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The first Protestant minister to transition while in ordained office and retain ordination describes the difficult and lengthy 
process and challenging biblical, theological and psychological questions she was asked. Rev. Dr. Swenson is a transgender 
woman , therapist, Executive Director of the Southern Association for Gender Education (SAGE),  and a member of 
HRC’s Religion Council.

It was one of those phone calls you put off as long as possible, yet there I was in the basement apart-
ment in our home actually pressing the buttons on the phone. Everything inside me did not want to do 
it and still my fingers pressed until the ringing sound emanated from the earpiece. A moment later and I 
was talking with the chair of  our presbytery’s committee on ministry.

“Hello?”

“Hi. This is Eric Swenson, a minister member of presbytery. I’m calling to inquire how one goes about 
changing their name on the roll of  presbytery.”

“Well, it’s really not too hard. You just need to send a letter to the committee stating the name you want 
changed and we take it from there.”

“I see.”

“By the way, what are you wanting to change your name to?”

“Uhh. Erin Katrina Swenson.”

“Why would you want to change your name to that?”

“I am actually changing my gender expression to female and thought that this would be a better name.”

After an awkward pause he responded, “I see… I am going to have to get back to you on that…”

And with that my transitioning within the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) began. It was 1995, the 23rd year 
of my work as an ordained Presbyterian minister. My work as a counselor kept me in the background as 
far as ministers in the presbytery went.  The issue of  my gender had never come up in all this time. 

Twenty minutes later the phone rang and it was the committee chair. It hadn’t taken him long to do what 
he needed. He said that he would need a letter from me with three things. First he wanted me to de-
scribe the process of gender transition I was planning. Second, I should formally request the name 
change. The final one was what hit hard. I was to tell the committee what my intentions were regarding 
my ordination. I explained to him that I was happy with my life and work and only wanted to change my 
gender. He said that nevertheless he would need my stated intentions about my ordained ministry.

I hung up but kept my hand on the phone to steady some dizziness. My stomach began to ache and my 
heart seemed to float into my throat where it was pounding like an African beat. Just how much did I
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want to retain my ordination? Questions about health insurance for both Lara and me, provided through 
the church, raced through my mind. Lara’s medical expenses due to severe disabilities and periodic hos-
pitalizations were astronomical and would easily overwhelm our financial security. No new insurance 
company would cover us because of this. I couldn’t bear the thought of any of my gender transition 
hurting Lara or making her the cause of the family’s poverty. Somehow this thought bolstered me and 
hardened my resolve to see this through. I still hadn’t answered the question though. How much did I 
want to retain my ordination?

I sat and wrote the requested letter, describing my process to date, including the completion of facial 
electrolysis, five months of  hormone therapy and a legal name change. Then I wrote:

Another result of my exploration has been the discovery that, other than my gender, 
I am actually quite happy with my life.  I expect to continue to work as a marriage 
and family therapist here in Atlanta, to continue to provide divorce and family me-
diation services and to continue the active expression of my ministry.  This means 
that I would like to continue to be an ordained member of the Presbytery of Greater 
Atlanta and to be an occasional interim or even perhaps stated supply at some time 
in the future.  The year spent as a temporary pastor at a suburban church was a won-
derful experience for me and I would love to do that again.

My “case” had been presented for the first time and now I would have to begin the process of waiting 
for a response. I wasn’t idle time by any means. My concern grew for the congregation I had recently 
served as an interim pastor. Back on the phone, this time to call the pastor who had been called to that 
church during my interim. He was wonderfully understanding when I explained what was happening in 
my life and he shared my concern over the welfare of the congregation. We agreed that I write a letter to 
the church governing board (the Session) explaining what had transpired in my life. The pastor pre-
sented this to the Session with a letter of his own. The Session decided to send both letters to all adult 
members. I held my breath waiting to be inundated with a sea of shock and dismay. Not only did it not 
come, I received more than a dozen notes from various church members expressing their care and their 
support. When all was said and done the pastor had heard only one clearly negative comment from any 
church member. What a relief!
 
Then came a letter from the presbytery. The committee on ministry had been casting about for help and 
had discovered a similar case that was in process in another presbytery. In fact it was our neighboring 
presbytery right here in Georgia. The really strange thing is that, other than this one case, no one in the 
whole Presbyterian Church could locate any record or recollection of the issue of transsexualism com-
ing up in the denomination. Surprising in light of the fact that sex reassignment had been available for 
over forty years.

What to Wear? What to Say?
 
