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Dr. Virginia Ramey Mollenkott is the author of Omnigender and co-author of Transgender Journeys among nu-
merous other publications. Her work offers a spiritual basis for welcoming transgender people into communities of faith. In 
this piece she provides seven reasons why spiritual communities need to become inclusive of  transgender people.  

We are living at a time when a 15-year-old boy was shot to death for wearing eye shadow  and high heels 
to school and for expressing his attraction to a boy a year younger than himself. (”Mixed Messages,” The 
Advocate, April 8, 2008, 29-33.) 

It is also a time when a transman, now legally male and married to a woman, is six months pregnant 
with a healthy baby girl. (”Labor of  Love,” The Advocate, April 8, 2008, 24.)

And it is a time when ordained transpeople in the ministry are often punished for transitioning by trans-
fers involving huge pay cuts or even by loss of their credentials and livelihoods. It is high time for con-
gregations to study gender issues, to wake up to the importance of noticing and embracing their trans-
gender members and to reach out in ministry with the transgender community as a whole.

In her book Our Tribe, the Rev. Elder Nancy Wilson writes about the three Magi who brought their gifts 
to the baby Jesus. She comments that it is highly doubtful that they were kings, but quite possible that 
they were “queens” — and probably eunuchs and shamans. My guess is that they were people who to-
day would be termed transwomen. I mention the Magi because they are so important to the religious 
significance of Bethlehem and because they symbolize to me the many gifts that transpeople of faith 
have to offer any congregation that will receive us.

There are many reasons why spiritual communities need transpeople, but here I offer seven:

• Any congregation that honors the Bible should also honor transpeople because both the He-
brew and Christian Scriptures are extraordinarily transgender friendly.

• Transpeople will assist congregations in transcending gender stereotypes that alienate men from 
women and from their own bodies and that oppress women and girls all over the world.

• The transgender presence is a constant reminder of human diversity and hence the much-
needed diversity in religious language about God, the Divine Mystery that is beyond human 
imaginings and limitations.

• Until our recent cultural blindness, transpeople had always been recognized as specially gifted at 
building bridges between the seen and the unseen world, time and eternity.

• Transpeople have by the circumstances of their lives been forced to become specialists in the 
connections between gender, sexuality, spirituality and justice and many congregations are in 
desperate need of  our assistance in making those connections.

• Because they embody “the forgotten middle ground” or ambiguity, transpeople can help to heal 
religious addictions to certainty — addictions that are threatening the survival of our entire 
planet.

• Transpeople embody the concept that just as all races are “one blood,” all genders and sexuali-
ties are one continuum and that the one blood and one continuum are sacred: made in the holy, 
divine image.

Now we turn to the evidence. 
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1. The Hebrew and Christian Scriptures are so transgender-friendly that any con-
gregation that claims to honor and obey biblical principles needs to embrace 
transgender people. 

In both Jewish and Christian scriptures, there is a trend toward inclusiveness of sexual and gender mi-
norities. For instance, Deuteronomy 23:1 bans eunuchs (today’s intersexuals or post-operative 
transwomen) from entering the temple, but Isaiah 56:4-5 welcomes eunuchs; Deuteronomy 22:5 forbids 
cross-dressing, yet Jewish sages had multiple names for transgender people.(See “How I Met the Tum-
tum” by Rabbi Elliot Rose Kukla in this section of  the curriculum.)

Jesus praises eunuchs (Matthew 19:12) and the Ethiopian eunuch is promptly baptized (Acts 8:26-29). 
Romans 13:12 and 14 encourage spiritual cross-dressing and Epimenides, a cross-dressing and ho-
moerotic shaman, is quoted favorably in Acts17:28 and Titus 1:12-13.

Genesis depicts Adam as a hermaphroditic (intersexual) Earth Creature, later divided into the human 
male and female, while Genesis 1:27 states that both male and female are made in the image of the One 
Creator, who is thus depicted as androgynous (or “transing” human gender). Accordingly, in addition to 
the imagery of the Holy One as male, both Jewish and Christian scriptures  include imagery of God as 
female: giving birth, Holy Wisdom (Sophia), Bakerwoman God and so forth. (For details, see Virginia R. 
Mollenkott, The Divine Feminine [Crossroad, 1983], available at www.questia.com.) The point, of course, is 
not that God is literally either male or female, but encompasses both, as well as all the in-between areas 
represented in the created universe.

