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This paper was originally presented at the Annual Conference of the American Academy of Religion, November 2004, 
San Antonio, TX, USA; Gay Men’s Issues in Religion Group. Jakob Hero identifies as a trans man.  He is a student 
at the Pacific School of Religion and is seeking ordination in the Metropolitan Community Church. Originally this was 
written to address  Queer communities of faith — that is, congregations that may include straight allies but are largely 
LGBT. The same principles may be applied to all communities of  faith. 

Today’s LGBT movement is comprised of shifting and evolving communities struggling for equality and 
rights on many levels. We have made significant progress, but perhaps this has come at the cost of our 
individuality. What is called the LGBT movement often seems to be the white, middle class, moderate-
Democrat gay and lesbian movement. This is not the reality.  Transgender and bisexual people have been 
at the forefront of  LGBT advocacy since before Stonewall, even when rendered invisible.  

In matters of equality and rights it is easy to leave bisexuals and transpeople behind, the latter especially. 
In pointing this out it is not my intention to belittle the achievements of the lesbian and gay community, 
which benefit many, myself included. One of these achievements is the establishment of faith commu-
nities in which LGBT people are not only tolerated but also accepted and in many cases make up the 
majority of  the membership. 

It is my aim to open the discussion of trans-inclusion in communities of faith. I will provide some defi-
nitions of the more common terms used and also a brief overview of some basic elements of trans is-
sues. In drawing from the theories and personal stories of gender variant theologians and religious lead-
ers, as well as my own experience as a transperson and a Christian, I will address the roadblocks to trans-
inclusion as well as the benefits, not only for transpeople but also their faith communities. 

It is sometimes said that the inclusion of the T in LGBT is excessive and unnecessary. However, the ad-
dition of the T, not just to the initials, but also to the community, is vital. Not only is there room for 
transpeople but we actually make up an essential element of queer theology, which may be understood 
as theology from the margins, from the outsider’s perspective. 

Definitions

Transgender discourse is relatively new in congregations and confusion over terminology can be a real 
hindrance to explorations into trans issues. When a child is born, it is the sex and not the gender that is 
determined upon birth. Sex is assigned to the child based on the appearance of  the external genitalia. 

Gender refers to self-expression and identity; it is also the combination of characteristics that society 
uses to determine whether a person is male or female. In much of the population gender and sex are 
comfortably congruent. People who subvert gender normativity can be described as gender variant. 
Gender variance can include anything from the elementary school boy who chooses dolls over football 
to a person who alters his or her body’s sexual characteristics surgically and hormonally. 

Transgender or trans is an umbrella term for people who, through gender variance, contravene society’s 
expectations of  acceptable gender expression based on their assigned sex at birth. Transsexual refers to 
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a person who has chosen to physically change his or her body through surgery and/or hormones so that 
outward appearances match gender identity. FTM stands for female-to-male, meaning someone assigned 
female at birth who identifies as male; the term transman is also used. MTF means male-to-female or 
transwoman and is someone assigned male at birth who identifies as female. Cross-dressers typically do 
not wish to medically alter their bodies but dress as the “opposite” of their birth sex. Drag kings and 
drag queens cross-dress as performance. 

Transitioning, which is sometimes called sex reassignment, includes an extensive psychological evalua-
tion and therapeutic process prior to starting a complicated lifelong regimen of hormone therapy. Tran-
sitioning can also include a variety of surgical options. Although surgery is important to many transpeo-
ple, it is not what defines us. Before having had any surgery I was already living as a man, using the 
men’s restroom and even had a job where none of my co-workers knew that I had not been assigned 
male at birth. 

Imposed Requirements

In the United States and in many countries abroad, there is a rigorous process one must go through in 
order to transition. Many health care providers in the U.S. follow the Harry Benjamin Standards of Care, 
which are intended to protect both the care provider and the client. However, these Standards of Care 
put the client into a double bind that can truly be damaging and exacerbate the frustration and difficulty 
of transitioning. The client must prove that he or she is sane while simultaneously convincing therapists, 
endocrinologists and surgeons that he or she has a mental illness, classified in the Diagnostic and Statis-
tical Manual of  Mental Disorders as Gender Identity Disorder. 

Instead of actively choosing to re-shape our bodies in order be more comfortable or to feel whole, 
transpeople must prove that we are in a situation beyond our control: that we are sick, helpless and at 
the mercy of health care professionals with their scalpels and hormone injections. I am not sure how 
anyone can take that route and not come out with a damaged spirit. To be forced to prove that you have 
no mental illnesses and are completely able to make informed decisions about your body but also say to 
the same health care providers that you are sick and “trapped” is taxing to even the strongest person. 

