
28 Dialog: A Journal of Theology • Volume 56, Number 1 • Spring 2017 • March

From the Same Spirit: Receiving
the Theological Gifts of
Transgender Christians

By Mary Elise Lowe

Abstract: Transgender Christians bear four transformative gifts to the body of Christ. They celebrate
that humans are God’s created co-creators, and that God creates with and through them. Second, gender
non-conforming Christians have learned to steadfastly love (hesed) themselves as they love God and the
world. Next, transgender Christians witness that humans are a coherent unity of body-mind, not a mind
in a body. Finally, transgender followers of Jesus welcome the Holy Spirit’s gifts of plurality, newness,
unity, and freedom.
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Better and Worse

In the United States, life seems to be getting both
better and worse for transgender individuals. On
the one hand, in June 2016 the Department of
Defense finally began allowing transgender person-
nel to serve openly in the military.1 On the other
hand, The New York Times recently reported that
“L.G.B.T. People Are More Likely to Be Targets of
Hate Crimes Than Any Other Minority Group.”2

The story details what far too many transgender,
bisexual, queer, lesbian, and gay persons already
know: they are frequently targets of discrimina-
tion and violence at home, on the job, in public
spaces, at school, and in their places of worship.
Those of us who identify as Christian must confess
that traditional, heteropatriarchal Christian teach-
ings about God, sex, Jesus, gender, and creation of-
ten are used to justify the oppression of transgender
persons.
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In spite of this religious and secular subjugation,
courageous transgender Christians and their fami-
lies are bearing transformative gifts to the body
of Christ that is the church.3 My purpose here
is not to answer the question, “What does Chris-
tian theology have to offer transgender Christians?”
Rather, my goal is to affirm and commend four
gifts from the “same Spirit” that transgender Chris-
tians already are bringing to their congregations and
the larger Christian communion (1 Cor 12:4). In
contrast to theologies that emphasize God’s orig-
inal creation, many transgender Christians cele-
brate the promise that God continues to make
all things new, and that humans are God’s cre-
ated co-creators. Second, while many theologies tell
Christians to give up one’s self for the sake of oth-
ers, transgender Christians demonstrate how each
person must steadfastly love (hesed) themselves as
part of loving God and the world. Next, though
Christian theologians often have taught that the
body (matter) is separate from the mind (spirit),
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transgender Christians live out the biblical witness
that humans are a coherent unity of mud-breath,
body-mind.4 Finally, while some Christian com-
munities minimize the work of the Holy Spirit,
transgender Christians welcome the Spirit who
gives plurality, newness, unity, unpredictability, and
freedom.

These four precious gifts can and are empower-
ing all kinds of Christians to recognize and cele-
brate God’s ongoing creation, embrace deeper self-
love, affirm their body-minds, and open up to the
gifts of the Holy Spirit in their lives and their work
in God’s good world.

Identity and Complexity

It is fitting that I offer a few words about my iden-
tity as a theologian and the complexity of identity
in LGBTQI theologies. I write as a queer, cis the-
ologian who has been studying and writing in the
fields of feminist, LGBT, and queer theologies for
over ten years.5 I continually work to recognize
that my knowledge is partial and to confess how
my privileged social locations shape the way I con-
struct, reflect on, and live out my theology. As a
queer theologian commending the gifts of trans-
gender Christians, I find that there is no apt word
or metaphor that precisely captures my relation-
ship to emerging transgender theologies. I am not
a partner, because I have so much more privilege
than my transgender siblings, and I am not quite
an ally, because I, too, experience marginalization
under the power of heteropatriarchy.

The image that informs my theological method
is one of journeying-accompaniment. Like the dis-
ciples who accompanied one another on the road
to Emmaus after the crucifixion, transgender and
queer theologians are walking together, trying to
figure out how best to follow Jesus (Lk 24:13-
32). As we construct our varied theologies, I want
to be clear that I strongly agree with transgen-
der writer Mercia McMahon, who states, “Theolo-
gians should be encouraged to write trans posi-
tive theology . . . Nonetheless, the driving force
of trans theology should transfer to members

of the community once there are sufficient
trans identified trans theologians to sustain the
sub-discipline.”6

I write with the hope that this article will con-
tribute to the emerging field of transgender theol-
ogy. The gifts that my transgender siblings offer the
church are gifts that I already have received.7 Their
co-creativity, faithfulness-to-self, embodied unity,
and Spirit-filled living challenge me to re-think my
understanding of God, sex, Jesus, gender, and cre-
ation. These four gifts can empower and inspire
all Christians to break free from heteropatriarchal
theology and practice.

