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Nothing has
been more
difficult
in my life
than gender
transition,
yet nothing
has felt more
appropriate
and necessary.
|

by Chloe Schwenke

loe Schwenke, a member of Adelphi (Md.)
Treting, is an ethicist and international de-
lopment consultant. She is the author of Re-
2iming Value in International Develop-
ent: The Moral Divisions of Development
slicy and Practice in Poor Countries. Her
ebsite is <www.developmentvalues.net>.
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in the Light:

A Quaker Commumty S ]ourney
across the Gender Divide

was feeling terribly alone on that

cold February evening as I placed

the call to Carole Hoage. Muscles

knotted with nervousness, there
was much more of resolution than des-
peration in reaching out to her. A
weighty and perceptive Friend, I trusted
her warmth. I was coming out, and the
stakes were high.

My wife, Christine, and I were
drained, exhausted, and confused. The
demons we confronted were frighten-
ing; we both knew they threatened our
marriage, our happy family, and our
sense of who we each were. Not to con-
front the demons was no longer an op-
tion; for me, not to acknowledge them
threatened my very survival. Despite
years of denial and pain, my identity
had shifted, finally and irretrievably.
Daunting challenges would surely en-
sue for so many in my family, our meet-
ing, and our world. This was the start
of a new journey—no longer private—
of a committed and loving couple, mar-
ried under the care of Langley Hill
Meeting, but now members of Adelphi
Meeting (both in Baltimore Yearly
Meeting). Christine and I took “care of
the meeting” to heart and deeply trust-
ed in the loving presence of our faith
community; these thoughts were much
in my mind as I heard Carole’s warm
voice answering.

“Carole, I need your help—the Meet-
ing’s help. After 16 years of therapy,
countless hours of silent discernment,
and a half-century of struggling to make
the jigsaw pieces of my life fit, I now
know with certainty why they never
will. To make this puzzle come togeth-
et, the pieces will need a different pic-
ture; I will need a different body. A dif-
ferent life perhaps, who knows? Carole,
Pm transgender.”

There, the words were out, and the

silence that followed was poignant.
When Carole finally responded, it was
with tenderness but no sentimentality,
followed by a quick admission that de-
spite being a therapist for many years
this phenomenon was well outside of
her experience. Her very next question:
“How are Christine and the children
dealing with this?” It was a concern that
framed the months ahead: this gender
transition would be a journey into the
unknown for every member of my fam-
ily as well as for me, and ultimately for
many members of our meeting. Yet ev-
eryone’s journey, while simultaneous, is
different. A new person is emerging, yet
she will retain much of the old; a be-
loved husband is leaving forever, but in
baffling ways “he” will still be there.
Stephen was becoming who she was al-
ways meant to be; [ am Chloe.

hristine had been over

whelmed when T first shared

with her about my transgen-

der status—while finding the
inner strength, grace, wisdom, and hon-
esty to admit that somehow, oddly, it all
made sense to her. She knew me that
well. Many therapists had urged me to
find comfort and meaning in being
male, and it had taken a long time to
find the therapist who finally saw Chloe
within me. Even then, I had waited un-
til the diagnosis was tested and found
conclusive by a well-recognized expert,
Martha Harris. I was born into the
wrong body and had waged a costly and
painful internal scruggle until, ac the
age of 57, I could play the part of Ste-
phen no longer. Chloe’s struggle to “be,”
to have that long-denied integrity, came
with a heavy price. Christine had mar-
ried Stephen, not Chloe, and the chil-
dren loved having a dad. What was I
thinking; what was I doing? Was this be-
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ing honest to the Light? Or was this
phone call to Carole and the journey
that ensued—as two of my brothers an-
grily accused me later—an egotistical
exercise in selfishness?

elfishness and courage; oddly
those are the two most common
moral judgments made when peo-
ple first hear that I am transgen-
der, now that I am finally myself living
the life of Chloe. For most transgender
persons, once fully aware of their situa-
tion, there is but one sensible choice,
and that is to transition to your true
gender and become a transsexual. As
with other transsexuals I've met, this

_isn’t remotely about selfishness or cour-

Andy Campbell

age. Fortitude and persistence, yes;
changing one’s physical gender, with all
the implications to loved ones, the in-
terminable complexity of moving resis-
tant bureaucracies to accommodate this
change, the awkwardness and embar-
rassments and humiliations, the exact-
ing physical pains involved in reshaping
a body, the extraordinary expenses that
no insurance will pay, and most of all,
the struggle of learning to be convincing
out in the world in one’s actual gender
without benefit of a lifetime of practice,
example, and advice—well, only a per-
verse masochist could find this a “self-
ish” pursuit. Nothing has been more
difficult in my life, yet I am quick to say
that nothing has felt more appropriate
and necessary.

