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Celebrating the T in LGBTQ: One family’s sacred journey

Thank you for the warm welcome you have given me and my husband John. It is a great privilege to be here among friends, some of whom we got to know a little better last night. I suspect that most of us are already singing from the same hymnbook as far as the subject of my presentation is concerned, but as a wise person once told me, even the choir needs to rehearse.

I come to you as a mother who was invited by our child to join a remarkable journey of discovery. This odyssey started with words that some of you might have spoken: "Mom, I have something I need to tell you."

My husband and I have two wonderful children. Our youngest, a daughter, is just shy of being 22 years old and is completing her final undergraduate year, we hope. Our oldest child is an exceptional student who has begun his doctorate in political science, a great cook, a cat person (I forgive him), and a loving and committed partner. We loved our oldest child for 18years as a daughter, and since then we have cherished him as a son. He is transsexual. I tell you my son’s many attributes because it is important for you to know that he, like all human beings, is a complex individual, and his transsexuality does not define him any more than my straight, non-trans, old-fogey status defines me. I often say that our son is still the same gift to the world he has always been, just wrapped up in a different ribbon. 

Throughout this presentation, I will not name my son, or reveal anything more than I already have. To do so would make him vulnerable in a society that regards anyone who is different as a punchline or a punching bag.

I also do not represent other families on this journey. Yes, we share many experiences, but to make a blanket statement that our family’s story is their story would be misleading, an over-simplification and a devaluing of the experiences of other families. 

When I was a little girl growing up in a conservative rural culture, gender and sexual issues were rarely discussed, and if they were, it was with derision and contempt. I don’t remember how old I was the first time I heard the story of the American who went to Denmark in 1952 as George Jorgensen and returned as Christine, but I can guess how I must have reacted. It would not have been an open-minded response.
Trying to understand sexual orientation is one thing, but most people have a much more difficult time wrapping their heads around the definition of gender. 

One of the simplest, and probably simplistic, definitions of sex and gender I've ever read is: "Gender is what is between your ears, and sex is what is between your legs."

Sex is the biological physical body, its reproductive organs, its secondary sex characteristics like beards and breasts. Prevailing societal beliefs say humans are divided into a sexual binary, male and female, as defined by doctors at birth. 

Gender is the binary construct of masculinity and femininity. Just as society unquestioningly believes there are two bodies, male and female, it also believes there are two genders, man and woman. If you inhabit a male body, you are a man. If you inhabit a female body, you are a woman. And somehow gender identity, a person's intrinsic sense of self or soul, of manhood or womanhood, is supposed to somehow magically take up residence in the appropriate body each and every time.

Transgender is the T in the acronym that many of you may have seen — LGBTQI — lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, transsexual, two-spirited, queer, questioning and intersex. Transgender is often used as the umbrella term for those people who are gender variant. We mustn’t assume that all trans persons want to be in the vanguard of smashing society’s narrow definitions of gender, or who wish to identify as men or women. Many trans persons identify as both, as neither, or as someone altogether different.

Gender identity has absolutely nothing to do with erotic and sexual attraction. A trans person can be gay, lesbian, straight, bisexual, asexual— in other words, anywhere on the spectrum of human attraction, affection and desire.

Gender dysphoria, or gender identity disorder, is currently listed within the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV). But there is significant debate, including in the medical community, about whether transsexuality should classify as a mental disorder, a manageable medical condition, or merely human variation.

For most of us, gender comes as naturally as breathing. We have no problem checking off an M or an F on our official documents. I identify as a woman, present as a woman, and pass as a woman. I fall well within the accepted but narrow range of what is considered gender normative. I am fortunate that my body reflects my experience. For others, however, there is a disconnection between the way they see or express themselves, and the sex they were assigned at birth.

This disconnection is often felt at a very early age. Many people, including my son, knew at preschool that their internal sense did not match their physical bodies. I know one little person who has identified as a little girl since the time he could speak — and he gave voice to this longing as early as the age of two. You’ll notice I am using male pronouns still, as does his parents.  The little boy’s mom believes him to be somewhere along the gender continuum. When he writes to Santa Claus each year, he reminds the man in the red suit that he is actually a little girl, and requests little girl gifts. 