Before moving forward, it is important to clarify
that the word transgender does not refer to any one
way of living out an individual’s identity in the
world. Rather, transgender is “[a]n umbrella term
for people whose gender identity and/or gender ex-
pression differs from what is typically associated
with the sex they were assigned at birth. . . . Peo-
ple under the transgender umbrella may describe
themselves using one or more of a wide variety
of terms.”8 Transpeople bring the fullness of who
they are into their communities and vocations in
many ways.9 Some find their home in the familiar
categories of male/man, female/woman, transman
or transwoman.10 For others, living as a trans-
gender individual means moving beyond binary
categories.

Theologian Monica Joy Cross offers the follow-
ing cornucopious description:

We gender-variant are, like all human beings,
complex and unique. We are straight, gay,
and bisexual, cross-dressers, pre-operative
and non-operative and intersexuals of many
types, drag queens and kings; female and
male illusionists; androgynous persons and
other gender outlaws of various kinds
. . . who somehow manage to transcend,
transgress, alter, blur, or confuse the usual
categories of gender.11

Cross’s words remind us of the diversity and cre-
ativity of the transgender experience and call us to
openly and honestly receive and celebrate transpeo-
ple and their many gifts. I suggest that the first of-
fering transgender Christians bear is their creativity.
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Receiving the Gift: God Is
Continually Creating In, With,
and Through Us

One of my students (I’ll call them Peyton) recently
told me that their parents were refusing to support
their transition. (Here they is used as a gender-
neutral third-person singular personal pronoun.12)
Peyton’s parents are Christians, and told Peyton,
“God made you a boy, and God doesn’t make
mistakes.”13 They insisted that their child must
remain a “boy” even if it made Peyton feel in-
congruous and unfaithful to the person they feel
themselves to be. Allow me to suggest that Pey-
ton’s parents are making two harmful theological
assumptions. First, they think that God created only
at the beginning of creation. Second, they mistak-
enly believe that only God creates. Today, many
transpeople are co-creating new identities and re-
forming their body-minds, thereby demonstrating
God’s ongoing creative activity in the world.

Numerous resources in the biblical and theolog-
ical tradition testify to God’s ongoing work. God
is still creating new life and new identities, and re-
newing body-minds. When describing the new life
that Christians have in Jesus Christ (in contrast
to their old life), Paul celebrated how the Spirit
continually renews each person. “So if anyone is
in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old
has passed away; see, everything has become new”
(2 Cor 5:17, also see 2 Cor 3:3; 4:16). And
Martin Luther—the founder of my own tradition—
taught that God is still creating through humans in
a sacramental way. “All creatures are God’s masks
and disguises; God permits them to work with God
and help God create all sorts of things.”14 When
discussing Christ’s presence in the Lord’s Supper,
Luther wrote, “But [Christ] is present in the sacra-
ment and in the hearts of believers not really be-
cause he wants to be worshipped there, but be-
cause [Christ] wants there to work with us (mit uns
schaffen) and help us.”15 For Luther, this is an ac-
tive, embodied work. “‘Mit uns schaffen’ is (bodily)
coparticipation with Jesus Christ in realizing new
creation.”16

Created Co-Creators

Peyton’s transition is an expression of God’s
continuous creating in the world. Being formed in
God’s own image means that Peyton is a created
co-creator with God.17 Theologian Philip Hefner
explains the creaturely vocation of humans this
way: “Human beings are God’s created co-creators
whose purpose is . . . acting in freedom, to birth
the future that is most wholesome for the nature
that has birthed us.”18 The transgender person who
chooses a new name and pronouns is co-creating
with God. And when an individual lives out a
novel gender expression or embodied identity, this
affirms their innovation and authenticity as God’s
co-created creature.

