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ABSTRACT
Background: Researchers have attempted to modify some measures of
religiosity/spirituality to address disparities in examining practices and beliefs in non-
European minority groups; however, no one has modified or tested religion scales to
address disparities between transgender and non-transgender populations. Research using
existing scales proved inadequate with a female-to-male transsexual (FTM) population.
To begin to modify instruments for applicability to a FTM population requires gaining
more knowledge about this population with regard to religion. Research shows
individuals who are transgender face resistance to and rejection of their identities
beginning early in life. Reliance on majority religions and their concepts of divinity,
embodiment—one’s experience of having a particular body—and views of immutable, or
essential, human qualities based on sex assigned at birth, may create significant problems
when interacting with transgender populations. The significance of this study is in

learning how a sample of FTMs conceptualize and experience religion to effect more
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competent interactions with this marginalized people. Interactions based on increased
competency with and understanding of FTMs will contribute to improved long-term
health outcomes and overall quality of life for this population. Further, exploring the
experiences and beliefs of FTMs may challenge our assumptions and understandings
about gender itself, expanding our knowledge about human experience of embodiment,
and offering insights into traditional concepts of creation and humanity.

Results: This study reports a qualitative investigation of the understanding and
experience of religion held by six FTM individuals. All participants completed five or
more years of cross-sex hormone treatment with testosterone and identified as male.
Methods from [Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) guided analysis of
semistructured interviews and sample size. Four common themes are presented: rejection
of early concepts of religion; connection with others; construction of a way of life; and
provision of a source of redefinition and reincarnation. The participants’ understandings
of religion do not principally parallel those in commonly studied populations. The study’s
most significant finding is that every participant had a fundamental break from religious
tradition as he learned it. The researcher concludes by offering preliminary

recommendations for clinical interventions and future research.
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Introduction

This current study explored how a group of female-to-male transsexuals (FTMs)
thinks about and/or understands (conceptualizes) religion as a result of a common
experience (phenomenon) of having completed a medically assisted social gender
transition using cross sex hormone treatments of testosterone to create male secondary
sex characteristics such as beards, male-pattern-balding, deepened vocal tone, and
increased muscle mass.

For transgender people, individuals who express a gender (e.g., masculine,
feminine) that varies from their birth sex as assigned, there is great misunderstanding,
little tolerance, and little religious meaning ascribed to their lives. Individuals who are
transgender may face resistance to and rejection of their identities beginning early in life.
Their belief systems may fail to provide them a coherent model of world order or a means
to understand their life experiences. Additionally, similar to a prevalent religious
intolerance of sexual minorities (Davidson, 2000), transgender people may face religious
intolerance. Transgender people may be unable to exist openly within their religions.
Frequently they become aberrations, considered outside the natural order, persecuted and
exiled by their religious communities due to their variance from understandings of
individuals having a predetermined and unchangeable sex and gender (Childs, 2009;
Koon Teh, 2001; Mollenkott, 2001; Najmabadi, 2008). Rejection from a religious
community may increase isolation of the transgender individual adding to stressors, life
challenges, discrimination, or trauma (Davidson, 2000).

The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe the experience and



conceptualization of religion of a small sample of FTM transsexuals using Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). Qualitative research is designed to describe and
interpret human life events and experiences using various types of first-person accounts
(Fischer, 1987, p. 4; Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009; Willig, 2008). IPA is a qualitative
research method developed from phenomenology in the field of health psychology. The
aim in phenomenology is to understand things that can be consciously experienced
(Giorgi, 2009). Phenomenological analysis is concerned with phenomena—experiences
described by the person who experienced them (Spiegelberg, 1982, pp. 690-691). The
IPA method is a hermeneutic and ideographic practice —interpretation-based and
focused on individual accounts of experience—of in-depth description and interpretation
used for drawing out latent meaning and content from accounts of people who have
experienced a common phenomenon (J. A. Smith et al., 2009; Willig, 2008). IPA
generates rich data for description and comparison across participants and is best suited
for use in small and homogenous samples of five to ten people, or four to ten interviews
(J. A. Smith, 2004, p. 42; J. A. Smith et al., 2009, pp. 51-52).

The foundation for this current research project on FTMs is the only known study
in the literature that discusses the beliefs and religious/ spiritual practices of this
population (Kidd & Witten, 2008). Kidd and Witten’s (2008) research highlighted the
fact that standardized measures of religiosity and spirituality were inadequate to assess an
FTM group’s religious understandings or practices. Further, this research uncovered
questions about the role of religion in this population and its potential effect on their

long-term health. Kidd and Witten (2008) used the Fetzer Brief Multidimensional



Measure of Religiousness/Spirituality: 1999 (BMMRS) (Abeles et al., 2003). The
BMMRS was designed for use in research evaluating the “relationship between
religiousness/spirituality and health” (Abeles et al., 2003, p. 5). The BMMRS items were
intended to be broadly understood within the U.S. and were thus focused largely in
Jewish and Christian religious beliefs and practices as reflective of the greater U.S.
population with only limited items reflecting practices outside churches and synagogues
(Abeles et al., 2003; Kosmin & Keysar, 2009).

Reliance on majority religions and concepts of divinity, embodiment—one’s
experience of having a particular body—and views of immutable, or essential, human
qualities based on sex assigned at birth (e.g., natal sex), create significant problems when
interacting with transgender populations (Kidd & Witten, 2008). While researchers have
attempted to modify some measures of religiosity/spirituality to address disparities in
examining practices and beliefs in non-European minority groups, no one has modified or
tested religion scales to address disparities between transgender and non-transgender
populations. To begin to modify instruments for applicability to a FTM transgender
population will require gaining more knowledge about this population with regard to
religion.

Significance of the Study

The researcher expects the results of this study to illuminate aspects of what some
FTMs seek in and hold important about religion and religious communities. The
significance of learning how FTMs conceptualize and experience religion is to effect

more competent interactions with this marginalized people (Baetz & Toews, 2009; Smith



et al., 2009). This information may provide insights into where and how some FTMs seek
support and meaning in their lives and during stressful situations. This study will serve to
inform clinical practice in mental health by providing insights into the values, beliefs, and
experiences of FTMs in an area not previously known to a broad audience of
psychologists and other clinicians. The results may indicate, in part, how FITM
transsexuals make sense of their unique experiences and may further uncover some
coping methods used in those situations where religion may be a source of stress and
rejection. Interactions based on this increased competency with and understanding of
FTMs will contribute to improved long-term health outcomes and overall quality of life
for this population. The results will direct future research questions through discovery of
what conceptualizations and experiences of religion are relevant within this population.
This study will form the basis for further research that will eventually result in
construction of new scales to measure religiosity and spirituality in a broader population
than is currently captured by present scales. Further, exploring the experiences and
beliefs of FTM transsexuals may challenge our assumptions and understandings about
gender itself, expanding our knowledge about human experience of embodiment, and
offering insights into traditional concepts of creation and humanity.
Chapters Overview

To facilitate the readers’ clear understanding of the structure of the dissertation,
the following is an overview of the structure of the chapters:

Introduction: This chapter provides a broad, yet concise introduction to the

research problem. The chapter provides an overview of the topic as a basis and the



importance of the study in discovering the experience and understanding of religion in a
group of FTM individuals.

Chapter 1: Female-to-Male Transsexuals—Overview: The first chapter
provides the reader an orienting overview of the typical life experiences in the United
States of persons who are female-to-male transsexuals, including a broad overview of
potential processes for those who undertake a medically assisted route to affirm their
gender. This chapter highlights the social and cultural stressors and developmental stages
that female-to-male transsexuals may experience including possible barriers to care and
self-actualization, and the significance of a medical gender transition.

Chapter 2: Literature Review: The second chapter is a summary of literature
relevant to the study and provides important discussion supporting research on this topic.
This chapter includes a brief orientation to the various approaches to the study of religion
offered by different disciplines. Additionally, this chapter provides an overview of the
possible functions religion may play in individuals’ daily lives, with highlights of the
effect of religion on cultural understandings of sex (i.e., male and female), sexuality,
gender (i.e., masculinity and femininity), and gender role expectations in modern society.
This chapter describes the primary literature broadly having to do with religion in
transgender populations, including literature from transgender sources that, themselves,
focus on questions of religion.

Chapter 3: Methods: The third chapter opens with an overview of the research
topic and a description of the participants of the study. This chapter provides highlights

of the procedures for selection and recruitment of participants, as well as the interview



protocol, as part of an orientation to the research methods used. A focus of this chapter is
a discussion of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), including a detailed
description of the data analysis process used in this research methodology.

Chapter 4: Results: The fourth chapter presents the primary themes and

interpretation of the participant narrative data. It includes a cross-case comparison and
descriptive report of the findings arising from analysis of the information provided from
interviews with the participants. Throughout the chapter, use of selected excerpts and
examples from the participants’ interviews will support the description of the common
and variant themes that emerged.
Chapter 5: Discussion: The fifth chapter places the results in a wider context of the
literature and offers some insights for variances between FTM individuals and other US
populations with regard to the research problem. The chapter will touch on problems with
terminology consistent with religious research and provide an overview of negative
effects of religion in the participants’ lives. Finally, the discussion in this chapter will talk
about the participants’ similarities and differences from religious and spiritual categories
and understandings of the general culture of the United States.

Chapter 6: Conclusion: Chapter 6 includes a discussion of study strengths,
weaknesses, and assumptions. The chapter concludes with implications for clinical

practice and suggestions for future research.



Chapter 1: Female-to-Male Transsexuals
Overview

There is minimal knowledge about FTM individuals’ life courses in the literature,
so to assist the reader in becoming familiar with an often-unfamiliar group, it is helpful to
provide a composite overview of a typical Western FTM transsexual life course. Female-
to-male (FTM) transsexuals are people who are, (a) identified as female at birth
according to the visual observation of their genitals that appear to be within the expected
norm for female-bodied people, (b) raised and socialized as girls through encouragement
or expectations to be feminine in identity and expression, and (c) expected to become
adult women (Cromwell, 1999). In conflict with their physical structures and social
expectations, however, these individuals identify on a spectrum of masculinity and
maleness, identifying themselves as male, boys, and men (Ettner, 1999; Lev, 2004;
Rubin, 2003).

Life Course

Birth

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the American Psychiatric Association
specifically excludes individuals with an intersex condition, having genetics or genitalia
that do not conform to expectations for either male or female sex, from formal diagnosis
with a gender identity disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2000, p. 581).
However, genetic testing of infants for sex chromosomes does not occur unless there is
medical indication that something may be misaligned in the infant so it is unknown

whether some FTM individuals might also have a genetic intersex condition otherwise



not observable from visual inspection of the body. At birth, individuals who later may
identify as FTM appear to be anatomically female, and therefore are assumed to be
genetically female. That is, their genitalia do not appear outside the expected norms for
female genitals. There is no research on gender identity of infants or variations from
social norms so there is little that is known about whether transsexuals exhibit any
behaviors that would indicate a later gender identity that is not what would be expected
based on the child’s genitals, or sex designation. Many FTM individuals express that they
understood their gender to be masculine at some point in childhood between the ages of
two to six years. Based on informal information, they tend to report knowing this self-
understanding was unwelcome or unexpected based on negative reactions when they
were able to express their masculine identities to family, friends, and others.
Childhood

After becoming aware of their gender identity variance, some FTM individuals
may desire to change their bodies —something that can begin to happen at any age
starting with the onset of puberty. Some report that, as children, they asked God to make
them boys; most report having rebelled against attempts to force them to behave like
typical girls (Diamond, 2004; Green, 2004; Rubin, 2003). FTM individuals report gender
expression based discrimination and violence at the hands of family, friends, schools,
religious communities, and others, often beginning in childhood and continuing
throughout much of adolescence, and at times into adulthood (Grant et al., 2011). Some
experienced being harassed or shamed into attempts to conform to familial and social

expectations of femininity (Lev, 2004; Rubin, 2003). A few families may seek mental



health treatment for their child if the child openly espouses a male identity with the
typical hope that the therapist will help the child accept their natal sex as their “correct”
determinant of gender identity as well (Lev, 2004). A few also report families, friends,
and others tolerated or even encouraged their expressions of masculinity in early
childhood (Devor, 1999).
Adolescence

Some FTM individuals report firmly believing that they would become male at
puberty. Pubertal development as female, coupled with the insistence by family, friends,
and others that they are not boys, but are girls, often leads to emotional distress
(American Psychiatric Association, 2000). Despite this expectation or wish to develop
male, FTM individuals’ bodies usually develop according to their natal female sex, thus
causing considerable distress (Devor, 1999). The natural, yet unexpected, pubertal
development of breasts and menstrual cycles leaves many FTM individuals feeling
betrayed by their bodies (Devor, 1999; Lev, 2004; Rubin, 2003). Some FTM individuals
who have polycystic ovarian syndrome (PCOS), a common hormone disorder in young
women, may experience atypical pubertal development with sporadic menstrual cycles
and male pattern hair growth on face and body areas (Devor, 1999). These youth may
become increasingly confused during this time about who they may or may not be
becoming.

During pubertal development, families may become more insistent that the young
person conform to feminine social expectations, or may be more diligent in seeking out

psychiatric supports for any persistent atypical identity development of the child (Israel &
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Tarver, 1I, 1997; Lev, 2004). The adolescent may in turn become more distressed and
engage in self-harming behaviors (i.e., cutting, self mutilating) as their body development
as female increasingly moves away from their identity as male (Burgess, 1999; Lev,
2004). Some withdraw from social interactions or become depressed and suicidal in
response to the physical changes of puberty (Clements-Nolle, Marx, & Katz, 2006;
Devor, 1999; Israel & Tarver, 1I, 1997; Lev, 2004). Some adolescents may begin
experimenting with hormone use to make their bodies masculine through use of
testosterone purchased on the internet or prescribed to other people (Lev, 2004). Some
seem to accept the fate of their changing bodies quietly or perhaps are not fully aware of
the reasons for their unease with themselves. During adolescence, FTM individuals may
come to formulate a more clear identity as transsexual or transgender as they seek to
understand their feelings of difference and seek out information to help describe what
they are experiencing and alleviate their distress (Lev, 2004; Rubin, 2003). Some may
find peers who have already begun or completed medically transitioning from female-to-
male and may use these relationships in discerning and discovering pathways to self-
knowledge and eventual self-expression of their own masculinity.
Adulthood

Families and situations outside their control may prevent an FIM from
transitioning socially and/or medically until of legal age (Israel & Tarver, II, 1997; Lev,
2004). However, once FTM individuals reach adulthood and are outside the direct control
of families or other caretakers, many will pursue changing their bodies to align with the

male identity they experience (Ettner, 1999; Green, 2004; Rubin, 2003). Regardless of
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access to transition, many FTM individuals are unable to transition due to the expenses,
the politics, family demands, or, for a few, medical reasons that limit the options (Rubin,
2003).

Both for those who do pursue medical transitioning of their bodies from female-
to-male and for those who do not, there are challenges and risks. For those who do not
transition, they may continue to face internal struggles between a masculine identity and
a female physical form and feminine social role expectations. They may experience
conflicts with partners and the society as they are read or not read—other people
accurately understand the gender expressed as intended—as masculine women or men,
and inasmuch as they are able to express or suppress their masculinity. For those who
seek medical transition, there are other risks involved. Society is not welcoming of
gender expressions that do not conform to assumed physical sex based on visual cues and
appearance of another person. Transsexual adults, as a result of this bias, experience high
levels of discrimination and violence in nearly every area of daily living, relationships,
housing, employment, health care, and public accommodations (Bettcher, 2007; Grant et
al., 2011). The persistent maltreatment of transsexuals across multiple areas of life
contributes to a low quality of life and mental health problems in particular; however, for
those who do pursue a hormonal medical transition at the least, there is a measurable
increase in quality of life (Newfield, Hart, Dibble, & Kohler, 2006). A desire for a better
quality of life may be the impetus for many FTM individuals to pursue medical and
social transition. For the FTM individuals who choose to pursue living as male, it is not

possible here to delineate the myriad reasons they may begin a medical gender transition,
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though it is helpful to provide a brief description of the possible trajectory of the process.
Gender Affirmation or Transition Process

The process of altering one’s physical body from female to male, called transition,
or gender affirmation, may involve hormonal treatments and/or one or more surgical
alterations of the body from a female appearance to a male appearance (Bockting &
Goldberg, 2006; Gorton, Buth, & Spade, 2005). Hormonal treatment of the body with
testosterone entails the most common form of medical transition utilized by FTM
individuals in the United States (Gorton et al., 2005; Grant et al., 2011). Nonetheless, it
may take up to five years of hormone therapy to realize the full masculinizing effect of
this particular treatment (Gorton et al., 2005). Closely following hormonal treatment, yet
more dependent upon financial ability to purchase the treatment, is chest reconstructive
surgery to remove noticeable female breasts and reshape the chest to a male appearance.
This surgery most often entails a bilateral mastectomy with nipple complex
reconfiguration (typically reduced in size to that of a nickel) and relocation of the nipple
to create a more typically male appearing chest. This is the most desired surgery among
FTM transsexuals because it enables them to live as male socially, including creating the
ability to swim wearing male suits and appear bare-chested in public as well as in private
locker rooms and similar areas where people are partially clothed. Surgical reconstruction
of FTM individuals’ genitals are relatively uncommon in the United States with finances
being the most commonly cited barrier to this procedure (Toby Meltzer, Marci Bowers,
Christine McGinn, Katherine Rachlin, Arlene Lev, Anonymous FTMs, personal

communications, 2005-2012). There are, however, multiple procedures available for
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genital reconstruction to change female appearing genitalia to male appearing genitalia.
This overview of a typical FTM transsexual trajectory will not include a description of all
the possible genital surgeries.

Regardless of the process or extent of transition, the significant physical changes
of medical gender affirmation are available to FTM individuals only after a period of
seeking professional mental health evaluation and/or treatment to help align one’s
psychological identity of masculine/male with one’s outward female body (Ettner, 1999;
Israel & Tarver, II, 1997; Lev, 2004). The actual process for evaluation and approval to
attain each step in the transition process (e.g., hormones, surgeries) may involve months
to years of psychotherapy before gaining approval for medical treatment, regardless of
whether the treatment can be afforded (World Professional Association for Transgender
Health, 2011).

Financial Factors

Compounding the difficulty in the United States for accessing or completing
medical transition, virtually none of this treatment will be covered by health insurance
benefits, resulting in major financial strains for most transsexual people, whether FTM or
MTF (Currah, Juang, & Minter, 2006; Israel & Tarver, 1I, 1997; World Professional
Association for Transgender Health, 2011). Due to treatment costs, many transsexuals are
unable to pursue living life fully in the gender with which they identify. Some trans
people finance gender transition using savings, credit, student or other loans, gifts,
property sales, and/or other forms of fund raising. A limited few have insurance that will

cover surgical aspects of transition treatments (Currah et al., 2006). Many have insurance
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that will cover basic hormone treatments depending upon medical coding of the treatment
purpose (Biennial WPATH Symposium, Atlanta, GA, September 23-28, 2011).
Gender-Based Discrimination

Added to financial strains, the actual transitioning process may be a particularly
difficult period for FTM individuals. If either they are unable to transition successfully or
ever at all, many FTM individuals may experience discrimination, rejection, and violence
directed toward them due to their variance from accepted gender norms of behavior and
expression (Cromwell, 1999; Currah et al., 2006; Green, 2004; Rubin, 2003; Stotzer,
2009). These experiences of discrimination and violence can range from mild to severe,
and may occur repeatedly (Grant et al., 2011; Israel & Tarver, 1I, 1997; Lev, 2004;
Xavier, Honnold, & Bradford, 2007). FTM individuals may experience mental health
issues and disorders due to these repeated negative experiences, and may engage in self-
harm because of feeling “stuck” in the wrong body (Ettner, 1999; Israel & Tarver, II,
1997; Lev, 2004).

Summary

For those FTM individuals who, if desired, are able to transition medically and
live fully as males, much of the internal turmoil and social stigma experienced, from
being gender variant, stops (Green, 2004; Rubin, 2003). Post-transition, FTM individuals
typically no longer appear different in public from other men (Gorton et al., 2005) and,
consequently, others rarely experience them as gender variant or threatening to social
norms. As a result, these individuals may experience a significant decrease or cessation

of discrimination against them based on perceived gender variance. Additionally, to



15

appear physically aligned with one’s internal sense of self reduces internal discomfort
(Green, 2004; Lev, 2004). To change one’s physical form and chemical makeup—how
one is embodied—through hormone treatments and/or surgery, therefore, creates a
radically different experience of everyday life and social relationships for the FTM
individual and those around him. Consequently, finally to become a man socially and
physically is, to say the least, a significant event in the lives of FTM transsexuals

(Diamond, 2004; Kailey, 2005; Rubin, 2003).
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Chapter 2: Literature Review and Background

For the current study, it is important to discover how religions have usually been
explored, what roles they have in a typical population, and how their influence of the
social pressures on marginalized groups may have affected the study population. This
chapter first provides a summary of two approaches to the study of religion from within
the field of religious studies that are relevant to the present research (anthropology and
psychology). In addition to reviewing these approaches to the study of religion, this
chapter provides an overview of the functions religion may play in the lives of
individuals, including both helpful and harmful outcomes. Finally, this chapter reviews
the sparse empirical literature dealing with transsexuals and religion to provide
information on how this population may be involved in religion already, to provide
grounds for studying this population in relation to religion, and to illustrate a gap in the
literature this study begins to address.

Before proceeding, it is important to name three assumptions that guide the design
of the current study and the structure of this literature review. The first assumption is that
religion is important to people’s lives. This study is an attempt to begin to understand
what religion is in the lives of a particular group of people. This assumption then is that
understanding a population or group requires understanding their concepts of religion. A
second assumption is that religion is not only important, but it plays a central role in the
life courses of many individuals (Lease, Horne, & Noffsinger-Frazier, 2005; Peacock &
Poloma, 1999). The third assumption is that religion is plural. It consists of multiple

elements not defined simply or reduced to a singular understanding for all people or all
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cultures (Capps, 1995; Wildman & Neville, 2001). This means that (a) this study requires
an interdisciplinary approach, (b) this chapter will review interdisciplinary approaches
that are most close and relevant to this study, and (c) this chapter must include an
overview of the functions religion may play in the life courses of individuals.
Religious Studies

Any understanding of religion comes from study and interpretation of the
phenomena that are part of it. Research into religion has thus rendered aspects of it
intelligible to those within and outside it. At a foundational level, the purpose of religious
studies is to make understandable the contexts, frames of reference, origins, functions,
purposes, and representations of religion (Capps, 1995). Since the Enlightenment, inquiry
into the nature and function of religion has been the primary focus of the field of religious
studies (Bowie, 2006; Capps, 1995). The broad field of religious studies thus elicits,
invites, and incorporates the work of other disciplines such as sociology, anthropology,
philosophy, theology, and psychology. The need for multiple approaches suggests the
inadequacy of any one approach to adequately understand religion (Wulff, 1997).
According to Walter Capps, in his detailed history of the field, “Religious studies has no
single subject, nor does it sanction any one method of approach. Rather, the subject is
multiple, and the methods of approach are numerous” (1995, p. 331). In other words, the
field is not, and cannot be, monolithic in methods of investigation, interpretation, and
understanding of religions because the variety of religions defies a singular approach or
understanding (Barnes, 2011; Capps, 1995; Wulff, 1997).

One standard model of inquiry within religious studies and the social sciences is a
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phenomenological method. In the spirit of Edmund Husserl’s practice of setting aside
one’s own beliefs, this method seeks to describe other people’s beliefs, sacred texts,
and/or religious actions with little to no judgment or valuation imposed (Bowie, 2006).
Scholars in religious studies may explore individual’s definitions of religion expressed as
beliefs/thoughts, practices, customs, rituals, and cultural systems, shaped by symbols,
connecting people to that which they believe to be mystical, sacred, or ultimate (Capps,
1995, p. 180; Geertz, 1993, p. 89; Koenig, 1998, p. 284; Neville, 2000, p. 61).

Since there is no universal religion or theory of religion, and any understanding of
a religion by default leaves out other aspects or religious systems in its theory, there will
not be a time when scholars within religious studies cease to search for new ways to
understand religions (Deal & Beal, 2004). Research within religious studies has therefore
taken on many methods leading to numerous interpretations to make sensible the
functions and roles of religion in different groups. Capps calls the various approaches
used to study religion, “models of inquiry” (1995, p. 332). Each model of inquiry
“discloses facts or truths that lie beyond the reach or capacity of the others” (Capps,
1995, p. 334), and, therefore, seeks to direct the focus of inquiry to a specific area of
interest and illuminate only that aspect of religion under examination. The methods used
in the field are widely varied; applying whatever approach is most applicable to the
subject under inquiry and in the process incorporating many disciplines in the study of
religion. The current research is located within the field of psychology, one of the
disciplines that contribute to the larger field of religious studies, while also being

informed by concepts from anthropology. It is most helpful for this study then to provide
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an overview of the approaches to the study of religion used in anthropology and

psychology as a means to describe the approach to religion the current study takes.
Models of Inquiry

Anthropology of Religion

Anthropology has at its center a goal of helping to understand human cultures
(Bowie, 2006). As a field, anthropology uses methods that include observation,
interviews and surveys, with researchers alternately spending time living in or being with
(participant observation) the group being studied, observing the group from the outside
for a particular moment in time, or observing a group as it changes over time (Hicks,
2010). However, there is no singular anthropological approach used by all researchers in
the field.

Within anthropology, the study of religion occurs most often within the branch
known as cultural anthropology. This branch of anthropology deals specifically with
human culture and the ways people classify, categorize, and encode experiences
symbolically, or through abstractions, and then pass on those abstractions to others, thus
perpetuating the culture down through successive generations (Geertz, 1973a; Haviland,
Prins, Walrath, & McBride, 2007). The larger culture frames and impacts the lived
realities of the smaller groups within them. And, while groups may develop distinctly
within cultures, they are not in isolation. Cultural anthropology includes the study of
groups and how those groups relate to larger cultures. This is interesting in the present
study, not only because it is through culture that people understand and integrate the

problems of existence (Haviland et al., 2007), but because the way one interprets one’s
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existence is typically informed by the culture’s dominant religion(s) (Segal, 2003).

One of the primary means by which people have come to understand and manage
problems of existence historically has been through religion, making this particular aspect
of human culture a focus of study in the effort to understand many cultures, their
symbols, and their classifications of people, things, and events within everyday life.
Anthropologist Clifford Geertz presents the tendency of religion to provide the means to
synthesize and perpetuate a culture’s orderly world view as a model of and for cultural
formation that serves, in part, the purpose of assuring and ensuring humanity’s sense of
survival (Geertz, 1973a, chap. 4). Anthropology of religion understandably then involves
the study of religious institutions, traditions, and customs in relation to the formation and
function of culture. An anthropological approach to the study of religion may help
uncover commonalities of cultures to create and pass down systems and/or symbols
through religious beliefs and practices to explain, give meaning to, and understand their
worlds (Bowie, 2006, p. 35). The observation of variance within and between cultures
underlines the work in anthropology of religion that asks the question of whether religion
is a human invention, a projection, or a reflection and response to something more in or
beyond life as we know it (Bowie, 2006, p. 1). Indeed, religious thoughts, rituals, or
beliefs are interesting in what they may reveal about a group and its social structure and
understanding of life events. Yet, a purpose of anthropology of religion is not to prove or
disprove the truth or falsity of any religion, religious system, or beliefs (Bowie, 2006, pp.
4-5; Geertz, 1973a, p. 123).