Transitioning is the process whereby trans persons begin to align their internal sense of self with their bodies or expression. Outing themselves to workers, families and friends is often unavoidable, and they are left open to hostility, discrimination and oppression.

Our trans children share some of the same challenges as gay and lesbian individuals, and also experience issues that are completely different, such as:

· Coverage under provincial health plans for medical intervention can change with the whim of a government. Earlier this year, the Province of Ontario made a surprise announcement to reinstate sex reassignment surgery on OHIP after it was cut 10 years ago by the government of Mike Harris. While this is seen generally as a step forward, there have been some concerns raised as to who decides which of the lucky eight to 10 people among the hundreds of potential candidates will be selected, and what those criteria are.

· Hormone therapy is often accompanied by nasty side effects, including damage to organs, and the patient must be constantly monitored;

· Trans women tell me that in order to “pass” successfully, they have spent between $15,000 and $18,000 in electrolysis treatment to remove unwanted hair. 

· Trans women also say that in addition to being targets of transphobia, they also face misogyny.

· Gender-variant individuals are asked prying, intimate questions that would be considered shockingly rude if asked of anyone else. 

· Endless red-tape procedures bog down legal name changes. 

· Trans friends of mine have reported being humiliated when their birth names are called out in crowded waiting rooms, or when they have been accused of fraud at the voting station;

· There are very real personal safety issues;
· Institutional barriers — health, courts, religion, education, among others — are constantly thrown in front of our children;

· and of course, there is rampant rejection by family and friends. 

Given all of that, it is not surprising that the rate of attempted and completed suicide is much higher than found in the general population. The latest figure I read, just recently, was that 51 per cent of the members of the transsexual community have attempted or completed suicide. 

If there was a similar suicide rate among blond, blue-eyed children, there would be an international outcry and intervention. Why are our trans children considered to be of such little value?

In tears at a Tim Hortons one snowy day, a young trans woman told me her brother had demanded of her over the Christmas season: “Why don’t you just kill yourself now and get it over with.”

The upside, and it’s a big upside, is that many of the gender-variant persons I know consistently report that by coming out, they are much happier, at peace with themselves and less exhausted because they are no longer leading a double life. A friend of mine, a transwoman in her 60s who has twice tried to take her own life, describes the joy in her life now that she acknowledges her inner truth.
Watching my son struggle these past years to gain his rightful place in this society, I have become acutely aware of the privileges I enjoy simply by having hit the jackpot at birth – white, straight, non-trans, no visible or invisible disabilities to speak of, Canadian. Those privileges have in turn given me opportunities that others can only dream of — access to a good education, health care and employment. A colleague of mine refers to the doorways that the privileged walk through without even knowing they are doing so, whereas others have doors constantly slammed in their faces just for being who they are.

I’d like now to consider some of the privileges we have as non-trans people:

· People don't assume they can ask us what our genitals look like or how we have sex.

· People do not ask what our "real name", or birth name, is and then disregard our chosen name.

· We don't worry whether we will be able to find a bathroom to use or whether we will be safe while changing in a locker room;

· We are not considered "mentally ill" because of the way we identify;

· Inappropriate questions about our gender are not asked when we are seeing our doctors for non-gender-related ailments. 

· Emergency trips to the hospital are not put off because we fear the attending physician will think we’re a freak or dismiss our medical problems.

· On a related medical note: A young trans man I know describes how difficult it is to present as a male and to request an annual gynecological exam to make sure all of his female parts are in good working order.

· We aren’t thrown out of our homes or fired from our jobs when our gender is discovered. 

· We do not lose custody of our children, or have difficulty achieving legal recognition of our marriages because of our “normal” gender

· We are not the targets of hate crimes.

· We aren’t questioned or have our medals stripped when we win a sporting event. A trans competitive downhill cyclist from Canada says: “I have found as a trans person it's acceptable to compete, but don't you dare win.” 

· The media don’t consistently portray us as mutants or trot out stereotypes.

· We aren’t denounced from the pulpit for the way we identify. 

· Finally, we do not risk being physically or emotionally abused every time our gender identity becomes known.