God creates through all persons. What is partic-
ular to the varied experiences of some transgender
Christians is that their journey calls them to weave
identities and fashion renewed body-minds in ways
that help them experience congruity and freedom.
Justin Tanis19 describes it this way: “Trans bod-
ies also speak of a collaboration between God and
humanity in co-creating what our bodies are and
what they become . . . while God set in motion the
process . . . we who are these bodies make choices
about . . . how we move our bodies—and all these
actions play a role in shaping our bodies, literally
and figuratively.”20 To say that God set the process
in motion does not mean that God is not continu-
ing to create in, with, and through transgender per-
sons like Justin.21 The process of coming out also
is an imaginative journey. Coming out is “about
self-actualization through liberating our spirits, our
pride . . . and minds, and self-understanding, [and]
our relationships with God and others.”22 Coming
out and expressing a new identity and body-mind
is a creative process that involves both Creator and
created co-creators.23

Some readers may wonder how my claim that
transgender Christians are co-creating new identi-
ties relates to the debate regarding the stability (es-
sentialism) or fluidity of sex and gender. On one
hand, some transpeople say they were born with a
particular essence in terms of their personal iden-
tity, sex, or gender. For these individuals, creating a
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congruent self might involve claiming this essential
(and perhaps God-given) identity.24 On the other
hand, there are transpeople who assert that their
personal identity, sex, and gender are fluid and con-
stantly changing. For them, creating an integrated
self is an ever-flowing process of becoming. How an
individual views their identity and transition expe-
rience is, of course, entirely up to them.

My personal view is that every individual is a
creature-in-process. We are a unity of body-mind
that is continually shaped by discourses. We oc-
cupy multiple subject positions, we always are be-
coming, and we are animated by the Holy Spirit.25

Identity (personal, sex, and gender) involves both
stability and fluidity, materiality and agency. God
continually is creating in, with, and through human
creatures whether one is living out their essence or
living within and amidst fluidity.

By embracing their congruent selves, transgen-
der Christians live out their vocations as created
co-creators. And this inventive claiming of one’s
identity and re-imagining body-mind is a power-
ful gift that transgender Christians bear. Indeed,
many people feel trapped in culturally and reli-
giously “appropriate” sex and gender roles, and too
many individuals are victims of sex and gender dis-
crimination and gender-based violence. Think how
liberating it can be to cast off stereotypes and fash-
ion authentic ways of living as coherent selves in
our homes, workplaces, congregations, and public
spaces. And imagine how theology can be reformed
and queered by setting aside binary categories and
embracing transgression and multivarious ways of
thinking. Many transgender Christians are embrac-
ing their imaginative agency and showing others
how to live as created co-creators in God’s diverse
world.

Receiving the Gift: Faithfully
Loving One’s Self

A second gift that transgender Christians give the
body of Christ is the queering of traditional con-
ceptions of both divine and human love. (Here,

queer is used as a verb.) Many gender non-
conforming and transgender Christians have made
the challenging journey from self-doubt to self-
affirmation, from discontinuity to continuity. In the
midst of overwhelming personal and structural op-
pression they know that loving God and loving
the world must be woven together with faithfully
loving (hesed) one’s self.

In the last forty years, womanist, black, mu-
jerista, and feminist theologians have argued that
the call to sacrifice oneself for the sake of others
is very harmful for those who have little power,
agency, or privilege. Some transpeople feel forced
to conceal their gender expression from others—
thereby sacrificing a part of themselves—because
they fear losing important relationships or risk dis-
crimination at work or where they worship. Yet
these same individuals often share that at some
point they realized that not being open with oth-
ers was leading to anxiety, depression, or suicidal
thoughts.26 For many transpeople, living authenti-
cally becomes the only way to truly live.

Hesed

Claiming one’s identity and expression is a pow-
erful act of extending faithfulness or steadfast love
(hesed) to oneself. In the Hebrew Bible, the word
hesed often is translated as covenantal love, faith-
fulness, steadfast love, mercy, or loyal love. “Surely
goodness and mercy [hesed] shall follow me all the
days of my life” (Ps 23:6). Biblical scholars have
long taught that God extends hesed to creation
and that humans can offer hesed to one another (Ps
109:16). Hesed can be “the ongoing attitude and
continuing acts done by one person for another
in support and maintenance of their friendship.”27

