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Rev. Drew Phoenix transitioned from female to male while serving St. John’s United Methodist Church in Baltimore, 
Maryland.  He preached the following sermon to the congregation which supportively and successfully transitioned with him 
in their understanding of  gender identity.

Resurrection is transformation. We have many symbols of resurrection’s transformation: the cocoon 
transformed into a butterfly, the egg into a chick and ashes into the phoenix. The old shell falls away; a 
new form emerges. Apparent death is trans-figured into life.

In John’s account of the resurrection, Mary of Magdala goes to the tomb and finds, much to her 
amazement and confusion, that the tomb is empty and alerts the other disciples, who come to verify her 
story but leave before the mystery unfolds. Jesus is gone! Remaining near the tomb, Mary asks, “Who 
has stolen his body?” The angels appear and try to console her. Then Mary turns around and sees “the 
gardener” standing there. “Where have you laid the body? Where is Jesus’ body?” she asks. Then the 
gardener (Jesus) says to her, “Mary!”

Immediately Mary recognizes Jesus.

Jesus’ spirit is still present, but his form, his body, has changed. Mary thinks he is the gardener. Jesus’ 
body has changed to the point where even his most beloved friends, like Mary, do not recognize him.

What’s really amazing about the Resurrection is not that Jesus’ body is resuscitated (After all, God can do 
what God wants!). What’s amazing for me is that God can change our form — the way we manifest 
Christ’s Spirit — now, in this lifetime.

The most exciting thing for me is Mary’s trans-formation, her resurrection in the here-and-now! What’s 
exciting is our capacity right now, today, to spiritually grow and morph into the people God created us to 
be, to the point that even our loved ones do not recognize us anymore! 

Mary lives into that possibility of trans-formation, even if at first she is scared, while others run in fear and 
disbelief. And sometimes we hold each other back from trans-formation. Remember? Jesus tells Mary 
not to hold onto him. Sometimes we block other people’s spirits from shining. We bury each other’s 
light.

There’s so much that blocks our transformation and the transformation of others. Like the disciples, we 
want to go back to the old life where everything was familiar and not frightening like now. New life is 
frightening! Transformation can be unsettling!

We hide behind our stones. Mary asks, “Where have you laid him?”  Perhaps the real question is: 
“Where have you laid your self ?” Where have you buried your spirit? What would it take to roll away 
your stone?

Mary hears her name called and in that moment, she sees differently. She sees in a new light. Mary 
stands at the threshold and lets go. Mary stands at the threshold of seeing things differently, responding 
creatively to the possibilities of  change, the possibilities of  resurrection, here and now.
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Let Jesus show! The Light of  the Creator is within you.

We are, after all, spirit beings in earthly bodies.

Remember when Jesus goes up on the mountaintop with some of the disciples? The spirits of Moses 
and Elijah are present and Jesus is trans-figured into pure light? We have that trans-figuring light within 
us. And as scripture says, “Christ is our atonement.” Christ is our At-One-Ment. Christ’s spirit makes us 
whole--body, mind and soul — and at one with God and all of creation. After all, we all come from the 
same Light. Our separation is only an illusion.

On Good Friday, the veil in the Temple is torn in half . . . dissolves. The fabric between what has been 
and what can be dissolves. There is Oneness. Let me share a quote from J.D. Salinger’s Teddy:

I was six when I saw that everything was God and my hair stood up and all that, Teddy 
said. It was on a Sunday, I remember. My sister was only a very tiny child then and she 
was drinking her milk and all of a sudden I saw that she was God and the milk was 
God. I mean, all she was doing was pouring God into God, if  you know what I mean.

In our own resurrecting, we experience At-One-Ment. Our spirits are freed and released from captivity. 
The fabric of  what has been and what can be dissolves.

St. Symeon, “the New Theologian”, who lived from 949-1022 A.D., said it like this:

 We awaken in Christ’s body
 as Christ awakens our bodies,
 and my poor hand is Christ. He enters
 my foot and is infinitely me.

 I move my hand and wonderfully
 my hand becomes Christ, becomes all of  Christ
 (for God is indivisibly whole, seamless).

 I move my foot and at once
 Christ appears like a flash of  lightning.
 Do my words seem blasphemous?

Then open your heart to the Spirit
and let yourself  receive the One
who is opening up to you so deeply.
For if  we genuinely love
we wake up inside Christ’s body.

Easter is our celebration that we are resurrecting, too. We are being trans-formed by the Spirit. We are 
at-one. 

