  A 
person may marry and have children in the hope of 
overcoming the interior conflict—a strategy of sur-
vival that is rarely successful.  

Transition: By midlife this scenario typically be-
comes untenable.  A crisis often ensues.  Now, despite 
the turmoil this may evoke in one’s social network, a 
journey toward a more authentic expression of oneself 
begins.  Personal distress at this point may be severe, 
heightened by memories of previous decades of de-
nial.   Jolie McKenna writes, “when [transgender] per-
sons make the intrinsically spiritual decision to openly 
embrace their true identity, they confront all of the 
obstacles that have threatened their lives and liveli-
hood.” 

Resolution and Liberation: The goal of gender transi-
tion is a more integrated sense of self, and a more 
peaceful existence.  Justin Tanis comments, “so many 
of my colleagues have commented to me that I am so 
much more peaceful and calm in the years since I tran-
sitioned.”  Previously he had lived with “a sense of 
spiritual restlessness because I had not found a home 
within myself where I could be genuinely myself.”  ▼ 

 

 

 

 

 

The QV  (Quarterly Voice) is a publication of  
DignityUSA. It supplements DignityUSA’s Date-
line, a monthly newsletter. QV is distributed in 
hardcopy, as well as in electronic format to per-
sons on the Dignity News Listserv. 
 
The DATELINE is distributed to persons on the 
Dignity News Listserv in electronic format 
ONLY. Sign up at https://www.dignityusa.org/civicrm/
mailing/subscribe?reset=1&gid=98#  You may also con-
tact 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 Catho-
lics, their families and friends. 
 
DignityUSA is an independent 501(c)(3) non-
profit organization whose national office is lo-
cated in the Greater Boston area, with chapters 
located through out the United States. 
 
Members gather at local chapters, periodic re-
gional meetings and biennial national conven-
tions. 
 
The QV encourages the exchange of opinions, 
book reviews, reflections, background informa-
tion, resource materials and essays and articles 
by established speakers and professionals touch-
ing on spirituality, human sexuality and its ex-
pression, and the mission of DignityUSA. Of 
special interest are personal experiences and 
what has worked well in areas of pastoral minis-
try, human and social justice issues, leadership, 
chapter and faith community building. 
 
Opinions expressed in reflections, reviews, let-
ters, etc., are those of their authors and not nec-
essarily those of DignityUSA. 
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The Authors: James and Evelyn Whitehead 

 Evelyn Eaton Whitehead is a developmental 
psychologist (Ph.D., University of Chicago)  whose 
work focuses on spiritual development in adult life.  
James D. Whitehead is a theologian (Ph.D., Harvard 
University) who studies the interplay of religion and 
culture. In their shared career spanning forty-five 
years and fifteen books, the Whiteheads continue to 
explore the vital themes emerging in contemporary 
Christian spirituality.  

 Evelyn and James have long been associated 
with the Institute of Pastoral Studies at Loyola Uni-
versity, Chicago. They have, as Whitehead Associ-
ates, given educational seminars throughout the 
United States and Canada.  They have lectured in 
Australia, New Zealand and Ireland and taught, 
yearly for more than a decade, in Hong Kong and at 
Fudan University in Shanghai.   

 Their most recent book, Fruitful Embraces: 
Sexuality, Love, and Justice (available at Amazon in 
October 2014) traces the vital links between human 
sexuality and Christian spirituality. Themes in this 
book range from relationships (friendship, vulnerabil-
ity, self-care), to sexuality and justice (clergy sexual 
abuse, marriage equality), and sexual diversity 
(including three chapters on transgender lives).    

 Endorsements for the book include: 

The Whiteheads have long been the premier couple 
writing on the intersection of psychology and spiritu-
ality. Fruitful Embraces adds justice to the mix for a 

potent medicine that moves the heart, stirs the   
imagination and challenges the conscience. I highly 
recommend this book to anyone interested in current 
issues of sexuality, gender and love.   Michael Leach, 
Publisher Emeritus, Orbis Books 

The authors dare to speak about situations faced in 
today’s world with both challenge and compassion.  
Their words will ring true because they are so clearly 
based on experience and respect.  Marianne Duddy-
Burke, Executive Director, DignityUSA 

The Whiteheads are masters at applying ancient 
Catholic wisdom to challenging contemporary is-
sues.  Refreshing and inspiring. Timothy O’Connell, 
Professor of Ethics, Loyola University, Chicago 

 Their previous two books, Holy Eros: Path-
ways to a Passionate God and Nourishing the Spirit, 
both from Orbis Books, have won awards from the 
US Catholic Press Association. ▼ 

 

Publications Committee Chair’s Note 

By Leo N. Egashira,  
DignityUSA Publications Committee Chair 

 DignityUSA thanks the Whiteheads for writ-
ing these thought-provoking, hopeful essays on 
Transgender Spirituality, a topic that challenges 
the boundaries of traditional Catholic thinking and 
one that speaks to the very core of  DignityUSA’s 
mission.  Special thanks are due to DignityUSA 
Secretary, Mary Kaye Radtke, for her professional 
photos.  Three of the essays are compiled herein; 
three more will be featured in the next issue of QV. 