In his book Transgendered: Theology, Ministry and Communities of Faith, Justin Tanis says, “We 
should be able to do this because it is right for us, not because we have been able to convince a doctor 
that we have sufficient self-hatred that this path is the only one for us if we are to avoid suicide, but be-
cause it honestly reflects the totality of ourselves. This is a spiritual issue because it is the way in which 
we physically embody the spiritual truths within us. That we reflect outwardly that which is inwardly true 
for us is a matter of integrity. The spirit calls us away from self-hatred into an appreciation of the won-
derful creation that we are”( Justin Tanis, Transgendered: Theology, Ministry and Communities of Faith 
[Cleveland: Pilgrim Press 2003], 173).

I know firsthand how frustrating and injurious this process is to both the mind and the spirit. My first 
attempt to start transitioning was far from successful. After a few sessions with a gender therapist I was 
judged “not a good candidate.” This therapist was disturbed that I did not perfectly fit the mold of what 
a transsexual man was supposed to be. Among other things, I did not hate myself enough and I would 
not state that I wanted to be a gender normative heterosexual man post-transition. She said that I would 
probably never be successful as a man and refused to write the necessary letters that would allow me to 
start taking hormones and eventually have any of  the surgeries available. 

It was Tanis’ book that helped me unlearn what the medical and psychiatric communities had imposed 
on me. I did not have to loathe myself into this journey and transition out of a sense of self-hatred; I 
could love myself into the man I would become, without having to teach myself to hate the girl I once 
was. This is a very valuable lesson that faith communities can offer their trans members.
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Gender-Variant Christians

In the book Transgender Journeys, co-authors Virginia Ramey Mollenkott and Vanessa Sheridan speak 
candidly of their experiences as gender-variant Christians. Sheridan tells her story of self-doubt and 
struggle as a young boy in the Southern Baptist Church. Sheridan’s inherent belief about her own iden-
tity was at odds with the gender normative expectations forced on her by her faith community. She says, 
“…I was convinced I had to sublimate, disguise and even disown the truth about my gender-variant 
human essence, my very soul was slowly being eaten away” (Virginia Ramey Mollenkott, Vanessa Sheri-
dan, Transgender Journeys [Cleveland: Pilgrim Press: 2003], 55).

Whereas Sheridan mostly hid her gender-variant feelings until adulthood, Mollenkott was unable to con-
form to the gender expectations imposed on her. As a young masculine woman Mollenkott’s religious 
community treated her with hostility. When she was a teenager this hostility directly led to a suicide at-
tempt. As an adult, through her own research, she was able to find within scripture a much more sup-
portive attitude towards gender variance. Had this information been available to her when she was 
young it would have had a major impact and she says: “That knowledge alone would have been enough 
of  a ray of  hope to prevent my suicide attempt...” (51).

Both Sheridan and Mollenkott are writing from the experience of participation in traditional, main-
stream churches. Surprisingly, exclusion of transpeople is not limited to these religious communities. 
Trans-inclusion is a struggle even in the more progressive communities that already accept gays and les-
bians, as well as in faith communities whose membership is primarily lesbian and gay. 

Trans-Exclusion 

The factors that hinder trans-inclusion in lesbian and gay faith communities reflect those that stand in 
the way within secular gay and lesbian space. As a gay man who is also transsexual I often find myself 
defending my right to be part of the gay community and even to be “allowed” to call myself gay. Al-
though transmen have not always been well received by gay men who are not trans, our struggle is small 
compared to the war within the lesbian community over the inclusion of transwomen. (Jakob Hero, 
“Transphobia as the Genesis of Heterosexist Violence and Oppression” [Unpublished, presented at 
2004 International Congress on Gender Diversity, Manchester, UK, 2004], 8).

Partly this is because of the ease with which transmen can physically blend in with non-trans men. But 
though transmen pass well in day-to-day life, things get more complicated when our clothes come off. 
The surgical options for the construction of a phallus are not nearly as successful as those transwomen 
have for the construction of a vagina. Often transmen opt not to endure the painful and expensive 
process of genital surgery. To put it bluntly, it is very difficult to be accepted by gay men if you don’t 
have a penis. 

Of course the key to trans-inclusion is not the subversion of traditional gay male sexual fantasies. I do 
not expect all gay men to embrace transmale anatomy as sexy or erotic. One would hope that the erotic 
expectations that often exclude us from the bedrooms of non-trans men would not bar us from their 
churches. But sadly sometimes it does. While I was in transition I was blessed to be a member of a con-
gregation that mostly accepted me as a transperson. However, I had to deal with negativity from some 
gay male members. I faced rude and inappropriate questions about my body, on a regular basis, as well 
as tension over my use of  the men’s restroom. 

Trans-inclusion is not simply about our right to choose which restroom to use. The issues are deeper 
than this and the potential benefits are not limited to the gender variant. People often seek out Queer 
faith communities after being made to feel unwelcome in more mainstream communities. They come 
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looking for healing in a place that views them, not as some kind of other, but as an important and es-
sential part of the community. They come seeking a new relationship to the Divine and to find others 
on a similar journey. Acceptance and inclusion are integral concepts in Queer theology. When a Queer 
faith community takes the necessary steps to welcome transpeople into their space, the community has 
the chance to continue enacting these elemental principles of  acceptance and inclusion. 