Story Shared at the 2008 General Conference of 
The United Methodist Church
Ft. Worth, Texas
Rev. Drew Phoenix

I spent the first 46 years of  my life homeless. I do not mean “homeless” in the way that you are accus-
tomed to using the word; I have always had the good fortune of  having a house to live in. Rather, I am 
talking about a kind of  homelessness born of  a disconnect between my internal, spiritual self  and my 
physical, external self. I was born transgender.
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From the beginning, as early as age 4 and 5, I attempted to communicate this disconnect to my parents. 
I insisted that I was a boy, even though the doctor who had delivered me had assigned my sex as female. 
My assigned sex did not match my true gender identity of  male. I felt like a boy, acted like a boy, dressed 
like a boy and wanted to hang out with the boys.

So it was very difficult when I reached puberty to be pressured by family, friends, church and commu-
nity to conform, to dress and act, like a female. At that time (unlike now), there was little knowledge 
about gender identity and certainly no available medical expertise, to help my family and me understand 
the spectrum and complexity of  gender identity. And, now we understand that the God in whose image 
we are created, is both and at once, female and male, encompassing the entire spectrum of  what we call 
“gender.” “Let us make humankind in our image,” God said in Genesis.

Growing up, in the absence of  this understanding and knowledge, I felt homeless. It is as if  “I,” my 
spirit, had no place to reside. Friends and family describe me, before I physically transitioned, as not 
being fully present, as not showing up completely.

It took me 46 years to find role models, educational materials and the medical expertise to help me un-
derstand that I could take healthy steps toward integrating my body with my mind and spirit. I could 
transition from my shell-of-a-self  to my authentic, God-given self.

Two years ago, within the context of my relationship with God and with the guidance of my medical 
team, I took those steps toward wholeness. I transitioned from female to male. I have come home to the 
child God created me to be and I am joyful, whole and peaceful.

Press Statement for the 2008 United Methodist Church 
General Conference
Rev. Drew Phoenix 

My name is Drew Phoenix. I am here today because something deeply intimate and personal for me has 
become unnecessarily controversial for our United Methodist denomination. It is my hope that my pres-
ence and my story will be an occasion for our church to sit down together and explore the complexity 
and diversity of gender identity and expression and that out of that process, we will open our hearts and 
church doors to transgender persons. It is my hope that we, the church, will begin acting like Jesus.

Two years ago, after decades of prayer, spiritual reflection and guidance by medical professionals, I de-
cided to physically transition to my true gender identity. When I was born, the doctors assigned my sex 
as female; however, I never felt, even as a toddler, that my assigned sex of female matched my true gen-
der identity of  male.

I grew up in a Christian family. I was baptized in the Church. I was ordained as a United Methodist pas-
tor and have faithfully served in that capacity within the Baltimore-Washington Conference for 19 years. 
I currently serve a rapidly growing, vital United Methodist congregation in the heart of Baltimore City. 
And now, within the context of my growing relationship with God, I am living into the child God cre-
ated me to be. I am transgender.

Gender identity diversity is not easy for most people, as we have been steeped in an either/or, male/
female-only understanding of gender. It is hard to believe that our bodies do not tell the whole story 
about who we are. I assure you that I am not one-of-a-kind, that there are thousands and thousands of 
people in your communities and congregations who are suffering with the disconnect that I have felt.

It is important in all of this to acknowledge our human discomfort with ambiguity. Our discomfort 
causes us to be fearful and to make rules and laws in order to create order, which we then define as the 
“natural order,” forgetting that we humans have made up the rules.
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Jesus modeled something different. In all the accounts of Jesus’ life, we witness his determination to 
turn religious and societal rules on their head for the sake of wholeness and love.  Again and again, Jesus 
spoke with and touched those whom others rejected because they did not fit into the established rules, 
traditions and laws.

Jesus was unwilling to condemn anyone for being different. Instead, he condemned rigid conformity to 
rules that marginalize or exclude people. Jesus’ central message is that God’s love and grace extend un-
conditionally to all of us, not because we look a certain way or have a particular identity, but because we 
are all children of  God created in God’s image. Each of  us is a beloved child of  God. No exceptions.

At this 2008 General Conference, we have the powerful opportunity to prevent new efforts to forbid 
persons like me from answering our call to serve and to participate fully in church life. I hope we will  
make choices that communicate the good news that God’s love and grace extend unconditionally to all 
of  us.

The church we love does not discriminate.

© 2008 
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