Because its purpose is not to prove the truth or falsity of religion within cultures
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or groups (Haviland et al., 2007), holding a particular understanding or concept of
religion may be of less importance in the anthropological study of religion than
understanding, explaining, or interpreting, how a culture or group creates or uses religion
to make sense of—bring order to and classify—Iife and its variations and thereby avoid
chaos (Geertz, 1973a; Hicks, 2010). The tendency of religions toward meaning-making,
therefore provides societies with a means “to cope with three kinds of experiences that
threaten the sense made: inexplicable, unendurable, and unjustifiable events” (Segal,
2003, p. 19). Religion, then, is viewed as a cultural system that makes sense of life, in
part, through determining whether and why events are deserved or undeserved—
explainable—and whether or how to respond to anomalies (Hicks, 2010). A person thus
learns through his or her culture what to believe, what behaviors are expected or
prohibited (Glazier & Flowerday, 2003), and what is included or excluded from
expectations in daily existence (Douglas, 1966a/2002). Indeed, Geertz (1973b) concludes
that it is hardwired into people to make sense from experience and to impose or create
order from lived experiences.

Mary Douglas’ work is of particular relevance to the current study in thinking
about the ordering of experiences and physical objects into categories of good and bad,
desirable and shunned. Her exploration of the phenomenon within religious systems to
classify or codify particular behaviors, things, and people as pure or defiled/defiling—
holy, unholy, taboo, contaminating, cleansing—informs a concept in the current study
about the social motivation for negative reactions to transsexuals. Douglas’ work

illuminates how religious authority justifies and informs the discomfort people feel when
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encountering something anomalous.

Objects or people outside the established patterns—those which do not conform
to the classifications or relationships assigned them—Ileave the ordered system with a
problem that must be addressed. Douglas found that the anxiety caused by encountering
this “matter out of place” demands response (1966b, p. 44). Avoiding, controlling, or
eliminating anomalous things strengthens the patterns or schemas into which they do not
fit. Alternately, an anomalous thing can be labeled dangerous and therefore made off
limits and used to help enforce the norms or conformity. Anomalous things can also be
held up as symbols to point to unknown or unknowable levels of existence outside our
common awareness (Douglas, 1966b, p. 49). They may be ritualized as mysterious or
sacred, incorporated through redrawing the boundaries and understanding of a
classification. With the latter response, more recent work by Fiona Bowie expands
Douglas’ description of incorporation of anomalies having to do specifically with
anomalous people, adding that “deviants” may be classified as outlaws or rebels based
entirely on whether the classifications they fall outside of are considered legitimate or not
within the religious system or world view (2006, pp. 45-47).
Psychology of Religion

Anthropological and psychological approaches to the study of religion intersect
where the cultural meaning making provided by religions enable and inform individual
responses, coping skills, and survival standards (Haviland et al., 2007). At its core, a
psychological study of religion has an interest in whether and how religion, and religious

practices and beliefs, help people cope with and survive life experiences (Barnes, 2011).
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Its concerns are with the psychological principles operating in religious communities and
in the thoughts, beliefs, behaviors, and experiences of religious individuals. The
psychological study of religion explores the details, origins, and uses of religious beliefs
and behaviors from biological, behavioral, developmental, and relational perspectives.
The primary approaches to the study of religion in this field involve examining
individual’s experiences and the impact of religion and religious practices on mental and
physical health.

Psychology of religion as a discipline, uses various methods of qualitative and
quantitative inquiry that include observable and measurable behaviors or biological
processes, anything subject to systematic examination, anything grounded in experience,
and the subjective self-reported experiences of individuals. However, difficulties arise
because religious behaviors and experiences often resist operationalizing into discrete and
reliably measurable variables. This difficulty necessitates the use of qualitative methods
of inquiry (Wulff, 1997). A prime example of an approach that today would be
considered a qualitative study in the field of psychology of religion is the seminal work
of William James. In his work, this psychologist and philosopher took a proto-
phenomenological approach to the study of individuals’ self-described experiences,
actions, and feelings in relation to whatever was considered by the individuals to be
divine (1902/1985, p. 31). James’ groundbreaking, descriptive work, The Varieties of
Religious Experience, (1902/1985) shaped the field of religious studies as well as being
formative of scholarly research in the disciplines of both philosophy and psychology. The

field of psychology of religion linked itself to James due to his work and his attempt to
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theorize about the varieties of religious experience. James’ work has been called,
“indisputably the one great classic of the psychology of religion” (Wulff, 1997, p. 27).

As psychology as a discipline made more broad and overarching statements, it
moved toward more standardized methods (quantitative) that psychology of religion uses
today in an attempt to quantify religion and religious practices. An example of this shift is
Harold Koenig, Michael McCullough, and David Larson’s work (2001) utilizing
empirical research to measure religious and non-religious behaviors, beliefs, and
practices to explain or discover the role or purpose of religion for those involved in it. In
their extensive handbook of religion and health, these researchers moved completely
away from James’ (1902/1985) individualistic narrative (qualitative) approach, and
examined social, or communal components of responsibility and relationships to others
(Koenig et al., 2001, p. 18). Koenig later examined religion as a system of coping
behaviors and a means of making sense of life (Koenig, 2009, p. 283). Fiori, Hays, and
Meador (2004) studied religion as a means of perceived personal control and mediator of
physical and psychological health during significant life events. Furthering psychological
examination of the health effects and roles of religion in coping and personal control,
gerontologists approach the study of religion by examining how religious beliefs and
activities mediate changes in longevity and quality of life in the lives of elderly
individuals (Powell, Shahabi, & Thoresen, 2003).

The Trouble with Terminology
Researchers in the study of religion were using no less than a reported forty-eight

different definitions of religion by the early 1920’s (Thouless, 1923). This variety of
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definitions and understanding of terminology have continued to expand in the ensuing 90
years since that time. Even yet, there is no consensus on the meaning or the origin of the
word religion (Hicks, 2010). Researchers within the United States currently tend to
polarize the terms religion and spirituality, equating religion with an organized institution
and codified ideologies and rules, and equating spirituality with an internal experience of
awe, wonder, or faith (Koenig et al., 2001; Lease et al., 2005). These polarities tend to
categorize institutional religion as something bad or harmful and internal spiritual
experiences as good and helpful. Nonetheless, research demonstrates that religion and
spirituality overlap as opposed to being polarities (P. C. Hill & Pargament, 2008).
Further, within psychological research approaches, the two constructs are commonly
combined, particularly when examining health outcomes and well-being (Powell et al.,
2003).

It is difficult to explore and describe religion within an unstudied group such as
the present study population if the inquiry imposes predefined concepts. Nonetheless,
some researchers examine aspects of religion using concepts from outside a population as
a preliminary basis of comparison while attempting to learn and make sense of the details
from within the group under study.

This method may be problematic since using concepts from outside a group
means researchers may compare or characterize the religions of others in accord with or
in opposition to their own definitions that may or may not be relevant or intelligible to the
group under study (Neville & Wildman, 2001). In fact, Ninian Smart (1996), in his

theoretical and descriptive study of the dimensions of religions, or “worldviews,”
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cautions against comparative religious inquiry that presumes one tradition is the standard
against which others are measured or compared. Indeed, it requires intention to avoid
applying outside conceptions, definitions, assumptions, omissions, or understandings and
categories onto a group when inquiring about religion within that group. In his volume on
the history of the field of religious studies, Capps supports this approach as sound, noting
that, “it seems imprudent to posit a definition before the inquiry has been undertaken, for
the fundamental purpose of the inquiry is to make the subject intelligible” (1995, p. xiv).
Based on the caution against applying definitions of religion from outside a group
and on the intent of the current study to learn how the participants conceptualize religion
for themselves, the present study, to the extent possible, does not approach its participants
with a predefined conceptualization, definition, or system of religion as a measure or
comparison. By simply using the term religion at all, the study nonetheless assumes some
comprehension by the participants to the general nature of the inquiry. However, counter
to the trend in current fields to narrowly define and polarize religion and spirituality
focusing on one aspect or the other (Zinnbauer et al., 1997), while taking into
consideration of the variety of possible approaches to the study of religion, the model of
inquiry used in the present study uses the term “‘religion” in an all-embracing way. This
approach fits within the field of social scientific study of religion, in which “the use of
the term religion ... includes spirituality and encompasses both individual and
institutional expressions” (Zinnbauer et al., 1997, p. 563). As Zinnbauer et al. (1997)
conclude, using the term in this broad way provides continuity with previous research,

avoids the dangers of polarizing religion and spirituality into “bad” (organizations) and
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“good” (individualized) categories, and it keeps linked together personal and institutional,
helpful and harmful aspects of religion.
Functions of Religion

According to Haviland et al., the major functions of religion "are to reduce
anxiety and boost confidence, thereby helping people cope with reality. It is this that
gives religion survival value" (2007, p. 300). For some people in marginalized groups
however, religion may be more harmful than supportive. It may strip life of meaning and
support instead of providing survival value for life experiences. Thus it is essential to
now turn the focus of this chapter to an overview of a few functions that religion may
play in creating support systems and systems of meaning and value in peoples’ lives in
the United States in order to grasp the significance for individuals for whom religion may
instead be harmful. In the United States, where this study takes place, more than half of
adults participate in religious services weekly (Koenig & Cohen, 2006; Lease et al.,
2005). Given this prevalence of participation in religion, there is no question that religion
and religious values influence meaning within U.S. culture and it is therefore also
expected to have an influence on or in the lives of transsexuals.

Recognizing the potential importance of cultural influences from religion in the
lives of transsexuals, this section focuses on normative conceptualizations of sex and

gender arising primarily out of the complex religious traditions and branches of
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Christianity, and to a limited degree, Judaism." The religious traditions of Christianity in
particular exercise primary influences on the social structures and culture of the United
States, helping to create systems and categories of acceptable and unacceptable
behaviors, people, and practices. The specific influences of religion on cultural concepts
of sex and gender are important to this research because, based on these understandings,
religious systems and communities frequently fail to provide support and/or positive
meaning in the lives of transsexuals whose life experiences are often at odds with
religiously influenced presumptions about sex and gender. Further, these religiously
influenced categorizations of “good” and “bad” people and behaviors carry over beyond
religious groups into the society at large and have implications for how marginalized
groups are received by the culture regardless of participation in or identification with any
religion.

This review of the functions and impact of religion begins by illustrating the
potential importance and role that religion and religious communities have on health and
resilience for individuals. The chapter then addresses religious codification of sex, sexual
orientation, gender, and gender roles and how, inconsistent with a resilience effect of
religion in many people’s lives, these categorizations may instead conflict with the lived
experiences of transsexuals, resulting in problematic outcomes such as their becoming
outcasts from support systems and systems of meaning making. The review concludes

with an overview of the limited empirical literature involving transsexual/ transgender

' Although Islam is extremely influential outside the U.S., no Muslim transsexual participants were
encountered in this study, and even what literature is present on Muslim transsexuals is Malaysian, not
from the States, so Islamic influence was not considered in this study.
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populations and religion.
Systems of Meaning

Uncovering the roles of religion and religious meanings in any group may allow
us to gain a deeper understanding of that group and their interactions with and
interpretations of events in daily life (Abeles et al., 2003; Koenig, 2009; Koenig et al.,
2001; Neville, 2000; Pargament, 2002; Tillich, 1964). Krause defines “religious
meaning” as “the process of turning to religion in an effort to find a sense of purpose in
life, a sense of direction in life, and a sense that there is a reason for one's existence"
(2003, p. S160). On the other hand, separation from religious meaning and community
may result in a person feeling conflicted, being isolated, cut off from a sense of meaning
and support, and losing self worth as a valued community member.

The impact of religion in various groups is highlighted by research with ethnic
groups (Krause, 2003), with the elderly (Kennedy, Kelman, Thomas, & Chen, 1996),
with the disabled (Idler & Kasl, 1997), with lesbians, gay men, bisexuals (Lease et al.,
2005), and with males and females (Simpson, Cloud, Newman, & Fuqua, 2008). For
example, in Black communities and among the elderly, having a greater sense of
religious meaning is strongly associated with a greater overall sense of well-being in life
(Kennedy et al., 1996; Krause, 2003). In research on the role of religion in the health,
well-being, and subjective optimism in the disabled, researchers discovered that religious
participation, in particular, significantly enhanced the quality of life for moderately to
severely disabled individuals (Idler & Kasl, 1997). Further, religious participation

enhanced not only friendships, but also connections to family members. The main source



30

of these positive effects seemed to originate with the multifaceted dynamics of attending
religious services regularly; aesthetics experienced in a group setting, socialization,
community care and support, confession and forgiveness, and assurance of value and
worth as a person (Idler & Kasl, 1997, p. 304).

Research more closely related to the present study involved examining the effects
of religion on psychological health in lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) individuals and
the effects of sex and gender differences in religiousness and spirituality. In their research
on LGB people, Lease et al. (2005) respond to earlier findings indicating that the effects
of regular participation in religious services—defense against disease in healthy people,
coping mechanisms that help limit the effects of disease, and improved psychological
health in heterosexual populations—are less clear in LGB populations. The researchers
found instead that religion may have a harmful effect for LGB individuals. This appeared
to be related to whether LGB people heard and internalized negative messages about
homosexuals espoused and taught by their religious communities. These messages
included considering homosexuality as abhorrent, sinful, and immoral. Internalization of
these messages seemed to increase negative self-images and lead to increased depression
and a decreased sense of hope. Significantly, Lease et al. (2005) also found that
developing spirituality separate from religious groups that are rejecting and/or joining
religious groups that are LGB-affirming may counter the harmful psychological effects of
negative religious experiences.

Whereas Lease et al. (2005) looked at the psychological effects of religious

participation on LGB individuals; Simpson et al. (2008) examined the possible
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differences of sex and gender in religiousness and spirituality. The Simpson et al. (2008)
study used multiple standardized scales and measures to assess religious participation and
behaviors, but not to assess definitions. They found no differences in participation, daily
religious activities (prayers, meditation, studying sacred texts), or a sense of positive
relationship to God regardless of sex or gender, including androgynous gender identity.
The Simpson et al. (2008) findings contradict previous literature that indicates women are
more involved in religion. This difference in findings may be due in part to a strong
implied definition in other research of religion as providing a more traditionally feminine
socialization and desire for connectedness. Their conclusion is to encourage people to
utilize their strengths, regardless of gender orientation or sex, in religious communities to
decrease the marginalization of men as somehow less spiritual.
Codification of Sex and Gender

Defining and codifying things are not neutral acts. Codifying is the act of
reducing things to rules or laws and of arranging, ordering, classifying, or categorizing
things systematically. To codify is to bring things into regularized groupings often based
on similar characteristics. The act of defining is to describe the qualities of a thing; to
give its precise meaning or describe its nature. Together these actions set up in cultures
the systems of order, purpose, rules, classifications of right and wrong, good and bad by
attempting to make sense of and assign purpose and meaning to everything and everyone.
Knowing and following the systems of order and rules is the means by which people
maintain connection to their communities and avoid problems. When people or things fall

outside the classifications of order or break the rules for the category they are supposedly
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a part of, the society responds in distress, fear, or anger and attempts to either correct the
person or thing or remove it from their presence. For the present study, it is important to
understand how sex and gender have been defined and codified within the culture to
increase the understanding of the reactions to and by transsexual people who challenge
these systems and defy their assumed natures.
The Sexes—Male and Female

At the root of religious views on sex and gender is often a rigidly bipolar
understanding of the sexes (e.g., male or female) and their relationships to and with each
other. Such beliefs about human nature shape the social understandings that influence
interactions between people at every level of existence including sex-binary language,
political, legal, and economic rights and laws, and socio-cultural privileges (Fausto-
Sterling, 2000). This cultural belief in bipolar sex and gender largely arises from religious
interpretations and teachings based upon creation stories within the primary texts of
Judaism and Christianity. As illustrated in Hebrew and Christian texts, a divine being, or
God, creates only male and female humans,: “So God created man in his own image, in
the image of God he created him; male and female he created them” (Genesis 1: 27 NIV,
emphasis mine). There is no variance, no third gender, no in-between, no option other
than male or female. Moreover, this bipolar separation of sex is depicted as the reflection
of divinity itself.

A related belief is that no one may change sex within his or her lifetime. Thus,
religious ideology maintains that there are only two sexes, and these polarities,

established by divine design/natural order, are immutable, stable, and as enduring as the
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divinity credited with their establishment. Illustrating the veracity of religious beliefs
undergirding this view culturally of only two sexes, the New York Times ran an
advertisement paid for by the Catholic League for Religious and Civil Rights. The
advertisement opposed Fausto-Sterling’s comments on there being more than two sexes,
considering it untenable "to listen to discussions of 'five genders' when every sane person
knows there are but two sexes, both of which are rooted in nature" (Fausto-Sterling,
2000, p. 4). This understanding of only two sexes or genders leaves little room for those
people whose gender identity does not match their assigned sex (Conroy, 2010;
Mollenkott, 2001).
Sexual Orientation

Two prejudices commonly expressed by people in Europe and the United States
have to do with sexuality and gender (Fausto-Sterling, 2000). Research indicates sexual
minorities have less connection to religion than their parents and other heterosexual
individuals (Ellis & Wagemann, 1993; Lease et al., 2005). Additionally, the literature
indicates that participation in religion may actually be damaging to the mental health of
sexual minorities (Davidson, 2000; Mahaftfy, 1996; Rodriguez, 2000). The psychological
damage results from hearing anti-homosexual messages and disconfirming interpretations
of sacred texts, as well as experiencing a lack of support for sexual minority relationships
(Ritter & Terndrup, 2002; Tanis, 2003). Not surprisingly, lesbian, gay, and bisexual
(LGB) individuals commonly reject religion or religious communities. Religious
communities also commonly reject LGB people when they claim an identity among a

non-heterosexual sexual minority (Clarke, Brown, & Hochstein, 1989; Lease et al.,
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2005).

For instance, people whose sexual orientation is homosexual or not exclusively
heterosexual (e.g., gay, lesbian, bisexual), have typically experienced religion as rejecting
and even hostile to current members and non-members alike if they express or act on
feelings of same-sex erotic attractions (Clarke et al., 1989; Helminiak, 2008; Hodge,
2005). Religion may also provide justification for legal discrimination, social ostracism,
and personal rejection. So, for some, religion ceases to be supportive and meaningful.
Instead of alleviating suffering, religion may actually cause further persecution (Clarke et
al., 1989; Exline, 2002). In contrast, some sexual minorities may shift to new religious
communities that have evolved to include different understandings and values enabling
renewed support and religious meaning (Lease et al., 2005; Rodriguez, 2000).

Gender Role Expectations

As discussed earlier, a bipolar view of sex has formed the basis for social gender
role expectations within religious systems (Appleton, 2011). So ingrained is the belief in
and need to relate to others through this lens of bipolar sex and gender” (e.g., male and
masculine or female and feminine) that we commonly initiate people into this binary
world of only male or only female before birth. One way we do this is through our desire
to know the sex of a child prior to birth to determine what gendered items to buy and to

prepare a gendered way of relating to the unborn child.’

* See Appendix A: Glossary of Terms, for further explanation of sex and gender or other terms.

? Subsequent to formulating this argument, I encountered the work of Anne Fausto-Sterling (2000), whose
writing agreed with this point of cultural pressure to know the sex of a child prior to birth in order to
structure the gendered way others will relate to the child after birth.
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One gender role expectation is that males will play certain roles in the home and
religious groups—roles that are superior to, exclusive of, and controlling of females,
based on nothing other than their sex, which is based on nothing more than a visual
observation of their genitals made at birth (Daly, 1968/1985; Padgett, 2008; Sailer, 2011).
Many cultures go further and mandate through laws what roles and relationships males or
females may and may not have with each other, such as anti-sodomy laws prohibiting
some sexual behaviors or laws prohibiting marriages between people of the same sex
(Fausto-Sterling, 2000).

Masculinity and Femininity

While there seem to be significant differences in the relationship between religion
and health in heterosexual and sexual minority populations, it is unclear whether this
difference is dependent on sex (male and female) or gender (masculine and feminine).
There is previous research examining masculine and feminine gender orientations and
relationships to religion in a non-transsexual population. This research on gender and sex
differences in religiosity—or regular participation in religious activities—pointed to
higher levels of participation in women or people with feminine gender orientation,
regardless of sex (Francis & Wilcox, 1996; Ozorak, 1996; Thompson Jr., 1991). Some
studies show more religious participation in women than in men, with an implied aspect
of religion as providing a sense of connectedness that is considered a feminine
socialization characteristic, encouraging emotion, nurturing, and interconnection
(Mahalik & Lagan, 2001; Ozorak, 1996; Reich, 1997; Thompson Jr., 1991). This

literature presents the view that men and masculinity are more individualistic and prone
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to rely on themselves more than a community or divine being (Simpson et al., 2008, p.
42).

While it might be possible to assume the religious variance in FTM individuals
found by Kidd and Witten (2008) could be due to the presence of masculine gender
orientation, research that is more recent would refute this as the cause. In this research,
males and females were found to have no significant differences in religious participation
or daily personal practices (i.e., prayers, meditation), as well as reporting equally positive
relationships with God (Simpson et al., 2008, pp. 50-51). Furthermore, refuting previous
literature, there were no differences found in religious participation or practices based on
“masculinity, femininity, or androgyny regardless of the person’s sex” (Simpson et al.,
2008, p. 49).

Support Systems

Studies in the field of psychology of religion argue that religions and religious
communities may provide support systems for people in times of adversity or celebration,
with implications for both physical and psychological health and well-being (Harrison,
Koenig, Hays, Eme-Akwari, & Pargament, 2001; Koenig & Cohen, 2006; Park, 2005).
Involvement in religious communities may serve a protective function, helping members
be resilient in the face of suffering and protecting against depression and suicide
(Clements-Nolle, Marx, & Katz, 2006; Frankl, 1963; Harrison et al., 2001; Idler & Kasl,
1997).

Engaging in religious practices and beliefs may provide a way by which

individuals attribute meaning to life events, build social connections, mark the passage of
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time, announce important milestones in development (e.g., birth, maturation, marriage,
death), and help ground one’s understanding of the world, other people, and one’s own
function within the world (Fiori et al., 2004; Idler & Kasl, 1997; Park, 2005). Religion
may also offer a means to describe, explain and experience how one is to relate to
supreme or divine beings, or whether there even are such beings (Idler & Kasl, 1997).

In assisting people to derive meaning and purpose from their lives, religion may
play a significant role in alleviating the subjective experience of suffering in the face of
stressful situations (Lease et al., 2005). Religion may help people deal with difficult
situations in life that no one can change (i.e., death, illness, suffering, loss). It may do this
through providing views that explain the presence of death and suffering in the larger
context of existence and purpose. It may provide rituals that allow one to share their
experiences and receive support (Idler & Kasl, 1997). In fact, for those who experience
suffering, religion may be a key to alleviating the subjective experience of suffering,
which may cease when suffering has meaning. Individual challenges may also feel less
difficult when shared with a group that values supporting its members (Frankl, 1963, p.
179; Idler & Kasl, 1997, p. 304).

Problematic Outcomes

In contrast to the positive outcomes of involvement in religion in some contexts
and communities, a positive relationship between religion and health in lesbians, gay
men, bisexuals and religion is unclear. In particular, one of the conflicted roles religion
plays is in reducing and/or increasing prejudices within a culture (Hunsberger & Jackson,

2005).
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Religion and Transgender/Transsexual People

In light of research demonstrating the positive benefits of religiosity on health, the
role of religion in meaning-making, and reduced suicide risk in the face of challenging
and traumatic life experiences (Clements-Nolle et al., 2006; Kidd & Witten, 2008; Park,
2006; Powell et al., 2003), one would expect at least some FTM individuals to indicate
religion as being an important factor in their lives. However, transgender people
experience frequent religiously based prejudices, in addition to suffering repeated
rejection and persecution, discrimination and violence from families, friends,
acquaintances, and strangers (Bettcher, 2007; Grant et al., 2011; Kenagy & Hsieh, 2005;
Stotzer, 2009). Rejection from religious communities—potentially primary means of
support and meaning making—compounded by myriad additional forms of
discrimination and trauma, leads to high rates of mental health issues, substance abuse,
and frighteningly high rates of suicide attempts among trans identified people (Clements-
Nolle et al., 2006; Grant et al., 2011; Kenagy & Bostwick, 2005; Xavier, 2000).

Overall, there is limited knowledge in the literature on transgender people,
including their relationship to or understanding of religion (Mollenkott, 2001; Sheridan,
2001; Tanis, 2003). In general, what studies have been published have focused
disproportionately on male-to-female (MTF) * transgender people—those considered

male at birth, but who identify themselves as being female. The historically

* See Appendix A: Glossary of Terms.
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disproportionate focus on male-bodied individuals in medical and social research
(Turner, 2003) may be driving the focus on MTF individuals to the detriment of gaining
knowledge about female-to-male (FTM) people, those considered female at birth who,
nonetheless, identify themselves as being male. In fact, illustrating this lack of general
research interest in FTM individuals, much of the literature published on FTMs comes
from authors and researchers who are themselves FTM transsexuals. As a result, outside
their group, there is little knowledge about FTM individuals, their practices, their
similarities, or their differences from MTFs or from non-transgender people, including a
lack of knowledge about FTM’s experiences of, practices of, or beliefs about religion.

Researchers in gerontology, Kidd and Witten (2008), attempted to learn about the
religious and spiritual beliefs and practices of an FTM population to determine how those
beliefs and practices may inform their daily lives and coping with the challenges that
come from being transgender. Theirs is the only study to date on religiosity and
spirituality done with FTM individuals. The study did not address how FTMs conceive of
religion but sought to examine their practices of religion in daily life. The authors were
surprised to discover that they could not draw on an FTM sample to complete their study,
because none of the standardized domains of measurement of religion they used (Abeles
et al., 2003) proved relevant to their FTM participants’ understanding or experiences of
religion.

For example, a little over half the adults in the United States participate in
religious services regularly (Peacock & Poloma, 1999). Given this participation

incidence, regardless of the prejudicial tendency of religion in North America to reject
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gender variant people, the outcome of Kidd and Witten’s research would not be so
surprising if only a few of the FTM sample were unable to complete the study. Yet, with
a sample from the United Sates, it remains a mystery why none of the participants was
able to complete the study, or why they found the standardized scales so completely
outside their understandings of religion (Kidd & Witten, 2008).

Further adding to the question of why FTMs did or could not complete the study,
research examining transsexual populations shows no significant differences between
male-to-female transsexuals (MTFs) and non-transsexuals in formal religious affiliation.
This same research, however, shows MTF transsexuals indicate less affiliation overall
with Christianity than the general U.S. population (Kosmin, Mayer, & Keysar, 2001;
Rosser, Oakes, Bockting, & Miner, 2007; U. S. Census Bureau, 2000). Beginning to
unravel this mystery, research does show differences in religious affiliation and
participation between MTF and FTM transsexuals (Kidd & Witten, 2008; Rosser et al.,
2007), however, the research leaves unaddressed the question of what may underlie the
difference in affiliation and participation between FTMs and other trans and non-trans
populations.