The experience with our son pushed the launch button that started me on a personal journey as a more active friend of the Pride community in Niagara. In December 2004, I knew my life as a better ally had begun in earnest when I volunteered to sit on the organizing committee of Pride Network of Niagara and "came out" as a straight woman in a gay bar. 

Our son's exit from his closet changed nothing. And it changed everything. Our love for our child was undiminished, but our memories and expectations were ambushed. It became clear that the daughter, about whom we’d often joked was the son we’d never had, was really the son we’d always had. And at the time, we knew as much about transgender issues as anyone else, which is to say, absolutely nothing of value.

I peered long and hard at a gazillion photos and family portraits, looking for early "clues" to our son's new (to us) identity and scoured our local library for copies of "Trans-parenting for Dummies." Memories of our obstetrician's first words — "Congratulations, you have a girl!" — left me hugely conflicted. 

And I questioned my mothering skills — how could I have missed something so vitally important in my son’s life? What did I do wrong? 

For a long time after our son’s revelation, I was yanked between elation and grief. One day I'd be yelling from the mountaintop "Yes, my child is finally happy! Now it all makes sense!"; the next day I'd be weeping over the "death" of my daughter. I was also deeply and profoundly grateful to our son's young friends who loved and supported him because he thought we would not.

 

In those early days, our son was the only trans person we knew, nor did we know any other parents walking this walk. It was extremely isolating.

I lay awake at 2 a.m., my deepest fears gaining control. I was afraid my son would be jumped in an alley and physically harmed, that he would face a lifetime of relentless discrimination and hardship, that he would never experience a loving and intimate relationship, that he would always be regarded as an outsider. That he would commit suicide.

During this journey, I discovered that when trans folks emerge from the closet, their parents often enter into it. There may be many reasons why they go into this dark place: 

· denial, shame, or bewilderment that the child they thought they knew is a stranger; 

· an overwhelming sense of loss, grief or guilt; 

·  cultural or religious considerations and biases; 

· Parents may be unsupportive because they are unfamiliar with trans issues, just as we were. 
· Parents may be reluctant to support their children because of the justified fear that they also may be targeted.  Professionals sometimes blame us for having been too liberal because we didn’t clearly enforce gender distinctions to our children. We did not slap the hands of our sons as they reached for dolls or scold our daughters as they grabbed toy trucks. I wonder what these professionals would say about our parenting skills —our son did not reach for dolls or trucks; he coveted books. Where does that fit in? I know of one therapist who believes that transsexuality is solid evidence that the individual suffered the severest form of child abuse at the hands of his or her parents.

·  I also know many parents want to support their trans children, but are so overwhelmed by the issue that they are paralyzed. That was certainly true in the early stages in our case. Little things, like pronouns, became huge hurdles – he, him, she, her — and I was forever beating myself up for getting them wrong no matter how hard I tried. But our son was very patient. After all, he said, he’d had a lifetime to get used to them, not just a few months.

Some families rearrange aspects of their lives to accommodate the needs of our children. For example, many of us have removed early childhood photos from common rooms at the request of our trans children because those photos are painful reminders of the anguish they suffered as little ones. A towering stack of family portraits is tucked away in one of our upstairs closets. One mom asked me if I knew the name of a professional photographer who could alter early childhood photos to better reflect the gender of her trans daughter.

As a family, we gained our strength from neighbours and friends who were overwhelmingly supportive when told of our new family dynamics. I’ll never forget the mid-December day I left the house clutching a stack of letters, to invite our neighbours to join in celebrating our son. The words I whispered to myself as I walked up to each home — “Spirit of Life, come unto me, Spirit of Life, come unto me” — gave me great comfort and steeled me for the task ahead.

We also gained strength from our Unitarian Congregation in Niagara. We have a smaller membership, and like you, we are able to address the congregation during joys and concerns. When we told our church friends our news, we received a standing ovation. The second non-family member I told was our Unitarian chaplain at the time, who promptly suggested it would be a grand idea if the church could organize a coming-out party for our son.
I informed friends I was experiencing the same feelings I'd had when I was pregnant with my son — anticipation, wonder, excitement, anxiety, curiosity. I even had stretch marks, but this time they were all in my headspace as I broadened and deepened my understanding of what it meant to be fully human.