Courage doesn’t sit well on my shoul- |

ders either. It fits more appropriately on
the gracious person of my wife and my
brave, loving children. Compared to the
ordeal of living the painful myth of Ste-
phen year after year, it didn’t take cour-
age to come out as Chloe. Being Chloe
was about survival, not courage. Yet to
this day, the fortitude of my young chil-
dren awes me. They loved me as a whole
person; not just as “dad.” Bravely, they
trusted that my love as a parent would
not be diminished by this transition,
even if now expressed differently.

Pm at a loss to recall exactly what
pushed me that night to reach out to
Adelphi Friends; perhaps connecting
with the meeting seemed the obvious
place to begin. Despite the fog and con-
fusion around us, Christine and I clung
to the conviction that we are a Quaker
family who want to stay together in our
love, in our faith, and in our faith com-
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munity. We both felt the burden of our
separate doubts whether these goals
were achievable, yet giving in to despair
and a silent shame never entered our
minds. We also had experienced over
many years the boundless spiritual gifts
that exist within a spiritual community
for those who sought them.

delphi had been our spiritual

home since we moved to Mary-

land ten years earlier, and the

ceting features largely in our

lives as a family. Our children attended
the local Friends Community School,
started long ago by Adelphi, and my
wife and T have both served on various
meeting and school committees. We all
attend meeting for worship regularly.
Sdll, Adelphi is a busy metropolitan
meeting; people frequently come and
go, and neither of us enjoyed deep bonds
with more than a few Adelphi Friends
and attenders. Carole was one of them,
and as she quickly gathered her compo-
sure on that telephone call, the reality of
that bond was tangible and comforting.
[ explained to her that Christine and 1
thought that given the sensitivity of the
issue, and the large size of our Pastoral
Care Committee, the irregular step of
moving ahead discreetly with a small ad

hoc group of Friends would be best for
now. In relatively short order we had
agreed on the composition of our group,
and that it would support both Chris-
tine and me in our separate but inter-
connected journeys. Carole would be
joined by three others: Jamesen Good-
man, a family therapist; Cherv1 Morden,
a woman with a career similar to mine
in international development: and fi-
nally, Sandy Overbey, a pensive man,
one of our oldest Quaker Friends, and a
member of our original marriage com-
mittee from Langley Hill Meeting.
Awkwardness; how else could any of
us describe that first gathering at Car-
ole’s home in early March of 2008? No
one there had any prior experience with
the transgender phenomenon, and ev-
ery one of us felt more than a lictle at
sca. | had been voraciousl consuming
all that I could read on the web and in
books on transgender, but no one else
present other than Christine had any
facts or experiences to draw upon. No
one personally knew another transgen-
der person—we remain relatively rare—
so the group started by sharing photo-
copies of a short web-downloadable
brochure from the American Psycho-
logical Association: Answers to Your
Questions about Transgender Individuals
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and Gender ldentity. We also set some
ground rules. For every subsequent
gathering of the group, I would come
dressed en femme. We would respect the
confidentiality of this process (even this
article has been cleared by the entire
group before submission). The group’s
focus would not just be on me, but on
the two of us as separate individuals, as
a couple, and as parents. In time, it
would embrace our son Ian (14) and our
daughter Audrey (9), even if indirectly.
We all acknowledged from the outset
how different Christine’s journey was
from mine, and that our separate spiri-
tual support needs did not coincide. She
was overcome with grief at losing a hus-
band, while feelings of fear and anger
often distanced her from that nourish-
ing inner peace. I, too, was on a voyage
into a new reality; yet, as I journeyed, I
drew deep spiritual energy that effer-
vesced into my life. For me, a jarring
blend of joy, discovery, exhilaration,
grief, fear, and—despite all of this ca-
cophony—a welling up of the most
powerful peace I had ever known.