Trans Studies that Included Religion

Rubin (2003), in his ethnographic study of 22 FTM individuals, reported a range

of religious affiliations® identified by his participants and noted that, “Most report that

they are no longer practicing the rituals and ceremonies associated with their respective

5 “Jewish, Catholic, Protestant, Unitarian, and Buddhist” (Rubin, 2003, p. 7).
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religions, though they do not correlate this with their transsexualism. [T]hey tell me that
their transitions require a spiritual kind of consciousness that they have not gotten in
either everyday life or in organized religion” (p. 7). Rubin does not go on to explore or
describe what his study participants meant by a “spiritual kind of consciousness” (p. 7)
established outside of organized religion, or even what they meant by religion or
spirituality. Nor does this study examine what their religious affiliations mean to the
participants.

Even when transgender literature draws some connection to religion and/or
spirituality in transgender people’s lives, researchers have failed to ask participants what
they actually understand religion to be or to mean. Rubin (2003) indicates transgender
people disconnect from religion or spirituality as learned, but he does not describe or
define what those people may have learned, what they now believe, or how or why these
things may have changed. Bockting and Cesaretti (2001) studied transgender people’s
experiences of coming out, and equated the experiences with a form of spiritual
discernment and integration of body and spirit (p. 291). The authors discuss two cases
(one FTM and one MTF) and indicate that spiritual struggles while coming out seem to
point to a search for meaning and belonging, and to the role of religious practice in
relationship to God (Bockting & Cesaretti, 2001). In this context, they emphasize the
importance for therapists and counselors to attend to the spiritual dimensions of
transgender experience. They encourage counselors to facilitate the coming out process
for transgender clients by helping them to integrate spiritual healing and mental health.

However, Bockting and Cesaretti neither define spiritual healing nor describe what this
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might look like for or to transgender populations. Nor do they address concepts of
religion held either by the two persons whose cases they present, or by transgender
people more generally.
Trans Studies Focused on Religion

Other literature offers a hermeneutic® approach to transgender studies by
describing the effects of religious text interpretations on transgender people’s lives. For
example, Yik Koon Teh (2001) describes the choices Malaysian, Muslim transgender
women made due to the scriptural interpretations and teachings of their religious
authorities, such as the decision to forego genital reconstruction, regardless of other
feminizing medical interventions, so they may have their bodies prepared for burial
according to their religious customs. Some studies present re-interpretations of sacred
texts and theologies from the perspective of gender variance, and call for broader and
new non-gendered paradigms for religious communities that welcome the gender variant
individual; yet these studies do not address what this new paradigm might look like
(Kolakowski, 1997; Looy & Bouma, 2005; Mollenkott, 2001; Sheridan, 2001; Tanis,
2003).

In line with literature calling for new paradigms of religious communities, Rosser
et al. (2007) challenges “traditional religions” (p. 59) for being transphobic in how they
interpret texts and practice traditions. The authors note, in their large study (n=1229), that

a smaller percentage of transgender people were affiliated with Christianity than expected

® Hermeneutic: meaning seeking to interpret and explain something, usually in reference to sacred texts
(“hermeneutic,” 2010).
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(59% trans vs. 72% US), based on 2000 US Census population data (Rosser et al., 2007,
pp- 57, Table 1; U. S. Census Bureau, 2000, pp. 61, Table 74). Roser et al. also note that,
“compared to their female-to-male counterparts, the male-to-female transgender

participants...are more affiliated with religion™’

(p- 59). Further, this unexplained finding
regarding FTM participants is also reflected in Kidd and Witten (2008), and in Witten’s
(2003) earlier study on a general transgender population, which describes MTFs as more
closely representing expected religious affiliations, beliefs, and practices of religion than
did FTMs. At best, this literature presents or interprets both beneficial and harmful
effects of religion in transgender people’s lives in addition to presenting an occasional
challenge to reinterpret some sacred texts to be more inclusive of transgender people
(Bockting & Cesaretti, 2001; Koon Teh, 2001; Mollenkott, 2001; Tanis, 2003; Witten,
2003). Yet again, there was no information about why the differences exist in FTM
groups studied, what this means, or what FTMs believe religion to be.

Justin Tanis’ (2003) book, Trans-Gendered: Theology, ministry, and communities
of faith, comes closest to asking what FTMs think about religion. Unfortunately, this
example is limited since it comprises only a one-paragraph response from a single person.
Tanis asks one FTM to talk about his understanding of “the divine,” and how he
experienced “the holy” during his transition (p. 185). Tanis also identified a rift between

religion and trans people; “Too many [transgender sisters and brothers] have been told

that God condemns and rejects them. Too many have felt that they must make a decision

7 Table 2 on page 58 (Rosser et al., 2003) indicates percentage of participants with male-to-female
identities claiming no religious affiliation range from 29.80% to 48.20%. Percentage of participants with
female-to-male identities claiming no religious affiliation ranged from 35.20% to 55.40%.
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between their spirituality and their need to transition, and have walked away from either
their religious practice or their dream of living as a fulfilled transgendered person” (2003,
p- 185). Nonetheless, Tanis’s attempt to explore what one FTM thinks about religion is
limited within the context of a dominant and theistic Christian understanding of religion,
a context that Kidd and Witten (2008), as mentioned, find completely inadequate for an
FTM population. Even so, Tanis (2003) presents what may be the closest articulation of
why FTM populations appear to understand religion so differently from cultural
expectations.
Conclusion

No universal generalization captures the complexity of religious concepts, beliefs,
experiences, and practices (Geertz, 1973a; Neville, 2000; Wildman & Neville, 2001).
Each tradition comprises a variety of beliefs, creeds, behaviors, or “laws” to guide how
one understands and relates to cosmic order—the “fundamental nature of reality” (Geertz,
1993, p. 98). Even within a particular religion, different sects typically differ in their
norms and presuppositions. Yet, none of these differences or distinctions is universally
absolute, and even this overview is too simplified to do justice to the variation within
religions and religious definitions, beliefs, practices, and worldviews.

The ways in which people define religion arise within the various contexts of
roles and purpose of religions in cultures. Religious interpretations of sexuality, bipolar
understandings of the sexes and gender identity and social roles impose limits and
sanction those who vary from heteronormativity and expectations of sex and gender

identity alignment. Individuals who thus find themselves outside religiously normative



45

experiences may face isolation and increased difficulties in coping with and making sense
of the challenges they face in their lives.

Accordingly, it is unknown if FTMs’ conceptualizations of religion may have
originated in relation or reaction to various religious traditions. Likewise, it is unknown
whether their concepts have shifted in some way when met with the experience of trying
to explain their own lives and truths against the dominant religious interpretations of sex
and gender (Geertz, 1993, p. 101). In the end, the uncommon lived reality of FTM
transsexuals’ lives may have led to the difference in concepts and beliefs exposed by
Kidd and Witten (2008) in their research when they imposed a predetermined and
dominant Western understanding of religion on their participants in the form of a
standardized measure of religiosity and spirituality. It is these different gaps in the

literature that this study will address.
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Chapter 3: Research Methods

Chapter 3 provides a detailed overview of the research design and methodology of
the present study. This chapter describes the participants, recruitment methods, and
interview process. This chapter expands the brief overview of Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as laid out in the Introduction, providing a detailed
description of the systematic process of analyzing the interview transcripts to uncover the
emergent themes explicated in Chapter 4.

Overview

This research project deals with individuals for whom quantitative research into
their religiosity and spirituality proved to be premature. When no adequate quantitative
measures are available for any given group, one way to proceed is to pursue qualitative
research to learn what is happening in that population. In this study, qualitative refers to
“the quality of, characteristics of, defining attributes of, something, in this case, of human
experience. “Qualitative research strives to describe life events in their own right, as
lived, eschewing in particular causal or mechanistic sense-making.” (Fischer, 1987, p. 4).
The focal point of the present study on a discovery-oriented exploration of the particular
conceptualizations of religion held by a small sample of FTMs who have experienced the
common phenomenon of medical gender transition supports the choice of Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as the qualitative research method best suited for this
qualitative study.

Participants

In IPA research, a small and homogenous sample of five to ten people (or four to
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ten interviews, not number of participants), generates the preferred rich data that is
manageable and adequate for description and comparison across the participants (J. A.
Smith, 2004, p. 42; J. A. Smith et al., 2009, pp. 51-52). An available sample of six white
FTMs, all native to the United States, made up the study participants. The ages of the
participants, plus the length of time they had been on hormone treatment (HT) with
testosterone, religions identified from childhood, and any religion they indicated

currently identifying with are listed in Table 1.

Table 1

Participant Demographics

Pseudonym Age HT (years)  Childhood Religion Current Religion

Aaron 49 12 Protestant none
Brian 32 11 Catholic none
Caleb 29 6.5 Protestant Jewish
David 47 13.5 Protestant Protestant
Edward 47 6 Protestant none
Frank 59 6.5 Protestant Protestant

The participants ranged in age from 29 to 59 and had been taking gender
confirming hormone treatments ranging from 6 to 14 years at the time of their interviews
(See Table 1). Each participant took part in a single semi-structured interview about his
understanding of religion. This sample size generated sufficient data for an in-depth
analysis and description. The participants were recruited using researcher direct invitation
and snowball sampling methods. All participants completed the interview and received a

ten-dollar gift card as an appreciation for their time.
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The researcher purposively selected (i.e., not randomly) participants based on
criteria relevant to the study (J. A. Smith & Osborn, 2008, p. 56). This study expressly
explored conceptualizations of religion by a group of FTM men who had the common
experience/phenomenon of having finished a medical transition of at least five years on
hormones. For this reason, individuals who did not identify as male and report an
experience of five or more years on hormone treatments for medical transition from
female-to-male were excluded.

Recruitment Procedures

During recruitment, recruiters gave or made available to be picked up
independently (e.g., placed them on a table in their offices or homes), a self-screening
palm card (see Appendix D) that invited potential participants to contact this researcher
via email to take part in a study on religion. One potential participant who did not follow
through to an interview used this email method of contact. Of the six final participants,
the researcher directly recruited five and a participant referred one. The researcher is a
professional who has a gate-keeping role in access to hormones and transition-related
surgeries and documentation changes for transgender people in the New England area.
Participants needed to be persons who had already completed their transition process and
who would have no ulterior motives or perception of gaining gender transition access by
taking part in this research process. Criteria excluded participants from among
individuals with whom there could be a conflict of interest personally or professionally
with the researcher.

Initial recruitment utilized five FTMs known to the researcher who attempted to
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refer potential participants for the study using self-screening palm cards (see Appendix
D). This method of recruitment failed to return potential participants after five months.
Additional attempts to expand the participant pool included widening the criteria from
Boston area residents to anyone capable of participation in a face-to-face interview, and
inclusion of more FTM recruiters to a final number of eight. Recruiters attempted to
solicit participants at community events, at their homes, their businesses, and among their
acquaintances. These additional efforts proved ineffective in generating participants. The
researcher subsequently appended the IRB protocol. He received approval to recruit
potential participants directly at a regional transgender conference. This direct invitation
by the researcher did not include handing out recruitment palm cards. Direct invitations at
the regional transgender conference resulted in recruitment and completion of interviews
of four participants. One participant at the regional conference independently referred an
additional participant (snowball sampling) for five completed interviews. The
investigator recruited one additional participant who later completed an interview in the
Boston area through direct invitation. One individual responded to a recruitment palm
card and contacted the investigator via email with interest in participation. However, he
did not respond to a subsequent email invitation to set up an interview date and time. At
the end of 12 months of active attempts to recruit participants, the investigator closed the
study with six completed interviews. This number interviews and participants fit within
the recommendations for IPA research making it possible to complete the study

irrespective of not reaching the initial aim of 10 participants.
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Data Collection

Data collection took place in the form of an in-person, audiotaped interview of
each of the six participants. Five interviews took place at a regional conference using the
investigator’s hotel room as a confidential interview location. One interview took place in
the interviewer’s home as arranged with the participant. Analysis of transcribed
interviews then followed an 8-stage IPA process. The researcher assigned each interview
a pseudo name and a noted the participant’s age and number years taking hormone
treatments on the interview transcript. No participants gave or signed their names or
divulged any identifying information recorded by the investigator. All participants’
identities remained anonymous with their confidentiality protected to the limits allowed
by law or regulation. Details of data collection and analysis follow.
Informed Consent and Confidentiality

Participants reviewed a consent form (see Appendix C) prior to the interview and
received a copy of the form. No participant signed the informed consent form under the
protocol established and approved by the Boston University Institutional Review Board
of the Charles River Campus. The researcher did not collect any identifying information
in this research. All participants used a pseudonym, if needed, for the purpose of the
anonymous interview. All interviews were audio recorded for transcription, analysis, and
interpretative purposes. The researcher personally transcribed all interviews using a
speech-to-text computer program (Dragon Naturally Speaking). Audio files and
transcripts contained only a numeric identifier of the participant not connected in any

way to a name or identity. All data is confidential to the extent allowed by law or
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regulation. The researcher will destroy all data at the end of three years following IRB
approval, with renewed approval sought during each interviewing year. If the need arises
to preserve the data beyond three years for additional research or writing, the Principal
Investigator, will submit an amendment to the IRB.

Interview Protocol

The researcher developed the interview schedule (see Appendix B) from the
literature, from personal experience with the population, and in consultation with the
researcher’s advisory committee. Two FTM individuals provided feedback on the
interview schedule with regard to bias, difficulty, relevancy, or closed-ended questions.
The final schedule consisted of six questions with suggested prompts for each item to
encourage further discussion from the participant, if needed. The primary question for
this research was the initial question, “What do you understand religion to be?”
Participants gave their age and years on hormone treatments prior to the interview
beginning. This combination of numbers (i.e., age 59 with 6.5 years on hormone
treatment = 59605) then became the label for each distinct anonymous interview.

The researcher conducted all interviews personally. Each interview was semi-
structured and open-ended, allowing for exploration of material that arose during the
interview itself (J. A. Smith & Osborn, 2008). Each interview started with the primary
question (What do you understand religion to be?) to set the tone and focus the topic. The
participant was encouraged to keep talking and expounding on concepts and thoughts that
emerged. This interview structure allowed for a flexible dialogue, with room to probe the

participant’s areas of interest or concern while still monitoring and gently facilitating
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adequate coverage of the topic (J. A. Smith & Osborn, 2008). Additional questions
served as probes to facilitate the participant talking and remaining within the topic area,
however, questions from the interview schedule beyond the opening question occurred
only if the participant did not provide adequate depth of material. Interviews were all in-
person, at a location agreed upon by the participant and researcher, and conducive to a
private, audiotaped conversation. No phone or internet-based interviews occurred. The
interviews focused on participants’ conceptualizations and understandings of religion in
their lives. Interviews lasted between 30-60 minutes in length as determined by each
individual’s responses.
Analytic Process

Prior to analysis of the data, according to Hill, Thompson, and Williams (1997),
qualitative researchers must be aware of their biases, personal experiences, and
expectations to avoid biased interpretation or collection of data in as much as is possible.
Thus reflecting on expectations before the analysis of the data, this researcher
acknowledged his primary knowledge and experience of religion as a formally
theologically trained Protestant Christian, his own conflicts with religious organizations
and dogma, his years of experience personally and clinically in the female-to-male
transgender population, and his pre-existing expectations for what he might hear from
participants. Generally then, prior to analysis of the transcripts and with regard to religion
and/or spirituality, this researcher expected to find mixtures of the broad themes of
disillusionment, rejection of or by religion, atheism, meaning-making, coping, and

significant religious or spiritual change coinciding to medically assisted gender transition.
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Systematically derived codes and themes were drawn from the data and
condensed into a few overarching themes and several subordinate themes that provide a
description of the understandings and experiences of the participants. To begin this
process, the interviewer used digital recordings of the interviews to transcribe the data
verbatim. Transcriptions were at a semantic level, noting only major prosodic features
(e.g., all spoken words, laughs, interruptions, uhms, ahs, but not length of pauses). The
researcher then analyzed the data using IPA methodology (Flowers, 2010; Smith &
Osborn, 2008, p. 65). Analysis within IPA is not rigid, yet is guided by an eight-step
process that enables iterative, creative interpretation of the text, and integration of themes
into meaningful groupings, individually and across cases (Flowers, 2010; Osborn &
Smith, 2006; Smith et al., 2009; Smith & Osborn, 2008; Willig, 2008).

IPA is deeply ideographic (e.g., focused on the individual) and hermeneutic (J. A.
Smith, 2004). The hermeneutic process of analysis involves a repeating cycle of
interpretation, reflection, and description (e.g., iterative), stopping when the researcher
believes the analysis is sufficient to move on to the next case, or write up the study
(Flowers, 2010). The researcher examines one individual transcript in detail completely
before moving on to another (J. A. Smith, 2004; J. A. Smith et al., 2009). After
examining all cases one by one, it is possible to do cross-case analysis and explore where
themes align or differ (J. A. Smith, 2004). A brief description of the stages and steps
involved in the data analysis follows.

Steps of Analysis

The first step of analysis involves a systematic reading and re-reading of the
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transcript. This step allows a mapping of the interview text, narrows the focus on the
participant data, and enables highlighting of specific detail within the interview (Flowers,
2010). Step 2 follows as the most detailed and time-consuming part of the analysis. In
step 2, the researcher goes line by line through the text, noting everything of interest,
from its content to personal observations and thoughts in response to the text (Flowers,
2010; J. A. Smith et al., 2009; Willig, 2008). In this open notating, or exploratory coding,
the researcher begins to identify the unique ways each participant understands and talks
about his experiences (Flowers, 2010). The focus during step 2 is on what the participant
says at a superficial level, noting terms used, assumptions, specific sections of text,
repetitions, and changes (Flowers, 2010). At this point, it is imperative that the researcher
continually examine whether the notes and concepts emerging are actually from the
participant, or from personal expectations or biases. The purpose of this step of analysis
is to open the range of possible interpretations within the text, not to answer any
questions (Flowers, 2010).

Another review of the transcript occurs in step 3, noting any emerging themes
from the exploratory coding, in the order in which they appear (J. A. Smith et al., 2009).
The themes should clearly be drawn from the text and point back to it (See Appendix E).
The task of this third step is to reduce the volume of data without losing the complexity—a
“coding the codes” (lecture notes, Flowers, 2010) to map out the associations between
them. This process of distilling codes leads to “natural clusters of concepts that share
meanings or references” in common, (Willig, 2008, p. 58). Rechecking newly clustered

themes against the original transcript enables greater accuracy in interpretation of the text



55

(J. A. Smith et al., 2009; J. A. Smith & Osborn, 2008). The emergent themes are then an
abstraction, aimed at capturing and reflecting an understanding of the participant’s words
and thoughts, as well as the researcher’s interpretation (Flowers, 2010).

Step 4, according to Flowers (2010) is primarily helpful for organizing the
emergent themes, in preparation for writing up the results. In this step, the researcher
compiles the themes, and the excerpts from the interviews that pertain to them, under
each theme name (See Table 2 and Table 3). This compilation of themes and supporting
excerpts from the text provide another level of recognition and verification of the internal
consistency and scope of the emergent themes (Flowers, 2010; Willig, 2008, p. 58).

The aim of step 5 involves mapping out an emerging description of how the
participant is thinking, and consists of cross-mapping or fitting emergent themes together
into a coherent table under unifying names that represent the subordinate themes in each
cluster (Flowers, 2010; J. A. Smith & Osborn, 2008, p. 72). Carla Willig describes this
process, saying, “[T]he summary table should reflect the meanings that structure the
participant’s account rather than the researcher’s expectations of what constitutes an
acceptable number of clusters and themes” (2008, p. 59). To aid in ensuring the themes
reflect the participant’s account, Jonathan A. Smith and Mike Osborn note that it is
helpful to indicate, in the table of themes, where each section that exemplifies a theme
occurs in the transcript (2008, p. 72). This notation supplements the organization of
individual themes and related excerpts from step 4, and provides the location in the
transcript of the contextual reference if needed. The researcher must base this final

ordering of the themes, in step 5, in the analysis, to explain and reflect the data (Flowers,
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2010).

Table 2

Table of Common Themes

Common Theme 1: Rejecting early concepts of religion

Participant Ilustrative Excerpt

Aaron I tend to shy away from religion, and religious issues,
and religious programs.

Brian Like showing me another way to like, have faith, right,
that was sort of not organized.

Caleb One of the other things that um, ended up sort of pushing

me away from Christian religion and towards Judaism is
Christianity has that, um, has that sort of mind-body
dichotomy.

David no I can't do this because I'm not comfortable.

Edward I don't necessarily believe that to be the case now, but
that's what I was taught growing up.

Frank And I just found it more accepting of more and different
people and more diversity than the little church I grew up
in.

Common Theme 2: Connection to others

Aaron I want to feel a sense of connection with people.
Caleb I’ve spent too much of my time being alone.
David I want a church that is welcoming.

Frank It all seems to be about community.

Common Theme 3: A way of life

Brian It really helps me to feel less anxious to like situate and
have that perspective about what's going on.

Caleb It just makes my day easier, to have that framework.

Frank The way you live your life pretty much.

Common Theme 4: Source of redefinition and reincarnation

Caleb I became; you know, and starting to see things like that
made me much more aware of other problems.
David I really kind of did, you know, conceptualize and enact

from my early transition was a theological framework of
the incarnation.
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Table 3

Table of Divergent Themes

Divergent Theme 1: An internal process

Participant Ilustrative Excerpt

Brian Engaging in a community, you know, and I, I; it's not
that way for me.
It's more of a introspective, like quiet reflection.
Religion is just a quiet presence, you know.

Divergent Theme 2: It’s a foreign language

Edward For me now religion is almost like a foreign language.
I was confused.
I was like, no way, that can’t be possible.
I couldn’t put the two and two together.

Divergent Theme 3: Deceit, dishonesty, and death

Edward It was really more of a power and control thing.
They used religion as a front.
I had been so buried in church.
I was already so saturated.
Like, you know, sheep to the slaughter.
That’s when [ see it as being deceitful.

Step 6 is an overarching one—it involves repeating steps 1-5 for each of the
additional transcripts (Flowers, 2010; J. A. Smith et al., 2009). The researcher completes
exploratory analysis and emergent thematic structuring with each transcript in total,
before moving to the next. The separate summary tables of themes from each case are
then integrated where possible at the final stage, providing a growing comparison and
clustering of general themes across transcripts (J. A. Smith et al., 2009; Willig, 2008).
Themes represented in only a few transcripts are common themes with those themes
appearing only in one or two transcripts being variant, or divergent, themes. This process

is what Flowers notes as a building up of the analytic process as the researcher works
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with each transcript and finds, “Repetitions of patterns and connections (relationships
between emergent themes) that may be important” (lecture notes, June 8, 2010). Jonathan
A. Smith and Osborn (2008) agree that this repetition can help with analysis since, “By
remaining aware of what [has] come before, it [is] possible to identify what [is] new and
different in the subsequent transcripts and at the same time find responses which further
articulate the extant themes” (J. A. Smith & Osborn, 2008, p. 73). However, it is equally
important to treat each transcript as its own body of data.

In step 7, the researcher explores connections, patterns, and recurrent themes
across all cases to create a coherent map of how these all inter-relate. Then the researcher
develops a final master table of themes for the group as a whole, after analysis and
comparison across cases is completed (J. A. Smith & Osborn, 2008). Then the researcher
moves on to compare this master table of themes back to the transcripts a final time to
ensure accuracy and reflection of the data and to prepare for a dialog between the
literature and the data (Willig, 2008). By this stage, a detailed description of the
concept(s) held by study participants emerges.

Step 8 is the writing stage. In this stage, the researcher brings the results of the
preceding analysis and emergent conceptualization into dialogue with the literature by
writing up an in-depth descriptive account of the themes using illustrations from the
participants’ interviews (J. A. Smith & Osborn, 2008; Willig, 2008). The written report
balances ideographic and group level analyses (Flowers, 2010). In this stage, Willig
(2008) recommends organizing the presentation of the analysis by themes, providing a

description of the participants’ subjective understandings and experiences, and clearly
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distinguishing participant comments from researcher interpretations. Flowers (2010)
concurs, and recommends judicious use of illustrative excerpts from the interviews,
together with the researcher’s interpretation of the quotes. Both passages and
explanations support key themes, combined with summaries of each participant, in a way
that demonstrates the context of the quotes. This style of writing allows for transparency
and accountability in documenting the interpretations (Flowers, 2010). Finally, the
discussion includes suggestions for future research based on the findings (J. A. Smith &
Osborn, 2008).

Validity of results. Flowers (2010) notes that it is inappropriate to look for the
inter-rater reliability or some form of validity or reliability typically used in quantitative
methodology when conducting exploratory qualitative research not intended to produce
broadly generalizable results. Fischer (1987) adds that interview analysis is subjective
and represents one possible interpretation, not the only credible interpretation. She
considers qualitative research valid as far as it makes the phenomenon recognizable to
others, is coherent in context, and is useful in the everyday world (p. 8). Flowers (2010)
and J. A. Smith, et al. (2009) recommend an assessment of the quality of the analysis and
interpretation of the data by the reader through transparency in the report, or documenting
and storing data in a way that an independent auditor could follow the trail laid down and
check for credibility in the interpretative process (e.g., an audit). Supervision and “mini
audits” of a student’s work are also acceptable and a means to help a student gain skills
(Flowers, 2010; J. A. Smith, et al., 2009, p. 184). For the current study, dissertation

advisors who are experts in conducting and analyzing qualitative data served as auditors.
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Three advisors conducted mini-audits of the analysis and interpretation of one transcript

before the researcher completed the other analyses.
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Chapter 4: Results—Self-Made Men, Self-Made Religion
Overview

The purpose in this chapter is to describe the major themes found in the
transcripts from participants’ narrative accounts of what they understand religion to be. In
the chapter, the researcher will provide cross-case comparison and description of the
findings arising from the analysis of the narrative interviews of Aaron, Brian, Caleb,
David, Edward, and Frank.® Selected excerpts and verbatim quotes used throughout the
chapter support the descriptions of the common and variant themes that emerged. There
is no attempt to construct a theory of religion from the participants’ views, as this is not
within the scope of this study. In addition, the sample size for this research is too small to
be representative of a population. All themes presented arose from interpretation of
interview transcripts using abstractions of analysis notes. (See Chapter 3 for a complete
description of the analysis process used.) There were similarities across participants as
well as differences. The sections that follow will describe each theme in detail under its
own heading beginning with a description of the common themes.

Common Themes

Instead of talking about religion as helping them cope with stressors, several
participants named religion as a primary stressor to them due to their gender identity.
This is not entirely surprising given the overall occurrence of trans people to experience

discrimination and rejection overall. Nonetheless, Brian spoke about how he hoped his

¥ All names are pseudonyms to protect anonymity of the participants.
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spirituality based in gratitude would help him with depression in the future and Frank
spoke about how he would not be alive today if not for his faith and support of his
religious community. Nearly all the participants spoke about some connections between
gender transition and religion either rejecting religion or finding new ways to think about
their physical journeys through the lens of religion. David spoke the most directly to the
struggle between his body and religion. Caleb spoke about finding a religion that
holistically celebrated the body as central to his conversion to Judaism. Frank and his
spouse changed communities to find acceptance for him in his transitioned body and
social role. Aaron rejected religion entirely, not believing he will ever be fully welcome
within it. Brian understands spirituality and integration of his gender transition to be
parallel processes in his life, though he also finds the “weirdly” gendered expressions of
religious rituals and communities to be off-putting and uncomfortable. Only Edward said
nothing that related to or connected his gender transition and religion. He described
rejecting religion in response to religious dogmatism long before he began a conscious
process of transition from female to male. Most of the participants described then rejected
or significantly modified concepts of religion taught to them in childhood. This is the
focus of the first of the common themes.
Rejecting Early Concepts of Religion

Regardless of their Christian upbringing, all the participants went through a time
in their lives when they questioned or rejected Christianity. The degree of rejection is the
only variation within the theme. While the exact reasons for rejection are variable and

unclear, the three total rejecters spoke about hypocrisy, negative messages of
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condemnation of LGBT people, unwelcoming experiences, abuse of power, and lack of
plausible or scientific information as some of the foundation for their rejection of
religion. Only two participants continue to identify as Christian at the time of the
interviews (Frank and David). All the participants rejected the early concepts and most or
all the practices of religion from their upbringing with two reintegrating some old and
finding some new practices in adulthood.