 The Publications Committee is soliciting    
financial sponsorships of these special issues, in 
order to reach the broader transgender audience, as 
well as progressive communities of faith. If you, 
your community, or organization is interested in 
supporting this work, please contact me at Lega-
shira@yahoo.com. Your sponsorship of an invalu-
able resource will be prominently acknowledged in 
the next issue of QV.  

 To receive extra copies, please contact 
info@dignityusa.org or call 800-877-8797. ▼ 

 
 QV: Quarterly Voice  3rd Quarter 2014       -3- 

 

Photo by Rita Koehler  

mailto:Legashira@yahoo.com
mailto:Legashira@yahoo.com
mailto:info@dignityusa.org


Forsaking the Normal:  
Biblical Tales of Transformation 

By James and Evelyn Whitehead 

“Surely God was in this place and I, I did not 
know it.” (Gen. 28:16) 

 We go to the Christian Scriptures for guidance 
in our moral lives. What are the norms we should fol-
low? In search of the normal, we instead find the Bi-
ble telling endless stories about paradox, reversals of 
fortune, and transformation. Yet, convinced that di-
versity represents defect or signals deviance, we cling 
to the belief that the normal will keep us on the 
straight and narrow. The church conspires in this 
longing, interpreting biblical passages (“male and fe-
male God created them”) to insist on a normal that 
admits no variance.                                           

 The Christian Scriptures, on the other hand, 
spend little energy on the normal. Instead, they tell of 
unexpected transformations: staffs turned into ser-
pents, water transformed into wine, Lazarus waking 
from his tomb. Revelation, it would seem, speaks to 
us not of the normal, but of startling transformations. 
In the Bible, the ordinary and the normal are repeat-
edly transgressed in favor of paradoxes and miracles.  

 Two passages in the Hebrew Scriptures cele-
brate transformations that trump normalcy in a life of 
faith. In the Book of Genesis, Jacob finds himself in 
combat with an unrecognizable nocturnal assailant 
who injures him before blessing him. (Genesis 32) 
Only at first light does it dawn on Jacob that he has 
been wrestling with his God. Jacob takes away from 
this transforming struggle a life-long limp and a new 
name that means “I have wrestled with God and hu-
mans and have survived.” For Jacob normalcy is no 
more. 

 In the Book of Job, God appears suddenly in a 
whirlwind, frightening and humbling Job. This divine 
manifestation reminds us that “there is wildness in the 
world that exceeds the wish of humanity either to 
moralize or to master it.” (William Connelly) The 
epilogue of this disturbing book, where we learn that 
Job’s suffering was just a test, seeks to return us to 
the normal. William Connelly writes, this ending “is  
     Continued on Page 5 
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Forsaking the Normal, continued from Page 4 

designed to domesticate the reading of the explosive 
text to which it is appended.” The epilogue “mutes 
(but does not silence) the most powerful voice it in-
troduces into the theological register.” In these final 
passages the revelation of an uncanny, frightening 
God, for Job and for us, is muted as we return to more 
“normal” notions of our God as loving father or just 
judge. 

 The revelations that announce the transform-
ing presence of God continue in the New Testament. 
Jesus climbs a hill with his companions and suddenly 
he is transfigured. His disciples are staggered by the 
sight, but then the vision shifts and they are left again 
with the Jesus with whom they were familiar. But for 
them, and for us, the transformation endures in new 
intimations about this most extraordinary person.   

 A similar transformation takes place for the 
two disciples on their journey home to Emmaus after 
the death of Jesus. Plunged in grief, they meet a 
stranger and invite him to share their dinner. And, in 
the breaking of the bread, they see in the stranger, for 
just an instant, the face of the living Christ. Then the 
vision passes and Christ vanishes from their sight. 
Again, we see a brief transformation where the nor-
mal and the ordinary give way to unimagined possi-
bilities. Strangers should never look the same again.  

Transgender Lives and Spiritual Transformations 

 A life that will not fit comfortably into the 
binary reality of male or female is not “normal.” But, 
as we have seen, normalcy carries little weight in the 
biblical stories that tell of transformations that unseat 
our confident grasp of reality. Paradox and miracles 
are the stuff of Scripture. Does not the odyssey of a 
transgender person fit in this narrative of grace?  

 Laura Thor describes the task of spiritual 
guides on such a sacred journey: “to cultivate with 
our spiritual directee the capacity to sit in awe of 
what cannot be understood except in God’s time to 
unveil it.” The awe and ambiguity transgender per-
sons confront for themselves, but also for the rest of 
us, may turn out to be assets. “Living with ambiguity 
presents us the opportunity to let God in, precisely 
because our inability to decipher the marvel before us 
renders us creaturely once more, standing in awe of 
the mystery of creation.”  

Scripture scholar John McCarthy reminds us 
that theological reflection on creation in the Catholic 
tradition “is not one that puts a lot of attention on 
creation as the establishment of eternal, unchanging 
laws [i.e., the normal]. The situation seems to be quite 
the contrary: The tradition speaks of the relationship 
between created and uncreated as certainly quite 
changeable.” For McCarthy, the essential binary divi-
sion in Scripture is not male and female, but divine 
and human. And this is a division that is constantly 
transgressed, in the miracles of grace where the di-
vine enters the human, and most especially in the life 
of Jesus, where the tension between the divine and 
human is overcome. 