They requested a meeting with me. I had been living full time as a woman for almost three months and 
had no intention of confusing the matter by trying to appear before the committee as a man. But what 
to wear?  Should I try to soft pedal the woman thing and go for a unisex style, like a pants suit? Or 
should I make a clear statement and wear a really feminine dress? My characteristic Presbyterian modera-
tion took over and I decided on a conservative navy business skirt suit.  

It was a very warm June day when I donned my new suit and went to the presbytery office nestled in 
one of the large office parks scattered about the north side of Atlanta. The reception area was a small 
area separated from the business office by a couple of low bookshelves. A few office staff continued to 
work at their desks oblivious to my presence or the gravity of this meeting. After awhile a committee 
member came and greeted me saying that the committee was ready to meet with me. I stood, took a 
deep breath to try to relax muscles already overstressed and followed.
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It was a very large room, typical office park style with acoustical ceiling and the horrible fluorescent 
lights that make every light skinned person look like they had died about twelve hours ago. Folding ta-
bles had been arranged in a very large square, with the committee members seated around the outer pe-
rimeter. I quickly scanned the room for an empty chair and the only one available was all the way across 
the table on the far side of the room. I tried to dismiss a thought that this had been done to somehow 
test my walking skills in the low  heels I had decided to wear with my suit. Once I sat, I scanned the 
room.
 
There were familiar faces, the faces of friends and strangers. It was a mixed group in about every way 
except age. Everyone seemed to be over 40 and about half seemed to be over 60. I tried to make myself 
comfortable, aware that every eye was on each of my moves. I quickly abandoned any thought of com-
fort and opted for appearance, posing myself in my folding chair in as ladylike a fashion as I could mus-
ter.

The committee chair welcomed me and reviewed the committee’s work on my request. They had re-
ceived my letter and contacted various authorities regarding my request hoping for guidance. They had 
investigated the similar case in our neighboring presbytery and determined that my request was signifi-
cantly different in many respects. Their request for this face-to-face meeting was their next step and they 
would be interested in getting my input on further steps they might take. I listened to all of this and felt 
a wave of warmth through my now locked muscles. I was moved by how much work the committee had 
already invested in this issue. He then said that the committee members had a number of questions for 
me, but that they wanted to hear from me first about how I had gotten to this place in my life.

I told them the story of my first experience in Mom’s powder room when I stuffed tissue in my tee 
shirt, awed by the vision of myself in the mirror. About how I struggled through adolescence, hung my 
hopes on my relationship with Sigrid, my wife and despaired shortly after our wedding. I reviewed the 
years of lying, denial and avoidance and the great cost in terms of my mental health as well as my fam-
ily’s well being. They listened intently at my story of stealing Sigrid’s hormone pills and getting fed up 
with a lifetime of mendacity that led to my visits to Baltimore and finally accepting that I needed to 
transition. 
 
I made certain to tell them about how supportive my family seemed to be at that point and how I reluc-
tantly decided to approach the presbytery, aware that this would not be an easy issue with which to deal. 
I also told them how surprised I was to discover another minister struggling with the same issue in our 
neighboring presbytery in light of the fact that this issue had never come up in the history of the Pres-
byterian church. It seemed as though I had been speaking for over an hour, but when I looked at the 
clock, only fifteen minutes had passed.

Then came the questions. What other courses of action had I taken to try to resolve my gender prob-
lem? Was I homosexual? Was I not trying to solve a psychological problem with a surgical procedure? 
Was not sex reassignment surgery on an otherwise healthy male tantamount to mutilation? Had prayer 
been a part of my search for a cure? What about psychotherapy? How did my counseling clients react to 
my changes? The questions came like slugs from a Gatling gun, except they came at me from all direc-
tions. The time ran past me like a sprinter and soon the chairman stopped the conversation, announcing 
that the time the committee had allotted had been used. There were clearly more questions, but I was 
dismissed with graciousness and the committee’s thanks.

As I walked out into the bright light of the Georgia springtime I felt my muscles begin to relax. I had 
done it! Later that evening one of the committee members, a friend, called and congratulated me. She 
couldn’t tell me what the committee did, but she said that they were impressed with my demeanor and 
my answers to their questions. A couple of weeks later the committee’s report came out with all the 
other materials that were normally sent in preparation for the presbytery meeting. It was a simple item in 
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the committee’s report stating that they had met with me and considered my request carefully. They had 
reached a unanimous decision to recommend that the presbytery accept my gender change and record 
the requested name change. I was amazed.