As to be expected, some people were horrified, imagining only what might be going on below the belt and forgetting the human heart that beats in the chest. We had a bitter taste of rejection when a bloc of people very close to us, informed by their Christian religion, split away. Our son, who these folks had cradled in their arms and admired for his intelligence and sense of social justice, was called an abomination. We were warned that if we proceeded in supporting our son, our relationship with them would be permanently damaged. We were dis-invited to the Christmas gathering and every holiday gathering since. That was in 2004 and it was only just recently that there was a thawing in the relationship with two members of this group, and we hope that some day the others from whom we are still estranged will also open their hearts. In the meantime, we are moving forward as a family, with or without them.

I admit to struggling as a Unitarian when it comes to the first of our seven principles: to affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person. It has been extremely difficult for me to find worth and dignity in persons who refuse to recognize those qualities in my son and other transgender individuals. Where is the compassion when our children are called freaks, abominations, its, spawns of Satan, or ironclad proof that the End Times are upon us?

When I ask Christian acquaintances if they could provide to me the biblical passages that refer specifically to transgender issues, I am met most often with blank stares. However, as one person explained to me, it is unnecessary to spell out this issue in the Bible. It is simply understood that by contravening biblical teachings and accepting gays and lesbians, a portal is opened that leads to even more depravity –bisexuality, transsexuality, and yes, let’s not forget bestiality.

Fundamentalists must be very annoyed with me indeed when, using their own words, I argue that my son and other transsexual individuals can absolutely claim to be “born again.” 

In the beginning of our journey, experiencing first-hand the loathing of uninformed and misinformed people, my angry inner mama bear roared to the surface and the idea of forming a support group for the parents of trans children first wriggled its way into my brain. 

But I'm ashamed to say that the idea of a support group waned. Our immediate family had met the challenge and triumphed; let others deal with their own problems.

And that's when I met the thief of my heart at the 2005 Toronto Pride Parade.

I was marching with other supportive parents. This was the first time I had participated in or even attended this riotous, binary-busting celebration of sexual and gender diversity. We parents were easy to spot with our sensible footwear, sunhats and protective clothing, quite a contrast to many of the parade onlookers and participants, especially the spirited delegates from TNT (Totally Naked Toronto) dangling their participles a few units behind us.

This thief, a young man, grinned when he saw my hand-lettered sign - it said "I Love My Trans Son"- and he started jabbing his finger into his chest, indicating that he too, was someone's trans son. I broke ranks with the parents and waded into the crowd, sign and all, to give this stranger a hug.

We embraced for a very long time, and then he whispered: "I wish my mom had been as understanding as you."

The aching sadness and loss in his voice was heartbreaking. By the end of the parade, I had made up my mind: it was time to form TransParent, to coax parents out of their closets so that they may celebrate their children's journeys to authenticity. And so it was that TransParent was formed in September 2005. Since then, well over 100 parents and their children have contacted me personally, and many others have clicked onto the website. I’ve had parents contact me from Victoria, to St. John’s Nfld., from Yellowknife to Idaho and Ireland. I often think of the chance meeting with the young stranger at the parade, and the impact he had on my life and on the lives of others.

I absolutely do not want to leave the impression that this journey has been all about hardships. Quite the opposite is true. This has been a sacred odyssey and there have been many moments of pure joy, poetry, beauty, tenderness, and yes, even humour. My husband and I agree we are better people for travelling this road, a journey made easier by having discovered our Unitarian congregation about 15 years ago. 

Best of all, we see our remarkable and courageous son as our son, not as our trans son or our former daughter. He becomes trans to me only when I do presentations like this one.

In closing, I have two favours to ask of you. As Unitarians we convenant to strive for justice, equity and compassion in human relations, and we must put our principles into action and challenge those who would harm others, even if our voices tremble. We must recognize and use our privileges to help those who are struggling. One quotation that has guided me throughout this journey is this: “I have decided to scream. Silence is the real crime against humanity.”

My second favour is this: I want you to look into your hearts today and think how you will respond, as parents or grandparents or friends or Unitarians, if some day a child or friend comes to you and says: “There's something I need to tell you."

Thank you.