 In the Incarnation we meet normalcy undone 
in the life of the very human Jesus who is recognized 
as also divine. The natural order, with all its expecta-
tions of normalcy, is fractured in this revelation. By 
being both human and divine, “the figure of Jesus be-
comes ‘strange’, indeed, a kind of stranger, one who 
‘looks like us’ but you can’t quite trust is like ‘us.’” 
The crucifixion of Jesus sought to extinguish this 
unlikely vocation, but only evoked another transfor-
mation. After Jesus’ resurrection, where is the normal 
now?  

     Continued on Page 6  
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Forsaking the Normal, continued from Page 5 

 McCarthy adds: “If creation is eternal and un-
changing order, ‘the strange’ becomes eternally out-
side and potentially chaotic. But if creation is itself 
the relation of constantly transacted ‘betweenness,’ 
the ethical perspective might more authentically de-
velop a poetics of hospitality and invitation to the 
neighbor, rather than continue a certain hermeneutic 
of divine and natural law.” A “constantly transacted 
‘betweenness’” is a fit description of the transgender 
person’s journey of faith. 

 In his 2005 encyclical letter God is Love, 
Pope Benedict XVI writes of God not as guarantor of 
good order, but as source of transforming love. Love 
is always about new possibilities, where the guise of 
the stranger may be transformed into the face of 
Christ. The New Testament tells us again and again 
that the natural order has been transcended in the per-
son of Jesus, both divine and human; being created in 
God’s image, we too can expand our love from that of 
family to that of neighbor, from that of neighbor to 
that of the stranger in need. Christian faith is not fi-
nally about good order, but about a compassion that is 
not constrained by custom or expectations of the nor-
mal.  

Biblical Transformations: Sacraments of God’s 
Extravagance 

 The surprises and transformations that we 
meet in the Scriptures may be telling us about God’s 
extravagant ways. The poet Gerard Manley Hopkins 
attuned his artistic eye to this extravagance on display 
in the beauty of the odd, the unconventional, and the 
strange. “Glory to God for dappled things…/all things 
counter, original, spare, strange.” He was fascinated 
by “beauty that is irregular, unusual, asymmetrical, 
untamed.” 

 Hopkins was praising the extravagant diver-
sity of creation. Evolutionary biologists, speaking 
from another discipline, remind us of the stunning 
diversity of species, especially their sexual behavior 
and gender diversity, that has evolved from God’s 
creation. So often, this is diversity not as deviance but 
as splendid variety, a sacrament of God’s extrava-
gance.  

 The authors of the volume God, Science, Sex, 
Gender urge a recognition of this healthy diversity in 

our gendered lives. “If what glorifies God is creation 
come fully alive – and if the promise of such life 
abundant comes with our incorporation into Christ 
through baptism – and if in baptism there is ‘no male 
and female’ – Christians might well expect there to be 
some experiences of diversity and fluidity within hu-
man sexuality here and now. One often finds such 
rumors of angels.”  

 Laura Thor describes her vocation as spiritual 
guide for transgender persons in their journeys toward 
wholeness. “Together we tend this liminal space and 
time through which God will birth seekers into their 
intended identity.” The task of the spiritual guide – 
and, in fact, all in the community – is to “remind our 
seekers, and ourselves, that life in all its diversity is 
welcome in the divine milieu.”  ▼ 

Resources 

William Connolly’s comments appear in his The Au-
gustinian Imperative: A Reflection on the Politics of 
Morality. See pages 9, 10, 25.  

Laura Thor, “Living in the Image of God: Trans-
gender People in Spiritual Direction,” Presence: An 
International Journal of Spiritual Direction, Vol. 19, 
# 4, December, 2013, 52-59. 

 John McCarthy’s observations are found in his 
“Interpreting the Theology of Creation: Binary Gen-
der in Catholic Thought,” 123-39 in God, Science, 
Sex, Gender.  

Also see Frank Fennel, “The Triumph of Diversity: 
Hopkin’s ‘Pied Beauty,’” pages 201-10, and Patricia 
Jung and Joan Roughgarden’s “Gender in Heaven: 
The Story of the Ethiopian Eunuch in Light of Evolu-
tionary Biology,” pages 224-40 in God, Science, Sex, 
Gender.  
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Graceful Bodies and the Play of Gender 

By James and Evelyn Whitehead 

It is you who formed my inmost parts. You 
knit me together in my mother’s womb. I 
praise you for I am fearfully and wonder-
fully made. (Psalm 139)                                                                     

Catholics of an earlier generation were 
taught that as infants we begin life already marked 
by original sin. This wound, we learned, stains the 
soul and is registered in the body, particularly in 
the lustful urges that may lead to sins of the flesh. 
We begin life as damaged goods. 

Many Catholics today turn away from this 
dire interpretation of the human condition. We re-
call an earlier scriptural conviction: we are born in 
grace. As the events of the biblical creation story 
unfold, the Creator’s judgment rings out again and 
again: “this is good!” Here at the start of creation 
there is no sin. Sin would follow soon enough, but 
does not share the stage at the very beginning. The 
biblical account of our origins also records a world 
enriched by a dazzling diversity. In its first exuber-
ant stirrings, “this is good!” applied to all of God’s 
handiwork. This recognition of both creation’s 
goodness and its profound variety grounds a re-
flection on gender diversity. 