If Matthew 1:23-25 is read literally, the virgin birth of Jesus was a birth without male input, so to speak 
(parthogenetic). In that case, he was chromosomally female; and according to the Gospel account, he 
was outwardly male. (The male appearance, science tells us, can occur through a late-term sex reversal.) 
So anyone who takes the virgin birth literally must acknowledge that Jesus was intersexual (a form of 
transgenderism) and thus a perfect incarnation of the entire sex/gender continuum. Thus, an early bap-
tismal formula, Galatians 3:28, testifies that in Christ “there is no longer male and female.” For further 
details on the science of all of this, see Edward L. Kessel’s “A Biological Interpretation of the Virgin 
Birth,” published in the conservative evangelical Journal of the American Scientific  Association, volume 35 
(September 1983), 129-136.

Finally, the Christian scriptures contain many transsexual images: women are called brothers; men are 
called the brides of Christ; Jesus and Paul are depicted as mothers (John 16:21, 17:1 and Galatians 4:19); 
Jesus is depicted as Holy Sophia (Wisdom); the church is described as a female body with a male head 
(Ephesians 5:23-33); and the female body of Christ is urged to grow  up and become the male head 
(Ephesians 4:15). 

Circling back to Hebrew scripture, the name used for God in Genesis 17, El Shaddai, can mean “the 
many-breasted one.” So if circumcision is a form of symbolic castration, then as Michael Carden has 
pointed out, “To be in a convenant with the androgynous El Shaddai, Abraham and his male descen-
dants are symbolically marked as eunuchs.” (Michael Carden, “Genesis/Bereshit,” The Queer Bible Comme-
natry (SCM Press, 2006, 35.) In other words, circumcision marks Jewish men as symbolic transpeople.

The Jewish feminist scholar Judith Plaskow points out that the rabbis have only tolerated “a certain 
range of gender ambiguity” because they did not want to clash directly with society’s gender division. 
But now Dr. Plaskow is calling Jews to “dismantle [the traditional] binary gender construct,” to move 
“beyond the gender binary” by embracing transpeople of all sorts: transsexuals, cross-dressers, drag 
kings and queens, bi-gender people who alternate gender expression within various circumstances, inter-
sexuals, gays, lesbians and bisexuals who are transgressively gendered and heterosexual masculine 
women and feminine men — indeed, anyone who “has rebelled against traditional gender stereotypes 
and refused to accommodate to them.” Plaskow asserts that “heterosexism and homophobia [and, I add, 
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sexism itself] cannot finally be overcome without moving beyond the gender binary.” (Judith Plaskow, 
“The Challenge of Transgender to Compulsory Heterosexuality,” Heterosexism in Contemporary World Relig-
ion, ed. Marvin M. Ellison and Judith Plaskow (The Pilgrim Press, 2007), 13-36.)

Finally in Matthew 5:22, Jesus warns that “anyone who calls his brother racha shall be in danger of the 
council.” Racha, a non-Greek word, was a total mystery until 1934, when an Egyptian papyrus was pub-
lished that used racha in reference to a particular person. In that papyrus racha is equivalent to the Greek 
word malakos, meaning “morally soft,” “self-indulgent,” “voluptuous” — all those things “real men” 
were not supposed to be. (See Will Roscoe, Jesus and the Shamanic  Tradition of Same-Sex Love [Suspect 
Thoughts Press, 2004], 200). As with many 17th Century English writers the King James translators in-
terpreted malakos as”effeminate,” by which they meant men who could think of nothing else than wom-
anizing [NOT homosexuals]. See L. D. Scanzoni and V. R. Mollenkott, Is the Homosexual My Neighbor? 
(HarperSanFrancisco, 1978, updated 1994, 78.) In this context Jesus was apparently warning against 
mockery of men who do not meet the traditional standards of masculinity — people who are “gender-
queer” or transgender.

2. Transpeoples’ open presence will assist congregations in transcending the gen-
der stereotypes that alienate men from women and from their own bodies and op-
press women and girls all over the world.