Pride vs. Parliamentary Procedure
 
As the date for the summer presbytery meeting approached, the stated clerk called and said he wanted to 
discuss my presence at the meeting. He emphasized that it was my decision, but he felt that my being at 
the meeting could be both overwhelming to me and difficult for presbytery members. He suggested that 
I sit this one out. I thought about it for a moment and decided that I would take his advice, choosing to 
spend the day at Atlanta’s Pride festival instead. 
 
The day for the presbytery meeting arrived and instead of donning my business suit once more, I put on 
shorts and a cotton blouse and went to Pride Atlanta. It was such a beautiful day that I was immediately 
thankful not having to sit in a crowded church listening to parliamentary procedure. Pride Atlanta is part 
of the national gay pride celebrations that take place in cities across the country, usually on the last 
weekend in June in commemoration of the Stonewall Riots. It happened at a seedy Greenwich Village 
bar called the Stonewall in late June 1969. The New York police had been raiding various gay bars 
around the city when, on June 27, the city mourned the death of Judy Garland. Judy’s death likely stirred 
the passions of many gays and in the early morning hours of June 28 the police raided another gay bar, 
the Stonewall Inn, for the second time that week. As usual the 200 patrons and bar staff were lined up 
to check identification. As each person was checked they left the bar where they joined a growing throng 
on the outside cheering and carrying on. 
 
The police detained the staff, three drag queens and two transsexuals. When a paddy wagon came to 
transport the “offenders” the mood quickly changed and the crowd grew angry — rocks, garbage cans 
and even a parking meter became missiles thrown through the building’s window. Accounts say that 13 
were arrested and three police officers were slightly hurt. That evening the crowd reassembled in front 
of the bar chanting and taunting police only to be disbursed without complication. Later that summer 
an organization called the Gay Liberation Front formed from the passions of Stonewall. It is a wonder-
ful image for me, that the crowd of gay men and women became enraged that evening because the po-
lice were arresting transgender folks. The connection between gender and the Gay Liberation Front, 
with all its many descendants, has always seemed clear to me.

But this fine summer day in 1995 bore no resemblance to seedy bars or police raids connected with the 
Stonewall riots. The police scattered throughout the grounds at Piedmont Park seemed to be having as 
good a time as the tens of thousands of participants. It is called Atlanta Pride, rather than Atlanta Gay 
Pride because it is intended as a celebration of diversity and inclusion and it certainly lives up to its 
name. I gazed across the crowd strolling thorough the June sun and saw an image of human community 
that should make any church proud. There were people holding hands, people of every color, children 
playing at the feet of parents, folks dressed in colorful campy costume. The atmosphere was simple; it 
was joy. I wondered what it was like in the air-conditioned sanctuary where the presbytery was meeting 
and felt thankful again to be here instead. I then forgot about the presbytery meeting altogether because 
a guy dressed like a cowboy had just walked up to me and clearly wanted to chat…

Later that afternoon Kayla, one of my friends from the local support group, suggested that we leave and 
do some shopping; she had found a little shop on the outskirts of town and wanted to show it to me. I 
was filled to the brim with the joy of Pride and it sounded like a good idea to me, so we took off in her 
van for the suburbs. We had been foraging through the racks of deeply discounted clothing when my 
pager went off. It was an unfamiliar number, but it reminded me that there were other issues on the 
day’s agenda besides Pride and shopping. 
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I borrowed the phone sitting on the worn Formica at the checkout counter and called the number. It 
was Dave, a friend on the committee on ministry. He wanted me to know that there had been a hitch at 
the meeting. The committee made its report and one presbytery member stood and moved that the item 
regarding my request be returned to the committee for their continued study. His argument was that my 
request, that presbytery accept a change in my gender status, was not only irregular but also without 
precedent. The fact that the presbytery may be setting policy with this decision warranted more careful 
consideration.  Returning the issue to committee would provide more time for study and discussion by 
the committee and the presbytery as a whole. His argument swayed the vote and my request was back in 
the hands of  the committee.
 
I was stunned. I had expected either rejection or acceptance and was prepared to deal with either one. I 
was not prepared to open the issue for continued debate. I had, in fact, expected that the presbytery 
would reject my request and had planned a vacation with my dad to begin on the Monday following the 
meeting. 