For many of us, confronting questions of 
gender diversity is confusing. Last month a mem-
ber of the parish whom you have known for years 

confided that he had begun hormone treatment. 
Charles described this decision as difficult but life-
giving; he is now able to affirm this deepening 
conviction. At the core of his sense of self, his 
identity, Charles knows himself to be a woman. 
Asking for your support, Charles used the term 
“transgender.”  You’re not sure what that actually 
means, but it sounds ominous. The suggestion that 
you should now call her Clarissa left you speech-
less. How shall you respond to this information? 
How can you best support your friend through the 
transition ahead? What does the community of 
faith have to learn from, and to contribute to, this 
potentially perilous journey? 

The Play of Gender 

Our understanding of gender, the images 
and expectations that define being a woman or a 
man, is always shaped by the surrounding culture. 
Western cultures have long recognized that gender 
has a certain flexibility, even if only in fun. In 
Shakespeare’s time, convention held that all the 
roles in public dramas were played by men. So the 
character of Ophelia in Hamlet would be portrayed 
by a male actor in woman’s clothes; this practice 
provided an initial cultural statement about gender 
roles and rules. And in a number of Shakespeare’s 
plays, Twelfth Night, for example, we meet charac-
ters who switch genders for comedic effect.  The 
gender-swaps in these scenarios were playful and 
without any challenge to larger cultural conven-
tion. Yet even in these make-believe plots, the 
malleability of gender is acknowledged. As we are 
entertained, we are invited to loosen our sense of 
the boundaries that divide the genders. On the 
stage this is all in fun. But effective drama can be 
more than make-believe; it can test the leeway in 
our imagining of the world. However playful the 
presentation, subtle questions are being raised. Can 
you imagine your life in the other gender? 

Comedies from Shakespeare to Hollywood 
regularly turn to gender confusions as exercises in 
mistaken identity, with suggestions of sex adding 
spice to the scenario. In 1982 American movie-
goers were treated to two variations on Shake-
speare’s playfulness. Julie Andrews in the film  

        Continued on Page 8  
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Graceful Bodies and the Play of Gender, continued from Page 7 

Victor/Victoria, and Dustin Hoffman in Tootsie 
both portrayed gender-switching roles. With well-
established celebrities at their core, these perform-
ances raised no serious questions of gender. These 
films were experiments in comedic cross-dressing, 
rather than vehicles that raised substantive issues 
of gender identity. 

A decade later the actress Tilda Swinton 
appeared in the film Orlando. In this adaptation of 
Virginia Wolff’s allegorical novel, the central 
character lives for four hundred years, the first half 
as a man, the second half as a woman. Wolff’s 
central theme is announced as, half way through 
the film, Orlando shifts from man to woman. 
Swinton stands naked and speaks to the camera: 
“same person; different sex.”  Her androgynous 
physique supports Swinton’s role in embodying 
both genders. This film, then, raises the stakes 
higher, suggesting that such a transformation is 
conceivable. Its provocative mood seems to ask, 
“Want to make something of it?” 

At the end of the last century, a yet more 
challenging movie appeared. In 1999 Hilary 
Swank earned an Oscar as best actress in the film 
Boys Don’t Cry. Here she is cast as a young 
woman determined to live as a man. Now we are 
not to be entertained by a comedy, but instead con-
fronted with a searing tragic story. For Swank’s 
character in the film, the decision to present herself 
as a young man was met initially with violence, 
and ultimately with her death. This film acknowl-
edges that the lives of transgender persons are not 
a laughing matter. The drama here raises disquiet-
ing questions of morality, less about the propriety 
of sexual conduct than about the violence so often 
provoked around questions of gender identity. As 
the United Methodist document Made in God’s 
Image observes, “The problem is not in being dif-
ferent, but in living in a fearful, condemning 
world.” 

While Americans were going to the mov-
ies, real life events also raised questions of gender 
diversity. In 1975 Richard Raskind underwent sex 
reassignment (now described as gender-
confirming) surgery, becoming Renee Richards. 

As a male, Raskind excelled at tennis at the high 
school level and again at Yale University. Raskind 
had later served in the Navy and eventually be-
came an eye surgeon. He married and fathered one 
son.  After surgery, Renee Richards was denied 
entry as a woman in the 1976 US Tennis Open 
Tournament. She sued and, in a landmark judg-
ment on transgender rights, the U.S. Supreme 
Court ruled in her favor. More recently, Americans 
observed the publicity surrounding Chaz Bono, the 
transgender son of musical celebrities Sonny and 
Cher. Known earlier as Chastity Bono, he transi-
tioned to living as a transman, completing gender-
confirming surgery in 2008. 

These developments, along with many 
similar experiences in both public and private 
lives, have led to an expanded cultural awareness  

          Continued on Page 9    
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Graceful Bodies and the Play of Gender, continued from Page 8 

of issues that are significant for transgender per-
sons. There is now a record of individuals who 
have successfully navigated gender transition, and 
of support groups to assist transgender persons in 
finding their way to a more integrated and healthy 
life. This information gives the current generation 
a distinct advantage in approaching their own life 
decisions. Resources on the internet connect those 
who had previously felt isolated and marginalized. 
The younger generation is also likely to suffer less 
from the religious condemnation that has haunted 
so many transgender persons in earlier generations. 
Our reflection here focuses on the continuing con-
cerns of many trans individuals, across the genera-
tions, who await a more compassionate response 
from their culture and their religious traditions. 

