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The Stranger Who Dwells Among Us 
 
Good Morning! I want to thank Barb and the Affirm Team for the invitation to meet with you this 
morning. It is always an honour to share with United Church communities of faith.  
 
I want to also recognize the work you are currently engaged in, as you consider becoming an 
Affirming Ministry. I know this may not be an easy journey for all of you, and I pray that my words 
this morning will help you to learn more about what it means to be transgender – and, what the soul 
of the stranger can teach us about God. 
 
Introduction 
In the scripture reading from Ezekial God is described as a Shepherd who seeks out the lost sheep, 
brings them back, strengthens the weak, and feeds them with justice. If we want to live into the 
qualities of a Shepherd, providing for and protecting those who are in need, we also need to be 
aware of where in our church and in our world we have fallen short. We need to identify who is in 
need and feed them with justice. 
 
I’d like to briefly look back at the time after the Israelites first left Egypt and began their long journey 
through the desert. As people just freed from slavery, they were given commandments and laws 
which over and over again, included how they were to treat those among them who were “alien” or 
“strangers”. One law meant to provide justice for all, is found in Exodus 23:9 “Do not oppress a 
stranger; you know the heart of stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt”. In saying this 
God was offering the Israelites a different model for how communities should relate to members who 
are seen as different. 
 
In another law – the first of the 10 commandments - they were told to not make any idols in any form 
“whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in 
the water under the earth.” 
 
And what did they do almost immediately after? They created an idol to worship – a Golden Calf – 
because they were scared and they wanted something familiar to cling to. They were more 
comfortable with an idol like they had seen in Egypt– than with a God they could not see or 
understand. 
 
In that first commandment which prohibited them from making or worshipping images of divinity, 
God was trying to teach them how utterly strange God is, different from anything they had known.  
 
If we as faith communities treat God as a deity we understand, a being who fulfills the roles we assign 
and appears in forms we recognize, we are repeating our own version of the Golden Calf. If we don’t 
recognize God’s incomprehensible strangeness, we are not recognizing God. 
 
Becoming an Affirming Ministry means you are on a journey of making a place for a God that cannot 
ever be fully understood, by making a place for strangers – for all who, like God, do not fit into 
established roles and categories. 
It is in this context, that I share with you a bit of my story. 
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My Story  
I want to begin by clarifying that my story as a trans man – is my personal story – and is not 
representative of all people who identify as trans, non-binary, or gender queer.   
 
I was born biologically female, but from my earliest memories, I always identified as a boy.  
 
I was raised a conservative Seventh-day Adventist, in a very loving family. I was taught through 
scripture and the writings of Ellen White (who Adventists consider a prophet) that there was to be a 
distinct difference between the sexes. 
 
All of you are familiar with societies’ stereotypical gender roles and expectations. Everyone here 
today has struggled, in one way or another, with how to be the gender you identify as – how to be, 
dress, move, act, speak - like a “real man” or a “real woman”. For me, societies gender expectations 
were reinforced by fundamentalist religious dogma.  
 
Once I reached puberty the pressure to be “a good Christian girl” became much more intense. As my 
body began to change – I grew increasingly uncomfortable in my own skin – and began to pray for 
God to turn me into a boy. By middle school, I had begun to consciously stop moving in order to 
silence my energy and to disconnect from the body I could no longer identify with.  
 
The shame associated with not being who and what I was ‘supposed’ to be caused me to see my 
masculine energy and identity as a sinful monster that needed to be locked away. 
 
As I entered adolescence, the issues associated with my gender identity paled in comparison to my 
romantic and sexual attraction to girls—which for me, created a much greater sense of shame, low 
self-worth, and spiritual distress. After puberty, I lived completely out of touch with my physical self. I 
had become a stranger in my own body – hiding who I knew I was from everyone in my life, and 
eventually, even from myself. 
 
As the years passed I became even more religiously conservative, in an effort to suppress, deny, and 
disassociate myself from my “sinful nature”.  
 
Those suppressed truths of who I was, created an undercurrent of shame that became my new 
normal. I lived in a constant state of depression with frequent suicidal thoughts. But I kept all of that 
hidden, never speaking to anyone about it. On the surface I was a happy teenager and a good 
student, but throughout high school and college I made sure to stay below the radar, not wanting to 
call attention to myself. The times when I was outspoken on issues, I was challenging the status quo – 
often not in a progressive way - but in an ever growing fundamentalist way.  
 