Ministry Through the Media
 
I was packing for the car trip we were planning to Buffalo to attend a family reunion when my phone 
rang. It was Gayle White, the Religion Editor of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. She said that she was 
at the meeting on Saturday and was planning on writing an article for the paper about my request. She 
explained that she envisioned it as a pro and con style piece, with me on one side of the page and the 
minister who had opposed me (who just happened to be her pastor) on the other. 

The idea made my stomach turn. I was naive about news stories and told her thanks, but I would just as 
soon not have a newspaper article. I could tell that she sensed my revulsion at the whole idea because 
her demeanor became warm and supportive. This was news, she explained and she had an obligation to 
report it regardless of whether I wanted to cooperate or not. She suggested that it was probably in my 
best interest to give my side of the story rather than have her collect it from outside sources. I told her 
that I was about to leave town on vacation and couldn’t be available to meet with her. We agreed to be in 
touch by phone later that week.

I had wanted this process to happen quietly and it promised to be anything but quiet. When I called 
Gayle on Wednesday from my aunt’s house in West Seneca, New York, things had changed. It was a 
conflict of interest, she explained, for her to write such a story because one of the parties was her own 
pastor. She had turned the story over to Doug Cummings, who would be in touch with me later. They 
had abandoned the idea of a pro and con story and also decided to delay publishing the story for a 
while. I was off  the hook for the time being.

A letter came from the presbytery office in the heat of the Georgia midsummer. It was a brief note 
from the Executive Presbyter (the CEO) informing me that another minister in the presbytery had filed 
a complaint against me and an investigating committee had been formed to look into the charges. I 
called to find out what the charges were. He said that he could not discuss it with me and that the inves-
tigating committee would be in touch with me. I waited. And I waited some more. The presbytery news-
letter came out and an announcement was included that an investigating committee had been formed to 
look in to charges brought against a minister. Chills climbed my spine as I realized that I was the minis-
ter in question. But still the committee did not get in touch with me, nor was I informed of the charge 
against me. I waited more weeks and finally a letter came informing me that the committee had dis-
missed the charge because the committee on ministry was dealing with the substance of the complaint. 
They decided that that process should proceed to its conclusion before other remedies were sought. I 
still didn’t know what the charge was, nor was I ever officially told who brought the charge.

Doug Cumming called from the paper and set up a time to come by my office for an interview. Three 
meetings later and one session with a photographer and the newspaper article was ready for publication.
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It didn’t appear until Labor Day weekend, but it was a blockbuster for me. A full-page article entitled 
“Seeking Acceptance,” it used interviews with numerous people in the presbytery on both sides of the 
issue. In some ways it was like a baptism for me: my transgender persona was now a part of public dis-
course.

I received dozens of notes, letters and phone calls — most of them supportive — in the weeks follow-
ing the article’s publication. Perhaps the most moving contact was from an old woman who wanted to 
meet me for breakfast. She explained that she had, many years before, gone through a “sex change” in 
Baltimore and had married, her husband completely unaware of her history. They had lived a lifetime 
together. After he died she had moved into a retirement home next to a Presbyterian church where she 
had been attending for many years, often volunteering her musical skills to accompany a women’s meet-
ing or a Sunday school class. But she had never joined the church. When I asked her why, her eyes 
dropped to the floor and she said that she felt unworthy because of her “sex change” operation. “When 
I saw the article about you, about the minister who was a transsexual, I was overjoyed,” she exclaimed, 
tears in the corners of her eyes. I was stunned; overwhelmed with the decades of brokenness this beau-
tiful old woman had endured. And it wasn’t her brokenness — it was the brokenness of  the church.
 
Besides making it possible to find people like her, Doug’s article also  revealed that I was, as far as he 
could tell, the first mainstream Protestant minister to ever undergo a sex change while in ordained of-
fice. He found other ministers who had or were in the process of gender transition, but they were in 
smaller denominations that had more liberal traditions. Mainstream ministers who were transgender had 
all left the ministry in order to transition. 

A Few Questions to Answer
 
As the days of summer began to shorten, the fall meeting of presbytery loomed. I had not met or 
communicated with the committee on ministry since the summer meeting and I had no way of knowing 
what they were planning to report. I was in my counseling office on Peachtree Street when the phone 
rang and Bill, the presbytery executive, had a request. The committee had agreed to assemble questions 
regarding my gender issues from as many places as they could and had a list. He would be faxing it to 
me the next day, which was a Friday and the committee expected written responses by the following 
Wednesday, September 20. 
 
“How many questions?” I asked. 
 
“About forty or fifty,” was the reply.