Amidst the tears and unquestioned
warmth in that first gathering, one
thing was certain: we were among
Friends, and the spirit was at work. I
was lovingly yet firmly called upon to
be accountable, then and throughout
the group’s existence; to share as clear
an understanding of the truth of my sit-
uation as I could discern. Call it tough
love, but seeing the tears in my wife’s
eyes and the loving concern in the faces
of these gathered Friends, I held noth-
ing back. The discussion (punctuated
when needed by pauses for silence) went
well past dark. Before we left, we asked
each member of our support group if
they were prepared for this deep com-
mitment of time, love, and spiritual en-
deavor. To our eternal gratitude, each
agreed without hesitation.

his small support group was in
many important ways our spiri-
tual and emotional anchor in
the months ahead, as we gath-
ered every four to six weeks. There was
much to do. First, there was my person-
al challenge of being Chloe among
them. My first “appearance” wasn’t easy
for any of us, but at least for me it fele
surprisingly natural. The closest analo-
gy—and it is an odd one—is that feel-
ing you get when you finally find your-
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self in the Quaker meeting that “fits,”
that you just know, somehow, is the
spiritual home you've looked for. But we
all had much to learn about the mean-
ing of gender identity, the nature of the
transgender phenomenon, and about
coming to some peace with our sepa-
rate, diverse feelings. We discerned as a
group the important difference between
“tolerance” and “acceptance.” Under the
loving care of these Friends, Christine
and T reached within and to God for
some answers (even if tentative answers)
for such questions as to whether our
marriage could survive, and what we
could possibly say as we came out to our
two children and our larger family. We
thought long and hard about how best
to unfold this transition to the larger
meeting, whose support we all knew
was critical to making this transition a
success. We did not even know with
certainty what “success” in a gender
transition meant, except to sense how
important it would be that the meeting
community offer a safe and loving place
for our family.

As the year unfolded, our support
group steadfastly helped us find a gen-
tle, sensitive way to introduce our “situ-
ation” to the larger meeting communi-
ty. It started with discreet discussions
and then visits by Christine, at least one
member of our small group, and me
among the various meeting committees
to raise awareness about our situation
and the nature of being transgender.
The process reached its culmination
with a tenderly choreographed coming
out to the whole meeting. First, there
was a midweek email letter in Septem-
ber from our clerk, Ann Marie Mori-
arty, anpouncing our transition. Ac-
companying her warm, supportive let-
ter was one of our own, crafted prayer-
fully by Christine and me, and seasoned
by our support group’s holding us in the
Light. I chose not to be present at the
next meeting, allowing Cheryl Morden
from the support group to spend a few
minutes after rise of meeting speaking
to those with concerns or questions, or
to people who had not received the
email. Having me not there, but Chris-
tine and the children present, gave the
meeting community a little space to see
for themselves that my wife and chil-
dren were well, without having to adjust
to my new appearance. By the time [ ar-
rived next First Day as Chloe, there

were many welcoming, warm smiles to
greet me.

In October, the meeting arranged a
Second Hour—a period after meeting
for worship—for Christine and me each
to speak from a centered, worshipful
place to all who sought to learn more of
our respective journeys. The meeting-
house was full, including nearly every
young Friend; all present sat in rapt at-
tention as we spoke of pain, sorrow, joy,
and discovery, but also of the power of
a meeting to transcend rejection, to
move even beyond tolerance, and em-
brace acceptance.

After ayear, this much is clear: Chris-
tine and I both continue to feel the
power and love of God expressed
through these four Friends. Through
their love we have been led to find a
deeper spiritual home within Adelphi.
Our transition journeys have been the
occasion for spiritual growth for others
in the meeting, too. We may be “spe-
cial” as a couple and a family, but with-
in the meeting we are one with our faith
community, where all are held tw be
special. We are loved; through our tran-
sition we are even a part of the Adelphi
community’s Quakerly journey of spiri-
tual growth.

or Christine and me, there re-

mains much to resolve even as

our relationship has moved to a

deeper level of friendship. Notall
transgender people change their sexual
orientation even if the labels shift under
them; the world has reclassified me
from “heterosexual male” to “lesbian.”
Christine remains herself, as she always
has: a loving and caring heterosexual
woman who now finds herself legally
married to a woman. She finds the grace
somehow to accommodate that dynam-
ic tension, tempered perhaps by the
qualities of warmth and friendship be-
tween us that eclipse anythmg we've ev-
er experlenced before.

The transition continues in its quiet
way, and my presence no longer elicits
undue attention. Thankfully we are no
longer “news,” just another Quaker
family enjoying the warmth of a very
remarkable faith community where
the Light shines brightly. Christine
and I know that the future still holds
deep challenges for us as a “trans-cou-
ple,” but we need never face those chal-
lenges alone. d
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