Most of us have grown up with a sense that 
gender divides naturally into “two and only two” 

categories: male and female. But if we pay atten-
tion, we notice that the human community displays 
a considerable variety—in both gender identity and 
self-presentation. Our society idolizes public fig-
ures who so thoroughly embody cultural gender 
ideals that they resemble caricatures of feminine 
and masculine. Consider Dolly Parton and Arnold 
Schwarzenegger. Others in public life or the media 
live out more nuanced versions of humanity; here 
the musician Prince comes to mind. In our own 
communities we are aware of effective male coun-
selors and pastoral ministers whose demeanor, em-
pathic, nurturing, and comfortable with a range of 
emotions, does not fit the cultural stereotype of 
masculinity. And we meet women leaders whose 
determined style of decision-making and conflict 
resolution distinguishes them from stereotypes of 
femininity. Such variety unsettles us only if we 
continue to embrace a rigid, non-negotiable view 
of human nature.  

Transgender Lives 

Gender identity…is our own deeply held 
conviction and deeply felt inner awareness 
that we belong to one gender or the other.  
This awareness is firmly in place by the 
time we are five years old.  Gender iden-
tity is private and internal. It is felt, not 
seen. (Mildred Brown and Chloe Ann 
Rounsley) 

 For the vast majority of individu-
als, inner gender identity and physical em-
bodiment are well matched. For trans-
gender persons, that is not the case. Trans-
gender persons “are individuals who 
strongly feel that they are, or ought to be, 
the opposite sex. The body they are born 
with does not match their own inner con-
viction and mental image of who they are 
or want to be. Nor are they comfortable 
with the gender role society expects them 
to play based on that body.”  The desire to 
harmonize physical appearance with their 
inner identity may find expression in 
adopting clothing styles appropriate to 
their deeper sense of gender. 

         Continued on Page 10 
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Graceful Bodies and the Play of Gender, continued from Page 9 

Some individuals have, from early child-
hood, a strong sense of discomfort with the gender 
assigned to them at birth. Others may experience a 
sense of incongruity, but are unable to define this 
until later in life. Whether in their twenties or fif-
ties or even later, many transgender persons ex-
perience a deepening sense of disconnect between 
their assigned gender and their interior sense of 
themselves. Social pressure may have ensured that 
this realization was suppressed for decades. Often 
this disconnect is described as gender dysphoria: a 
person’s “extreme discomfort with and sense of 
dissonance with the gender assigned at birth. The 
feeling is often persistent, continuing over a long 
period of time, and is not alleviated by other treat-
ments, such as counseling.”  (Justin Tanis) 

We are more aware today that gender and 
anatomy are not the same. And we are more con-
scious of the fact that gender is a blend of both so-
cial norms and inherent core identity. Every human 
fetus starts out with a similar set of gonads, thus 
with the potential to become either a girl or a boy. 
Later, under the influence of specific hormones, 
the fetus develops a vagina with labia and clitoris, 
or a scrotum with testicles and a penis. 

The first formation of gender, then, takes 
place before we are born, under the influence of 
prenatal hormones that influence the fetal brain. 
While we are afloat in our mother’s womb, our 
tiny bodies and brains are awash in these hor-
mones. Powerful chemicals prompt the gradual 
development of male or female genitalia, as well 
as inscribing a sense of gender identity in our tiny 

brains. A developmental psychologist describes 
this evolution: “How do we get a boy brain or a 
girl brain?  On the basis of our hormone receptors. 
It is determined by how we absorb the hormones 
that come to us as we float around in our mother’s 
uterus….  Sometime in the first trimester, for ex-
ample, the male fetus begins producing sex hor-
mones that bathe his brain in testosterone for the 
rest of his gestation, producing a boy brain.” 
(Diane Ehrensaft) 

Most often the baby’s anatomy will match 
the brain’s sense of gender identity. But not al-
ways. Most transgender individuals as early as 
childhood experience a powerful and enduring dis-
sonance between the gender that their body dis-
plays and their interior sense of themselves. For 
many, this search for gender integrity will entail a 
long and painful struggle. Spiritual health depends 
on a sorting out of this disconnect and moving to-
ward integrity in their experience of gender iden-
tity. 

Hilary Howes, a transgender person, de-
scribes her own struggle: “Blessed by our Creator 
with male genitalia and a female brain, I struggled 
to relate to a society that saw me as male until age 
40 when I transitioned to live as a woman. It was 
an authentic and mid-life transition to integrate my 
mind and body that many who knew me supported 
and even called courageous, inspiring and ethical.”  
Howes acknowledges the support she received 
from many who were close to her. She goes on to 
report the judgmental attitude of many others: “But 
this uniquely personal act through the eyes of the 
99.5 percent of people who are blessed to have 
their gender and sex match has been seen as a po-
litical act, a psychological disorder, a character 
flaw, a weakness, a perversion, and a sin.” 