“How in the world can the committee expect me to provide written responses to that many questions in 
five days?” I exclaimed, incredulous at the magnitude of  what they were expecting. 
 
“They are anxious about the presbytery meeting next month and need this in time so they can read them 
before the meeting on Thursday,” Bill said, like this was an adequate explanation for their unrealistic im-
position on my time.

Even before I hung up the phone I was looking through my phone book for the name of an attorney 
friend to call. “Can they require me to do this,” I whined, after explaining the predicament I was in.

“Yes. They can,” he replied. “But then you don’t have to respond unless you want to keep you ordina-
tion.”

Hearing this made determination race through my body like hot liquid. I was not about to forfeit my 
ordination because of  some outrageous requirement placed in front of  me. I pulled out my client list
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and called both clients I had scheduled before Wednesday and went home to unwind. I returned to the 
office the next morning wearing sweats, tennis shoes and the demeanor of  a prizefighter in training. 
 
The fax arrived mid-morning. Six sheets with fifty-two questions, many of them hostile and others that 
looked like questions one might see on a Ph.D. written exam. I decided to spend some time organizing 
my thinking and read through them all twice, trying to absorb the impact of comments like “self-
mutilation” and “deceit.” After awhile I began to see questions that were almost duplicates and many 
covered similar topics related to scripture, theology, the church, etc... I decided to write my responses as 
a paper with seven sections, gathering several questions together for a response where possible.
 
I dove in. I tackled questions about sexual orientation first. The topic of gay and lesbian ministers in the 
Presbyterian church has been a hot one for several decades and I recognized that there were answers to 
their questions about my sexual attractions that could place my ordination in jeopardy before even start-
ing on the gender issues. 

You seem to indicate that you have not really thought through the question of your sexual orienta-
tion after the surgical change. Is it fair to say that any sexual activity on your part as a woman with 
a female would, at that point, be covered by the church’s policy on homosexuality at the time?

This was a sneaky question because it didn’t bother to clarify just how the policy on homosexuality 
would be applied to me. In fact it would be possible to see any intimate relationship with either a man or 
a woman as homosexual, depending on your perspective on gender transition. I explained that this was 
still an open issue for me in my therapy and that it was not germane to the topic of my gender change 
and respectfully declined any further comment.

After moving beyond this booby trap of a question I started like a good Presbyterian with theological 
and biblical issues. They were exhaustive.

Discuss the Biblical understanding of  God’s creation of  male and female and your own experience.
How do you relate your anticipated change to those scriptural passages, which speak of God’s 
knowledge of  us from the womb (and thus God’s assignment of  a gender to each of  us)?

I wish that there was time to really study and discover what there is for us in all of these passages. Per-
haps even with the turmoil going on around us we will take the opportunity to look together at these.

That God creates us male and female is, to me, a joyful expression of our wonderful dif-
ferences and the real pleasure that is ours in exploring the “otherness” in God’s creation. 
Of course male and female have often been used to express different aspects of a 
wholeness, one that can only truly come together in God. I believe that maleness and 
femaleness are qualities that are part of all of us, part of our deeper nature. This isn’t 
just romantic gibberish, for it is a fact that early in development the embryo contains the 
potential for becoming either female or male. 

With the influence of critical hormonal events, the embryo embarks on its development 
to ultimately become a man or a woman. It is as if, at one time, gender was not a “like” 
and “unlike” dimension, but an expression of wholeness that became lost as we devel-
oped in our male or female potential. I think that it is also interesting to note that, late in 
the lifecycle, we lose many of the characteristics that differentiate us as male or female. 
Women tend to lose their graceful curves and begin to grow facial hair. Men become 
much softer and even can experience some measurable breast development. It is almost 
as if our differentiation is a temporary physical and spiritual condition which God cor-
rects in due time.
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It is important to note for you that I have no sense that I am some kind of “higher order 
of being” because I’m transgendered. I do, to be sure, wish to recognize the particular 
advantages of being transgendered. It has disadvantages as well. The raw truth is that I 
have probably never really known what it is to be male. I have never experienced, as 
most of my male friends have, the sheer joy and delight of being a male person. I re-
coiled from my male puberty and hid from any participation in boyish rituals of passage 
into manhood. I don’t really know what it is like to have fun dating girls or women as a 
man. It was always an awkward and painful experience I avoided as much as possible. 

Likewise, I will also never really know what it is to be female. I didn’t get to enjoy the 
gigglish friendship of young girls, nor the mysterious joy of menarche. I will never really 
know what it is to date boys as a high school or college girl or the joy of emerging wom-
anhood. I will never know what it is to feel the nurturing power in becoming a mother.