All the participants were raised Christian, with five of the six being raised in
various Protestant traditions (See Table 1 in Chapter 3), two being part of what they
described as cults at some point in their lives (Edward and David), and two describing
current involvement in some way with religions other than Christianity (Caleb and
David). Ultimately, at the time of these interviews, three participants reject religion
completely from their lives (Aaron, Brian, and Edward). One continues to orbit the
margins of various religious traditions neither fully fitting in nor totally rejecting them;
continually working to modify his concept of what religion is and hoping eventually to
find a religious home (David). Two continue to embrace religion and have found ways to
convert to another religion or find a new tradition within their original religion into which
they believe they fit fully and that feels right to them (Caleb and Frank).

One of the three participants who reject religion completely in their lives is
Aaron. Aaron conceives of religion as a structured system of beliefs or doctrines in which
one participates, but which is ultimately rejecting of him, is hypocritical, and is incapable
of loving and accepting others different from them. Despite his identified atheism,

Aaron’s rejection of religion seems to leave him with an internal sense of confusion and
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frustration:

To me, religion is, ah, sort of ah, scripted may not be the right word, but it's, it's a
specific doctrine or belief system that somebody participates in. Ah, and I have
tended to shy away from religious groups, religious organizations, ah, because
along the way there have been places where I have been given a very clear
message that [ am unwelcome. Um, and I've had a hard time reconciling that, that
even though I was raised in a Christian tradition, even though there are open and
affirming, or reconciling churches, or whatever, that nobody's been able to help
me understand what is it that's different about you than these other places except
that you say you love me, and they should be loving me. That because you're both
reading from the same holy book about what it means to believe in a Christian
God, like how is it different? I don’t, I don’t get that. Um, so, so I tend to shy
away from religion, and religious issues, and religious programs, and um, have a
hard time believing that people are ever really going to be that accepting. ... I
don't have to agree with what the person does or says next to me; I can still love
them, which I don't hear from a lot of people coming from the capital G. [God]
Christian community. ... and, so, you know, I feel like I had this love-hate and
mostly hate for the last—and not really hate—relationship with the church and
religion since — for 30 years. (Aaron)

Aaron’s concept of religion is rooted in a belief and desire for unconditional
acceptance and love of others. His rejection of religion arose when religion did not meet
his concept of what it should be and his rejection is fixed in the negative massages and
condemnation he has experienced in the name of religion.

Edward is another participant who rejects religion from his life entirely. Edward
experienced religion as hypocritical in a way similar to Aaron’s experience. More than
hypocritical though, religion was a cult that abused power. Edward’s lingering feeling
about religion is distinctly negative. Edward explains that he used to have a concept and
understanding of religion when younger, but this no longer seems to fit. Edward is now

confused and finds religion is like a foreign language to him. It makes no sense and does
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not resemble at all what he used to believe it was. He rejects it outright as negative, alien,
and abusive.

What I have grown up learning religion to be it’s um, kind of your beliefs and um,
the Bible, and God. That's what I was taught religion to be. Yeah, I don't
necessarily believe that to be the case now, but that's what I was taught growing
up. ... For me now, um, for me now religion is almost like a foreign language.
Um, because I feel like ah, it's not at all what I was taught it to be. Um, I, I ended
up having a very negative opinion, because of how I was raised, of religion. ...
What I hate, what I was taught to believe, isn't necessarily the truth, and isn't
necessarily what everybody else believes ... My experience of religion is pretty
out there. It's not a typical experience of religion. [ was essentially in a raised in a
cult. So that is very different. It is based on; my experience was um, shadowed by,
were supposedly based on religion, but it was really more of a power and control
thing. They used religion as a front. So that my, that's my take on what I was
brought up; what I grew up in and what I was taught ... I didn't. I couldn't put the
two and two together it's like you; on the one hand you say, you know, Jesus
loves all, Jesus forgives all, and yet you can't seem to do that. (Edward)

Brian’s is the third participant who rejects religion in his adult life, though he
differs from Aaron and Edward in that he does not reject all religious practices. His
overall formal concept of religion is that it is prescriptive and rigid:

So religion I associate with an organized sort of set of principles or, um, it

includes like tenets and a sort of community, and all those things, um. And for me

it's more; I think I tend to think of it as having, being proscriptive. So that is, there
is rules. And actually, like, you should be in this way, right, right. Rather than like

as a set of guiding things. I feel like it's very prescriptive. So, that, that's just what,
like, what I feel about that. (Brian)

Brian distinguishes a concept of spirituality from religion as something that
allows breadth and flexibility. While he rejects organized and communal religion, he
continues to hold onto a few religious practices that contribute to his self-described inner
spirituality (e.g., prayer, meditation). He holds a concept of there being “something

bigger,” whether God or not, that connects the universe together. He finds that this
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undefined concept of “something bigger in the universe” lends him comfort and in some
way, he uses this concept as personal guidance in life:

Um, spirituality, though I feel like has more flexibility and I feel like it allows for
a broader range of things that I might consider; that may be sort of religious in
nature, or may have cadences of religion. Like, I mean God, right. So, but, but
that's not necessarily prescriptive. So, I mean, I was raised Roman Catholic so
let’s just start there. So that's probably where the, sort of my, my feeling around
the rigidity of religion is. But, um, so what else do I understand it to be. I mean as
far as um, my own thoughts about religion. I am very spiritual, so I believe in
God. I pray regularly. I mean, I don't get on my knees or do any of that. But I
have a strong belief in something bigger than me. If only, ah, I don't know what it
is, you know. I am like a scientist, so I have sort of a healthy skepticism, but yet I
have a feeling and a belief that sort of transcends what I understand in my head in
terms of the math of it. So I, I sort of try to not reconcile those things. It's kind of
like I believe that there is something bigger in the universe. I believe that we are
connected all of us in some way and you know, I find support and relief and um,
ah, guidance I guess, in faith or in some sort of belief in something spiritual. So,
so, yeah, it's not very well defined I guess. (Brian)

In contrast to other participants, Edward and Aaron practice no type of activities
that they report as religious rituals in their lives. Aaron does have a satirical prayer for
parking spaces that he recites as he circles the city streets looking for an open meter,
“Hail Asphalta, full of grace, let there be a parking space,” however this is reportedly not
a part of any religion or religious belief system. A commonality shared by Aaron and
Edward is in both describing that they just do not know what religion really means at this
point in life. For Edward, it is like a foreign language and utterly unrecognizable. For
Aaron, he recognizes and understands religion, yet finds it fails to meet his expectations
and needs. For both it makes no rational sense. Brian joins Aaron and Edward in
questioning religion that makes no sense and that they cannot explain or understand at

some scientific level. Whereas Aaron finds organized religion just does not fit his needs
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or atheist beliefs, Brian and Edward both expressly identify themselves as scientists —
analytically minded — who need some evidence in order to accept a faith or belief system.
However, only Brian is able to maintain some ritual practices that help him feel
spiritually connected, like private prayer and meditation, while Edward and Aaron have
rejected any activity connected to religious expression and Aaron struggles to create and
maintain some spiritual practice in his life outside religion.

David on the other hand, has not rejected religion itself, though he struggles to fit
into it and actively redefines and expands it as he incorporates other traditions and
religions into his experience. David understands religion at its core to posses the “words
of life” and to be based at its most fundamental level on embodied love. David offers an
overview of religion as a cultural system which people participate in, shape, and
“sometimes intentionally set up” as a way to understand “our relationship to God, to
Mystery” or “to most or all of the major issues in life.” On a more personal level, David
sums up his understanding of religion as something central to his lived experience and
something that he tries to find a place in from the margins with which he is both
discomforted and deeply fascinated. Religion is a system both open and closed to him, in
which he experiences both belonging and deep disconnection and exclusion. He wrestles
with creating a systematic definition of religion that includes theological and sociological
understandings of what religion does and how it comes to be. What becomes the most
important part of his understanding of religion is his conceptualization that religion
provides a way to understand the major issues in life:

I think religion ah, most broadly is, refers to um, institutions and um, cultural
systems that um, humans have um, set up is not quite the right word, um, but
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humans have kind of participated in and shaped and sometimes intentionally set
up. Um, I think, from just about as soon as we became conscious um, as
individuals and groups um, ... as ways of understanding our um, ... our
relationship to God, to Mystery, to um, some of the; basically to most or all of the
major issues of life.

Edward and David both describe experiences of self-named cultic religion.
Whereas Edward grew up in a cult and did not participate of his own free will, David
describes being a formative adult member of what later he recognizes as being a kind of
cult. Edward runs to escape a fanatical abuse of power and living intellectual and
expressive death. David leaves also due to abuse of power but the focus for him is on the
growing gender dysphoria he is facing internally and the resultant conflict with the group.
The end result is that Edward utterly rejects and finds religion wholly foreign while
David laments the loss of a religious community to which he felt deeply spiritually
connected despite the power imbalances and concerns. Yet, both use similar language to
describe some of the control exerted over self-expression and the strong discouragement
of actively seeking rational explanation of rules and religious dogma.

I actually was able to connect with a community of people who were participating
in um, what is now sort of clearly a cult, but um, it had and has some real
legitimate connections to the spiritual traditions. ... There was also a time when
some of the other real corruptions were starting to become not ignorable any
longer um, so kind of tapering out of that, which is still difficult. ... The men sat
on one side, the women sat on the other, which was very, very uncomfortable for
me. ... You're not getting me into a dress: N-O spells no, no, no! ... So, you
know, so as it happened a number of times during my life, you know, it was easier
for me to kind of feel like, no I can't do this because I'm not comfortable, because
you're telling me like; not that I need to go this other direction, but I can't stay
here anymore. Alright, and so, I loved the [community], I loved participating in it.
There were power dynamics that I was starting to see were actually corrupt. Um,
but they were starting to say like, oh, well you can’t go here if you're not wearing
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a dress. And I was like, “Good bye.” (David)

David defines his working concept of religion in connection to his conflicted
relationship with it. As David’s experiences have left him feeling outside and alien from
multiple religious communities, he has broadened his concepts of religion to include
other traditions beyond his own. Regardless of his restlessness and endless seeking for a
community where he feels he belongs, religion remains the “vehicle” through which he
experiences and understands his life:

Well, so religion for me has been, um, um, huh. It's been like a number of systems
that I've interacted with throughout my life, um, usually from positions of
fascination and discomfort and trying to find a place; discomfort and
marginalization, and also trying to find a place within those systems um, by kind
of independent means, like studying from the border figuring things out uh, not
the usual routes of kind of participating comfortably in those systems, right. And
so at times during my life it's been this kind of a dynamic tension between feeling,
you know, that I don't belong in a quote, unquote, religion, and at other times,
feeling like, um, that my faith is, you know, central to my own lived experience
um, and discerning at times whether or not to um, kind of overtly say, this is what
I'm going to participate in as a major um, vehicle for my, for my, for my life. Um,
so um, kind of an example of that is like, and I, and I, while I identify as a
Christian I have at times participated quite intensely in other faith traditions as
well. (David)

Unlike David’s wandering and participating from the margins of more than one
faith tradition even while identifying as Christian, Frank is intimately engaged in only
one religious tradition. While he rejected his childhood tradition, he moved within
Christianity to a different tradition. Frank offered a succinct concept of religion. He said,
“It’s the way that, you know, that you follow and carry your beliefs in everyday life and
nobody’s perfect so that doesn’t always happen, but you try your best to live the best kind

of; to be the best person you can be.” For Frank, religion is action. It is how you live out
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your beliefs in everyday life. His concept also includes allowances for mistakes with an
aim of being the best person possible. He later expounds on what he means by being the
best person possible. He includes in his concept of religion that it will be a non-
judgmental priesthood, or group of equals in a ministry of sharing good news and
acceptance for all: “I hate to judge people, because I don't tend to be judgmental, but the
people who go to church and listen to the preacher and take whatever chunks whatever
the preacher has told them to say/think, and then they go home with that and hate
somebody, and that’s not a priesthood at all.” Frank is clear, however, that good actions
without belief are empty. Religion is source of hope for something more than this life. It
keeps him alive. It is something that strengthens, supports, and comforts:

I have a brother who is an atheist, who is a rationalist and just believes that there
is nothing out there; and there won't be anything when he dies, and that's life. You
just live life. And he's a very good person. ... But there's nothing else. Besides
that, that said—and I can't imagine being that way—I've got to have something. I
can't live that way. ... I think that would be living without hope. ... And I just got
to cling to something that gives me hope. I would be dead by now, I think,
without that, and religion as part of that is part of that support for me. ... I can't
imagine being without that. ... Very empty, I can't imagine facing death. I mean,
nobody knows for sure, but he's so sure that there is nothing. I can’t do that. It's
like an abyss. (Frank)

Caleb’s concept of religion was similar to Brian’s and Aaron’s and he has stayed
firmly attached to one religion like Frank, though Caleb converted to another religion as
an adult. Caleb sees religion as more a standardized system of rules and dogma. Caleb
and Brian are the two participants who talk about spirituality in addition to religion as
they explain their concepts. Both conceive of spirituality as fluid and unformed.

However, unlike Brian who primarily sees spirituality as separate from religion, Caleb
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sees religion as a “standardized approach to spirituality.” He is clear that he prefers this
standardized system over the fluidity of spirituality:

Religion for me is a more standardized approach to spirituality um. You know,
religion incorporates the spiritual, but it often has a much more standardized um,
set of rules, a dogma, an orthodoxy that goes with it, whereas most people who
consider themselves spiritual are much more fluid and how they approach things.
Um, now as far as, you know, that's what my definition of religion means to me.
(Caleb)

Caleb rejects the Christian religion of his childhood due in part to what he
understands is a rejection of the body in Christianity. Caleb understands religion and his
conversion to Judaism in particular, to have helped him define and accept himself and his
“queer body.”

I started doing, um, studying other religions at the same time, and probably about
the same time I really started identifying as trans was about the same time that I
really started studying in depth about Judaism um. ... and it ended up sort of
mirroring my knowledge of transi, well not knowledge, my experience of
transitioning um. ... I mean for example, when, you know, you transition, you
have to re-learn so many everyday tasks ... it's the same way when you transition,
I use that word; ah, when you convert to a very different religion um. ... it's such
a different setting that I had to re-learn how to do my everyday type things ...
And um, I think one of the other things that um, ended up sort of pushing me
away from Christian religion and towards Judaism is Christianity has that, um,
has that sort of mind-body dichotomy, um, which is sort of a very Greek thing
um, you know, the mind and the spirit is two separate things um, and that sort of
Christian history of the denial of the body um. ... And it, it helped me so much re-
learn that um, sex is okay, that my body is okay even though it's a queer body,
and it's not the average normal body um. Things like that just made my life so
much easier um. And so my religion has become ridiculously important to me ...
it's become integral to me because it helped me transition better um, it gave me a
new paradigm to look at the way things are. (Caleb)

Religion helps Caleb relearn how to interact with everyday life. It helps him

accept his physical and mental self as joined. Religion allows him to eliminate negative
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self-judgments and to reframe his value and worth as a person. Because he perceives his
new religion does not devalue his body, Caleb sees himself in a new way and religion
becomes “ridiculously important” to him as life affirming and sustaining.
Connection to Others

Another common theme that comes out for participants has to do with connection
to other people through community, whether seeking one, in one, or struggling with how
to create one. The concept of community is more than a group of friends that one could
assemble in any social setting. Connection to a community presents itself as integral to
four of the participants in relationship to religion as either what religion is ideally
supposed to hold, but does not, or what it uniquely does hold. Aaron is unique among the
four participants who understand community to be an integral aspect of religion. Aaron
still conceptually expects religious community to embody intimacy and interpersonal
connection, yet he developed a distinct community of religiously involved people outside
organized religion when religion proved unwelcoming of him and failed to meet his
conceptual expectation for religious community. Frank and Caleb developed connections
to religious communities with the distinct difference that Caleb uses religion to keep him
visibly on the margins of society and Frank uses religious community to make him
similar to everyone else. David presented a uniquely conflicted conceptualization of and
relationship to community among these four participants. He understands himself as
marginalized from religious community while intensely seeking to become part of one. In
contrast to Caleb who is an outsider accepted within a community of outsiders and who

needs to have religion help him maintain that position, David is an unwilling outsider
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alone on the edges of communities where he perceives everyone else is an insider.

What these various communities look like and how these four participants
describe them differs, however, all their concepts contain elements of hope for open
acceptance, intimacy, mutual caring, and concern for one another in a sort of created
family dynamic that supports and sustains life. All contain a desire for an intimate
connection to others. Frank illustrates this understanding of the acceptance and life-
supporting aspects of religious community in the following passage:

It’s also known as the, how do they say it? The denomination with the widest
doors. It welcomes everybody, or tries to. It’s true of several churches. And I just
found it more accepting of more and different people and more diversity than the
little [name omitted] church I grew up in, in the suburbs, which was almost all
white, and all the same kind of people, and you sat there and you didn’t talk to
anybody, and you went home. I found that this church was more welcoming. They
did more things together. They promoted neighborhood outreach. And I felt that
was a much better approach. I found that I couldn’t live a life without something
to support it. ... It’s been really important to us to have a family of choice among
other people. But they’re the ones who are the closest. With who we all share the
bond of church and community that way, because I don’t know where I'd be
without them. ... I just feel like I'm part of the group. I don't feel like I'm an
outsider. My spouse doesn't feel like an outsider. We have our little cluster of
friends, and we go out to lunch with them almost every Sunday and have a good
time. ... and it's just really nice to have that family. (Frank)

Frank understands religion as having to do with acceptance, outreach, care for
others, and inclusive diversity. Frank defines community by closeness; like a family.
Frank describes his belonging to something bigger than he is in his participation in a
religious community. He does not know how he would live without it. Community is
central. He speaks of having a sense of value in the welcoming and acceptance of his

community that is not present in everyday life outside the community.
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It all seems to be about community. I mean, it's all in new deep-seated beliefs and
rituals are comforting and soothing that the congregation is doing it all together.
That helps support community. The social interactions are just a nice icing on the
cake. It really is, but that's part of being supported and feeling loved and included.
(Frank)

Community involvement supports Frank’s concept of religion as a way of life. It
is central to Frank’s understanding of living. For Frank, the aspects of intrinsic value and
a connection to others in religious community work together to give him a sense of hope
that is based in a real created family of similar and accepting people whose creation and
continuation is within his control, as he describes it:

And when we have one meeting a month of the GLBT folks, we try to have some
kind of service, either evening prayer or a mass with Eucharist, and that's really
special. Some of the people there don't see, they see themselves as well, “I am
gay, but I live in the suburbs and I'm just like everybody else,” and they don't
want to do any of that folderol because they get that on Sundays. But to us it's
really special to share that with our community and to know that everybody
understands and feels the same way. Even just to take a little sermon or homily
time to discuss a few issues that are upsetting to us; and the priest, who is now a
lesbian, will say, “this happens, what he is saying, or what do you see in this
passage for gay people?”” And it's really nice to have that chance. (Frank)

Frank indentifies a felt sense of something outside understanding and human
creation that cares about him as an individual, offers miraculous healing, instills hope,
and around which the community bases its support of each other:

I was born with a [serious medical condition] and I'm still here. And I felt like
something has to be out there, not necessarily individual to me, and saying, you
are going to live, but I feel like there is some force in the world somehow.
Somehow I beat the odds. I just felt that there is more than nothing out there.
There has got to be something. (Frank)

Connection to others in community is support, love and belonging for many of the
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participants, whether or not they have found it for themselves. For Aaron, he expected
community and religion to be connected, but for him they were not. He expected to find
connection, caring, and support within religion like Frank describes. Aaron, however,
describes seeking and developing family-like relationships outside religion after failing to
find what he expected within religion. He says,

I remember I used to be involved with a Christian church. I just didn’t feel
connected to folks. ... I didn’t feel connected with those folks, and I sat then I
thought, and I thought for a long time about that and I wondered, what is this all
about? And, for me, if I am going to go to a church there needs to be a sense of
community. ... If I want to worship a god, I can do that in my home, I can do that
in a park, I can do that sitting on the bus on the way to work. That's not why I
come together with all these people for this x-period of time; that’s so I can
connect with other people, and they didn't feel connected with other people. ...
I've felt more connected with people in LGBT chorus and than I did at an LGBT
open and affirming church. The night afterwards we would go out for dinner and
people would talk and we would call each other during the week and see how
things were going for support. ... So I feel like I couldn’t ask those questions of
the people that I was in this supposedly, supposed enlightened community. They
didn't feel so ‘enlightened’ to me. (Aaron)

In an interesting twist, Aaron describes connections now with a community that is
outside a particular religion, yet includes many religious leaders (e.g., church pastors,
church music leaders) and people he met in the church within which he had attempted to
find community. Religion remains unmistakably connected to his community even if not
to him directly. He is aware of this and at times discomforted by its presence.

So it's funny that what I wasn't getting there was community yet those people are
a clear part of my connection to a community at home. Even though I didn't know
all of those people from that specific building and experience, because some of
them are people that were involved with other churches within the same
denomination and the area. So one’s a pastor of one church and one’s a pastor at
another church. And there's the pastor at the church I went to and her partner and
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the person who was the music director ... But I didn't feel that same
connectedness to those people ... when I was sitting with them on Sunday
mornings worshiping this Christian process, blah, blah, blah. I just didn’t feel it.
(Aaron)

Aaron is clear that his community made up of many religious leaders does not
indicate an acceptance of religion on his part. He is in conflict between his expectations
that religious people should exhibit acceptance and welcome and his experience of
unwelcome within religion. He experiences being outsider and insider simultaneously
when religious actions like prayers occur within his intimate community. He is insider in
connection to the others yet outsider in connection to religious practices and beliefs. His
understanding of his role in his community and its separation from religion for him at
times fails him and he frantically tries to understand where he fits and whether the others
judge him negatively. At these times, he is panicked and uncomfortable due to his
understanding of religion as judgmental and rejecting, even while being in a room of
warm caring people—his community—who know him intimately. He explains,

There was rich, loving, wonderful conversation, but for me, when we all sat down
at the dinner table I had that moment of panic; somebody is gonna pray, and it's
going to be a Christian prayer! What does that mean? Am I supposed to bow my
head? Am I supposed to say amen? You know? What? Because I know that they
are all deeply connected into the Christian Church. ... what does it mean for us as
friends if I don't believe the same thing as they believe? What does it mean, ah,
are they going to be concerned for my soul, because I don't follow the same
religious beliefs that they do? Um, and yet, I know that they love me and I know
that, you know, that in their language of unconditional love, that that's there, and I
trust that they; because they knew me pre-and post-transition. ... They've walked
through this whole thing with me. ... and the same thing happens when there is—
where was I the other day, where somebody asked to stop for a moment of silence
... oh, 0-k-a-y, a moment of silence. Am I supposed to have my eyes open? Am I
supposed to have my eyes closed? Am I supposed to be saying some kind of a
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prayer? Am I supposed to make eye contact with someone else? What does it
mean if during this moment of silence I choose to take a sip of my drink that I
have? You know—what? How am I supposed to behave? (Aaron)

Ultimately, the self-care needed to live is possible only through intimate
connections to a community of people for whom Aaron can care and who care for others
as well. While Aaron does not permanently rule out involvement in religious community
in the future, given his experience and understanding of religion he considers it unlikely,
though intimate connections to others will remain central to his life:

I don't know that I ever, and, you know, talk to me in a year, talk to me in six
months, who knows. I don't know that I will ever join or be involved in a
deliberate religious community. Maybe, ya know, maybe I will, maybe 1 won't,
but I do see it comes down to that self-care piece. What am I doing to take care of
myself so I can be present for the rest of what I need to do? And the older I get,
the more important it is for me to take care of myself, because when I, when I get
sick, I don't bounce back the way I used to, um, and it just takes a lot more time.
So whatever 1 can do to keep from getting to that place is that much more
important. So it all comes down to self-care. ... So, you know, for me, the life-
giving stuff that was important to me where I learned first how to take care of
myself was this friend that I met at a retreat ... and my therapist. (Aaron)

Caleb, unlike Frank who uses community to fit in and be similar to everyone,
needs himself and his community to stand out as other; as outsiders in a social
environment where everyone is assumed similar. Community is integral to Caleb’s
understanding of religion, yet not just any community, a community of outsiders and
underdogs who can stand in solidarity with him. This outsider community helps him
understand himself and feel understood by others as different yet belonging.

Where I live there aren't a huge number of trans people. ... having a community
of people who don't fit the; I guess you could say, that major paradigm of what's
expected down in the Bible Belt, which is mostly white, Protestant, straight folks
— Christians, um. So to have a community that at least religiously doesn't fit that,
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what's expected; that they're kind of the underdogs, um, is also helpful ... it's
reassuring to know that there are, you know, that there are other underdogs out
there, who um, you know, that you can join with and be part of and that do
understand um, the struggles that come with being an outsider. (Caleb)

Outsiders are those who do not fit social expectations of them. Caleb understands
his experience of religion as parallel to his experience of being trans in that he did not fit
the expectations for his gender identity and his religious community similarly does not fit
the paradigm of the dominant Christian culture around him. He had to learn how to relate
to people in a new way as socially male and how to relate to religion in a new way as
Jewish. He links his conception of himself as “queer’—different from the typical man—
inseparably to his conception of his religion as “queer’—different from the typical
Christian religion. He connects his identity to his religion through its enabling him to
look and act differently than the dominant culture—visibly being an outsider through
wearing tsetse and a yarmulke, which he wears and points out in the interview as serving
this purpose. Religion helps him retain his sense of otherness yet also reclaim otherness
as a strength shared with a group, not a disadvantage that isolates him.

Part of my spirituality is um, the fact that I AM an outsider, um, which is harder
now that I've transitioned, um, because now I am seen as The Man. I'm seen as a
white straight man um. And so one of, one of the few ways I have to queer myself
is to present as Jewish. And so that actually is a big part of my spirituality, is, is
um, [ guess in a way, making myself known as an outsider, um, which Judaism
does. (Caleb)

Being among others who share in the struggle of being different from the
dominant culture is “a huge help” for Caleb to maintain his connection to his Jewish
community. Caleb finds support and confidence in connection to his religious community

in their shared struggle as outsiders where once he kept himself isolated from others in
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fear of being different.

I like that sense of community. I like being engaged with that, um, probably
because the; I spent; I feel like I've spent too much of my life being alone, you
know, being trans, being, you know, being what I am. You know, I spent too
much of my life separating myself from people because I was so different and I
didn't know what to do about that or to discuss about it. So, so now it's just nicer
to have a community ... in a religious community who knows who I am and is
okay with it. (Caleb)

Caleb believes connection to the religious community is part of the support
structure and ritual practices expected from his religion. “A liking to there's a community
um and that um, that it’s sort of expected for there to be a community, that it isn't
something you do on your own um, that there is a support group of people um.” His
future goals include finding and connecting to a larger religious community of outsiders
and underdogs. “At some point I would like to live in a place with a larger GLBT Jewish
population ... I would love to live in a place that had a more specific community for
that.”