Transpeople Gifts to Faith Communities

Once we’ve made it through the door, transpeople can have a profound impact on all faith communities. 
For instance, Queer theology often encourages a non- or multi-gendered understanding of God. As 
Tanis explains, “Transgender people… have a unique opportunity to witness to the gender of God. We 
who embody more than one gender within our lifetimes have learned something about our ability to 
hold both of these spaces within one body. If we as human beings, can do it, surely God can do it” (p 
134). 

We also have an exceptional ability to comprehend aspects of the lives of men and women who are not 
trans. Tanis cites an interview with Patrick Califia, an FTM and ordained minister in the Fellowship of 
the Spiral Path, in which he says, “I feel that being able to stand between genders… gives me a unique 
perspective on the lives of men and women and increases my ability to empathize with or serve the 
spiritual needs of others. It makes me a better priest” (159). Our ability to understand a variety of gen-
der expressions and identities has a distinct benefit to queer communities because these communities 
often have a massive gender divide. Having crossed this divide in our own lives, transpeople can com-
prehend elements of  both sides and help all faith communities to better explore these issues. 

Beyond our understanding of issues specific to gender, transpeople offer diverse viewpoints as people 
who exist and thrive through struggle. When I interviewed Califia on June 23, 2004, he said, “The suf-
fering that I’ve felt being different is enormously helpful when I work with people who need to indi-
viduate or who are called to live in a way that the mainstream doesn’t support.”

Early in my transition, when I was feeling very alone and sorry for myself, a friend pointed out that 
there is no such thing as transgender pain, there is just pain. While I did not know many people who had 
been through the specific frustrations of transitioning from female-to-male, everyone can comprehend 
discomfort, loneliness and fear. In other words, I did not have to rely only on transpeople for support. 
Conversely, the pain we endure as transpeople leaves us better equipped to help others on their different 
but also tumultuous paths. In living through the struggles specific to transgender people we also learn to 
deal with the larger issues of  human existence.

 
In our interview  Califia elaborated on the benefits of trans-inclusion for faith communities, “The big-
gest benefit comes from enacting the principle that God/dess is Love. The great spirit of Creation did 
not make any of us by mistake. When we can embrace the fullness of that creation and see divinity in 
each of our fellows, we come closer to melding with divine love and being sustained by that power. On a 
more mundane level, transgendered people are a tribe in spiritual exile. Yet we are also courageous, loyal 
and ingenious people. We have a lot to offer a congregation where we are wholeheartedly accepted.”

How Faith Communities and Transpeople Can Embrace

There are many ways that faith communities can embrace their trans brothers and sisters. Califia offered 
some suggestions: “The consecration of transgendered clergy is key… Of course it is also helpful to 
have public policies that specifically state trans people are welcome in your body of worship or ritual… 
It takes a lot of training to sensitize people to their prejudices against transpeople and supplant that with 
a more realistic view of  the diversity of  human experience.”
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The responsibility of making trans-inclusion a reality in faith communities does not lie solely in the 
hands of non-trans members. We, as transpeople, must open ourselves up in a way that will let this hap-
pen. This means letting go of anger towards non-trans gays and lesbians and remembering that, as Mol-
lenkott states, “Our struggle for transgender acceptance and respect is not and never has been against 
human beings themselves. We’re struggling against mistaken ideologies, false scientific/religious assump-
tions, bigotry and prejudice and the more divisive elements of human thought and behavior”  (Mollen-
kott, Sheridan, 90).

Therefore, the goal is not to aggressively force our way into queer faith communities, but rather to lov-
ingly show our fellow participants, who are not trans, that we are a valid and important part of the 
community. We must also assert that we have the right to use whichever restroom is comfortable for us 
and set boundaries about appropriate questions; these issues are inevitable and instead of becoming an-
gry and indignant, I suggest that transpeople find the best way to openly respond to them. 

We have the potential to offer so much if we can just feel safe enough to do so. In addressing these is-
sues it is my hope that transpeople will eventually be able to rely on their faith communities to teach 
them that they are beautiful and unique embodiments of the Creator. I was incredibly lucky to have 
found Tanis’s book right at the beginning of the medical aspect of my transition. It was my faith com-
munity and this book that changed my worldview while I was transitioning. 

The string of letters we use to name our community is getting lengthy and the frustration over this is 
not merely about the awkwardness of adding a couple of extra letters, it is about the growing pains that 
accompany a shift in the dynamic of the community. Trans-inclusion gives people, such as myself, a 
chance at a much happier and empowered existence. It enables us to reach out to people in our commu-
nities through gendered discourses and in other vital ways. It is obvious to me that something which 
empowers individuals and strengthens the community is worth working towards no matter how uncom-
fortable the initial growing pains may seem. 

© 2008
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