Ruth is praised by Boaz for her loyalty/hesed (Ruth
3:10); and hesed also can denote honesty and in-
tegrity (Prov 20:28).28 In a potentially queer twist,
the deep faithfulness between Jonathan and David
also is expressed with the concept of hesed (1 Sam
20:8 and 2 Sam 9:1).29

I suggest that we think of God’s hesed to
creation as having a vertical dimension, and that
human acts of hesed to other humans and creation
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have a horizontal dimension. Martin Luther
celebrated both trajectories—God’s steadfast love to
creation and the merciful love humans show one
another. In Luther’s lecture on Psalm 51, he writes,
“For he [David] declares that God has great mercy
. . . This picture of a gracious and merciful God is
a picture that gives life.”30 And when reflecting on
Jesus’ words, “I desire mercy, not sacrifice,” Luther
emphasizes the horizontal dimension of mercy/eleos.
“Mercy is doing good towards one’s neighbor amid
[their] miseries or needs.”31 Transgender Christians
are queering hesed and expressing its circular
dimension by loving God, creation, and self in
one ever-spiraling act of faithful self-love. They
are living out Jesus’ teaching, “You shall love
your neighbor as yourself ” (Mt 22:39). Too often
Christians focus only on the neighbor to the
exclusion of “love yourself.” When transgender
Christians trust their own truths, speak in their
own voices, claim their own pronouns, and fashion
their own embodiment, they are receiving, living
out, and passing on the encircling gift of faithful
love that God has for creation.

Learning to love self is something for which ev-
eryone should strive. But this can be particularly
difficult for members of marginalized groups who
are told that they are less than fully human be-
cause of their sex, identity, practices, loving, race,
or abilities. The particular expression of the trans-
gender witness of hesed can be seen in several ways.
For many transgender persons, faithfully loving self
involves creating a new identity. One transgender
Christian describes the connection between self-
hesed and claiming a new name. “Choosing my
name . . . was an act of radical self-love. I had
never done something so loving for myself . . .
In choosing my name, I decided that my happi-
ness and self-care were worth the effort.”32 Second,
some transpeople feel called to express their new
identity within the familiar categories of male or
female, and they identify as a man or a woman.
Finally, for others, loving self means crafting an
identity that refuses to fit into familiar identities
and categories (like male/female or gay/straight).
Loving themselves involves affirming the fluidity
of their identity. Their sense of self, their gender
expression, loves, and embodied experiences may

change over time. No matter how a person lives out
their congruent identity, to hesed one’s self is not
a one-time achievement. It is an ongoing and un-
folding part of each individual’s journey over their
lifetime.

This courageous and sometimes transgressive act
of hesed is a powerful gift that transgender Chris-
tians bring to the body of Christ. Far too many in-
dividuals give up self for the sake of others or strug-
gle with identity and embodiment. What would
Christian congregations look like—and how might
people live as Jesus’ disciples in the world—if ev-
ery individual passionately and steadfastly loved self,
experienced integrity in body-mind, and celebrated
their own particularity? Our congregations could
be more authentic, more welcoming, more diverse,
more equitable, and more willing to take risks
if we steadfastly loved ourselves and others with
the faithful and passionate love that God has for
creation.

Receiving the Gift: The Unity
of Body-Mind

In June 2014, transgender actress and advocate Lav-
erne Cox was featured on the cover of Time mag-
azine, and in June 2015, Caitlyn Jenner’s image
was on the cover of Vanity Fair. Their stories en-
couraged many people to think deeply about the
connections between and among body-mind and
identity. Much of the sensational media reporting
about transpeople focuses on bodies. But it is im-
portant to remember that any physical changes are
only one aspect of the journey for many trans-
people. From a theological perspective, news sto-
ries about transgender individuals generally involve
four false and unspoken beliefs about embodiment.
These include assumptions that (1) the mind and
the body are somehow separate and distinct; and
that (2) the body is of lesser value than the mind.
In addition, there are the seemingly paradoxical as-
sumptions that (3) a person can use their mind
to control their body; or that (4) an individual’s
physical form fully determines their mind, identity,
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or gender expression. These damaging beliefs about
mind and body have their roots in Greek philos-
ophy and Gnosticism. The Hebrew Bible and the
New Testament, however, contain a more holis-
tic understanding of embodiment. Thankfully the
lived experiences of many transgender Christians
lead them to reject these false assumptions, reclaim
the biblical testimony, and witness to others that
humans are an inseparable unity of breath-mud,
body-mind.