David has the most conflicted relationship with community even though it is a
central concept of his understanding of religion. Religion must include a community for
him as surely as it must also include both communal and solitary space for meditation
and prayer. Where and whether he fits within the community is the source of conflict for
David. He experiences invisibility while in plain sight within religious communities. His
struggle is the intertwined wrestling of internals and externals: with body seen and body
known, with solitary and communal rituals, with standing out and blending in. He
experiences being included in religious communities and feeling on the margins

simultaneously, which he describes as being “very intense, and um, you know, and
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feeling kind of central in the core because I know some of the people there for years and
um, and also kind of feeling on the margins.”

Like his labyrinth tattoo visible during the interview (see Figure 1 for a similar
image), David’s wrestling with religion in his life seems an endless struggle between the
choice to enter or exit community. It is notable that this is a labyrinth and not a maze that
has one path through it with false paths and hidden routes until it is finished. A labyrinth
is something that is entered repeatedly, always with the same point of entry and exit, with
the entire pathway visible at all times, with no false paths or dead ends, and typically as

part of an intense personal spiritual practice of
meditation, self-discovery, and  spiritual
development. For David, this seems to capture
his fundamental struggle with whether to focus
on his own interior spiritual journey—to enter the
labyrinth—or to emerge from his intensely private
inner path— to exit the labyrinth—into the
Figure 1. A classical labyrinth.
community in a public spiritual journey. It is
also a struggle about whether or not to “be known” as a man with a transgender

experience, his inner private self, in a public community. He speaks about this struggle:

Just let me, like, let me ease into this space, you know, and worship. ... It’s not
that I don't want to commit to a space, because I do ... I want to kind of worship
without being scrutinized ... how much of that is about wanting to be known or
not wanting to be known. ... this might be the point in my life when I just need it
to be a refuge. You know, and I'm like, and you know, I don't want to be out ... |
don't want to be your token, you know. um, you know, I want a church that is
welcoming. Not trans-welcoming, gay-welcoming ... just like, welcome is a



81

transferable skill, you know. But it also needs to be introvert-welcoming, you
know, socially-awkward-person-welcoming, you know. (David)

David has been unable to reconcile fully the conflict between his embodiment and
the religious community to which he wants to connect. He understands his role in
community to be more than a bystander—to be someone who actively helps others to
have religious experiences—yet he does not know how to do this as fully himself and be
accepted into the community he values. If fully known, like Aaron he believes he would
be unwelcome in the community, and like Aaron, Frank, and Edward, David wonders
why people are not living out the messages of acceptance and non-judgment they purport
to believe. He is unclear how to connect fully to others. He talks about this conflict,
saying,

I just don't know how, you know to walk in the different worlds that I honestly
feel called to walk in. And you know, and I'm not in a place yet where I can
choose. Um, and the worlds are not the same and they're not quite friends of each
other at this point. ... and so ... I do individual ritual work, usually with non-trans
gay men and usually around issues of their own embodiment. ... and they don't
necessarily know what my stuff is. ... I know there are sometimes where they
would, there would not be a connection if they knew that fact you know. You
know, um, I'm still trying to piece it together. ... It’s that whole thing of like, well
if you're dating somebody who treats you like the church you would leave that
person, right? Why don’t you leave the church? And like, you know where else
would we go? Like, you know, it has the words of life, um, you know, but it's
hard. I mean, it's hard. (David)

David experiences his understanding of connection to community as central to
religion and life, and his disconnection from it as a source of emotional and spiritual pain
that he conceives of as similar to an abusive lover. His physical embodiment as a man

with a transgender history separates him from his faith community while his religious
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understanding of the importance of embodiment to connection with God also demands
his connection to a community—a body of believers. He asks, what is the purpose of the
religious community, what is his purpose in community, and whether he may find a place
to belong and to rest—a religious and spiritual home where he can experience
unconditional acceptance.

I don't know if I'll ever find a place where all of me will be able to be present
without being punished somehow or being fetishized somehow ... or being
tokenized or, you know, ... we’re told that we’re not supposed to have a home
you know, that we’re travelers, and nomads, and sojourners, and foxes, and birds,
and all that shit, but you know, every now and then you just want to find a place
that's home. (David)

Like the pathway in the labyrinth, David’s journey in religion and with his body
has been a winding pathway trying to connect to himself internally and others externally.
He enters and exits his spiritual labyrinth as he wrestles with physical incarnation and
embodiment-his own and the incarnation of Jesus—which he names as central to his
Christian faith and his identity as a gay man. His connection with his embodiment as a
man has presented him with experiences and a sense of connection at times, yet primarily
with a sense of difference and disconnection from others and from his faith tradition. As
he has made each turn on his path, he has wrestled with what it means to experience and
express his own incarnation as male, as well as to experience the difference between his
own and the incarnation of Jesus as male. David described his existential angst as he
witnessed an unveiling of an anatomically correct crucifix as part of a religious service
within a community of other gay men to whom he had felt connected up to that point. He

explains:
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Christ's body was revealed you know, and for some of the people, and especially
the Roman Catholics. They had never seen an image of Jesus with a penis. Never,
never, never as gay men and you know and um, you know, my own interaction
with it was, ah, it was really profound. It was just this, you know, initially this
real, this hard, hard grief. It’s like, oh, even here, even here I'm different. (David)

He experienced separation physically from the embodied Jesus as a man and this
leaves him grief-stricken and marginalized from himself and from community. In
response to this grief, he retreats inward, back to his center and retracts himself from the
community. This retreat helps him rediscover a sense of connection to God and yet it
leaves him feeling irreconcilably disconnected from the spiritual community. He
describes this process of finding connection to God again:

But this, this is like, no, I’'m the same as you. And the short version is like, you
know, kind of getting to this place of like, no, whatever God would need to be in
the same place as me, that’s, that would be. And in that particular instance, it
would not be about a sacrifice. It wasn’t like Jesus saying, ‘Oh, I'd cut off my
dick for you.’ It was like, no, no. It was this kind of this sameness. (David)

In a sense, David has entered into a labyrinth of unknown size where he has yet to
reach the center; connection to his deepest self, so he can emerge and connect completely
to the community he craves. He finds himself endlessly seeking for and longing for a
community to which he can fully connect as himself and where he can blend in unless he
chooses to be noticed. At this point, David has only been able to find a spiritual
community where he feels connected by incorporating other non-Christian traditions and
rituals into his religious life. This is not enough, however, as it is still outside his religion.
In his struggle to find a place within Christianity that embodies his conceptualization of
what religious community will be, he also visits different traditions within his religion

trying to feel less marginalized and more a part of an embodied faith community.
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Nonetheless, David is skirting the edges of many religious communities and only
touching down in fleeting moments of participation in group rituals (e.g., worship
services, singing) but not connecting to the communities. This keeps him unknown and
spiritually homeless. It is as if he is always hungry yet forever standing outside the
window looking in at a table filled with food.
A Way Of Life

Three participants spoke about their understanding of religion and spirituality as a
way of life that ranges from internal guidance to integrally shaping each day’s activities.
They understand that it frames each day, defines ways to relate to others, and
recommends attitudes to take. Having a concept of religion or spirituality as a way of life
influences how these participants approach and interpret their everyday thoughts and
actions. It works as a sort of internal check and balance system that channels and directs
behaviors and judgments towards other people. In a sense, religion acts as a form of
personal and social regulation that keeps them engaged in life and gives them reasons and
rules by which to be concerned for people outside themselves. For Brain, spirituality is
something that loosely guides and grounds him in a way that provides a sense of purpose
and perspective. For Frank, distinguishing religion or faith from daily living and his
orientation to everyone and everything is nearly impossible. He processes life, thought,
and action through religion. For Caleb, the ritualized structure of his practice of religion
helps him define the boundaries of days, weeks, and seasons as well as motivating him to
take action to improve his world.

Brian describes spirituality as something that guides him in life: “I find support
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and relief and um, ah, guidance I guess, in faith or in some sort of belief in something
spiritual.” He wants to be able to use spirituality to guide his future children as well as he
explains,

I do think about wanting to have kids, not birth them myself, but be a parent in
some way or a foster parent or something, you know, and I think about wanting to
have some sort of spiritual connection. You know, help a child to develop their
sense of connection, spiritually or religious or whatever it is. (Brian)

Spirituality provides Brian with a sense of perspective and purpose in life. He
says, “I think, most often my sense of um, purpose, with respect to spirituality, is, ah, is
gratitude. So ah, it's mostly in the form of giving thanks for what I have and, uh, the
many gifts that I have in my life.” This gratitude not only grounds him, but it helps him
maintain a perspective on his life that keeps him in balance and offers him hope for
strength in future emotional challenges. Speaking to how he conceptualizes spirituality as
a guide for himself, Brian says,

I mean, I guess, around guidance; it's about perspective. Like being able to have
perspective and say, like life is bigger than whatever is going on in the moment,
right. I think, like, that it really helps me to feel less anxious to like situate and
have that perspective about what's going on. And, you know, just to ground me,
and it’s like, okay, it's all good. It helps me take a step back. (Brian)

Brian has not always seen spirituality or religion as a guiding factor in his life. He
describes times of personal darkness in which he either leaned on or totally lost his
spiritual connection and fell into depression, anger, and substance abuse. “I think that
there have been times when I, when things get hard. I tend to either forget about faith
like, just kind of throw it out the window or it's something that I fall back on.” Those

moments in Brian’s life seemed to coincide with struggles around gender and sexuality as
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it related to religion and messages of condemnation in his teens: “I think it was really
hard for me to accept that, like, gay people were going to go to hell. Like I just didn't
understand in the Catholic faith, like it didn't make sense to me,” and struggles with
integrating his identity as male in his 20s:

It was a very hard time. It was a really dark time for me, because, you know, I felt
like I had made certain choices and, um, I didn't-regarding my transition, my
body—and I just felt like I hadn't really. I just, I wasn't able to be. It just felt like it
was off. There was like, there was something that wasn't quite, that wasn't quite
fitting together. And I felt really, really depressed, and so I just could not find my
faith at that time, like at all. It was like, it was like I really; like when I think back
on, it was like a really dark two years, you know. (Brian)

Currently Brian feels spirituality and faith can keep him grounded and balanced in
life, may protect him by getting him “out of his head”, and by helping him focus on
gratitude for what he has in life. He sees staying grounded in his spirituality as part of his
daily life as hope for making it through depression in the future. He explains,

Well okay, so I am not like all happy-go-lucky, you know, I, I, in terms of my
belief in the future. Like I believe that, um, I believe that I will probably have a
hard time in the future again, right. Like, I don't believe we can go through life
without having challenges. You know, like really. And, you know, I think in
terms of, you know, depression is a big, is a really big issue for me—depression
and anxiety—and it seems to me that about every 10 years I have a, a big sort of
depression thing, right. Like it happened in my like teens, it happened in my like
mid to late 20s, you know, where there was a real serious issue that needed to be
addressed. So you know, when I think of the future, I think, oh gosh, when’s the
next one going to be, you know. ... It’s probabilistic, the likelihood of having
another; I mean, it's a scientific fact. Like you have a depressive episode, you're
more likely to have another one. So you know, I'm aware of that, so in terms of
being forward. I, you know, I know that I will need to, you know, make sure that |
am grounded in, in, my belief to weather that again, you know. (Brian)

Frank also sees religion as grounding his life. However, while Brian’s
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understanding of spirituality helps him feel grounded in life through perspective and
gratitude when under stress, Frank understands religion to be the underpinning way of
life in total. It is “the way you live your life.” For Frank, religion is integral to whom and
how one is in the world. This daily way of life is movement towards perfection and
maturity, or being the best one can be and taking the best actions one can take in the
world. Religion is the means by which one improves oneself in both attitudes and actions.
This way of life offers comfort. However, this way of life also may bring with it feelings
of pride, shame, guilt, or self-judgment.

I don't see it as a separate thing. You can't; nobody's perfect, as I said, then you
make mistakes and you do stupid things. Or you say something hurtful and you
don't mean to, and you just try to keep in mind that you don't live that way. ... I
always feel guilty that I don't do more. I try to say a few prayers in the morning,
but some days I'm so rushed. I try to think of some at night. If I were retired, I
would like to do morning and evening prayer with my spouse. And that would be
a big comforter. (Frank)

Frank’s understanding of religion as a way of life includes rituals done on one’s
own and communally, “I mean, it's all in new deep-seated beliefs and rituals are
comforting and soothing that the congregation is doing it all together.” These beliefs and
rituals form the actions of daily and communal life and, similar to Brian, their basis is in
childhood experiences even though the present day practices are different. Frank names
this foundation from his childhood:

The little church [I grew up in] where there was just a lot of prayers and some
readings, then a lot more prayers, then a big long sermon, but ah, it was good
instruction ... I found that to be a good foundation for the life I was born into.
(Frank)

Understanding his life as guided by religion also means it goes beyond just being
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nice to others or acting ethically in the world. Frank is convinced there is a benevolent
force beyond life and religious community that guides and motivates him. He says, “I feel
like there is some force in the world somehow. ... I just felt that there is more than
nothing out there. There has got to be something.”

Caleb is more like Frank than Brian in how religion defines the way he lives. For
Caleb, religion is all about rituals, patterns; a framework to structure every day —
structure, order, and rules are comforting, grounding, and orienting. It defines his actions
and structure for every day with morning and evening prayers. It defines seasons and
weeks with rituals to mark beginnings and endings of each. He considers spirituality as
incorporated within standardized religion as a less structured, fluid experience. He
explains that, “Religion for me is a more standardized approach to spirituality um. You
know, religion incorporates the spiritual, but it often has a much more standardized um,
set of rules, a dogma, an orthodoxy that goes with it.” Caleb’s conceptualization and
practice of religion unmistakably shapes the way he lives in different ways than it does
for either Brian or Frank. Religion has boundaries, a set cyclic pattern that follows the
regular separations of time in a day and year. He says of his understanding, “Now my
spirituality is; a lot of it does focus on rules. I like rules, I like order, um, I like having a
pattern, um, and that is a nice part about Judaism is there is a very; there is a yearly
calendar.” Caleb finds comfort and security in practices that are regulated and apply to
specific situations, whether daily prayers, or celebrations and seasons, and that present
rules and commands to do specific bodily things, like, “a holiday where you’re

commanded to get drunk.” For Caleb, through rules and order, his religion provides him a
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comforting and orienting framework to his life that he did not find in a less structured
Christian religious tradition in which he did not “even understand what these people are
saying.” The structured way of life offered by Judaism, as he knows it, makes sense to
Caleb due to its logical basis using rules and order. There is nothing mysterious or
unexplained, like hypnotism or “energy healing.”

Before I wasn't very spiritual, um. And I'm a very logical person, um, so I'm not
very good at spiritual anyway um. It's probably in fact why I chose a religious
path. So many — a lot of people that I know that are trans do choose a spiritual
path, um, but I'm not a very, I'm not a touchy-feely person. I mean, I mean, things
that I don't, I mean, I know a lot of people sit there and talk about, like,
hypnotism. Or, you know, I have friends who talk about, like, energy healing, and
I'm like, that's amazing, that's wonderful, and I have; it makes no sense to me.
Like, I'd just, I need, you know, like, these concrete things um. And so, um, I like
that religion comes with rules. (Caleb)

Religion relates concretely and actively to Caleb’s daily way of life through
rituals, connections to social justice, and trans issues. In this way religion is relevant to
his daily life and, in fact, must remain so for him or he will discard it.

It does inform my day ... there's always something Jewish that I'm reading, um,
and it, it is, it is kind of remarkable how much it ends up moving um, connecting
back to social work or trans stuff ... You know my day is inherently Jewish. I do
Jewish things. I always wear my yarmulke um, you know, there are a couple of
smaller Jewish prayers that I say during the day um, you know. When I get up and
when I go to bed ... We are constantly reforming ourselves. Um, and I feel very
much that way about religion. I feel that you have to keep it updated. You have to
keep adapting it to your life, um, because otherwise it just gets stagnant and you
don't want it anymore and then it's of no use to you ... I like my day having a
shape. I like knowing that this is the; I'm going to start the day. And then, you
know, before I go to bed I'm going to do this. It just makes my day easier, to have
that framework to go off of. (Caleb)

Social advocacy, in addition to ritual, defines Caleb’s way of life tied to his
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understanding of religion. He considers the center of his spirituality advocating for
himself and others. Taking action for people through social justice provides opportunities
for doing ‘“something useful;” a chance to make an impact. Caleb is clear this
responsibility for action and advocacy is his and his community’s, not for some divine
being to handle. Social justice, then, is a framework for his way of life within the
framework of daily rituals, readings, and being visibly Jewish. He describes the
importance of social justice to Judaism for him while trying to explain the meaning of his
favorite saying of Hillel’s:’

One of the things I liked about Judaism is this, they, most of the Jews that I have
met and so many of the Jews that I have read about do believe in social justice ...
Jews are, are, tend to, they just seem to be more involved with social justice work
... I have to come out as sort of agnostic, even though I'm a Jew um. I don't know
if there is a God, um, and I think I've come to realize that if there is a God, I have
to act like there isn't a God, um, because, you know, there is just. If I expect to
God to do it all then it's nev..., you know, then I am, I'm losing my chance of
doing something useful ... I guess that's in a way kind of the root of my
spirituality um. You have to be for yourself, you have to be an advocate for
yourself but you have to be an advocate for others too, um, and you have to; you
can't put it off in the future um. ... I have to act like it all depends on me and my
friends and my community um. And the fact that, I mean, that's, that’s a sort of a
core tenet of Judaism, that, you know, that you have to go do it. It’s not far away,
it’s yours and you have to take part in it. You have to do it. (Caleb)

Caleb names his a “religion of action” and contrasts his religious way of life
against a thought-focused religion. He compares his religious way of life of action to his

being trans in that he had to stop just thinking about life and take action. He captures the

? Caleb cannot recite the saying in the interview, and becomes upset with himself. He recites enough of it
to find the quote. This is the quote he considers a guide to his advocacy and social justice within Judaism:
"If T am not for myself, who will be for me? But if I am only for myself, who am I? If not now, when?"
Ethics of the Fathers, 1:14.
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significance of this in his statement, “I want my life to be about doing, um. Thinking isn't
enough.”

There is no thought policing and Judaism. It is; it is a religion of action. You do
things um. I actually heard somebody say it's not an orthodoxy because it's not
about what you, it's not policing what you think. It's an orthopraxy. It's policing
what you're supposed to do, um, and I think that relates remarkably to my life as a
trans person because, you know, I have had to, you know, thinking about it wasn't
enough. I had to go and physically do something. And for me that involved
hormones, and then, you know, that's not what it is for everybody. But, you know,
as a trans person, you have to say, okay, I am trans and I have to do something to
um, make myself comfortable with myself. And I have to repair my relationship
with my body. And I am going to have to do it. I can't just sit here and think about
it. I have to go do it um. And Judaism is all about doing. All of it is about doing
um. So I think that that is another great appeal for me of, of why I, the religion
I've adopted is that it is about doing and I, I want my life to be about doing um.
Thinking isn't enough. (Caleb)

Source of Redefinition and Reincarnation

Most of the participants mentioned something in their experiences of religion
related to gender. Brian found religious behavior, ritual, and space oddly and uniquely
gendered. He said, “It's a very gendered space to me, like, I mean, aside from the fact that
the priests wear robes, which is always really weird to me.” He considers religious rituals
as “weirdly” gendered in what people wear, “When I got my communion, it was so
weird, like I had this white dress on, you know, and like, uh, flowered crown. And it was
just such a weird gendered ritual;” in what people can or cannot do, “I remember like
figuring out that the priests couldn't get married, and I was like, why can the priests not
get married;” even with whom people are allowed to sit and interact, “Have you ever
been to an Orthodox Jewish wedding? It’s like amazing. It’s so; there's like gendered

spaces. You don't even sit with people of the other gender or sex or whatever, and you
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don't dance with them.” Frank spoke about being accepted or outed around his
transgender history in his religious community, “The thing that still kills me is that some
people will still out me without my permission. ... But I just feel like I'm part of the
group. I don't feel like I'm an outsider.” Aaron talked about the religious leaders who
make up his community and their acceptance of him throughout his transition: “I know
that they love me and I know that, you know, that in their language of unconditional love,
that that's there and I trust that they; because they knew me pre-and post-transition.”

These comments indicate an awareness of interactions between gender and
religion. More than awareness, however, two participants identify clear connections
between religion and their gender affirmation processes. Caleb and David describe how
religion provides an integral way to understand their lives, their bodies, and their ability
to reconnect with, to redefine, and to re-incarnate their bodies.

For Caleb, transition from socially female to socially male coincided with and
mirrored his conversion from Christianity to Judaism. As he redefined himself socially
and physically, he redefined his religion. He speaks of relearning both how to relate to
other people socially as male and relearning religious rituals and practices. Indeed, he
describes relearning how to think in general, “I mean, it is because I'm Jewish, um, and I
think in a way that's different than how I used to think.” He finds that religion helps him
to embrace his body in a way that does not include a split between parts, but integrates

his whole self mentally and physically.

About the same time I really started identifying as trans was about the same time
that I really started studying in depth about Judaism, um. I think the reason I am
so attracted to Judaism is, um, well number one, any religion that says study is a
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form of worship is pretty awesome. ... and it ended up sort of mirroring my
knowledge of transi..., well not knowledge, my experience of transitioning, um.
... because, well, I mean for example, when, you know, you transition, you have
to relearn so many everyday tasks, um, you know, and it's not that you shouldn't,
you know emulate whatever or um, emulate what the, the society has already
given. But at the same time you realize that, you know, if you do want to pass and
be safe in this public setting, or pass is what you have chosen, your gonna to have
to relearn how to react to people, um, and how people perceive you. ... And um, I
think one of the other things that, um, ended up sort of pushing me away from
Christian religion and towards Judaism is Christianity has that, um, has that sort
of mind-body dichotomy, um, which is sort of a very Greek thing, um, you know,
the mind and the spirit is two separate things, um, and that sort of Christian
history of the denial of the body, um. Sort of an aesthetic tradition I guess, um,
and Judaism is so embracing of the body, like, you know, there is a holiday where
you're commanded to get drunk. (Caleb)

Religion helps him transition and provides him with a new model of life in

general by which he is able to redefine himself, “And so my religion has become

ridiculously important to me ... it's become integral to me because it helped me transition

better um, it gave me a new paradigm to look at the way things are.” Religion and

transition are deeply connected. Both together provide a means for Caleb to redefine who

he is beyond the physical as well by becoming aware of discrimination and bias in a new

way.

I became more aware of misogyny after I transitioned because all of a sudden I
saw what these other guys who saw me as a cis-guy were saying to me. ... |
became; you know, and starting to see things like that made me much more aware
of other problems. Racism, classism ... because I was becoming more perceived
as The Man, as how I, how I am, the white, perceived as straight, male, um, and
yet by transitioning to that I was actually able to see more of the problems that I
hadn't seen before (Caleb)

Through religion, Caleb is able, in part, to reject the privileges and biases

attributed to him socially as a “white male straight Christian guy.” Religion offers Caleb
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freedom to redefine himself against the cultural attributions that he is misogynist, classist,
and racist and develop a new identity and community that fight against such social
injustices. He is able not only to use religion to redefine himself physically through
embracing his body, as he says, “I am trans and I have to do something to um, make
myself comfortable with myself. And I have to repair my relationship with my body,” but
he redefines what it is to be a justice-oriented white male in an unjust social structure that
would give him advantages he does not want.

Beyond redefining a relationship to his body and to others socially as Caleb has
done, David understands the very premise of religion to demand an embodiment and a re-
incarnation of his self. This understanding has changed over time for David from once
believing that embracing his embodiment meant acceptance of his life as it was to
realizing he was in fact losing his life in avoiding his personal incarnation as fully
himself.

It took me years to get around to that, because I was like, God made my body this
way, like, um, how can I change it? You know, but at the same time I was
refusing, I was abstaining from living my life. (David)

As David wrestled with the religious call to incarnate fully as himself, he began to
redefine what embodiment meant in his personal life related to his understanding of
religion. He connected the two and came to understand that to accept life and to accept
his religious faith he had to embrace his own embodiment as male. For David then,
religion ultimately is experienced through incarnation—embodied love.

You know, and vaguely I really kind of did, you know, conceptualize and enact
from my early transition was a theological framework of the incarnation, you
know. And it's still very central to me, um, whether it enters into kind of the daily
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activity. ... But that, you know, in the Christian, in the, you know, Christian take
anyway. It was not possible for God to be God without experiencing life in a
body. Like that's the job description. Like, I'm not God if I don't do that part of it
you know. And, you know, and so having a body be very so, so important, while
my spirituality and certainly substance use, substance use and entertainment, and
now in my maladaptive habits, and I play online games a lot. A lot of it's around
escaping actually being in the body, you know. And so, you know, I wasn't one of
these people, who was kind of actively suicidal before transition or something I
just kind of backed away and narrowed and narrowed and narrowed my life, you
know. I was abstaining from my life, you know. And so for me it was very
intentional, like deciding to medically transition was, you know, consenting —or
accenting, more—to my own incarnation, you know. ... But you know, there's
just something about, you know, the simplicity and directness of the Christian
message, which is like, God is like, love is really important and embodied love is
really, really important, you know. Almost like, almost end of story. (David)

Spiritual and physical incarnation is significant to David in a few ways. He
understands the central message of his Christian religion to be about incarnating, or
embodying, love physically in the form of a human body. His body becomes primary,
therefore, in how he experiences religion—in the sensorial experience of incense, sounds,
and “glorious textiles” as well as in meditation and helping others on physical and
spiritual journeys to their own embodiment. The incarnated body becomes central to
religion, central to David’s experience, and central to him wrestling with religion and its
internal and external integration. For David, his physical transition to a male body
confirms his incarnation as male in life. He takes on the character and qualities of himself
as he embodies David. However, in conflict with the strong connection between his male
incarnation and his understanding of religion as demanding incarnation, he struggles with
what it means to be embodied without male genitals and he believes others will judge his

unique embodiment and reject him spiritually and physically.
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There is no one church for me I think. You know, the [local contemporary
Christian church] doesn't want me. You know, I go, I go to [an annual Christian
music festival] and, like the guy will do a prophecy like, “You're going to be an
amazing evangelist for Christ.” You know, but I'm just like, oh, and if he knew I
was a gay transsexual ... what would that mean? (David)

David describes parallel struggles between his life experience and his religious
experience. The struggle David experiences is similar to how non-trans people have
problems imagining how someone can be a man, yet have been born female. The problem
for him within religion is parallel; how can he find religious acceptance embodied as
male having also been female. He cannot reconcile the “worlds” and finds himself stuck
in between, relating to the world as David while fearing discovery of his other experience
as not-David. This conflict between the call to be embodied and the fear of rejection
because of his embodiment leaves him unable to express fully his spirituality. At worst,
he fears that he will not be allowed access to the larger “body” of the religious
community of the Christian Church because of his perceived incomplete or
misunderstood incarnation.

Divergent Themes

Two participants described conceptualizations of religion and spirituality that
differed from the main group and from each other. One differed in his emphasis on
independent, internal spirituality separate from any community or connection to others.
The other differed in numerous ways in his experiences of religion, his rejection of
religion more than two decades prior to transition, and the relatively complete absence of
concepts of religion or interactions with anything religious or spiritual in his daily life.