With or without support, many transgender 
persons begin the process of transition, moving 
toward a more public embrace of the gender that 
fits the inner sense of self.  In the transgender com-
munity, “transition” is understood as a verb: the 
courageous effort to integrate one’s inner gender 
identity with outward gender expression. Psy-
chologist Mildred Brown describes this movement  

      Continued on Page 11  
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Graceful Bodies and the Play of Gender, continued from Page 10 

in her clients: “Transitioning – going from living 
as one gender to living as the other – is incredibly 
exciting for transsexuals.” Now the person “is free 
to live in the appropriate gender role and to move 
toward becoming whole.”  The good news is that 
stories of successful transition, from the gender 
assigned at birth to the gender that fits the person’s 
abiding sense of identity, are becoming more com-
mon and more widely available. Hilary Howes de-
scribes the fruit of her transition: “Transitioning 
allows us to share with society the gender person-
ality that we have been from the start. It avoids the 
false-selves we developed to live as others ex-
pected us to, based on our external bodies.” 

This transition may begin as early as child-
hood, with or without the support of family mem-
bers and helping professionals. Some trans persons 
begin their transition in young adulthood, as they 

move toward greater independence in lifestyle and 
work. Perhaps more traumatic is the transition in 
mid-life, for persons deeply imbedded in public 
commitments of marriage and career. But growing 
evidence suggests that when no action is taken 
(due either to personal hesitancies or external 
threats), serious depression is likely to follow. 
Melissa described this movement in her own life. 
“My feelings about myself quickly progressed 
from frustration to anger, to self-hatred, to worth-
lessness, to my possibly being a sinner who was 
doomed to spend eternity in hell. My life wasn’t 
worth living, and I couldn’t stand myself any 
longer. Thoughts of suicide, which I also knew to 
be morally wrong, began to grow.” (Communica-
tion to authors) 

In transition, a person takes steps to give 
more public expression to the inner sense of self. 
Usually the shift is not an abrupt movement from 
one social identity to another but a gradual, often 
tentative, effort to adopt the behavior patterns that 
better fit the authentic sense of self. And for some 
this shift does not demand a rejection of one’s for-
mer self. A trans person explains her desire to 
bring with her the best of her past that was lived as 
John: “I’m not trying to make John disappear…
there’s a lot of useful things in John. He gets the 
job done, and he got me this far, but that’s not who 
I am now.” 

Resolving such a dilemma becomes for many 
trans persons a spiritual journey marked by signifi-
cant passages. For some, this becomes also a journey 
of faith. The Bible introduces us to religious ances-
tors who escaped slavery in Egypt to find new life 
only by passing through a harrowing desert. In every 
life we can expect similar desert journeys: periods of 
loss, times of letting go, seasons of absence when we 
are bereft of our accustomed comfort and confidence.   
Disorientation and vulnerability are expectable com-
panions on the journey of faith. But a drive deep in 
human nature, more potent than shame or addiction, 
moves many transgender persons to search out an in-
tegration long desired, the harmony of inner self and 
outer self-expression. By the grace of God, a person 
begins the liberating journey to heal this deep-seated 
dissonance. 

           Continued on Page 12 
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Graceful Bodies and the Play of Gender, continued from Page 11 

We believe that life in the Spirit links us with 
a mysterious, surprising, extravagant Creator. Fash-
ioned out of dust, we are “born in the image of 
God.” (Gen.1:27)  But what does this mean?  It can-
not be in our maleness or femaleness that we reflect 
God, since the Most High who is revealed to us in 
Scripture is not gendered. But humans are born with 
capacities for love and compassion and justice; we 
possess the potential to be courageous and generous 
and forgiving. Surely these are the qualities that most 
reflect the image of God in us. The challenge today is 
to disengage our lives as reflections of God from the 
cultural constraints of gender. As we are able to do 
this, our eyes open to the extravagant diversity of 
creation. 

In a life of discipleship, as we follow the path 
of Jesus Christ, cultural differences and prejudices 
begin to fall away. We come to see that human nature 
is not simply a biologically determined essence; we 
recognize that “the natural is not primarily what we 
are given, but rather what we are called to become.” 
We become more capable of welcoming those who 
differ from us, even those whom society has rejected. 
In our support for transgender persons, compassion 
and justice embrace as we glimpse intimations of the 
coming Reign of God.  ▼ 
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Transgender Lives and  
Catholic Hospitality 

By James and Evelyn Whitehead 

Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, 
when did we see you hungry and give you 
food…see you a stranger and welcome you…
see you sick and visit you?” (Matthew 25) 

Transgender lives remain invisible to most 
Americans. Throughout history, different social 
groupings have been assigned to the boundaries of 
society where they remain largely out of sight. In the 
novel Invisible Man, Ralph Ellison uses this metaphor 
to capture the cultural status of African-Americans in 
mid-century America. Gays and lesbians remained for 
many decades in concealment, in darkened closets or 
segregated colonies, until the events at Stonewall in 
1969 propelled them into full view. Erin Swenson, a 
transgender Presbyterian minister, remarks that “the 
transgendered in our congregations are invisible and 
will remain invisible until it is clear that they are ac-
cepted.” Recent dramatic changes in American soci-
ety have begun to usher the transgender community 
into the healing light.  