When telling the story of their journeys, some—
but certainly not all—transgender Christians say
they have experienced a lack of coherence regard-
ing their embodied identity and gender expression.
They share that from a very early age they felt
they were not the sex and/or gender that was as-
signed to them at birth. “As I grew up I became
more aware of my body, and how . . . it did not
seem to fit with the image I had of myself. I was
in conflict with my body . . . For me, survival
meant disconnection.”33 Others recount that they
felt uncomfortable in the “boys’” or “girls’” clothes
they were supposed to wear. And some say that
they have never fit into either of the binary cate-
gories of male or female. In the face of transphobia
and violence, many in the transgender community
feel forced to suppress their feelings of disconti-
nuity. Some attempt to “control” their own bodies
to conform to cultural and religious expectations
about how a “male” or a “female” should appear,
walk, speak, or behave.

One friend recounts that she tried to “talk
herself out of being transgender” for ten years.
In the end, this mind (spirit) over body (matter)
approach did not work. It took another five years
for her to co-create a place of embodied coherence
and faithful love of self. What my friend discovered
is that body-mind is an inseparable unity. Her
“mind” could not control her “body.” Nor did her
physical form at birth determine her identity or
gender expression. Whether described as congruity,
authenticity, or wholeness, many transgender
individuals say that a sense of peace and freedom
only emerges when they feel unity and harmony
in body-mind. Transgender theologian Brett Ray
describes a powerful moment of continuity. “I saw
myself in the mirror getting out of the shower and

I did a double take. I tilted my head to the side . . .
and for the first time I saw myself. I saw the body
that I had and I was able to say, ‘That’s me.’”34

Reaffirming the Biblical Witness

The authors of Genesis wrote that God formed
the first human(s) from mud and then filled them
with neshamah (breath, wind, or spirit) (Gen 2:7).
The prophet Ezekiel described how God assembled
bones, sinews, and flesh to create bodies, which
only became alive when spirit or breath (ruach)
entered them (Ezek 37:14). The very core of the
Christian message is about embodiment: “And the
Word became flesh and lived among us” (Jn 1:14).
Paul taught that after the resurrection humans will
enjoy some sort of unity of body-mind, having
“spiritual bodies” (1 Cor 15:44).

Martin Luther’s understanding of the human
person was rooted in these biblical teachings. His
trust in the incarnational promise led him to re-
ject any form of dualism that devalued the body.35

“But because the spirit and the flesh are so in-
timately bound together into one, although they
completely disagree with each other, therefore he
[Paul] attributes to himself as a whole person [totus
homo] the work of both of them, as if he were
at the same time completely flesh and completely
spirit.”36

When transgender Christians claim their own
truths and co-create coherence of body-mind, they
reaffirm these biblical teachings. And they help oth-
ers re-consider the incarnation of God and our own
embodied experiences in new ways. Lewis Payne
testifies that the Word becoming flesh informs their
(Payne’s) understanding of Payne’s own body-mind.
“At the heart of this new relationship with myself
is the incarnation: Jesus becomes flesh . . . Jesus
lives in a body . . . Our physical selves bring us
unto communion with God and with each other.”37

Transgender children of God are queering theology
itself. They are reading their own stories in light of
Jesus’ story. And they are encountering the body-
mind of Jesus Christ through the knowledge of
their own body-minds.
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The gift of affirming the coherence of body-
mind not only echoes the biblical witness; it
also resonates with emerging findings in the field
of embodied cognition.38 In contrast to historic,
dualistic views which hold that a human be-
ing is a mind IN a body, new discoveries in
the neurosciences, cognitive and developmental
psychology, and philosophy reveal that humans
are an inseparable unity of body-mind. Cogni-
tion, moral claims, abstract thought, and iden-
tity are shaped profoundly by the ongoing in-
terplay of body-mind, experiences, others, and
environment.