As the mother of a son whom I dearly love, I resent boys being told that “real men don’t cry” and “real 
men are always in control of every situation.” Apparently even the apostle Paul believed that cultural lie.  
He wrote in Ephesians 5:29 that “no man ever yet hated his own flesh.” But I have heard of men who 
have justified battering their wives by saying, “The Bible says her bones and her flesh are one with mine 
and I can break my own bones whenever I want to.” 

The staggering global epidemic of HIV AIDS among women and girls combined with the high levels of 
violence and discrimination against women suggests that the binary gender construct does not merely 
differentiate men from women, it elevates men above women. Because transgender people combine male 
and female traits in a multitude of ways, we offer visual, embodied assistance in laying aside such unjust 
perceptions and practices.

3. Transpeople are constant reminders of human diversity and hence will serve as 
constant reminders that our language concerning divinity needs to be diverse as 
well.

Years ago, the Roman Catholic philosopher Mary Daly critiqued patriarchal theology, claiming “If God 
is male, then the male is God.” And when I served on the National Council of Churches Inclusive Lan-
guage Lectionary Committee, the news reporters could not quite believe that people in the 1980s would 
actually think God is male. So the committee sent reporters out on the streets of New York City to ask 
about the gender of God and watched the results on the nightly news. Everyone interviewed referred to 
God as “He” and had a male image to go with that pronoun. 

Because  transpeople have paid a high price for their awareness that masculinity and femininityare not 
necessarily tied to a person’s genitalia they are often particularly sensitive to the injustices and oppres-
sions that arise when some people are considered more sacred, more perfect and more entitled than 
other people.

Transpeople are not tied to what Daniel Maguire calls “pelvic orthodoxy” (Ed. note: rigid thinking about 
sex, gender and reproductive issues) and as such they remind congregations of our human diversity.  If al-
lowed they can help us see that all of us in all our diversity are made in the image of one dazzingly di-
verse Spirit. If we insist that congregational worship must reflect that dazzling diversity, we will be doing 
justice to the entire human race and the natural creation as well. 
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4. Until our heavily androcentric cultural assumptions blinded society to the reali-
ties of gender diversity, transpeople had been recognized as being especially 
gifted at building bridges between the seen and the unseen, time and eternity. 

The great Puritan poet John Milton wrote in Paradise Lost that the angels are gender-fluid shape-shifters, 
who can “either sex assume or both” — and that these transgender angels can make love with one an-
other as transangels whenever they so desire. (Paradise Lost, I. 423-431).

The Sumerian goddess Inanna transcended gender polarities and sometimes turned men into women or 
women into men and many of her priests were eunuchs or transwomen. To this day many African tribes 
have religious leaders who are transpeople.  Burmese acault (a male who exhibits transgender behavior) 
are known for their cross-gender behaviors and are regarded as servants of a female Spirit. Many sha-
manic traditions honor transpeople as well as same-sex lovers for their spiritual facilitation. 

I refer interested readers to Leslie Feinberg’s Transgender Warriors and my own book Ominigender for fur-
ther information about transgender people as bridges or gate-keepers to deeper, more fully spirited 
states of being. Perhaps this gift has been nurtured in us by our struggles to unify the various aspects of 
our inner natures. If today’s congregations are eager to develop a more mature spirituality, it seems to 
me they will seek out the considerable spiritual gifts of  the transpeople in their midst.

5. By the circumstances of our lives we transpeople have been forced to do a lot of 
introspection about sex, gender, justice and spirituality.

We live in a society that is really quite divided and distraught concerning the connection of gender and 
sexuality to justice and spirituality. Christian churches especially have fallen into such fear of embodi-
ment and sexual pleasure that they are spending inordinate amounts of time on issues like same-sex 
marriage, contraception and abortion — meanwhile sometimes ignoring the facts that 1.3 billion people 
are starving, global warming is catastrophic, huge military budgets are killing the world’s economies and 
healthcare needs are unmet for millions of  people. 

Indeed many congregations are still supporting the expenditure of millions of dollars on sex education 
that urges teenagers to pledge celibacy until marriage, ignoring the mounting evidence that teens who 
have taken virginity pledges are four times more likely to have oral sex and six times more likely to have 
anal sex than those who refused to take the pledge. (Debra W. Haffner, What Every 21st Century Parent 
Needs to Know [NY: Newmarket Press, 2008], 101.)