The Shape of Invisibility 

Many transgender adults report that early in 
life there were no names to describe the “disconnect” 
they experienced between their private sense of gen-
der identity (who I am) and their bodily self (who I 
appear to be). They could recognize no one else as 
“like me.” No one in the immediate environment re-
flected back to them a similar identity, affirming “I 
too am like this; I too have these feelings.” Trans-
gender persons were invisible both in society and to 
themselves. 

Self-recognition is a critical element in what 
Erik Erikson describes as an initial stage of adult ma-
turing: identity. But the effort to forge an adult iden-
tity is not simply an interior task. An adolescent looks 
to society for models, clues, and ideals. Having con-
tact with a successful adult or an inspiring role model, 
the younger person judges “I could be like that. I 
would like to live that way.”  

 

Our personal identity is shaped in part by the 
exemplars of adult maturity that are available in our 
environment. For many transgender children and 
young adults, this resource is missing. In The Lives of 
Transgender People, Beemyn and Rankin describe 
this challenge of self-recognition: “Learning about or 
meeting other transgender people serves as a catalyst 
for self-recognition and acceptance, as they see them-
selves in others and realize that they are not alone in 
how they feel.”  

Deprived of persons who might affirm the 
shape of their own uncommon identity, young trans-
gender persons are often at a loss. Who am I? Where 
do I belong? What am I worth? Such recognition, be-
gun in the parent’s loving gaze early in infancy, and 
then repeated in the many ways that adults affirm, 
reinforce, and praise a child for being his or her 
(gendered) self, is utterly absent. The transgender 
youth feels not only disconnected but invisible, un-
able to find a place in an unfamiliar world. This is the 
making of craziness. 

Today many young transgender persons report 
that they first recognized themselves on the Internet. 
But many older adults were not so fortunate. “There 
were no resources, like the Internet which I could 
consult to help me cope with how I felt. I was very  

             Continued on Page 14  
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Transgender Lives and Catholic Hospitality, continued from Page 13 

much alone with my ‘dark secrets’ and it was not un-
til I went online in 1997 that I realized how un-alone I 
was.” (Beemyn and Rankin, p. 23) Here transgender 
invisibility was erased, as individuals had access to 
information that spoke to their own experiences. Self-
worth and self-confidence expanded, as the sense of 
isolation began to lift. “I exist; I am real; I am OK.”  

Newly Visible Lives 

 In 1974 when the British travel writer Jan 
Morris published her memoir, Conundrum, many 
readers had their first exposure to a transgender per-
son. A year later U.S. tennis star Richard Raskind un-
derwent sex reassignment (now described as gender-
confirming) surgery, continuing to compete interna-
tionally as Renee Richards. But these individuals 
were rare sightings; their lives seemed exotic and few 
Americans continued to give any special attention to 
them. Transgender persons remained, to a great ex-
tent, invisible. 

As the twenty-first century has progressed, 
persons successful in many fields have acknowledged 
their gender transition. Film-maker Lana Wachowski 
describes her gender journey as choosing “to change 
my exteriority to bring it closer into alignment with 
my interiority.” University professor and novelist 
Jennifer Boylan tells the story of her own gender 
journey in the memoir She’s Not There: A Life in Two 
Genders. Theologian Justin Tanis uses the images of 
spiritual transformation to explain his life-giving tran-
sition. Concert pianist Sara Davis Buechner outlines 
the journey from training at Juilliard as David 
Buechner to her present professional career that ex-
tends to concerts throughout North America, Asia, 
and Europe. This list expands, as this once-exotic 
transformation becomes more familiar.  

Lives Made Visible: Societal Changes 

  In February 2013, the United States Congress 
renewed the Violence Against Women Act, a law that 
includes protection for all women, irrespective of sex-
ual orientation or gender identity.  By mid-2013, ten 
states and the District of Columbia were providing 
some form of legal protection for transgender people. 

The American Psychiatric Association pub-
lished the fifth edition of its professional standards, 
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Dis-
orders (DSM-5), in May 2013. In this influential 
statement, the earlier diagnostic language that identi-
fied a transgender person as suffering from “gender 
identity disorder” was deleted, replaced by the desig-
nation of “gender dysphoria.” The term disorder was 
judged to be inaccurate, even prejudicial, since it 
identified the transgender within the category of men-
tal illness. Dysphoria honors the intense distress re-
ported by some transgender persons, but recognizes 
that this usually temporary experience represents nei-
ther a character disorder nor a mental illness. This 
authoritative action by the APA culminates a long 
process of testimony, debate, and conversion of 
health professionals. Its announcement stands as a 
watershed; decades of prejudice and discrimination 
are beginning to give way to a more nuanced under-
standing of human development.  

Over many decades, university health            
insurance plans offered no coverage for gender  
                            Continued on Page 15 
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Transgender Lives and Catholic Hospitality, continued from Page 14 

reassignment surgery. Stanford University began cov-
ering sex-reassignment surgery in 2010. In February 
2013, Brown University announced that its student 
health plan would be extended to cover sex-
reassignment surgery, becoming the thirty-sixth col-
lege to do so. Twenty-five other colleges do not cover 
the expensive surgical procedures, but have plans 
covering related hormone therapy; twenty universities 
provide similar coverage for their employees. Today 
about a quarter of Fortune 500 companies have health 
plans that cover similar medical and/or surgical pro-
cedures for employees.   