The truth is probably that none of us really are able to experience fully the wonderful 
gift that has been given to us. Mine is the gift of being, in a gender sense, ambidextrous. 
But to experience this means that I must forego the joys of living fully on either side of 
the street. I need men and women in my life to teach me what it is to be a man and what 
it is to be a woman. But what I’m becoming really good at is being me,. Erin, who is 
“genderdextrous” in her transgenderism. I can celebrate God’s gift in this and look to 
that day in the fullness of time when I will know perfect wholeness in the rest of God’s 
bosom.

I tackled all fifty-two questions like this, taking time off to eat and sleep. By Wednesday morning I had 
over fifty pages ready. I sat back in my leather desk chair staring at the monitor, wondering how long it 
was going to take to print all these pages on my old apple printer when my eye fell on the prayer I had 
hanging over my desk. It was written my Thomas Merton and had been given me by Hal, my father-in-
law. It was a prayer of acceptance and thanksgiving and spoke to my heart. I found myself moving natu-
rally into a time of prayerful thanksgiving for all the good years of ministry I had been able to give. I 
thought about my time at Grady Hospital in the emergency room, about sitting in the isolation room 
with a young woman in the midst of post-partum psychosis at the state hospital, about the churches I 
had served. The men and women at what was then called the Georgia Retardation Center emerged from 
the wall of my office like heavenly apparitions and tears streaked my face. I knew in that moment that 
God’s gift to me was the gift of pastoring and even if the committee or the presbytery took my ordina-
tion from me they could not take God’s gift away from me.

I moved back to the very top of my long paper and copied the words of the Merton prayer and then 
added a pastoral preamble to the work. It was finished. I made sure that there was adequate paper to 
feed the old printer, started the printing process and went across the street to the Pancake House for a 
late breakfast. Later that morning I arrived at presbytery’s office, document in hand, fifteen minutes be-
fore the deadline. I then went home and collapsed into my bed and cried myself to sleep without any 
awareness whatsoever what I was crying about.

Silence, Then Criticism

I half expected that the committee would be calling on me the next afternoon during its meeting to clar-
ify some point or other, so I kept my schedule free. They didn’t call. In fact I heard nothing from the 
committee until the agenda for the fall meeting came out. There it was, a request to continue study until 
some future unspecified date. I was heartbroken. I heard nothing more from the committee for the re-
mainder of the year and took special note of the new people who were elected to the committee as we 
moved into 1996. I wasn’t sure, but it seemed that the new committee had a more conservative bent. 

Months began to pass, still without any word or report from the committee. Finally a friend on the 
committee took pity on me and called after one of  their meetings. She said that they had done little
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about my request except to take a straw vote on it at each meeting. Each time they voted the committee 
was split right down the middle, but recently, she said, the “no” votes seemed to be gaining.

In March I went to Neenah, Wisconsin where I had what is euphemistically called “sex reassignment 
surgery.” I had informed the committee of my upcoming surgery date and had hoped to hear something 
from them in response. Finally, a month after I returned, I received a letter from Bill telling me “…we 
have a totally divided committee on ministry so I am afraid that you face an uphill battle.” He sent a 
compendium of  comments from recent committee meetings:

“Her actions and work may help others but the audience is outside the Church.”

“…opted and self-determined a process incomprehensible and unaccepted to the populace at large.”

“We can’t experience her pain but I believe that what she has done has been self- serving without regard 
to the hurt she has caused her family and the Church. We can continue to love her and sympathize over 
what she has been through … without continuing her ordination.”

The criticism was scathing and hurt intensely. It had been an entire year and it seemed that the commit-
tee was no closer to understanding than they had been at the start. Maybe even less understanding. I 
took the letter and drafted another response, which I asked the committee to consider an addendum to 
the tome I had provided them six months before. 

The committee announced at the summer presbytery meeting that it would be making its final report in 
the fall, in October. The handwriting was on the wall. If the committee could not come to agreement it 
would make a divided report and instinct told me that a divided report from the committee would bring 
defeat at the presbytery. 

In early August I received a phone call from one of the committee members requesting a meeting with 
me. She said that she was on a sub-committee that had been appointed to meet with me to see if they 
could find another way out of this predicament. I agreed to meet and we set a time for her and one 
other committee member to come to my office.