It has always interested me that when the author of Ephesians wanted to depict marital love, he em-
ployed imagery of Christ and the church, urging every Christian-male and female--to defer to every 
other Christian out of reverence for Christ, the anointed Child of God (Ephesians 5:21). The public or 
communal nature of this imagery suggests that our passionate love for another individual should be the 
means of opening our hearts to loving people in general.  If our love is genuine love, there is no way 
that it can rightfully exclude others from its embrace. 

I do not take this to mean that we must behave sexually with everyone we love, but rather that if what 
we call love causes us to hunker down and care about nobody beyond our immediate partner and family, 
we need to take a more critical look at what we are designating as love.

Thoughtful readers may by now be wondering why transpeople are particularly well suited to teach con-
gregations about the multiple and profound connections between sex, gender, love and justice. First, 
because we know how “outsider” status feels and many of us are mature enough to want to spare others 
from the hurt we have endured. Second, because we have had to study gender and sex and how to 
achieve justice in a way that sex and gender-normative people have never been forced to do. 
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We have a great transgender role model in Jesus of Nazareth, whomthe Gospels represent as a very an-
drogynous human being. Even if Jesus was not intersexual chromosomally, a possibility mentioned ear-
lier, he was still androgynous because he transgressed so many of the gender/sexual rules of his place, 
time and culture, including the failure to marry, the doing of “women’s work” (such as cooking and 
washing feet), the willingness to associate himself with the female personification of God’s Wisdom and 
his use of  female metaphors such as birthing and breast-feeding to describe justice work.

If we take seriously the New Testament description of Jesus’ relationships with Mary Magdalene and 
with the Beloved Disciple (John? Lazarus?)(John 13:25, et al.), we might conclude that Jesus was bisexu-
ally oriented — and if so, it seems hugely ironic that in our society, bisexuals are still forced into invisi-
bility and powerlessness, often out of loyalty to a Jesus who was perhaps one of them. It is also ironic 
that people who cannot or will conform to our society’s inaccurate and unjust binary gender norms 
should be persecuted in the name of Jesus, who was possibly intersexual but certainly a gender trans-
gressor in many other ways. It is also paradoxical that right-wing Christians should oppose same-sex 
marriage in the name of Jesus and “family values,” when in fact Jesus exalted the love of friends, not 
marital love, as the greatest love there is (John 15:11-13) and had many negative things to say about put-
ting the love of  family above the love of  God and like-minded companions.

Amy-Jill Levine, an orthodox Jew and New Testament scholar at Vanderbilt University, says that Jesus’ 
anti-family comments would have made him quite unpopular among the Jews of his place and time. 
(Amy-Jill Levine, The Misunderstood Jew [HarperSanFrancisco, 2006], 55-56.) Yet today many congrega-
tions turn a deaf ear to Jesus’ critique of “family values.”  It falls therefore to transpeople and our allies 
to lift up Jesus’ understanding of love as mutual concern, deference and compassion, the kind of fair-
minded egalitarian love that good friends feel for one another.

I was recently shocked to learn that some right-wing evangelicals are now teaching that the Christian 
Trinity is not co-equal, but that Jesus is in fact subordinate to the Father and the Holy Spirit is subordi-
nate to both the Father and the Son. (See, “In Gender Debate, Jesus is Subordinate” The Christian Cen-
tury, Feb. 20, 2007). Why is this flirtation with the Arian heresy surfacing now, for the first time in public 
since the fourth century C.E.? (Ed. note: The Arian heresy asserted that Jesus was not fully divine and not one with 
the Father.) I would argue that it suggests a robust use of subordination to preserve male supremacy in 
the home and church.

This development runs counter to the wisdom of Jesus who exalted the love of friends over marital 
love, because for centuries marriage has been structured around the concept of male primacy and fe-
male subordination. Will Roscoe was right on target when he wrote, “In place of stratified social rela-
tions, Jesus holds up the ideal of community love. This way of loving suspends existing hierarchies and 
transforms unequal relationship into egalitarian ones.” (Will Roscoe, Jesus and the Shamanic Tradition, 75.) 
Congregations need the transgender presence to witness the intimate connections between gender, 
sexuality, spirituality and human justice that was addressed by Jesus’ ministry.