While I graduated from college with a Bachelors in Elementary Education – all I had ever really 
wanted to be was a pastor. But I had been clearly told my first year at the Adventist university in 
Alberta, that women could not become ministers - and I did not have the confidence to fight for what 
I wanted. 
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One day in my late 20’s while serving as an elementary school teacher – a friend gave me a booklet 
called “Emotional Dependency: A Threat to Close Friendships”, published by Love in Action (a 
Christian change ministry that practiced reparative or conversion therapy). Reading that booklet 
began what felt like the unraveling of my life as I came face-to-face with one of the dark secrets I had 
hidden away - my homosexual tendencies. I had an emotional and physical breakdown, and came 
very close to ending my life.  
 
At that point, my faith in the Seventh day Adventist church shattered, my faith in God was almost 
entirely obliterated, and I became an angry and even more disassociated person. In spite of that, 
after leaving my teaching career, I immediately connected with a number of Christian Change 
Ministries like Love in Action, Exodus International, and New Direction Ministries in Toronto. The 
church world was the only world I knew. 
 
For the next six years I read books and listened to cassette tapes recommended by these ministries. I 
was in counseling – first with an Adventist minister, and then with an Adventist counsellor who 
operated from the foundational belief that homosexuality was a sin and could be cured. Over those 
years I gained over 150 pounds – more than doubling my weight and distancing myself even further 
from my body, my sexuality, and my gender identity. The journey for me had become all about 
understanding what God and scripture said and didn’t say about sexual orientation – not what the 
church said.  
 
It took years for it to slowly dawn on me, that suppression and denial was not change. The pain of 
that realization led me into a year of studying and reading everything I could find on scripture and 
homosexuality. But as convincing as the theological arguments were for accepting my sexual 
orientation, I just wasn’t able to do so. 
 
One night in 1993, after spending the entire night on my knees in prayer – begging God to tell me 
what was true – I lay face down on the floor, exhausted from wrestling with God’s silence. And 
suddenly in that silence, I heard a quiet, calm – but very clear - voice, “I have no problem with you 
being a lesbian. You’re the one who can’t accept it.” 
 
At that moment, for the first time in my life, I realized just how much my personal fears, judgments, 
assumptions, and prejudices about what it meant to be homosexual – my own homophobia - got in 
the way of my being able to hear what God and scripture said and didn’t say, and got in the way of 
embracing my own sexuality.   
 
Thankfully, I was finally able to accept myself and came out as a lesbian. While attending Christos 
MCC where I often preached, the call to be a minister returned, and in 1997 I left my employment 
with the Canadian Mental Health Association to attend graduate school where I earned a Masters 
degree in Religious Studies. I had intended to go into ministry in MCC but my studies had left me 
uncertain about my faith and belief in God, and I was still very disassociated from myself. 
 
In 2000 I got a job at the General Council Office of The United Church of Canada, where I discovered a 
uniquely united and divided community of faith - people on a vast continuum of faith and belief who 
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were open to having the conversations about so many different issues! What a breath of fresh air this 
church has been for me! 
 
In my early 40’s, shortly after beginning my work with the United Church, I started to address the 
issue of why I couldn’t seem to connect with or care about my own physical body or health. I thought 
accepting my sexual orientation would change all that, but it had not. 
 
In the process I slowly became aware that I had successfully hidden another dark secret…  I felt much 
more masculine than feminine. I realized that I still had a monster locked away - my masculinity - and 
I realized I was terrified of it. You see, I didn’t want to be transgender, and now found myself battling 
with my own transphobia – my fear of the stranger within me. 
 
My struggle with transphobia was very similar to my struggle with homophobia. I had to learn how 
my personal fears, judgments, assumptions, and prejudices about what it meant to be transgender, 
got in the way of my being able to hear what God and scripture said and didn’t say, and got in the 
way of embracing my own gender identity.   
 
Once I was able to break through that fear - I was able to slowly begin the work of bringing my gender 
identity into alignment with how I lived in my body and how I expressed myself. I learned to welcome 
the stranger within, only to find it was an integral part of who I am. 
 
When I was 51 years old - I announced to family, friends and coworkers that I was going to fully 
transition from female to male. Every step of transitioning has been deeply emotional and deeply 
healing. 
 
For me deciding whether or not to transition was a spiritual question that went right to the 
fundamental nature of who I was as a human being. Transitioning is not about correcting gender, nor 
of correcting sexuality. It’s about unifying body and soul. It’s not about becoming someone else, but 
being who you really are.  
 