Three days later they arrived late in the day, after my last client had long gone. I invited them in. She was 
a minister, a pastor of one of our urban churches that I knew had a large gay and lesbian contingent. He 
was a Ruling Elder from a suburban church and had a strong reputation as very conservative. I had no 
idea what to expect. The minister took the lead.

“Erin, the committee has struggled long and hard with your request. We want you to know that we have 
given this considerable thought and prayer over the past several months. It has taken huge amounts of 
the committee’s time and energy.”

“I realize that and appreciate the committee’s hard work,” I said, hoping I could delay where I thought 
this conversation was going.

“Joe and I volunteered to come and meet with you in the hope that we could reason together and save 
the presbytery time and money,” she said with a smile that made my skin crawl. “You may or may not be 
aware that in the Presbyterian Church it is customary for ministers who are caught in compromising 
situations to voluntarily surrender their ordination. For instance if a minister is convicted of a felony his 
resignation is customarily submitted to protect the church from any damage.”

“I wasn’t aware of  that custom,” I said, resentment growing in me for the obvious.

“Well, it has been customary throughout the history of  the church,” she said as if  delivering a history
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lecture. “And the committee on ministry commissioned Joe and me to come and respectfully request 
your resignation. My heart pounded in my chest. I felt hatred for this woman, a feeling I had not had in 
years. “Just exactly why are you requesting my resignation? I have not, to my knowledge, committed any 
crime.”

“It’s not just crimes, but any situation compromising for the minister and, by extension, the church,” her 
neck was turning crimson.

“And you believe that I am compromising for the church?” I asked, furious.

“Your situation is shameful,” she said, “for yourself and the church. The best thing for all of us would 
be for you to quietly resign.”

“I don’t believe what I am hearing,” I said. “Has the committee not paid any attention to anything we 
have talked about over the past year?”

“The fact is that the ministry is no place for a person with your problem,” the redness had climbed all 
the way to her forehead. “What you have done is against scripture.”

“Are you aware,” I said, “That had the church accepted ‘scripture’ at face value that you would not be 
ordained today?” I retorted, hoping to find some glimmer of  reason in her.

“That’s not the same thing as what you are doing.” She sounded like a child. “You should be thinking 
about what is best for the church. If you press this you will bring untold suffering on this presbytery. 
People will leave the church and whole churches may leave because of  you.” It was getting nasty.

I closed my eyes and tried to pray for strength and guidance, but nothing happened. My heart was 
pounding so hard I was certain that they could hear it easily.

“I believe that the church has the responsibility to decide for itself what it will accept and what it will 
not,” I said trying to catch my breath. “I believe it would be presumptuous of me to decide for the 
church. I have received a call to ministry and have been ordained by this church. If I am no longer ac-
ceptable that is for the church to decide, not me.”

Her eyes bulged from her face in fury. “You have no idea the destruction you will bring down.”

“I guess we will have to find out,” I said, amazed at how calm I had suddenly become.

They left clearly disappointed that they were without the solution they had been commissioned to 
achieve. I felt disgusted that the committee even considered that I would respond to such a disrespectful 
request. I had dodged that bullet, but was clearly in trouble.

Getting to Know Me

What bothered me the most was that the committee seemed to be making a decision in the dark. They 
concerned themselves with questions about the welfare of the church and how my continued ordination 
would impact presbytery’s already stressed budget and shrink its membership base. I thought about Jesus 
exhorting us to be willing to lose our life in order to find it and wondered how the presbytery could have 
strayed so far away from the gospel. I knew that a decision based on ignorance would be very hard for 
me to accept no matter what way it went.
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So I determined that the committee would know as much as possible about the decision they were mak-
ing and if they wouldn’t invite me to committee meetings, then I would go to them. In August 1996 I 
began setting up one-on-one meetings with each committee member. We met in their homes, offices 
and over lunch. We prayed, argued, discussed and hugged. By the end of September I had met with 
fourteen people, all but two of  the committee’s members.

The outcome of the final committee meeting was not so hidden. It seemed to send shock waves 
through the entire presbytery. The committee on ministry’s report would contain a unanimous decision 
to sustain or uphold, my ordination as a minister. There was considerable debate at the Presbytery Ex-
ecutive Committee in preparation for the presbytery’s upcoming meeting and another vote had been 
taken. This one wasn’t unanimous, but was clearly supportive. The presbytery would receive the commit-
tee’s unanimous report asking that my ordination as a minister be continued.