6. Because we transpeople embody “the forgotten middle ground” or “ambiguity” 
itself, we can help to heal religious addictions to certainty.

Left unchecked, our cultural addiction to dualistic thinking-- manifest often in the idea that the world is 
divided into Good and Evil empires, in which our nation and our religion reflect everything that is 
Good, confronted by Evil all around--may destroy our entire planet. At this time, conditions in the 
world are so dangerous, so charged with “us-versus-them” religious bitterness and ethnic warfare, that 
we might be forgiven for assuming that things are hopeless. But as historians like Karen Armstrong have 
shown us, the great religions and philosophic traditions that have nourished human hope for centuries 
all had their inception from the ninth to second centuries B.C.E, all periods of  hideous violence.

Space does not permit me to describe the many horrors that Karen Armstrong sets forth in her book 
The Great Transformation: Beginnings of  Our Religious Traditions (Knopf, 2006). I urge you to read that book 
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to kindle in yourself hope that indeed, “the darkest hour is just before dawn.” Armstrong shows that 
from the 9th to 2nd century B.C.E., Confucianism and Taoism developed in China; Hinduism and Bud-
dhism developed in India; monotheism developed in Israel; and philosophical rationalism developed in 
Greece. And out of the monotheism of Israel flowered three other major traditions: Rabbinic Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam. 

What do all of these traditions have in common? All of them emphasize, in one way or another, the 
abandonment of egocentricity in favor of a spirituality centered in loving kindness and compassion. All 
of the sages from these sacred traditions responded to the violence of their place and time by calling for 
self-criticism and the shouldering of personal responsibility. And each insisted that insight must be fol-
lowed by practical and effective action. 

Human beings have never surpassed these teachings. Yet in our own time we seem to be turning religion 
into something opposing those teachings. Instead of viewing religion as something that humanizes our 
behavior at a profound level, many of our contemporaries are willing to fight battles over doctrines or 
metaphysics, over belief  systems, over knowledge that will eventually vanish away.

Armstrong points out that to the sages of all the great religions, religion is compassion: “First you must 
commit yourself to the ethical life, then disciplined and habitual benevolence, not metaphysical convic-
tion, would give you intimations of the transcendence you sought” (p.xiv). Never before was it an or-
thodox belief system that constituted religion; it was “respect for the sacred rights of all beings.” What 
all the sages have always known is that “sympathy cannot be confined to our own group…we must all 
learn to ‘yield’ to one another” (p.398). Remember, “Each tradition developed in societies like our own 
that were torn apart by violence and warfare as never before; indeed, the first catalyst for religious 
changes was usually a principled rejection of the aggression that the sages had witnessed all around 
them” (p.xiv). Our contemporary catalysts for shifts in our religious thinking are events like the Holo-
caust in Europe, Genocide in Bosnia and more recently in Darfur, the terrorist attacks of 9/11 in the 
US, the Iraq war and the like. 

As transpeople we know what it is like to be in the middle, both male and female perhaps, neither male 
nor female perhaps, often rendered invisible or judged as evil by the dominant paradigms of our place 
and time. We also know  that we are well meaning but not always good; we know that we are a mixture of 
good and evil just as everyone else is. So our experience of both-and, of being the often-forgotten mid-
dle of the gender continuum, makes us ideal for teaching our fellow congregants the deceptively simple, 
deceptively difficult message central to all true religion: “Love thy neighbor as thyself.”

Of course the love taught by the sages does not refer exclusively to sexual love, but neither does it ex-
clude sexual love. Eros — our sexual drive — is a spiritual urge, driving us toward connectedness. It can 
be misused and is misused, any time we use sex to gain control or dominance over others. But our eros 
can also “inspirit” and inspire us to reach out in compassion toward others.

I was moved to read in Chris Beam’s book Transparent (Harcourt, 2007) about a group of teenage trans-
people in Los Angeles who mentor and assist one another in learning the skills necessary for survival in 
a transgender-phobic society. Who taught these trans-teenagers to be so helpful and faithful to one an-
other? Chris Beam found that “whether they’re still being parented at home or not, many transgender 
teenagers will find new parents. These parents are called drag mothers or drag fathers and often they are 
just a few years older than their ‘children.’”