The main divergent themes from these participants’ interviews are unique from any other
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themes in the study. Descriptions of these divergent themes now follow.
An Internal Process

The communal concepts and desire to connect to others of most of the participants
are strikingly opposite the solitary internal conceptualization of spirituality from Brian.
Brian offered a clear-cut idea of religion that conceptualized it as an organized and closed
system of rules, beliefs, and people. He differentiated spirituality from religion for
himself and spent the rest of the interview describing his conceptualization and
experience of spirituality as in internal process. This internal process is a part of life that
is both physical and emotional for Brian: “the point is that there was some movement that
was physical, emotional, physical again, emotional and then throughout all of it, my
spiritual life sort of, I guess changed so much over time.” It involves personal
introspection and reflection, yet the internal journey is in connection to something
greater, which he describes several times as God — he is “not alone, but alone” on this
spiritual journey.

I feel that’s sort of like my internal life, and it’s like, it's part of me. So for me it's
less. So I know, for a lot of people, like, you know, like, it can be about
community, like, you know or going to church or going to, like, engaging in a
community, you know, and I, I; it's not that way for me. It's more of a
introspective, like quiet reflection. But, but not alone, but alone, you know.
(Brian)

Brian talks about this non-communal and internal spiritual process as a
developmental process gaining increased importance or place as one ages.

I mean it changes over time, so I think, like, it's like anything else. I mean, when I
think about things, I think about developmental processes and, like, I think that
the developmental process that's associated with spirituality or religion or faith or
whatever you want to call it, is like really important. Like, I think it changes over
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time, you know. What it is when you're 20 is not what it is when you're 30, you
know. I, I just think it, it's like another rich sort of aspect of one's life, right. ... So
I think for me, when I think about the future, it may play a bigger role as I get
older. (Brian)

On more than one occasion, Brian combines religion and spirituality, which
indicates merging of the concepts even with his attempts to define them as separate
things. For instance, he describes spirituality as a “set of guiding things” that includes
God as a “thing” who/which is “sort of religious in nature” or that “pulses” with religion.
In other examples, Brian thinks about spirituality and religion as inseparable and linked
together “like breathing,” or like sitting in quiet stillness on a mountain top—a spiritual
practice of sitting or being still that positively resonates for him as “a fucking religious
experience.” In a sense, religion and spirituality have split and then reintegrated in
Brian’s understanding and experience in a manner that mirrors the split and reintegration
of his experience in life as female and male—separate yet one in the same within him;
another internal developmental process. As he integrated his internal parts, so he has also
integrated his experience of religion or spirituality as a “quiet presence” that is with him
in the way his history is quietly with him. His narrative reflected this process illustrated
in his comments:

I transitioned, and it wasn't that I felt like I integrated. It wasn't like 1 transitioned
and integrated myself. It was like I transitioned and I didn't integrate the history
and the person that I was for so many years you know. And like going through the
process with the hormones and going off the hormones and the therapy allowed
me to kind of come back and be like, I brought all of myself, you know, like I feel
for me that, like, my being born female and living that way for so many years, and
you know, is a very important part of who I am. Like, if I pretend like that never
happened, I really am losing out a lot of my experience right, and so ... Yeah, the
religion stuff shifted again. So then that was where I think that um, I don't know, I
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think it's just quiet, it’s a more quiet presence. ... Like it’s just a, religion is just a
quiet presence, you know, um, or spirituality. (Brian)

The internal spiritual developmental process is exciting and powerful for Brian
with changes that continue across time through ongoing introspection and integration.

Like [the process of] my self-integration, like, like it—the way that it feels, like it
evolved—was really patterned along like, along that piece. ... I mean, I think that
there'll be a lot for me to learn, like if my faith beliefs, um, all the stuff have
evolved this much to now. Like I can only imagine sort of what's in store moving
forward. You know, and ah, you know, I think it's just, I just, it's really just, it’s
really going to be powerful, you know, and I’'m kind of excited about it. (Brian)

Brian’s spirituality requires focused attention and an ability to be present in the
moment that is challenging to achieve and yet rewarding when it happens. He says,

I think it's sort of like anything else, you kind of have to tend it in some way,
right, or pay attention to it in some way. You know, setting aside the time to pay
attention to it is hard to do I think, you know. (Brian)

It involves a regular practice of prayer and a feeling of comfort and security in
knowing that God is always around if there is a need, described as a sort of “pinch hitter”
who Brian calls in when “shit’s really bad.” This internal process of spiritual
development parallels Brian’s experience of the release of the constriction of chest
binding through chest reconstructive surgery. He equates the physical release of the
compression on his lungs endured for many years to the ability to be spiritually quiet,
present, and still at last. In speaking about this release, Brian describes spirituality and
religion as like taking a deep breath—breathing after an extended time of being unable to
breathe:

Once I got my top surgery, like, I was so bound up, like, from the binding, like,
like, literally not being able to breathe. And when I think about, like, spirituality
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and religion, it's like breathing—just taking a deep breath. And I guess that's what
I was talking about earlier, like, about being on a mountaintop. It's just like, you
know, you take a minute and you're quiet, but like, I felt like I could not get a
deep breath in [for years] because I, I couldn't, I mean, I had so many things
bound up, you know what I mean? (Brian)

For Brian the internal process of spirituality or religion is finally about being free
to experience his life unfettered and able to breathe as himself fully and without
restriction. He carries this experience and understanding of spirituality with him and,
because it is internal, he can engage it when and wherever he wishes without the need for
anyone outside himself to make the connection and experience complete.

It’s a Foreign Language

Distinct among the participants was Edward. His reported experiences with
religion were different from the other five participants. He reported growing up in what
he understood as a cult. He rejected connections to religion and religious people by his
early 20s and has continued to have little to no contact with anything or anyone remotely
connected to religion since, with the exception of a friend whom he spoke of often as the
exception to his understanding of religious people. Edward’s conceptualization of
religion is like a photographic negative — there is something there yet it is not fully
developed or clearly visible. For him it is a reflection of what religion is not, more than
what it is. Edward explains that he used to have a concept and understanding of religion
when younger, but this no longer seems to fit. Religion was ““all bad,” a cult that abused
power, controlled people, was hypocritical, and sought to convert everyone to their truth
claims that demanded unquestioning blind faith in things that made no rational sense. He

says, “I couldn't put the two and two together it's like you on the one hand you say, you
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know, Jesus loves all, Jesus forgives all, and yet you can't seem to do that.” He is
developing a concept yet he is confused, bewildered, and intrigued. What he thought he
understood about religion has been overturned so completely that he views religion now
as “like a foreign language.” What he used to know does not fit what he experiences as he
relates to a woman who he discovers is religious after becoming her friend. He describes
this discovery, saying,

She was actually one of the most diverse people that I've ever met she was very
um, she um, was very um, accepting of lots of things that my experience of
religion was not, not accepting of um, and so I was confused. I was like, wait a
minute. How can Susan'® be religious, because that's not what I was taught?
That's not how you were supposed to. That's not how you were supposed to act
um, and so I was I was confused ... she actually was probably the first person that
made me look at it differently. Made me understand that not everybody, not
everybody's idea of religion is what I was taught. ... I was very surprised um, and
very happily surprised when I came to realize that not all religion was bad.
(Edward)

Edward has no way to describe or define it and so it lacks form in the same way
as listening to people speak an unknown language. He cannot make out where the words
begin and end, where the concepts lie, or how to render the noise intelligible. Religion is
now an unknown; a surprise that catches him unsuspecting and leaves him wondering
what is happening. His conceptualization of religion is in flux. It contains no defined
concepts.

Edward has some rough undeveloped ideas on what he believes religion is not. He

feels faith is not religion and belief is not, or is more than, religion. He goes on to

' Name changed for anonymity.
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explain:

The funny thing is, is that I don't think of Susan as being religious. I think of
Susan as having a strong faith, and they're probably the same thing, but they're
not. ... They do kind of have different definitions, um. I guess because to me um,
religion has—even just the word has always been—I've always seen that kind of
as negative, but yet I feel like people can have a strong faith and lots of different
things. And so, I guess for me; because it’s; if you say that somebody has a strong
faith it doesn't necessarily mean that they are religious. It just means that they
really have a strong belief in something, whatever that might be. (Edward)

Edward is unsure what faith even is and has mixed feelings whether to define it in
relationship to religion. He can only describe belief in terms that he thinks “everyone has
belief in something, whatever that might be.” He thinks belief needs to be based in
evidence, facts, or what makes rational sense, but beyond this conceptualization, he
cannot say what he understands faith or belief to be, what he would have faith or belief
in, nor to what they would belong if anything. He simply no longer recognizes or
understands religion. He relies on others to say if they are religious because he cannot
identify what it is that is religion or what people are like who participate in religion. He
asks, “How will you know she's religious just because of who she was; how she was in
my exposure to that end of the spectrum? And so, when I found out that she was, it was a
surprise.”

Since figuring out that there may be “people in the middle” between non-religious
and religious fanaticism, Edward has passive hope for learning this new language and
making sense of it. He explains that in his experience and understanding,

There wasn't people in the middle that could be normal in their thought processes
and their beliefs. So yes, but also opens up the fact that there was something more
than black and white. I mean, we all know there's more than black and white, but
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um, I hadn't really seen it. I didn't feel like I had experienced that. I feel like my
only experiences were either, if a person was religious then they were fanatical
and if they weren't religious then they just weren't. ... I would be interested in
learning other peoples um take on, on religious and how do they see, how do they
see things. What is it that they do believe in, because, I mean, we all believe in
something so. ... I don't know, maybe at some point I will actually seek out
information. (Edward)

Edward is expressly not seeking to find knowledge of religion; simply he is no
longer actively avoiding it. He wants to learn what others see that he does not if the
opportunity presents itself. He wants, but does not actively seek to understand the
foreignness of religion.

Deceit, Dishonesty, and Death

Edward’s other primary way of understanding religion is that it is deceiving and
dishonest, closed, prejudiced, and prone to abuse of power for its own purpose and gain.
He says of the religion of his childhood, “It was really more of a power and control thing.
They used religion as a front.” He has come to apply this understanding primarily to the
group in which he was raised. His overarching understanding of the cultic religion of his
past is that it was full of deceit, dishonesty, and death. He describes it saying, the
religious leaders would say “there's no way that we can prove it but faith means that you
believe it anyway. I'm like okay, well that just seems like, you know, sheep to the
slaughter. I'm not interested in being one of those.” Religion told “embellished stories”
without hard evidence, insisting the stories were fact and demanding unquestioning belief
in those stories, which he considered intentional deceit. Religion was a “front” to cover
and exert power over others, to control people and to “sell” the religious system to more

people. It was something that saturated all of life, in which he felt buried, unable to
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escape, and that lead to slaughter like a helpless animal.

Edward understands religion as judgmental and hypocritical, with leaders picking
and choosing from sacred texts what to apply to their lives and what to preach to others
even while they openly do not follow the principles that they teach. He says of this
selectively proof-texting and hypocritical religion,

Why would I follow you? Why would I trust you? Why would I listen to anything
you say? Because you are talking out one side and your actions, and even the way
you talk about yourself is totally different to me. ... I see so many discrepancies
in some of the radicals and what they say and believe as opposed to some of the
people that um, are not out there to just get numbers or convert people. ... I need,
I need more facts, and then I'll put my faith in it, because I can. Not that I need to
prove everything, but I need to have some, some substantial evidence before I'm
going to go out and try to convert others to believe this line of crap. Or, not even a
line of crap, but a story, it's a story to send a message that I can buy. ... I felt like
there were contradictions, because to me it was always interpreted to their benefit,
you know. You can't have it both ways. You can't ask me to believe something
when you were saying you can't do this and this and this, because basically I have
no interest in those, that I don't like them. But these other things that are
supposedly; that are actually doing the same thing that you're saying I can't do this
for, that's okay. You see what I'm saying? You can't smoke and drink, but it's
okay to load yourself up with high fat foods and, you know, four pieces of cake
and do whatever; those aren't sins, so. ... They are just picking the one thing that
they actually don't care about anyway and then using that to sell a message that
they are totally contradicting in 15 other ways. So I think that, that's, um, it's using
religion to, to, I don't know, to point the finger at others. That's where I feel like
it's a real issue, or it has been. (Edward)

Edward tries to escape this religion and discovers himself mentally trapped within
it through his repetition of judgment against others he thinks might be religious—a sort of
reverse judgment from the cult of his childhood. Edward describes his movement away
from deceit, dishonesty, and death as letting go of his wholesale judgment of religious

people, letting go of his past concept of religion, and working to be open to hearing how
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other people understand religion. He says of himself now,

I look back on how I was um, as a 20-year-old, just finally getting completely
away from this, the cult religion um, and in some regards, being, still being that
same kind of person in that I wanted so far away from it, because I felt like people
should be accepting of others and people should um, should have understanding
for other people. And you should um, welcome lots of views and lots of opinions.
So I got away from it, because that's the thing that I didn't like. And that's the
thing that I wanted to change, but in a way, I was trapped because I couldn't
accept them. So I was kind of doing the same thing. I can accept everything. I
could accept everybody else and every other thing. But yet, like I said, if I saw,
found out somebody was religious, it was like an automatic shut off. So I was
doing the same thing. ... And then after a while, I realized the thing that I didn't
like about them was the same thing that I was doing, but I was doing it back at
them. (Edward)

Edward most recently has found himself thrust into a radical paradigm shift, an
epiphany of new possibilities. Still he is not sure he wants to encounter religion, though
he admits to being open to hearing more about it if it comes across his path. He describes
being open to a new possibility that religion could be balanced and include non-
judgmental acceptance of a diversity of people and ideas; in short, it could include “really
good people.” He has a framework for how he believes good people should be —
accepting, understanding, welcoming of diversity — and he is clear that he does not
believe religion is able to contain these positive characteristics within it. Still, he hopes
there is a religion in which people live by what they teach.

And even more so, when the more people that I meet that truly have a totally
different take on, on the Bible and even how they view faith; when I talk to
people now all that their experience is so drastically different than mine, then I am
interested in hearing about it, yeah. And I even—but that's really only been in the
last several years because, you know, because for a long, long time I had no
interest like I said, I felt like I was, I had been saturated—and I don't know,
maybe at some point, I will actually seek out information. I haven't gotten there
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yet but it's possible. (Edward)

As he has had more than twenty years away to open up and unbury himself from
the deceit, dishonesty, and life-killing religion he experienced, he has found he is now
open to take in some new information as it presents itself; however, he is clear that he is

not seeking it out.
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Chapter 5: Discussion

In this chapter, we build on the descriptions already made of the participants’
understandings and experiences of religion. We look at these observations against
reported understandings of religion from the general culture of the United States. What
we find is that FTMs’ understandings of religion do not principally parallel those
reflected in the literature of other populations. Some of what the participants say is the
same as other Americans in language and experience and some is distinct. The most
interesting and significant finding in this descriptive study is that every participant had a
fundamental break from the religious traditions in which he was raised. Like the finding
from Rubin’s (2003) study of FTMs, the FTMs in this study disconnected from religion
as they learned it. The context in which this occurs is highly divergent. While it would be
ideal to have a convenient understanding across the participants to think about this
finding, the opposite is really the case. The uniqueness of the cases is itself notable.

The Trouble with Terminology

The participants’ narratives reflect the terminology problem in the literature. They
express both the polarized ideas about internal spirituality as separate from organized
religion and expressed concepts of spirituality and religion as overlapping aspects of the
same thing (Koenig et al., 2001; Lease et al., 2005). Even within single narratives, some
participants tended to interchange the terms and talk about them as facets of the same
thing sometimes (P. C. Hill & Pargament, 2008), and as separate things at other times.

Two participants (Brian and Caleb) in particular discussed spirituality as separate

from religion similar to what Roof (2001) found in his study. These two people talked
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about a distinction between religion and spirituality wherein spirituality allowed more
freedom and creativity to use imagination and internal self-perception of good fit.
Spirituality was more unboundaried than religion, seen as more rules-based and rigid.
Brian separated it out entirely and conceptualized it completely within line of what Roof
(2001) found in his samples that spirituality is a creative, internal, imaginative, and
individual activity disconnected from religion most of the time. However, Brian also
collapsed spirituality back into religion several times using phrases such as “spirituality
or religion or whatever,” further demonstrating the root confusion about whether or how
to separate the two terms. Caleb reflected other aspects in Roof’s (2001) study. He did
not understand spirituality as existing outside religion, but understood spirituality being a
less rigid and less rule-based aspect of religion. Caleb saw them as an inseparable two-
sided coin and expressed his inability to connect to the fluid and creative spirituality side,
preferring instead the boundaried and well-defined rules side of religion.

Negative Influence

While religion has a definite influence on the lives of the participants in this
study, for the majority it has not been a positive influence. Some literature indicates
sexual minorities experience negative messages about them through religion and reject
religion in response (Lease et al., 2005; Rodriguez, 2000). During the time they
recognized their differences from those around them in their churches, most of the study
participants began to distance themselves internally from their traditions and to
internalize the negative messages they heard about LGB people as including them as well

due to gender identity nonconformity. Most of the participants report experiencing
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varying levels of negative judgment directed toward them directly or indirectly due to
their gender identity, gender expression, and/or real or assumed sexual orientation. Most
participants found there were no others with similar experiences with whom to
reconstruct religious or spiritual narratives without leaving their traditions or religion
altogether. Many spoke about or alluded to deep wounds, ostracism, and isolation
because of their difference from the norm in their religious traditions and the inability to
reconcile or even disclose these differences. Some participants internalized these negative
messages about lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) people and questioned whether they
could remain in religion (Clarke et al., 1989; Exline, 2002). None spoke of any belief that
their religious traditions would welcome them fully if their transsexual histories are more
broadly known. All conceal their identities from their larger religious groups, even when
there are smaller enclaves within the larger groups who know their histories and accept
them. All sought to leave the past behind in some way and move forward, yet with a
wariness about the ever-present risk of discovery and re-experiencing rejection. Even
those who now live outside any religious affiliation spoke of concerns about rejection and
judgment from individual religious others whom they encounter in social circles.
Regardless of religious belief or attachment there appears to be no complete escape from
the fear of religious judgment of their lives and bodies.

Indications of internalized negative messages and discrimination experienced
within religion included reports of substance abuse and mental health issues. The
literature indicates it is common among people who have experienced both

discrimination and religious community rejection to have issues of substance abuse
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(Clements-Nolle et al., 2006; Grant et al., 2011; Kenagy & Bostwick, 2005; Xavier,
2000). Indeed, three of the participants reported past substance abuse issues consistent
with the literature, however, we need to remain cautious in drawing conclusions here
since there was nothing definitive in the interviews linking these issues directly with the
participants’ experiences of religious rejection. Only one participant spoke about
struggling with depression as consistent with similar reports in the literature about people
experiencing negative religious messages directed toward them (Ritter & Terndrup, 2002;
Tanis, 2003). Yet again it was unclear how much of the depression was related to
religious messages of rejection and how much was related to biology and to his struggles
with his gender identity and to his gender transition happening outside of religion. Some
of his depression and substance abuse seemed exacerbated by religious messages of
condemnation towards sexual minorities from his self-reporting of the two in conjunction
in his narrative though it is unclear that there was a causative relationship of the
condemnation to the mental health and substance abuse.

Still, some of the participants held aspects of religion or religious community
important. One of the functions of religious participation found in the literature is to help
individuals cope by reducing anxieties and boosting confidence (Haviland et al., 2007).
Few participants reported that religion offered them a sense of purpose or reason for their
existence (Krause, 2003), even while several found separation left them conflicted, at
times isolated and seeking community, and with diminished feelings of being valued
members of a community. It is possibly due to the negative messages and experiences of

religion that only two participants (Frank and Caleb) characterize religion as helping to
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cope with life and build confidence. It is clear from the interviews that the majority of
participants had not found religion, religious practices, or beliefs help them cope with
their lives (Segal, 2003) as transsexuals. Nonetheless, two find that their involvement in
their new religion or tradition provides them with the support and meaning necessary to
embrace their identities and to move into their social roles with increased confidence.
One example of this is Frank who found support from his religious community to be the
key to coping with the rejection of his children.

The participants’ uncommon lived realities combined with negative messages
forced them to redefine themselves and religion. Half the participants could not redefine
religion in a way that they could continue to incorporate it in their lives. All the
participants spoke about various negative experiences with religion, which we may
reasonably understand as contributing to their rejection of parts or all of religion.
However, many Americans speak of, have negative experiences of religion, and do not
reject it, so there remains no conclusive connection between these observations from the
participants’ narratives and the reality of their rejecting or changing religion.

Comparisons to Seekers, Individualizers, Sifters, and Unchurched

So how are the study participants similar and different from others in the
population? To start to get a better picture of them, it is helpful to compare the study
sample to other groups in the general population with regard to religion and spirituality.
This comparison may illuminate similarities and differences that contribute to the
inadequacy of standardized scales to capture FTMs’ ideas and practices of religion.

Spiritual Marketplace of Seekers
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Overall comparison to the American population. Wade Clark Roof (2001)
looks at varieties of spiritual seekers in his work and frames these into specific
typologies. Roof observes that the terrain of American religion is always in flux,
dynamic, and fluid. In this regard, the participants are similar to the rest of the culture
from which they come. Roof reports that since the 1960s the impact of the generation of
Americans called Baby Boomers, those born between the years 1946 and 1964, according
to the U.S. Census Bureau, has changed the face of religion in the United States to a
culture of “seekers.” Four of the six participants in this study are among this Boomer
generation. Seekers most broadly defined are people who are not rooted in or generally
loyal to any religious tradition in particular and who are continually on quests for a more
"authentic, intrinsically satisfying life" that usually includes some sort of spirituality and
religion (Roof, 2001, p. 10). The participants all spoke about their searches to live
authentic and satisfying lives, though two did not include spirituality and three did not
include religion in their futures. Among the participants, Brian spoke more directly in
language reflective of Roof’s work in recounting his efforts to integrate aspects of his life
and intertwine spirituality through personal work, even though Brian is not part of the
Boomer generation.

Some of the participants’ views did not appear to vary greatly from views of the
larger American population that churches have lost something spiritual, if they ever had
it, or that people do not need particular churches to be spiritual or to claim a religion. The
current American culture recasts and redefines everything to remove or reduce personal

guilt and culpability and to emphasize self-help and expertise to assist people to
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overcome socio-cultural triggers and situations that have blocked self-actualization or
healthy self-expression. All the study participants talk about seeking healthy self-
expression as men in the culture without guilt for expressing who they are. However, in a
culture where “an emphasis upon the positive, practical benefits of faith and spiritual
anchors is not uncommon” in supporting personal growth (Roof, 2001, p. 93), the
participants in this study overwhelmingly did not place significant emphases on any
positive benefits of faith or spiritual anchors in their efforts to achieve healthy, self-
fulfilled lives. Roof notes that the culture has made pluralism the norm and the resulting
broad spiritual options "appeal to primitive desires for ecstasy, for bonding, for health,
for hope and happiness, for the resacralization of everyday life" (2001, p. 91). Primitive
desires for ecstasy, health, happiness, and hope seemed distant fantasies to some in the
study who were seeking any sort of resting place spiritually and any intimate community
who would fully accept them. Instead, most of the study participants spoke about seeking
basic levels of acceptance and freedom from fear of persecution or condemnation,
seeking community connection without fear of rejection, and of daily efforts to find
happiness and belonging for their full selves.

Roof talks about how, among other things, gender and sexual orientation filter
religious experience (2001, p. 108), and for some of the participants this was certainly the
case. Autonomy and freedom from some previous social constraints after gender
transition means increased empowerment for the participants yet it also means greater
attention to personal concerns as we see expressed in their narratives of wrestling with

whether religions will ever accept them in their expressed identities. In changing their
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bodies in opposition to the predominant messages of religious traditions and stereotypes
about “women” and gender roles, the study participants engage, question, and reject the
power of the culture and religion to define them and legitimate their social identities and
roles. For one participant, Caleb, this freedom from the previous constraints placed on
him as an assumed female lead to a new struggle to reject previously unrecognized or
experienced constraints and predominant messages of what it means to be a white male.
Roof indicates "what may look like defection is often a temporary disengagement
or dissent, hardly a full-fledged break with a personal faith or with institutional religious
ideals" (2001, p. 153). The pattern he observed in Boomers was that many returned to
religion as an organized institution then left it again, yet they did not stop seeking
spirituality (Roof, 2001). We do not see this pattern in the study participants. Three in the

b

study rejected anything resembling “institutional religious ideals,” including two who
broke away from a “personal faith” completely. Overall, either participants stayed (one-
half) — even if they changed traditions or religions — or left entirely in a “full-fledged
break” with religion. There was no reported return to religion then leaving again, and
seeking of spirituality only presents itself clearly in two of the six narratives.

Still, half the participants do identify with some religion. Identification with a
particular religion in the U.S. is historically understood as a way that people maintain an
identity with "the American Way of Life" as well as maintaining a sense of belonging or
locating oneself socially, declaring one's heritage and traditions, and setting “oneself

apart from other traditions and groups" (Roof, 2001, p. 123). It seems reasonable that for

some in the study population, identity as trans men or men with transgender histories has
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usurped a religious identity. Most spoke about needing to claim their identity as men over
their religious identities. Even those who stayed within a religion found that their
transgender identity took precedence over their religious identity in that it framed and
dictated how and with whom they joined in religious community. Their rejection from
and rejection of religion hampers their ability to claim their heritages and traditions in a
way similar to non-trans people. They have already broken with common ideas of the
“American Way of Life” in gender transition and have been set apart from nearly all
other groups in so doing. Breaking with religion further separates them. However, it is
increasingly acceptable in American culture to reject all religious identity (Roof, 2001) so
the separation of the study sample from the rest of the population is not a complete
separation from the larger culture in some ways. It is perhaps these broad overlaps with
the general population that make it more challenging to parse out the distinctions that
separate the FTMs’ religiously from what researchers predict and expect in the culture.

If compared on the surface and not deeply within any narrative, the study
participants appear similar to the general population in fluidity of beliefs. Beliefs are
found to be fluid in the general population with vacillation between strong belief, doubts,
and being unsure whether to believe in God or anything (Roof, 2001). Across
participants, there were two with strong beliefs in God, one atheist, and three agnostics,
or doubters. Between those who had strong beliefs, one spoke of his reason for this belief
being his survival in life given a serious medical condition present since birth. The other
with strong beliefs did not speak about the foundation for his belief. Those with doubts

and the one who identified as an atheist cited reasons for their questioning or rejecting
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religion, though none spoke of why they questioned or rejected belief in a divine being or
Higher Power of some sort. They spoke of the unwelcome they experienced in religion,
gave examples of hypocrisy, and biased application of religious teachings, as well as
desiring ways of thinking about the world that are more “scientific.” We may extrapolate
however, that they question or reject the theological tenets of the religion that they reject
as a sort of package deal.

Rejecting the tenets of a religion is not in itself unusual in the United Sates. Since
the late 1970s, Americans have overwhelmingly endorsed the view that people can and
should come to their own individual religious beliefs independent of organized religious
institutions and that people do not need religious institutions to be "good" Christians or
Jews (Roof, 2001). In contrast, five of the participants spoke about the drive to belong or
to connect to others, most spoke about being “good” people; however, those who spoke
about being “good” in connection to religion did not separate them. Instead, two
participants (Frank and Caleb) believe it requires a religious community to be a good
Christian or Jew, one participant (David) believes the institution is less, but not
unimportant, one (Aaron) does not associate nor separate being a good person with
religion, and one (Edward) questions whether there could be “good” religious people at
all.