Embodied Cognition

Philosopher Mark Johnson describes the central
claim of embodied cognition this way: “[W]hat
reason is and does depends directly on how our
bodies and brains work and on the patterns of
our bodily interactions with the world. This is not
merely the obvious claim that we need brains and
bodies in order to think. It is the much stronger
claim that the way our bodies work and the nature
of our bodily encounters with our environments shape
the nature of reason itself.”39 So when writer Youtha
Hardman-Cromwell says, “I’m not just a body. I’m
not just a spirit. Neither are you. I’m both, a
complex integration of physical and spiritual,”40

their experience is in harmony with biblical
and scientific insights about the coherence of
body-mind.

By affirming the congruity of body-mind, trans-
gender Christians are giving a gift to the body
of Christ that urgently is needed. So many peo-
ple struggle with issues of embodiment and iden-
tity. This comes as no surprise since the domi-
nant message in most capitalist contexts is that
only certain types of bodies matter (white, thin,
athletic, able, young, etc.), and that individuals
should be able to discipline, control, or even heal
their bodies. Transgender Christians are living out
a different image of embodiment. When an in-
dividual claims a new name, employs new pro-
nouns, or lives out a new way of being body-
mind in the world, they pass on the biblical

promise that to be a coherent human creature, one
must embrace the entire person: body-mind and
mud-breath.

Receiving the Gift: Embracing
the Enlivening Holy Spirit

Another offering transgender Christians bring to
their faith communities is the way many embrace
and live out the Holy Spirit’s gifts of plurality, new-
ness, unity, unpredictability, and freedom. The bib-
lical authors used the concepts of breath, wind,
spirit, and dove to describe the outpouring of the
Holy Spirit. Moving in unpredictable ways, the
same trinitarian Spirit sustains and offers unique
gifts to every person. Luther described it this way:
“We live according to the Spirit, in whom the Fa-
ther and the Son rest and live.”41 Yet too many
congregations—including my own—actively or sub-
tly encourage sameness among their members. Why
does this happen? Did not the apostle Paul teach
that the Holy Spirit gives different gifts of grace to
each person and that the body of Christ has diverse
members?

Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same
Spirit . . . All these are activated by one and
the same Spirit, who allots to each one indi-
vidually just as the Spirit chooses. For just as
the body is one and has many members . . .
so it is with Christ. For in the one Spirit we
were all baptized into one body . . . and we
were all made to drink of one Spirit (1 Cor
12:4, 11–13).

At Pentecost, the Spirit poured into the body-
minds of Jesus’ followers in diverse ways. “All of
them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to
speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them
ability” (Acts 2:4). Theologian Thomas Bohache af-
firms the plurality of Pentecost and contends that
“the Pentecost story becomes queer: it testifies that
God’s message of inclusion . . . will be heard . . .
through diverse messengers . . . Thus, the diver-
sity in the GLBTQ communit(ies) reflects the very
Spirit of God.”42
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When claiming the particular gifts of the
Holy Spirit, transgender Christians celebrate that
the Spirit works in humans in new and un-
predictable ways. Novel things happen. Fresh
identities, gender expressions, and body-minds
come into being. Ashley Moore expresses their joy
this way: “I have made many changes in my life,
my body, and my social role. Today, I live ‘full
time’ as a woman . . . My transition has been a
journey into my faith in God, and I am deeply
spiritual as a result.”43 Many transgender Chris-
tians experience the Spirit accompanying and sus-
taining them on their journey: “[T]he spirit is at
work through the many processes (which include
but are not limited to medical processes) through
which they reconcile their authentic gender with
their bodies. The Spirit is at work within cre-
ation, re-creating us into our true identity as God’s
children.”44

For some gender-fluid persons, receiving the un-
predictable gifts of the Spirit means embracing the
fluidity of identity. This may ebb and flow over the
course of a person’s life. When Nicodemus could
not understand what Jesus meant by being born
again or being born from above, Jesus said, “The
wind [or spirit] blows where it chooses, and you
hear the sound of it, but you do not know where
it comes from or where it goes. So it is with ev-
eryone who is born of the Spirit” (Jn 3:8). There
is a joyous unpredictability when one is living in
and animated by the Holy Spirit. Martin Luther af-
firmed the Spirit’s unpredictable presence in human
life and work. “Whoever comes to faith can only
say that the Holy Spirit comes when and where and
to whom [the Holy Spirit] pleases at the time [the
Holy Spirit] pleases . . . and [the Holy Spirit] also
gives a person as many gifts as [the Holy Spirit]
pleases.”45

Unity, not Uniformity

Today transgender Christians are queering and re-
forming theology itself by reclaiming the promise
that the Spirit weaves us together as one body of
Christ. They know that Christian unity does not
require uniformity. Rather, unity flows from the

presence of the Holy Spirit and from affirming and
receiving the unique gifts of grace given to each in-
dividual. Unity means that gathered by the Holy
Spirit, we relate to one another in interpenetrating
ways, similar to how the trinitarian persons affect
and interpenetrate one another (perichoresis).