As the leaves of Atlanta’s beautiful trees began to show the burnished reds and yellows of fall, conser-
vative Presbyterian churches all over the city began to circulate letters in opposition to the committee 
report. They predicted dire consequences for the Presbytery of Greater Atlanta and even for the entire 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) if I was allowed to continue as an ordained minister. Ministers called me 
begging me to come to my senses and telling me that they would have to vote against me though they 
didn’t want to, because the viability of their ministries depended on it. In a kind of backward psychol-
ogy they asked that I resign to keep them from having to vote against their conscience.

The day finally came and the presbytery was gathered at the Shallowford Presbyterian Church in north-
east Atlanta. The morning had been carefully choreographed to allow maximum time for discussion 
while minimizing the ranting that often accompanies controversial votes. Here is the actual “play by 
play” from the minutes of  Presbytery:
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At 11:05 A.M. on Tuesday, October 22, 1996 as a Special Order of the Stated Fall Meeting 
of the Presbytery of Greater Atlanta, Chair Lloyd Green of the Committee on Ministry in-
troduced the matter of  whether or not to continue the ordination of  Erin Katrina Swenson.

He reminded presbytery of the earlier recommendation of the Committee on Ministry, 
which was referred back to the Committee on Ministry. He described the work of the 
Committee as well as the information that was made available to every member of Presby-
tery on October 10, 1995.

He described the change of mind that had come to several members of the Committee and 
referred to the “Rationale” that was distributed three weeks earlier, as well as letters from 
Erin Swenson, Sigrid Swenson and Hal Lyon.

He then introduced Erin Swenson who made a presentation concerning the decisions and 
actions that have been made and taken in both life and ministry.
 
Presbytery then agreed to a time of question and answer for any member of the Committee 
on Ministry and/or Erin Swenson.

A motion to end this time of question and answer and move to debate and discussion was 
approved with only a few scattered nays.

The motion before the Presbytery was Recommendation #8 of the Committee on Ministry, 
“That the ordination and membership in Presbytery of Erin Swenson be continued and that 
the work of  Erin Swenson as a Pastoral Counselor be affirmed as a Validated Ministry.”
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It feels strange now to read this as if it was just ordinary business carried on by the presbytery. The 
minutes don’t tell about how hard it was for me to look when the vote on the substitute motion was 
taken or how difficult it was to hear the ugly things some people said during the period of debate and 
discussion. When the standing vote was taken I kept my eyes on the rustic cross hanging in the front of 
the sanctuary and prayed for the strength to accept the outcome. I really believed that I would be de-
frocked that day and so did lots of  other people.

I was the first mainstream Protestant minister to transition from one gender to another while in or-
dained office AND retain ordination.

© 2008
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Richard Jones then presented the following Substitute Motion:

“I move that we postpone consideration of this motion until the Committee on Ministry has 
provided the presbytery with a thorough analysis of the biblical, theological and constitutional is-
sues that pertain to its recommendation and afterward has allowed individuals and groups in 
the presbytery a minimum of  two months for study and prayer before being asked to vote.”

After a second was received, debate began on the substitute with rotation of those for and 
those against. After the question was called and approved, Richard Jones made a final state-
ment. The vote by voice was ruled a defeat of the substitute by the Moderator. A Division 
was called and the Substitute was defeated by a vote of  197 to 141.

Debate on the main motion began.

A call for the question was approved with only a few scattered nays.

A motion to vote by secret ballot was defeated with only a few scattered nays.

The Main Motion was then approved by a standing vote of 186 to 161, at 12:28 P.M. One 
person asked to be recorded as abstaining, four persons signed a Dissent and fourteen per-
sons signed the following Protest:

“I, a commissioner to Greater Atlanta Presbytery, wish to protest the action of the Presby-
tery, to allow Rev. Eric Swenson to change his name to Erin Katrina Swenson, to present 
himself publicly as a woman and still continue to exercise a ministry validated by the Presby-
tery of  Greater Atlanta.
 
The reasons for my protest are:

1. Rev. Eric Swenson is a father and is genetically a male who is living a life of public 
deceit by presenting himself as a female and rejecting the gifts of God given him at 
birth; and

2. This behavior, if left uncensored by the Presbytery, will bring public shame to the 
gospel and to the Church. (BOC:6:169-6.172; BOO G-6.0106; G-6.01086)

 
A motion was then approved on a strong voice vote to refer the protest to the Committee 
on Bills and Overtures with the power to answer it or not, in accord with the Book of Order 
in behalf  of  Presbytery.