Roof (2001) explains that Boomers began the cultural rebellion against religious
institutions and authority, and the driving message was to turn inside the self to find
answers. The drive for the FTMs in this study to turn inside the self to find answers is

strong where it concerns knowing themselves, but not necessarily in regard to religion.
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This drive inside brings with it a newly defined self when the study participants returned
to the outside. Among all the participants, David spoke the most of his continual
wrestling with the drive to turn inside against the drive to engage and belong outside in
relation to religion. Different from the cultural tendency to turn inward to explore
spirituality, the study participants had to turn inside to find the truths of whom they were
as people before turning inside to find spiritual or religious truths. Until this core identity
question was engaged, the question of who they are as spiritual and religious beings was
unable to be addressed. In a few instances, the participants addressed the questions
simultaneously, such as in Caleb’s story of exploring conversion to Judaism intertwined
with exploring gender transition.

Among Americans, except Evangelicals and Roman Catholics, religious authority
tends to lie within the individual believer rather than in the institutional church or the
Bible (Roof, 2001). The study sample was similar to the general population in this regard
as reflected in their general attitudes that they held the authority where it concerned
involvement in religion and whether, who, or what to believe. It is notable that the
participants included one former Roman Catholic and at least two from evangelical type
traditions as well, and all three rejected religious authority. The participants’ drive to
claim authority from within seems to have arisen from their internal knowledge of
themselves as different from what they saw and experienced externally. This may have
subsequently contributed to their breaks with religion and religious authority. Among all
the participants, there appeared no need for a religious leader or authority to tell them

what to believe in. In fact, there was strong skepticism and outright rejection by most of
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the participants of the authority or ability of religious institutions and leaders to be
truthful—or even realistic. The participants spoke about choosing what to believe and
evaluating for themselves information given from religious authorities before agreeing
that they would believe or conform to the information. It seemed that hearing fantastical
stories and observance of hypocritical actions of religious people and leaders were major
determinants for the participants in deciding whether to believe what a religious person
said or taught. This observation was tied closely to the direct demand from a few
participants that religious teachings and Biblical information be made or helped to make
scientific sense—be proven to be possible in some way—before it could be trusted.

Roof gave cursory acknowledgement of LGB experiences of religion and their
reactions to religion being different from the rest of the population. This may be another
reason that the FTM population is poorly understood since similar populations receive
minimal notice in the literature in general. One quote from Roof seemed to get at the
experience of the study participants more than any other descriptor in his extensive
assessment of the culture, though even this quote missed the study participants in some
key ways. He comments that,

A break in institutional ties has been both liberating and soul-sustaining.
Many women, along with African Americans, Latinos, gays, lesbians, the
disabled, and other so-called “lifestyle enclaves,” are emotionally bonded and
share identities often at odds with the sense of community perpetuated by the
dominant religious traditions. Having been excluded from power throughout
history, they find theological and ecclesiastical norms alien, pushed upon them.
Hence, more than just to “find themselves,” they feel they must create new forms
of community, either within or outside of existing institutions. Their energies turn
to imagining Deity in supportive ways, to new forms of social solidarity, to
claiming their own power, and to creating “parallel church” structures. (Roof,
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2001, p. 160)

What comes across as similar to the study participants that breaking with religious
institutions in some minority groups may be “soul-sustaining.” It is notable in the study
sample that all the participants felt some level of being stifled, limited in self-expression,
or even figuratively lead like an animal to slaughter by religious institutions. They all felt
able to live their lives more freely with a change in religious affiliation or rejection of
religion altogether. What is not similar to the picture Roof draws is his assessment that
these groups of minorities within institutional religion are emotionally bonded. It could
be said that they share identities that are at odds with dominant religious traditions,
however, for the FTMs, their identities are also typically also at odds even with other
minority groups, including gays and lesbians. As a result, they do not experience sharing
an emotional bond or forming “lifestyle enclaves” with other minority groups. Instead,
they experience marginalization from LGB groups as well, regardless of sharing similar
experiences of dominant religions. This has resulted in what we observe in the sample
that most of the FTMs hide their transgender identities or histories in seeking new
communities in and outside of religious institutions, in order to form social solidarity.
Even though these communities seem to leave the FTMs feeling disconnected, possibly
due to their hidden histories, most choose to keep silent about their transgender
experiences to avoid rejection and discrimination. Nonetheless, those who do feel some
level of connections to a community, whether religious or not, spoke of this connection in
conjunction with the community knowing them during, or knowing of, their gender

transition, and accepting them fully. This reported deeper connection to communities
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who know of their status did not override the fear of or resistance to sharing this
information. What overlapped strongly with Roof’s description of the modern American
culture for most participants was the overall quest for community.

As an aspect of forming communities, people commonly tell their stories in
narrative accounts about who they are and, when enmeshed with others’ stories, they
become a collective story that creates a sense of community that creates loyalties and
shapes identities. This happens so long as the stories connect around distinctive
experiences and become connected to common themes collectively, like sharing similar
life struggles, and are supported and affirmed within an emotionally supportive
community. The challenge for the FTM study sample is the absence of places where they
can share their stories fully. Their stories, when told, do not connect with others’ stories
as similar in any way unless they are in groups of other transsexuals. Instead of creating a
sense of community and shared identity, their stories seem to create distance and further
separation from community. The uniqueness of their stories of gender transition and cross
sex gender identity seem to interrupt the ability of most other non-trans people from
identifying with any shared experiences of struggle or burden. The participants described
this experience as fear of being known, fear of rejection if known, and fear of others not
relating to them if they knew them. The participants feel they need to remain segmented
instead of whole people in order to find any sense of community. Yet, this segmentation
undermines the ability to form intimate social connections.

Roof says "because the self is constituted socially, there is no self in the absence

of history or of the stories of those communities from which one comes or chooses to
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claim as one's own” (2001, p. 165). With the FTM participants, they cannot easily
constitute the self socially precisely due to the absence of a shared or sharable history and
an interruption or extinguishing of the stories about the communities from which they
came. They all spent time worrying about others telling their histories without their
consent—outing them and constructing their identities in ways they do not choose for
themselves. They spent time concerned over how others would judge them for being
trans. They seemed to be working hard to constitute themselves without any history or
with carefully modified and constructed histories. This modification often requires that
the community of the past not overlap with the current community, which leaves few
options for cohesive long-term community. This may be part of what motivates Aaron to
travel across the country to reconvene the one community he has that all know his full
history. This community is the only one he spoke of as one of joy and sharing, even
though he has fears of judgment related to his religious differences with them. So even in
this community, he is a segmented self, worried about his atheism in a room of believers.

Comparison to Roof’s typologies. The culmination of Roof’s work is a
description of five typologies of people in the United States. His typologies are stable and
constant; however, details taken out of several typologies resemble aspects of what we
find in the current study participants while also illustrating the overall difference of the
study sample from the larger population. Overwhelmingly he claims that the nation is a
nation of seekers of spirituality inside and outside religious institutions. Roof (2001)
divided people into groups, naming them Born-again, Mainstream Believers,

Metaphysical Believers and Seekers, Dogmatists, and Secularists. In comparing the study
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sample to see how they were similar to and different from the general population, it
became evident that they did not fit well or neatly into Roof’s typologies. Of the six
participants, one (Frank) fit into the Mainstream Believers group. Roof describes this
group as especially appreciating "liturgy, sacraments, and meaningful worship
experience” (2001, p. 192). He says:

Often they can better verbalize who they are not than who they are: they are not
Born-again Christians...When pushed...they draw on memories from their
childhood and youth, of the historic faiths as mediated through their parents and
grandparents. ...Faith has more to do with how life is lived in relation to family,
friends, and community than ultra commitment to institutions or theological
orthodoxy. (Roof, 2001, pp. 192, 196)

This was a fitting description of Frank. Frank described his understanding of
religion as a way of life. This way of life had to do with how he treated others and how
he expected his religious institution to treat others. He also spoke about his being a
practical person and not believing something if it does not make sense and about his not
being a person of doctrines and orthodoxy. Frank could not articulate well what he
believed, but he could, when pushed, talk about how he disliked and did not understand
Fundamentalists and religious people with narrow interpretations and negative judgments
of others. He spoke of his childhood experiences of church and how those shaped the
foundation for his religious life now even in another denomination. He spoke of his
attachment to and engagement through the liturgy and sacraments in religious rituals and
worship. He spoke of how these things provided him additional comfort and meaning and
how this connected him more firmly to a smaller subgroup within his larger church

community. Frank, it seems is well within the typology of the Mainstream Believer.
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The rest of the participants did not fit well into any typology though some fell in
bits and parts into some of the other types of seekers Roof described. Metaphysical
Believers and Seekers made up the most diverse of Roof’s subgroups and captured
several aspects of the study participants, though not well enough to contain any of them
adequately. Research surveys and polls often leave this group out by not offering options
for them to express their spiritual choices. Typical is the option choice of "Protestant,
Catholic, Jewish, Other, or None" (Roof, 2001, p. 207). This group, Roof explains, is
made up of Neo-Pagans, Wiccans, goddess worshipers, Zen Buddhists, nature lovers,
feminists, New Agers, spiritual people, and a variety of others, named and not, including
those who switch identification frequently between groups. The definition for this
category is, "rejecting a religious identity but affirming a spiritual one" (Roof, 2001, p.
203). In part, David fit into the group, but only so far as describing his wanderings in
other non-Christian faith traditions. David still claims a strong Christian religious
identity, contrary to this typology. David desires a firm religious identity as Christian that
he felt is not attainable due to his transgender history. This is contrary to the typology
that tends to be fluid in outlook and shows no indication of wanting a firmer or fixed
religious identity. His wandering had more to do with his seeking to fit comfortably into a
religious community in his entirety than with any preference for a spiritual identity absent
the religious. David also did not fit with this group in that he had not made “a clean break
in conventional patterns of religious participation” (Roof, 2001, p. 205), but described
regular participation in conventional worship services including some on the more

conservative end of the Christian religious spectrum. He remained active in church
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participation as well as being active in Neo-Pagan and Eastern religious groups as a
Christian, loosely indicating he might conform to part of what Roof found. Roof found
that the group tends to develop "deliberate, self-conscious construction of a religious
identity drawn from a variety of sources" (2001, p. 207). Where David and the other
participants fit within one aspect of the Metaphysical Believers and Seekers typology is
their defiance of traditional “life-course stereotypes that presume that as people age they
either return to the traditions in which they were raised or settle into a firm religious
commitment” (Roof, 2001, p. 208). Of four of the six people in the study, three are not
seeking to return to any religious tradition as they age and David is unable to develop a
firmer commitment as already noted.

The majority of the study participants were similar to the Metaphysical Believers
and Seekers category in their concern with external arbitrary limits placed upon them by
religion; most are not committed to structured communities. Similarly, they express
overwhelmingly that they do not feel "close" to any religious group. There is a resistance
to institutionalization, to specific teachings, and to specific practices by many of the
participants. Roof’s typology indicates within this category there is more likely
involvement in small groups for specific purposes or paid trainings or products that one
buys and does on his own to assist in spiritual growth (2001, p. 211). While there was
some talk of sporadic small gathering activity from a few participants, none described a
purposive small group involvement and only one spoke about efforts to learn a specific
spiritual discipline practice on his own (Aaron). A couple of the participants (Caleb and

Frank) read, studied, and practiced actions on their own to improve spiritual growth or
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religious knowledge, though their practices take place in community, supplemented by
their reading. As a result, they do not fit this category well enough to understand them
and their concept of religion within the typology. Additionally, the participants shared
none of the optimism about the world that Roof’s category expressed and none of them
felt that the conflicts between religion and science were likely to be resolved in any near
future.

The last of Roof’s typologies are the Dogmatists and Secularists. Dogmatists "say
they are religious but not spiritual” (Roof, 2001, p. 212). They are more concerned with
external forms of religion than its spirit. Caleb may fit the dogmatic type partly. He
openly seeks to be religious and avoids anything he feels is spiritual. He prefers rituals
and religious actions to the more unstructured experience of spirituality as he identifies it.
He is also similar in practice to the dogmatists’ tendency to attend religious services most
often of the typologies. The reason for this seems to arise from Caleb’s reference to
Judaism as being almost impossible to follow without participation in religious services
and communal rituals.

Secularists, on the other hand, claim "to be neither religious nor spiritual." They
are more "ir-religious" or "a-religious" than they are atheist (Roof, 2001, p. 212). Aaron
and Edward may fit the secularist category in part, with neither claiming to be religious
or spiritual. Aaron nonetheless seeks out meditation and centering spiritual practices even
when he has challenges engaging them. Edward seeks nothing at all concerning religion
or spirituality and prefers avoiding even the people who associate with either one.

Edward does not fit any of Roof’s typologies.
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In Roof’s (2001) description, the two camps of dogmatists and secularists are total
opposites who see each other as suspect and either as immoral traitors to God and nation
or as dangerous fanatics seeking to impose moralistic religion on everyone. This
characteristic of the dogmatists in Roof’s typology is where the similarity to Caleb ends,
even though he fits the religious not spiritual orientation to life. However, Aaron,
Edward, and Brian would come close to aligning with the secularist viewpoint that some
religious people are dangerous, fanatics, and seeking to impose their worldview on
everyone. Certainly, Edward’s background left him with this impression of religion,
though he has begun to question this assessment and is no longer a hard-line adherent to
this suspicious view of religious people.

Roof asserts that secularists tend to have a broad array of imagery for God, when
they believe in a divinity. Many hold that "God is within" the person. Most do not believe
church to be necessary. Most believe that religion is a matter to be worked out
individually. Many do consider God involved in their lives in some way, some pray daily,
many are religiously curious, and read widely on the topic. Most attribute where they are
today to their own inborn traits and characteristics and not to God, society, luck,
upbringing, or personal will and insight (Roof, 2001). The participants with some overlap
with secularists were all college or graduate educated and living in large urban centers.
Brian spoke about spirituality needing to be worked out individually. Aaron spoke about
needing to work out meditation practices on his own, though he did not label this as
spirituality or religion. Brian prays regularly as would be consistent with Roof’s

typology, though he does not define what his prayers are like or to whom, if anyone, he
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prays. Nonetheless, inconsistent with Roof’s category, Brian is not even sure God exists
and Aaron is clear in identifying as an atheist.

According to Roof, dogmatists tend to view God in monarchical terms and see
God as a dominating and all-powerful authority. They tend to see the Bible as literal, hold
a low view of human nature as sinful, Christianity as the only true religion, and hold
moral issues to be clearly right or wrong (Roof, 2001). It is notable that Roof’s
description of dogmatists had to do with Christians and so Caleb does not fit because he
identifies a Jewish, even though he fit the religious and not spiritual aspect of the
category. He would not fall into the aspects of the category that holds Christianity as the
only true religion at all. He would not fit with another characteristic of this type either,
that of sticking to his own ethnic group and churchgoers almost exclusively. He is not
ethnically Jewish and he associates with large numbers of non-Jewish people on a regular
basis including at the time of his interview attending a conference of several thousand
people who are overwhelmingly non-Jewish. In fact, he spoke of his Judaic symbols of
tsetse and a yarmulke making him stand out among the numbers of other people with
whom he regularly interacted and he enjoyed this aspect of making himself appear as an
outsider. He needed to be with others unlike himself in order to maintain his identity as
an outsider. Where Caleb may have had some similarities was his location geographically
to dogmatists. Dogmatists tend to be less educated and have less economic power than
secularists, tend toward political conservatism, and tend to cluster in small towns and
suburbs. The study did not gather data about Caleb’s education or economic status;

however, he did make comments that indicated he was living in a small town or small
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city in the deep south of the United States.

Other dissimilarities between the study participants and dogmatists or secularists
focus on the secularists’ tendencies to be more embracing of counterculture whereas
dogmatists tend to be more reactionary and fortified within their moral and religious
boundaries. Caleb, being the closest to a dogmatic type, nonetheless does not describe nor
display anything that would indicate he is reactionary and ensconced behind a wall of
moral and religious boundaries. This might be due to his converting to Judaism as an
adult. It might be due to his life experience of being an outsider and his desire to stay an
outsider socially. These experiences may leave him with a reticence to react strongly to
others or to hold up behind any religion. Additionally, dissimilarity between the
dogmatists and Caleb is found in the tendency of dogmatists, who are typically raised in
conservative religious households, to have stayed loyal to their early commitments to
those religions. Caleb left his early religion and converted to a new religion entirely.

Religious Individualism

Since only one participant fit within one typology of Roof’s model, we continue
to see if and where the participants of this study might be similar to different descriptions
of the general population with regard to religion. Religious individualism can exist where
there is an open choice of whether and where to engage religion (Wilcox, 2002).
Religious individualism is described as a bricolage type strategy used by religious and
spiritually identified people in choosing where and how they focus and construct their
religiosity or spirituality, regardless of whether they are involved in religious

communities (Wilcox, 2002). Where there is no or limited choice, however, something
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different emerges. For transgender people, there are limited choices available where it
concerns religion. Wilcox notes that for LGBT" people within Christianity, coming out
raises questions about one’s social acceptability and about one’s identity as Christian.
Individuality in religion is itself questionable since one’s religion and spirituality are
inescapably affected by one’s history, family, culture, and ongoing life experiences
(Roof, 2001; Wilcox, 2002). Practices are influenced by a community, however, it is
unclear in this study what occurs when there is extended separation from the community
as is the case with Edward, or when multiple and divergent communities are incorporated
by the individual as occurs between religions with David, and with Aaron, between
religious community members and himself as non-religious.

In other studies in the literature on lesbian individuals, there is identified a sort of
“biblical buffet” practice of taking those aspects of religious practices, beliefs, values,
and other characteristics of a religion and incorporating them into or rejecting from one’s
sexual minority identity (Dufour, 2000). This is not unlike religious individualism.
Nonetheless, this was not a practice reflected in the majority of the study sample. Only
one participant (David) described taking in various pieces from several traditions and
religions into his identity and practices, however, the others who remained connected to
any religion (Frank and Caleb) did not describe a sort of selectiveness or picking out
aspects of their religions. Frank and Caleb described full participation and identification

with their communities without noticeable variance from the rest of their group in ritual

"It is noteworthy that Wilcox’s study included no trans men, though there were two trans women among
her 72 participants.
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and communal participation. Perhaps one could understand their choosing their particular
communities as itself selecting aspects of religion with which to identify, however, the
literature identifies a selective practice more in line with religious individualism than
with the religious conformity and joining of a larger community as seen in Frank and
Caleb. These concepts of religious individualism and “biblical buffet” selective religious
identities do not account for religious shifting and rejection regardless, and this is the
defining characteristic of the study participants.

It is notable in these studies looking at religious behavior and identity in LGBT
individuals, that there again are no FTM participants. Their repeated absence in the
literature further illuminates the existence of some yet unidentified factors that contribute
to the overall relative absence of FTMs from both traditional and non-traditional
religions. The present study finds that some of these factors may relate to negative
experiences of religion having to do with condemning messages toward sexual minorities
and about how one is to relate to one’s physical body in life.

Sifting Identities

Repeated throughout the experiences and narratives of the participants are
conflicts around their identities and expressions of those identities. Dufour calls the
process of sorting through religious practices and attitudes about one's self and one's
stable identity as "sifting" (2000, p. 95), and goes on to say that this is a "process by
which many people construct cohesive, non-conflicted identities out of potentially
conflicted ones" (2000, p. 104). The process allows a person to sort out some things to

keep and other things to discard in the messages, experiences, and practices that fit in as
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part of one's identity and religious understanding. Higher levels of conflict between
identities and understandings lead to higher likelihood of dissatisfaction with or rejection
of religion (Dufour, 2000, p. 104). This sifting process is evident in Brian's keeping
prayer as a practice from religion while sifting out the rest of religion. It is also present in
Caleb's sifting out spirituality while keeping the rules and ritual actions of religion. David
illustrates sifting out multiple things from several traditions and sifting in things from
other religions into his identity and understanding of religion and spirituality.

People experience conflicts and overlaps as they develop their multifaceted
identities. Dufour writes that "when one's multiple reference groups require identification
with plausibility structures that conflict with those offered by other reference groups,"
people in a religious group whose socialization and expectations conflict with their
internal identities experience disjunction and schism (2000, p. 91). People have multiple
identities that develop "through a process of identification with a reference group or with
particular attitudes, practices, or ideologies" (Dufour, 2000, p. 91). Identity forms from
multiple parts including how one sees oneself and how others see the person. Identity can
be situational and stable either changing with the location and immediate situation or
remaining constant across situations based upon one's experiences overall of the self and
others. Dufour (2000) calls these "situated" and "biographical" identities. They exist
together and operate with varying degrees of expression.

At times, the religious structure alienates some groups of people (e.g., women,
minorities, LGBT) through stereotypes, limitations, rejection, and inadequate

understanding (Dufour, 2000, p. 92). The more uniform across religions or religious
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traditions these alienating attitudes and structures, the more likely for most or all of a
group to abandon religion completely. While this seems at first to offer a plausible and
best fit explanation of the rejecting behavior of the study participants, this is not the case
with all trans people or even all the FTMs in this present study. Two of the participants
(Caleb and Frank) found valuable elements of religion that are supportive of their
identities as men with transgender histories and that allow them to develop their religious
identities and involvement as trans men. David continues to wrestle with his internal
stable identity and finding a religion or religious tradition that values him and supports
him as a trans man who is also Christian. Nonetheless, all the FTMs in this study who
remain connected to religion in some form remain on its edges in that they are not
integrated into the larger religion, denomination, or tradition outside their pockets of
acceptance within their small religious communities. This is reflected most in David's
experiences of trying to fit in to multiple religions and traditions yet never fully doing so
anywhere.

Predominantly, the participants understand the reality that some individual
churches or synagogues, and a rare few larger traditions (e.g., Unitarian Universalism,
Metropolitan Community Churches) are broadly accepting of transgender people, while
the bigger religious structures remain unwelcoming at best and condemning or hostile at
worst. A few of the participants seem willing to wrestle with the tension of integrating
their enduring and stable "biographical" identities and religion while others have chosen
their biographical identities as incompatible with their understanding and experience of

religion and seem to have chosen their own identities over religion.
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Unchurched Americans

With the participants of this study not fitting well into many of the larger
descriptions and categorizations of Americans with regard to religion, we turn to one last
classification and description of a group that seems on the surface to be promising for
comparison. Robert Fuller’s (2001) book on unchurched America focused on people who
develop spirituality exclusively outside a church. However, his book did not shed much
light on the five study participants who are also dissimilar from other groupings of the
general population. He also did not address people who identify as neither religious nor
spiritual as two of the study participants did. Fuller’s book roughly described aspects of
only one of the participants in the study.

Fuller provides an overview that the development of spirituality as a journey of
regular independent insights and discoveries is a common theme in America since
colonialists arrived on the continent. Therefore, in some respect, the divergence from
traditional religion and religious practices by the study participants is reflective of the
overall American cultural trend to design its own hodgepodge spiritualities and religious
practices. One participant, Brian, falls predominantly into the group of “spiritual but not
religious” individuals described in Fuller’s book (2001). Like these individuals, Brian
talks about seeking to find a greater sense of spiritual or sacred harmony within himself
through solitary practices and reflection, though not clearly in relation to an increased
connection to a Higher Power outside himself as Fuller indicates (2001, p. 5). However,
Brian also differs from this group. Fuller said of this group:

Those who are “spiritual, but not religious” differ from their churched
counterparts in two important ways. First, they have usually become dissatisfied
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with institutional religion even before their exposure to unchurched
spirituality...Second, those drawn to unchurched spirituality show a greater
interest in personal religious experience...To the extent that unchurched forms of
spirituality are able to generate an aura of mystical excitement, they are to this
same extent likely to be embraced as attractive alternatives to existing religious
institutions. (Fuller, 2001, p. 10)

Brian described spirituality as a developmental process in keeping with Fuller’s
general description. However, he spoke of his discovery of alternative, “unchurched,”
spirituality sitting on the top of a mountain with his mother and her friend on several
Easter Sundays as leading to his adopting a desire to replicate these solitary, nonecclesial,
and intensely mystical spiritual experiences in place of organized church experiences. He
does not develop unchurched spirituality after becoming dissatisfied with church and it
seems to happen at the same time as he starts to question the weirdly gendered rituals of
church. Brian fit more into Fuller’s description of the demographics of the group who
espouse being spiritual but not religious. Fuller says they are “more likely than other
Americans to have a college education, to belong to a white-collar profession, to be
liberal, ... to have parents who attended church less frequently, and to be more
independent in the sense of having weaker social relationships" (2001, p. 7). While most
of this descriptor fit Brian; his mother rarely attended church and he holds a graduate
degree and professional job, he diverged from the group in that he spoke about having
strong social relationships making him more of a spiritual but not religious loner than an
overall loner in life with weak social connections.

Summary

Participants alluded to or said more clearly, what they looked for in religion,
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though this did not translate into identification with or a desire to participate in any
religion. Some participants interchanged religion and spirituality as they spoke. The
majority spoke primarily of the less than positive influence religion has on their lives and
the overall lack of support religion offers for coping with their lives and legitimating their
social identities and roles. While a deviation from traditional religion and religious
practices is reflective of the overall American cultural trend, the participants’ unique lives
combined with negative messages and forced them to redefine both themselves and
religion; engaging, questioning, and rejecting the power of the culture and religion to
define them. The uniqueness of their lived lives disrupts a typical process of cross-
identification with others’ stories and impairs their ability to create socially shared
identities that connect to larger communities of non-trans people. For some, difficulties
forming community, internalized negative messages, and discrimination added to
problems of substance abuse and depression. Whereas culturally, religion and spirituality
seem to provide support in life for a majority of Americans, overwhelmingly these study
participants did not identify positive benefits of faith or spiritual anchors as assisting in
their efforts to live authentic, healthy, self-fulfilled, and satisfying lives. Their
transgender identities take precedence over their religious identities and become the new
authority through which they define and frame their interconnectedness in the drive to
belong or to connect with “good” people.

New authority from claimed identity turns the participants inside to discover their
truths as people; truths they then use to weigh or accept spiritual or religious truths as

convincing. As a result, many of the participants reject institutionalization, teachings, and
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practices of religion and spirituality. Edward discussed wanting to escape a cult, but also
wanting something that was more scientifically based and less judgmental. Brian wanted
something spiritual, independently personal, and not connected to an organized
community, as well as something not gendered and more scientifically based. Caleb
wanted a religion that embraced the body equally with the mind and focused on actions,
not thoughts, and that is active in social justice. Aaron wanted a broadly accepting
religion that did not discriminate and could provide intimate community. Frank wanted a
religion that was accepting of a diverse membership, socially responsible, communal,
intellectually interesting, and rational. David stands out among the participants as being
caught in the protean dilemma of fluidity versus simultaneous groundedness and
questions throughout his interview whether he has become a believer who is unable to
belong (Roof, 2001). David wants a religion that is accepting of diversity without asking
about or recognizing diversity, communally vibrant, yet simultaneously private,
individualized, and unobtrusive. There is no common thread that we can construe as the
single cause of their common rejection of or shifting within religion.