We do not merely sit next to each other in
church. United by the Spirit, we deeply affect one
another. When someone is celebrated and respected
for who they are in their congregation, that in-
dividual feels profoundly loved in the depths of
their being. Many transgender Christians have ex-
perienced what it feels like to be united with others
through the Holy Spirit, and they are sharing this
queer gift of the Spirit with the entire body of
Christ.

Finally, being sustained by the Holy Spirit means
living out one’s God-given freedom as a unique
child of God. “For freedom Christ has set us
free” (Gal 5:1). This freedom is a gift from God
that transgender Christians have received. Imagine
what our communities and congregations would
look and feel like if each person freely embraced
their own God-given gifts and identity, and if they
were truly welcomed. Transgender Christians are
inspiring all Christians to celebrate and receive the
diverse talents, new ways of being, unity, unpre-
dictability, and freedom that the Holy Spirit gives.

Confession, Love, Openness,
and Justice

As a constructive, queer theologian, I argue here
that Christian communities are privileged to cel-
ebrate and receive these four distinct gifts from
transgender Christians. These powerful and trans-
formative contributions are urgently needed because
so many individuals fail to celebrate their own
creativity and struggle to love themselves. Others
cannot embrace their own body-minds, or affirm
their particular gifts from the Spirit. Transgender
Christians witness that God continually is creat-
ing through, with, and in us. Our body-minds are
coherent gifts from God. We are called to love



36 Dialog: A Journal of Theology • Volume 56, Number 1 • Spring 2017 • March

ourselves faithfully. And each one of us has unique
gifts of grace from the same Spirit.

In addition, LGBTQ followers of Jesus are
queering theology itself. Categories that were once
viewed as binary and stable (like male or female)
are called into question. Identities that were once
viewed as fixed (like straight or gay) can now be
understood as fluid. And teachings that were once
beyond question (Christians must be celibate or
in a monogamous, heterosexual marriage) are in-
terrogated and re-interpreted. Traditional theolog-
ical claims are being reformed, transgressed, and
re-invigorated.

There is a great deal of work left to do to ensure
that transgender, bisexual, queer, lesbian, and gay
Christians feel affirmed in their faith communities,
are treated equitably at work, experience safety in
public spaces, and are shown steadfast love in their
homes. Church leaders, Christian communities, and
theologians must confess how they have vilified
transpeople, and they should support transgender
Christians as they speak from their own rich theo-
logical perspectives. Furthermore, congregations and
church members must advocate with and for gender
non-conforming, transgender, and queer persons in
their struggles for justice and support them as they
determine their own theological, ecclesial, and po-
litical agendas. This task requires vulnerable and
patient listening in which our hearts are renewed
(Ezek 36:26) and the work of our hands is strength-
ened by encountering one another as members of
the body of Christ. The challenge “to do justice,
and to love kindness/hesed, and to walk humbly
with your God” is a call to all of God’s co-created
children (Mic 6:8). When we carry out this work
with courage and love of self and neighbor, we
begin to experience in new ways the transforma-
tive power of the creative, faithful, coherent, and
ever-new body of Jesus Christ in the world.
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(Weimar: H. Böhlau, 1883-2009) (hereafter cited as WA), 17 II, 192, as
quoted in Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, trans. Robert C.
Schultz (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1966), 107-108.



Receiving the Theological Gifts of Transgender Christians • Mary Elise Lowe 37

15. Martin Luther, “Adoration of the Sacrament,” 294 (WA 11:446)
as quoted in Kyle A. Pasewark, A Theology of Power: Being Beyond Domina-
tion (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 80. See also David Löfgren, Die
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