Beam continues, “They’ll mentor anywhere from a handful to dozens of the younger street kids, some-
times renting out large apartments as shelter for the more transitory kids. This especially happens in 
Harlem…” (p 55).  Instead of allowing their own suffering to make them bitter, these drag mothers and 
fathers somehow find it possible to transform their pain into supportiveness for those growing up after 
them. I think many congregations might need to learn about love and “keeping faith” from transpeople 
of  this compassionate type!
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7. Finally, transfolk are valuable to congregations because with all our diversities, 
we incarnate the truth that just as all races are “one blood,” all genders and sexu-
alities are “one continuum” — and also that the one blood and one continuum are 
sacred, holy, divine.

When speaking to the Athenian philosophers on Mars Hill, the apostle Paul not only quoted the trans-
gender Epimenides to the effect that “in [God] we live and move and have our being” (Acts 11:28); he 
also said that God had “made of one blood all nations [of humankind] to dwell on all the face of the 
earth (Acts 17:26). What mincemeat Paul’s statement makes of the old racist rule that if a person’s 
bloodstream contained even one drop of “black” blood, the person’s race must be black, as opposed to 
the normative and privileged white race with 100% Caucasian blood! 

Thanks to DNA studies, we now know that many so-called black people have 30% or more of Cauca-
sian (Euro) blood, while many so-called white people have 30% or more of African blood. And we now 
know that all of the atoms in our bodies are replaced every seven years, moving into other bodies or 
into the atmosphere. So the atoms that make up the bodies of all persons are ultimately identical and 
constantly interchanging as our tissues age and die and rebuild. Indeed, God “made of one blood all 
nations to dwell on all the face of the earth.” And if religious people had believed and acted upon their 
own sacred texts, they would never have indulged in slavery or other forms of racism and nobody would 
be attacking anybody else for being located differently on a sex/gender continuum that is in constant 
flux anyway.

If we could line up the entire human race from darkest skin to lightest skin, where would “black” end? 
Where would “white” begin? And if we could line up the entire human race from most male to most 
female, where would “masculinity” end and “femininity” begin and what would those concepts mean in 
the first place? If indeed every one of us lives in God and has our being within the Divine Womb, what 
difference does it make if  we have relatively minor, benign diversities?

All diversities point toward one Great Spirit who chooses to incarnate in millions of different forms. As 
the Hebrew prophet Jeremiah put it, “Do I not fill heaven and earth? says the Lord” — which means 
that there is no space left in the universe for anything or anyone that is not sacred. Similarly, the apostle 
Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “There are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates all 
of them in everyone” (1 Corinthians 12:6). And the Psalmist exclaimed, “Where can I go from your 
spirit? Or where can I flee from your presence? (Psalm 139:7), concluding that the Holy One is indeed 
everywhere.

A twelfth century Sufi mystic summarized these biblical insights this way: “Every person represents one 
of the unknown names of God.” Personally, I do not want to run the risk of mistreating or excluding 
any person in whom some aspect of  God’s mystery is revealed to me.

A Concluding Questionnaire 

I conclude this essay with some questions for those readers who may or may not consider themselves 
gender-different, but who are pastors, priests, rabbis, imams or otherwise leaders within their various 
congregations. Does it matter to you that the Bible honors transpeople? Could your congregation use 
some help in rising above harmful stereotypes of what “real men” and “real women” are supposed to 
be? Could your congregation’s pronouns and images concerning God be more supportive of justice by 
becoming more diverse? Could you use some congregants who are especially gifted at bridging the gap 
between time and eternity, the seen and the unseen? 

Could your congregation be making healthier connections between sexuality, gender, spirituality and jus-
tice? Could some of  your congregants use some assistance in transcending their addictions to certainty, 
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their “pelvic orthodoxy” as well as their dualistic categorizations that cast “us” as “good” and “them” as 
“evil”? Could your congregation profit from additional in-house examples of the fact that we live in a 
divine milieu, where everyone and everything has its being within God’s being? 

If your heart has answered yes to any of these questions, then you have acknowledged that your con-
gregation needs to embrace its transgender members — and needs to invite more transpeople to enter 
into fellowship with you. 

© 2008
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