While I have lived as Jordan for ten years now, I am STILL learning in a very personal way that the 
results of denying and suppressing who you are have serious consequences. When you suppress a 
part of your core identity – a part of who you are – you can disassociate from yourself and create a 
psychological split. It can take many years and a lot of hard work to re-integrate the self and become 
whole again. 
 
Life Learnings 
I’d like to share with you now, some of the other things I’ve learned throughout my journey. 
 
Religion and society taught me that goodness was being like everyone else around me. But I’ve 
learned that evil results from disconnection with the self.  
 
The work of finding myself and embracing my identity as an embodied person, led me away from the 
kind of community that insisted on uniformity. In the process I discovered that uniformity creates dis-
ease and diversity creates life.  
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Like many of you, I grew up enjoying the warmth and safety of a faith community. But I discovered 
that I belonged only if I rejected and suppressed core parts of my identity. Once I began to speak my 
truth about my identity, I experienced harsh judgment, rejection, and marginalization. Being pushed 
to the margins taught me a little bit – just a little bit - about oppression.  
 
Shortly after coming out as lesbian I came home from a conference with a white t-shirt sporting a 
large pink triangle. One day as I considered whether or not I felt safe enough to wear my t-shirt – it 
hit me that people of colour - people with any visible difference – couldn’t choose when to “be out”. 
They have no choice but to move in the world, facing judgment and hatred - just from being who they 
are. As a lesbian I could choose when and where and how I wanted to be out. I fell on my knees 
beside my bed that day and wept as I realized my privilege.  
 
Over time I began to see that my being marginalized was a gift – because it forcibly shifted my 
perspective and allowed me to learn more about the perspectives of others who I - as a white, able-
bodied, educated, middle-class Canadian – had never thought about before. That was just the 
beginning of learning about my white supremacy and my racism (which is another story in itself). 
 
But it wasn’t until I transitioned and people began to see me as a man – that I began to understand 
how differently men are treated! 
 
One of the first things I noticed was how people would make more space for me as I walked down the 
sidewalk, or the aisle of a store.  
 
The second thing I became aware of was that people saw and heard me! The direct eye contact, the 
way they made space for me – was shocking!  I knew that men were taken more seriously in our 
society, but to experience it, was quite another thing. By transitioning to male, I gained power and 
privilege! I have gone up the ladder of privilege, and I am taken more seriously now than I ever was as 
a woman.  
 
In the same way that I gained privilege in coming out as male – trans women lose privilege when they 
come out as female. Every year hundreds of trans people are reported murdered. The majority of 
them are trans women – and overwhelmingly they are trans women of colour. 
 
Trans and non-binary people struggle to find their place in the world. Some of us are able to 
comfortably live as male or female, others face constant harassment and judgment. Some of us 
refuse to allow the gender binary of male and female only – to dictate who they are and how they 
express themselves. All too many, face daily verbal and/or physical assaults.  
 
I will never know what it is to live as a trans woman – as a black trans woman, a non-binary person, or 
a Two Spirit person. But I do know they face more discrimination and oppression and live with the 
fear of physical violence in ways I will never have to face. And it is from them that I too, am learning 
to embrace the stranger, and use my privilege to ally with those who are oppressed.  
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Closing 
I’d like to close by sharing some quotes from a book by Joy Ladin, entitled, “The Soul of the Stranger: 
Reading God and Torah from a Transgender Perspective”. This book has inspired some of what I have 
shared with you today - and I highly recommend it. 
 

“God is the ultimate stranger. God is not human. God has no face, no form, no 
beginning or end, and can’t be fully understood in any of the terms we use to 
understand ourselves and our world. The commandment to know the soul of the 
stranger is more than a summons to social justice… Knowing the soul of the stranger is 
part of the spiritual discipline required for a community to make a place for God. 
 
To love God, we must learn to love someone who will always be a stranger. To serve 
God, we must serve the needs of a stranger. To grow close to God, we must become 
intimate with a stranger. To open ourselves to God, we must open ourselves to a 
stranger. To make a place for the God who dwells invisibly and incomprehensibly 
among us—to show that God belongs with us, and that we belong to God—we must 
know, and build our lives and communities around knowing, the soul of the stranger.” 

 
As we heard in the gospel reading from Matthew, “Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and 
whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me.”  
 
May God continue to open our eyes, our ears, our hearts, our churches, and our homes, so that 
wherever we are – whether in church, shopping, or walking down the sidewalk - we can publicly, 
intentionally, and explicitly, welcome the stranger who dwells among us. 
 
Amen. 
 
 