Ultimately, five of the six study participants do not fit well into any known
religious and spiritual categorization or understanding of people in the general population
of the United States. The three participants who continue to take part in religious
communities and rituals are similar in some respects to groupings within the larger
population, yet they remain distinct. We may reasonably presume that given the
distinctions from the general population in the United States found in this small sampling

of FTMs, a larger sampling would be likely to uncover these and other distinctions. These
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distinctions are enough to create problems for researchers such as what Kidd and Witten
(2008) found when seeking to categorize FTMs together with groupings of other

Americans for quantitative analysis of their beliefs, practices, or characteristics.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

This chapter breaks with the format of the previous chapters in that I will speak in
first person. I will provide my thoughts and understandings of the research I have done
and some insight from my self-reflection on my assumptions going into the study and the
outcome of the research. I will point out the limitations of which I am aware with the
understanding that I will inevitably both miss some of the weaknesses and overlook some
of the implications for contributions of this work. The overarching purpose of this study
is to encourage further research into this marginalized population.

Assumptions

I expected to illuminate aspects of what some FTMs seek in and hold important
about religion and religious communities. My aim with this descriptive exploratory study
was to describe what themes I heard in the interviews and to find information that might
inform clinical practice through insights into FTMs’ values, beliefs, and experiences.
This project is a beginning exploration into how FTMs make sense of their experiences
and understandings of religion.

The first assumption I held going into this work is that I believed that religion is
important in people’s lives and that understanding a group requires understanding their
concepts of religion. At the end of the study, looking backward, I can say that religion
has had an impact on all the participants, yet this is not the same as being “important” to
them in their lives. Indeed, religion is completely irrelevant to one participant’s life and
only peripherally important to another insomuch as it encroaches into his work and life in

the form of trainings at work and friends who bring it with them into his company. A
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third holds it by the fringes and participates in some practices drawn from it, including
once or twice a year attendance at communal services to maintain connection to family
more than out of importance personally in his life. Therefore, out of six participants, only
three consider religion important in their lives. The importance of the influence of
religion on the participants’ lives is an essential factor nonetheless and supports part of
my assumption that understanding this population more fully will require further
exploration into the affect of religion in and on their lives, including their
conceptualizations of it.

A second assumption I had entering this research is that religion plays a central
role in the life course of many people. I am unclear where I stand on this assumption at
the end of this study. Ultimately, this assumption gets at the question, does religion help
this group avoid chaos by helping them order and classify life. I cannot say this is the
case, yet neither can I say it is not the case. It is a mixture of yes and no. For some, it
added to their confusion and chaos. For some it helps them order life daily. For some it is
now irrelevant, though it contributed to chaos and confusion earlier in their lives.
Regardless, there were unmistakable effects of religion in all the participants’ lives. Were
the effects central? Perhaps not. Will religion become central as the life courses of these
individuals progress? Based on the study, I am incapable of speculating on this outcome.
While religion seemed central to the lives of two, possibly three, participants, I cannot
know how or whether mainstream, conservative, or liberal religions will embrace them
fully. I cannot speculate on whether, if any of these religious groups would embrace

them, what that would mean to the reshaping of the experiences and religiosity of future
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FTM transsexuals. It requires further study with larger numbers of FTMs to come to any
clearer conclusions around this assumption for the larger population.

My third assumption entering this study is that religion is not monolithic, but is
plural in its expression and forms. The small sample and their reports of a variety of
religions and practices from various traditions upheld this assumption. Religion is most
clearly a plurality in the life of one participant, who blends multiple, and possibly
conflicting, forms of religion, religious traditions, and religious practices together in his
own expressions of religiosity and faith. This one assumption may hold the key in the
future to uncovering more of the understandings and practices in this population and may
enable further insight into the spiritual lives of FTMs. Further research needs to explore
alternative religious communities and traditions that involve larger numbers of FTMs,
where they exist and are amenable to being more visible.

Limitations

There are some limitations inherent in this research. I anticipated a few limitations
and others became apparent during the project. The generalizability of the results is
limited due to the nature of the research design and sample size.

Limitations from asking about only one area of FTM experience and beliefs may
have unintentionally closed off other disclosures or avenues that might have been equally
informative about this population. I did not ask people to speculate what their lives would
look like had they heard affirming messages or, had they found religions welcoming of
their unique bodies or existence in the world, where they might imagine they would be

with regard to religion. Regardless, some participants spoke about finding affirming
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communities. I did not ask people what they thought God had in mind with their
experiences as FTM transsexuals or whether their experiences possibly caused them to,
or caused them not to, believe in any Higher Power or overarching and coordinated
divine plan for life. Only one participant directly spoke about delaying his transition
when he used to think his natal body was from God and not to be changed.

My position as a person whose conceptualization of religion arises from a more
mainstream, Protestant Christian worldview may have unintentionally guided inquiry and
analysis more than anticipated, in spite of efforts to remain attentive and self-reflective
during the research project. For instance, I did not ask about views on reincarnation, what
they think their current lives and actions to affirm their genders might have on future
lives, or what implications they thought their current lives have from possible past lives.
Additionally, my biases and life experiences may have resulted in my overlooking
comments in interviews that might have proven relevant, or might have resulted in my
assigning higher value and significance to other comments or thoughts than warranted. I
worked to remain aware of my biases, being cautious not to impose preexisting
conceptualizations of religion or particular religious truths onto the FTM participants.

Participants proved harder to recruit than anticipated resulting in a smaller than
planned sample and a sample drawn almost exclusively from one conference held outside
of Massachusetts. The particular difficulty in recruitment had to do with my professional
position as a service provider in the trans community and the need to protect past and
potential clients from any felt coercion or violation of privacy. Due to this limitation, it

may be more productive for trusted researchers who are not also clinically involved with
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the community to assist with future research. Related to recruitment and sample size,
another limitation has to do with the difficulty in determining whether the study
participants are more or less reflective of FTM people’s concepts of religion and,
therefore, whether they present an outlier worldview within the larger FTM group. This
latter limitation will only become evident through expansion of this research over time
with more members of this population in multiple locations. It will require several more
studies on samples from a variety of regions to begin to draw a more comprehensive
picture of the interchange between religion and the study population. In addition, this
study drew from a sample that grew up within one religion, Christianity, even though the
traditions varied across the sample. This leaves the experiences and understanding of
religion of others raised in non-Christian and no religions completely silent in this study.

Lastly, this study does not lead directly to the redesign of religiosity and
spirituality measures for immediate use in this and other largely unexplored groups,
though it does begin to lay the groundwork for future changes in the measures used in
research with non-dominant populations.

Implications for Clinical Work, Contributions, and Future Research

Clinical implications. Interactions based on increased understanding of FTMs
will contribute to improved long-term health outcomes and overall quality of life for this
population. Implications for clinical practice involve making an effort to understand the
overall negative experiences FTMs may have of religion by sensitively exploring the
outcomes of this common experience. It is helpful to include a spiritual assessment into

mental health intakes to evaluate the impact, if any, on current functioning, community
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connections, isolation, and internal self-image from religion and spirituality, religious
messages of condemnation, and internalized negativity. Knowing whether an FTM client
has experienced religious rejection due to his embodiment, gender transition, or his
identity as male will inform the therapeutic process and may affect efforts to manage
depression, substance abuse, relational concerns, and social anxieties through uncovering
and exploring potential existential crises and concerns. With any client, it is valuable to
understand what gives their lives value, purpose, meaning, and personal worth and
whether they have concepts of Higher Powers or life beyond their current knowing and
experiences.

In addition to the importance of understanding the effects of religion in and on the
lives of FTMs, it is important to evaluate access to and membership in communities of
support. When an FTM client has an affirming community that knows and accepts him
fully it adds a protective factor against mental health issues, suicidality, and substance
abuse, and increases resiliency and support. Most of the participants in this study
indicated that connection to others and communities were of paramount importance
though often challenging to establish and maintain. In clinical work with this population,
the recommendation is to learn about any challenges they face in connecting to others and
to desired communities. For many of the study participants, the wish and efforts to
remain completely or partially stealth added to the difficulty in establishing comfortable
and intimate relationships with communities outside trans-focused groups. The
discrimination from being out as trans added another aspect of challenge to joining

communities as well. In exploring and supporting FTM clients seeking to become
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engaged in communities of support, whether or not those are religious communities, it
will be necessary to discover and understand the effect on community memberships of
the client’s attempts and wishes to keep his transgender history private as well as the
impact on community formation of being openly trans.

Contributions. Some contributions that may grow from this project for future
research may include expanding gender studies outside the current male-female
dichotomy and increasing understanding of how gender affects other experiences in life.
This expansion would include exploring the effects of social gender-norm pressures on
people who have lived part of their lives in different social gender roles, the experiences
of embodiment during radical medical procedures, and changes in mental processes and
functioning before, during, and after gender transitions.

Future research recommendations. Finally, future research into this population
and religion needs to include: 1) a larger sample of FTMs from more regions needs to be
polled about their understanding of and experience of religion using a more structured
interview based on the discovered common themes found in this research; 2) a broader
sample from multiple religious backgrounds needs to be studied to build a more
comprehensive picture of this group with reference to religion; 4) investigation of
whether there is a trend across larger samples of FTMs of breaking from religious
traditions of childhood and what underlies this action; 5) revision/creation of scales
assessing religiosity, spirituality, and the unique experiences and position of this

population; and 6) exploration of people who are both non-religious and non-spiritual.
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APPENDIX A

Glossary of Terms
This is a brief, non-exhaustive overview of terminology. Mirroring the warning of
Virginia Ramey Mollenkott (2001), this researcher cautions the readers with respect to
the fluidity of these definitions over time: “The transgender movement is still so
relatively new that trying to supply definitions is like aiming a cannon at a moving
target” (p. 39).
Androgyne: Someone who presents all or no culturally constructed gender/s. One who
does not conform to sex roles for males or females but combines the two sets of roles.
Bi-gender: A feeling one possesses two genders at the same time.

Body Dysmorphic Disorder: From the DSM-IV-TR (2000) text revision. It is a

psychological condition of imagining the body has a defect. It is not to be diagnosed as
co-occurring with Gender Identity Disorder, Anorexia, Depression, or Obsessive-
Compulsive Disorder.

Cross Dresser: This most often refers to heterosexual men who dress in the clothing of
women for erotic purposes. Cross dressers in the broader society may be of any sexual
orientation and the cross dressing may be for any reason (e.g., erotic, performance, self-
expression). Cross-dressing is usually not labeled as such in women who wear men’s
clothing due to societal latitude in allowable clothing for women and due to societal
views that male clothing does not have erotic content for the wearer. Cross Dresser, or
CD, is a slang term in part for what the DSM-IV-TR (2000) text revision diagnoses as

Transvestic Fetishism.
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Drag King: A female who dresses as a man for entertainment as an impersonator. She
usually exaggerates masculine traits and may or may not be transgender or transsexual.
Drag Queen: A male who dresses as a woman for entertainment as an impersonator. He
usually exaggerates feminine traits in what is termed “camp” and may or may not be
transgender or transsexual.

Female-to-Male (FTM): A person labeled female at birth, who lives as male according to

his gender identity. Self-identity terms may include FTM, trans-man, T-male, tranny
boi/y, boi, man. (See also Male-Identified Natal-Female).

Gender: The range of characteristics from the categories masculine or feminine.
Typically the categories and characteristics are socially construed or assigned based on a
person’s sex.

Gender Community: The groups of people dealing with concerns of gender identity

including significant others, families, friends, and allies (SOFFAs).

Gender Dysphoria: This term does not stand as a diagnosis by itself within the DSM-1V-

TR (2000) text revision, yet is the proposed new diagnostic category in the proposed
DSM-5. It is a persistent discomfort with one’s gender role or identity. Some gender
variant people prefer this term to identifying as or labeled as transgender or transsexual.

Gender Identity: Gender is the psychological identity of an individual as masculine or

feminine or anything in-between. Gender identity is not visible by itself. People largely
conflate gender with sex within Western society so that few differentiate the two or
understand that one is physical and one is psychological (Pryzgoda & Chrisler, 2000).

Gender Identity Disorder (GID): From the DSM-IV-TR (2000) text revision. This is a
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diagnostic label for a psychological condition of being transsexual or transgender. The
diagnosis may enable access to medical treatment, but most often in the United States it
creates insurance problems and barriers to care and is used to pathologize individuals.
According to the DSM-IV-TR text revision, this condition may not be diagnosed in a
person who has an intersex condition. (Note that in the upcoming DSM-5, scheduled to
be released in 2013, this diagnosis is being reformulated as Gender Dysphoria).

Gender Expression: This is the visible communication of one’s gender to others using

gestures, behaviors, clothing, grooming, accessories, vocal expression, career, and similar
visible means. This may be referred to as gender performance in some academic and
theoretical areas (see the works of K. Bornstein; J. Butler; M. Foucault; R. Wilchins, and
similar).

Gender/Sex Role: Gender/sex roles are assigned by a culture and society to set specific

expectations of behaviors, duties, privileges, proscriptions, and responsibilities on people
connected entirely to sex and enforced based upon first-hand knowledge or
visually/behaviorally cued assumption of one’s sex.

Gender Variant: Expressing a gender identity and role(s) different from one’s anatomy

(sex) and social custom/sex roles assigned to one’s sex by the group or the culture in
which one lives. Also increasingly being referred to as gender non-conforming.

Intersex: A condition of anyone born with reproductive anatomy that does not fit the
standard medical definition for male or female — also includes, but is not limited to
unexpected chromosomal combinations that are not externally visible and may not be

detected until adulthood, if at all.
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Male-Identified Natal Female: These are individuals who were identified as female at

birth yet they themselves strongly identify on a spectrum from partly masculine to fully
male. These individuals may include those who seek medical gender
affirmation/transition, as well as those who choose to present themselves in an
androgynous or more masculine manner using dress and grooming alone (Eyler &
Wright, 1997; Lev, 2004; Rubin, 2003; Tanis, 2003). This population does not identify as
female or feminine in spite of being identified by others as female at birth (e.g., natal
females). There is no assumption of genetic sex chromosomal makeup of these
individuals.

Male-to-Female (MTF): A natal male who lives as female according to her gender

identity. Self-identity terms may include MTF, trans-woman, T-girl, new woman,
affirmed woman, and woman.

Medicalization: This entails defining a social problem as a medical issue, which then

affects the treatment and understanding of the problem (Bockting & Cesaretti, 2001).
Passing: This refers to being perceived in society as being the sex and gender that one is
presenting.

Read: This refers to being perceived socially as having a sex that differs from the gender
being presented. Being read often leads to violence against the person who has been read.
Therefore, passing carries with it high levels of importance and often safety, while being
read carries with it dangers and great fear within transgender communities.

Sex: Sex is the legal designation of “male” or “female” on birth certificates and other

legal documents of one’s state and/or country. Sex is typically determined by whether an
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unambiguous penis or labia were observed upon one’s birth by an attendant who had
authority to report and/or record his/her assignment of the sex of that infant. This
designation does not indicate genetic sex or chromosomal makeup in any way, but rather
represents the observation and recording of the type of external genitalia seen on a
newborn infant.

Sex Reassignment Surgery, Gender Reassignment or Genital Reconstruction Surgery

(SRS/GRS): This is the medical and/or surgical alteration of one's sex to resemble more
closely and fully that of the opposite natal sex. Also called gender affirmation surgery, it
may or may not include genital reconstruction, depending on the group, country, and
ability to access that specific procedure. Sex reassignment terminology is becoming
increasingly unacceptable and offensive to transgender communities, who maintain that
their sex has not changed. Rather, the outward form visible to others now matches the
psychological identity always present. Another way to understand this is that medical
alteration of the phenotype affirms the gender of the person, who does not change from
the person he or she has always been (N. Spack, personal communications, 2006-2008).

Sexual Orientation: This is how one identifies one's internal physical/emotional attraction

or erotic desire toward others. Sexual orientation is not synonymous with observed sexual
behaviors. Sexual orientation may be heterosexual, homosexual, bi-sexual, asexual,
pansexual (e.g., any type body form), poly sexual, etc. Behaviors may or may not align
with sexual orientation.

Stealth: A transgender person who does not share or want shared his or her identity,

experience, or history, is said to live “stealth”. Usually, though not always, one who lives
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stealth has completed a medical gender affirmation process. He or she might not be read
by others as being of a different sex from the gender presented. Persons may be stealth
only publicly, in some but not all situations, or both publicly and privately, depending
upon the medical procedures completed or the individual’s relational situation.
Transgender: Transgender is most commonly an umbrella term of self-identity used by
individuals whose gender identity and/or gender expression varies from the social norm
identified with the natal sex assigned to them at birth. Some individuals will call
themselves transsexual instead of or in addition to transgender. Not all transgender
individuals identify as transsexual or vice versa. In this research, the term transgender, or
“trans”, will include transsexuals.

Transition/ing: This is the process of coming to recognize, accept, and express one's
particular gender identity when that identity does not fully align with one’s natal sex.
Most often, this refers to medical and legal changes that take place when altering the
natal sex to affirm the asserted gender of the individual.

Transsexual: Transsexual refers to individuals who desire medical alteration of their
bodies so that their gender identities and physical forms align (Green, 2004; Lev, 2004;
Tanis, 2003; Witten, 2003; WHO, 2007). A person who believes their anatomical sex is
not their true sex and seeks to align medically/surgically the two through gender
affirmation treatments that may include hormone therapy, surgeries, and other
procedures. Not all transsexuals can undergo medical gender affirmation due to cost,
physical health limitations, or both.

Transvestic Fetishism: From the DSM-IV-TR (2000) text revision. Formerly called
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Transvestite or TV, this is defined as heterosexual males who dress in women's clothing

for erotic stimulation or activity and it may occur with or without Gender Dysphoria.



152

APPENDIX B
Interview Schedule for Audio-taped Interview

Preliminary information and verbal confirmation of permission to audio-tape interview:

[not recorded]

A. Do I have your permission to audio tape you during this interview?

B. As a reminder to keep your identity confidential, please use a made-up or false
name for yourself during this interview. Is this request clear? What false name
will you use during this interview?

C. What is your age range within approximately 5 years? (example: 40-45, 25-30)
D. How long have you been on hormone therapy?

Interview Schedule for Research Question: [audio recorder will be turned on now]

Please confirm for me whether you have consented to participate in this anonymous,
audio-taped interview.
1) What do you understand religion to be?
prompt: political organization/ spiritual community/ delusion/ cultic/ ideology/
way of relating to some thing or some being/ way of life/ centering principle/
expression of some principle or view
a. Explore more in depth as needed to get more detailed description,
asking participant to
clarify concepts and terms—/[use participant’s language going forward]
2) How have you come to have this understanding?

prompt: taught by someone or some organization/ read about it/ came to it
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organically/ revelation

3) How did that understanding change over time?

4) What is significant to you about this understanding?

prompt: What about it is important to you? Why does this understanding work for
you and others

do not?

5) Tell me about how this understanding shapes/informs your daily life?

prompt: daily practices/ prayer/ meditation/ no role at all/ social

6) Tell me about how this understanding shapes/informs your future?
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APPENDIX C

Research Consent Form

Division of Religious and Theological Studies B TON
Boston University | Graduate School of Arts & Sciences
145/147 Bay State Road

Boston, Massachusetts 02215

T 617-353-3060 F 617-358-3087
www.bu.edu/drts

ken@bu.edu

RESEARCH CONSENT FORM

Title of Project: The Conceptualization and Role of Religion and/or Spirituality for a
Sample of Female-to-Male Transsexuals

Background: Some research shows that female-to-male (FTM) transsexual/transgender
individuals are less associated with religious communities than expected. This research
also shows that FTM's practices and understandings of religion and spirituality are
different than expected. Research has shown that affiliation with religious groups often
provides people with resiliency in times of stress and with increased health and quality of
life. No research to date has asked FTM people what, in their experience, they believe
religion to be.

The Investigator for this research study is a doctoral student at Boston University and the
project is for his dissertation research.

Purpose: The purpose of this research is to obtain/acquire knowledge about the
conceptualization of religion in a small sample of FTM individuals. Another purpose is to
generate hypotheses for future research that could one day lead to improvements in
measures of religion and spirituality currently used in populations that do not share the
dominant cultural beliefs.

You are being asked to participate in this research because you have identified yourself as
a FTM transsexual/ transgender man who has completed at least 5 years of continual
hormone treatment as part of a gender transition/ affirmation process and this study is an
exploration of what FTMs understand religion to be.

Risks and Discomforts: Risks for participants in this study are minimal and no more
than would be expected in daily interactions or discussions on religion or spirituality. One
possible social and psychological risk is feeling discomfort from divulging transsexual/
transgender status to the researcher. Another possible psychological risk may be
questioning previously held beliefs or feelings about religion. Some physical discomfort
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may arise from the length of interview (90-120 minutes). You are always free to refuse to
answer a question, to take a break, or to stop the interview. If the need arises, you will be
allowed to stop the interview and reschedule completion of the interview at a future time.
There are no expected physical, legal, or economic risks to participating in this study.

Potential Benefits: You will receive no direct benefit from your participation in this
study. However, your participation may help the investigators better understand the
conceptualization of religion in FTM populations. This new understanding could help
generate hypotheses for future research and creation of measures of religion and
spirituality that are more applicable to those individuals whose beliefs and practices do
not mirror those of the dominant culture or dominant religions.

Alternatives: Your alternative is to not participate in the study.

Participant Costs and Payments: The only known costs to you for participating in this
research study are your time and any travel costs to get to the interview location. If you
complete an interview you will receive a $10.00 gift card to Starbuck’s as an appreciation
gift. If you choose to withdraw from the study after starting the anonymous interview,
you will receive a $5.00 gift card to Starbuck's as an appreciation for your time.

Confidentiality: You will be participating in an anonymous interview. No identifying
information will be asked of you or recorded in the data collected. There will be no
identifying information that links you to this study. All information that is recorded will
be held in strict confidence and may not be disclosed unless required by law or
regulation. Interview data will be stored in locked files only accessible to the Investigator
and his dissertation advisor. All data will be destroyed at the end of three years following
completion of the study. Any electronic data will be kept in password-protected files.
Anonymous interview data will have no information that links them to any participant.
Interviews will be transcribed by the Principal Investigator within six months of audio
recording. Audio recordings will be destroyed after transcription. Audio files and
transcripts will contain only a pseudonym for each participant.

Your interview information may be used in publications or presentations. However, the
information will not include any personal information that will allow you to be identified.
Results will be published in aggregated form (for example, tables of information, or in
descriptive quotes) with no identifying information presented. The investigator will not
be collecting any identifiable information that would link you to this study.

Information from this study and study records may be reviewed and photocopied by the
institution and by regulators responsible for research oversight such as the Office of
Human Research Protections, and the Boston University Institutional Review Board.

Participant's Rights: By consenting to participate in this study you do not waive any of
your legal rights. Giving consent means that you have heard or read the information
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about this study and that you agree to participate. You will be given a copy of this form
to keep.

If at any time you withdraw from this study you will not suffer any penalty or lose any
benefits to which you are entitled.

You may obtain further information about your rights as a research subject by calling the
Boston University Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research at 617-353-
4365.

The investigator or a member of the research team will try to answer all of your
questions. If you have questions or concerns at any time while participating in this
research, contact Ruben Hopwood, Principal Investigator, at (617) 758-7186, or Dr.
Linda Barnes, PhD, faculty advisor, at (617) 414-4534. You may obtain further
information about your rights as a research subject by contacting the Boston University
Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research at 617-353-4365.

Right to Refuse or Withdraw: Taking part in this study is voluntary. You have the right
to refuse to take part in this study. If you decide to be in the study and then change your
mind, you can withdraw from the research. Your participation is completely up to you. If
you choose to take part, you have the right to stop at any time.

The investigator may decide to discontinue your participation without your permission
because he/she may decide that staying in the study will be bad for you.
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APPENDIX D

Recruitment Palm Card

Participants needed for research study exploring what FTMs/transmen
understand religion to be. Interviews last between 90-120 minutes.
Location and time for the interview arranged individually.

You may qualify to participate if:
1) You are age 18 or older.
2) You were assigned female at birth, but identify as male.
3) You have been on hormone treatments for at least 5 years.
4) You must be able to participate in an in-person interview.

For more information, contact Ruben Hopwood, M.Div. at
FTMSpiritualityStudy@gmail.com

For IRB Questions or Concerns, contact: (617) 353-4365.
This is a Boston University Dissertation Research Study.
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APPENDIX E

Example Pages from an Analyzed Transcript
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Belonging to Something Bigger than Oneself

Theme

Subject/Line Key Words

Belonging to Something Bigger than Oneself

Sense of Intrinsic Value
Source of miraculous hope

Sense of Community

Compassion and shared suffering

Created Family
Unconditional Acceptance &
Support

Frank.120
Frank.122
Frank.221

Frank.184

Frank.188

Frank.174

Frank.46
Frank.32

Frank.93
Frank.99

I'm still here

Somehow, I beat the odds.

I just got to cling to something
that gives me hope

It all seems to be about
community

being supported and feeling loved
and included

Time to discuss a few issues that
are upsetting to us

To have a family of choice

This church was more
welcoming.

more accepting of everybody

I don't feel like I'm an outsider.

Belonging to Something Bigger than Oneself appears as a major theme for Frank that

manifests in two subthemes, that of having a sense of intrinsic value and that of having a

sense of community. These three aspects work together to give the participant a sense of

hope that is based both in a real created family of similar and accepting people whose

creation and continuation is within ones control and in a felt sense that there is Something

outside understanding and human creation that cares about the individual, offers

miraculous healing, instills hope, and around which the community bases its support of

each other.
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health care competence.

EDUCATION

Doctor of Philosophy, Counseling Psychology & Religion, Boston
University, Boston, MA, 2014

= Dissertation: The Conceptualizations of Religion in a Sample of
Female-to-Male Transsexuals: An Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis

= Advisor: Linda Barnes, Ph.D., M.T.S., M.A.

Certificate, Spiritual Direction & Companioning, St. Thomas
University, Miami, FL, 2002
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Master of Divinity, Saint Paul School of Theology, Kansas City, MO,
1995

Bachelor of Science, Psychology-Rehabilitation, Central Missouri
State University, Warrensburg, MO, 1987

Two Year’s Coursework Completed, Psychology and English dual
major, William Jewell College, Liberty, MO, 1983

AWARDS AND HONORS

Danielsen Institute Dissertation Research Grant 2011
in Psychology and Religion
Boston University, Boston, MA

Paul Johnson Teaching Fellowship 2006
Boston University School of Theology, Boston, MA
John M. Swomley, Jr. Peace Scholarship 1994

for excellence in the field of Social Ethics
Saint Paul School of Theology, Kansas City, MO

PUBLICATIONS

Two Book Chapters Under Contract

s In Trans Bodies, Trans Selves, Editor, Laura Erikson-Schroth, M.D. A
multi-chapter edited volume of information, education, and resources
for and about gender non-conforming individuals and their
communities. Co-authored with lore m. dickey, Ph.D. and Tamar
Carmel, M.D. Routledge Press.

Journal Article Under Contract

= Reisner, S. R., Gamarel, K. E., Dunham, E., & Hopwood, R. A.
Female-to-Male Transmasculine Adult Health: A Mixed Method
Community-Based Needs Assessment. Journal of the American
Psychiatric Nurses Association (JAPNA) special issue on Advancing
Health Equity in Disparity Populations: A Focused Issue on Lesbian,
Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender People.

PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS

American Psychological Association

APA Division 44 — Society for the Study of
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, & Transgender Issues

World Professional Association for Transgender Health