The Virtue of Hospitality  

 By nature our species seems suspicious of 
those who are “different”: the outsider, the foreigner, 
the immigrant. We are apprehensive about those 
whose language and 
food and clothing 
are alien to us. In our 
unease we subject 
them to ridicule, 
hoping to hold them 
at a distance. We are 
gravely concerned 
about the danger 
they may pose. Do 
these “others” mean 
to rob us in the 
night? Or perhaps in 
the daylight they 
will take away our 
jobs.  

The ancient civilizations of Greece and Israel 
built a bulwark against this natural impulse of suspi-
cion, by promoting the civic and religious virtue of 
hospitality. Conscious of the societal malice they 
identified as xenophobia, the Greeks urged citizens to 
embrace the virtue of xenophilia, a welcoming re-
spect for the “other.” In a classic Greek story, the 
hero Odysseus returns victorious from war. But un-
recognized in beggar’s clothing, he is not celebrated 
as liberator by his fellow citizens, but instead treated 
with contempt. As the story unfolds, the great god 
Zeus, protector of wanderers, and supplicants, pun-
ishes the offending Greeks for their hubris. In his in-

troduction to this literary classic, Bernard Knox 
notes, “if there is one stable moral criterion in the 
world of the Odyssey, it is the care taken by the pow-
erful and well-to-do of strangers, wanderers and beg-
gars. This code of hospitality is the one universally 
recognized morality.” 

In the culture of ancient Israel, a similar di-
vine mandate arose. Hebrew Scripture repeats the de-
mand: “Do not oppress the alien, for you were once 
aliens in the land of Egypt.” The Jewish people, who 
would in time suffer as perennial outsiders, were in-
structed to treat other outsiders with hospitality. The 
biblical account of the destruction of Sodom (Genesis 
18), long misconstrued as condemning homosexual-
ity, is in fact a moral parable about the grievous of-
fense of inhospitality toward guests. It is the threaten-
ing inhospitality in Sodom that provokes the divine 
destruction of the city.  

 In the New 
Testament, Jesus 
repeatedly displays 
comfort with for-
eigners and others at 
the margins of his 
society. He stops to 
speak at length with 
a woman who is not 
Jewish, a double  
offense for those  
orthodox bystanders 
who were keeping 
count. The most 
striking parable of 
hospitality appears 

in the story of the two disconsolate disciples returning 
home to Emmaus after witnessing the death of Jesus. 
Meeting a stranger on the road, they invite him to 
share their evening meal. In the breaking of the bread, 
they suddenly recognize in the stranger the face of 
Christ. (Luke 24)  Their hospitality opened them to 
receive the presence of God. This theme arises again 
at the end of Matthew’s gospel, where Jesus surprises 
his closest followers by insisting that when they aid 
the poor, the homeless, and the imprisoned, they are 
in fact caring for him. (Matthew 25)  

                  Continued on Page 16 
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Transgender Lives and Catholic Hospitality, continued from Page 15 

Hospitality finds expression in compassionate 
care. The virtue of hospitality took institutional form 
in the monastic life of the early Christian church. The 
Benedictine Order adopted the phrase, “when a guest 
arrives, Christ arrives.” (hospes venit, Christus venit). 
Even those poorly-clad and often sickly undesirables, 
arriving at inconvenient hours, were to be welcomed 
with food and shelter. Surely there is instruction here 
to support the Christian community’s welcoming re-
sponse to gender-variant children and transgender 
adults.   

Today we are beginning to recognize that the 
challenge the transgender person faces is not so ex-
otic. It is but one of the many challenges that Chris-
tians face in seeking to live an authentic life; it is a 
journey toward wholeness. The movement beyond a 
“false self” that struggles to fit in with social expecta-
tions is fraught with harrowing choices. But it is, at 
its core, a spiritual journey; if it is traumatic, it is also 
transformative. The Bible, we may need to remind 
ourselves, is replete with such transformative jour-
neys. The faith community today is called to provide 
companions and guides for these daring spiritual ad-
ventures. 

 

Christian communities throughout the United 
States are expanding their outreach to welcome trans-
gender members. The Dumbarton United Methodist 
Church in Washington, D.C. has published a small 
booklet, Made in God’s Image, acknowledging the 
transgender members of their community. Here we 
see photographs of real persons, along with their 
compelling stories of suffering and faith. And here 
the community proclaims its Gospel vision of toler-
ance: “We understand our gender diversity to be a gift 
of God, intended to add to the rich variety of human 
experience and perspective… The problem is not in 
being different, but in living in a fearful, condemning 
world.” A Lutheran parish in San Francisco has ac-
companied one of its active members through the 
challenging journey of gender transition, culminating 
in a communal ritual of renaming to welcome this 
person in her new gender expression. In the Midwest, 
the newly opened Chicago Trans House serves as a 
welcoming residence for trans women, especially 
those who are recovering from drugs or other difficul-
ties; here an Episcopal priest serves as director. 

Aided by these insights and examples, Catho-
lic leaders are becoming aware of the many trans-
gender persons now “hiding in plain sight” among us, 
waiting to be delivered from their invisibility, eager 
to be respected and welcomed.  ▼ 
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