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“I Am Who I Am: Supporting Trans / Queer Children and Youth” 

Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

March 27, 2022 

All Souls UU Congregation / New London, CT 

 

Reading: “Florida’s ‘Don’t Say Gay’ Bill Will Hurt Teens Like Me”    
Will Larkins, New York Times, March 15, 2022 
 

My life changed the summer before seventh grade. A girl at an arts summer 

camp turned to me on the first day and asked, “Are you L.G.B.T.Q.?” She 

explained what each letter meant and showed me pictures of RuPaul on her 

phone. It felt as if a weight had been taken off my shoulders. The realization that 

I wasn’t the only one saved my life.  

 

When I came home from camp, I became fascinated with learning more about 

queer culture. I read about Georgia Black, a Black trans woman who lived close 

to where I do now in the early 1900s, and I learned that in pre-Colonial times, 

more than 150 Indigenous tribes acknowledged third genders in their 

community and three to five gender roles: female, male, Two Spirit female, Two 

Spirit male and transgender. I realized how common the experience of falling 

outside of the gender binary was. As I learned about the history and culture of 

my community, I grew to understand and love myself. … Education didn’t just 

give me a sense of self-worth but also the knowledge of a community and 

lifeline there for countless young people. 

 

L.G.B.T.Q. teenagers are four times as likely to attempt suicide as their straight 

counterparts. According to the Trevor Project, a crisis intervention and suicide 

prevention organization for young gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender and queer 

people, teenagers who learned about L.G.B.T.Q. issues or people in school were 

23 percent less likely to attempt suicide. We have a mental health crisis in the 

queer community, and Governor DeSantis and the Republican Party want to 

outlaw the solution. 

 

On Feb. 28, I spoke out against the bill on the Florida Senate floor, and on 

Monday my friend Maddi Zornek and I led a walkout of more than 500 students 

at our high school. Republican lawmakers have been echoing the idea that 

parents know what is best for their kids, not the schools. In some cases that may 

be true. But parents aren’t trained professionals; unlike schools, they aren’t 

made to follow a set of standards. For many of my friends in dangerous 

situations because of their sexuality or gender identity, school has been a space 

where they could be themselves. 

Now, under threat of lawsuits, districts, schools and teachers may be hesitant to 

talk at all with students about gender identity and sexuality, even if the 

https://www.hrc.org/news/two-spirit-and-lgbtq-idenitites-today-and-centuries-ago
https://www.hrc.org/news/two-spirit-and-lgbtq-idenitites-today-and-centuries-ago
https://indiancountrytoday.com/archive/two-spirits-one-heart-five-genders
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/research-briefs/lgbtq-youth-suicide-prevention-in-schools/
https://www.wwno.org/npr-news/2022-03-08/florida-lawmakers-pass-controversial-so-called-dont-say-gay-bill
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conversation is “age-appropriate.” The bill also allows the state commissioner of 

education to establish a “special magistrate” so that prosecuting those in 

violation of the law would happen much faster than in a normal court. 

People in support of the bill always ask, “Why do these subjects need to be 

taught in schools?” To them I would say that if we understand ourselves, and 

those around us understand us, so many lives will be saved. 

 

 

At the Supreme Court nomination hearing this past week, Judge Ketanji Brown 

Jackson was asked a peculiar question.  The Republican Senator from Tenessee 

asked,  

 “Can you provide a definition for the word ‘woman’?”  

Jackson appeared confused by the question and, considering the context, who 

could blame her.  Nevertheless, she initially responded by saying, "I’m not a 

biologist.”  

There’s been quite a bit of media coverage about this exchange. In USA Today, 

Rebecca Jordan-Young, a scientist and gender studies scholar at Barnard 

College (and my beloved and smart and fancy friend) was quoted and said 

this: 

"I don't want to see this question punted to biology as if science can offer a 

simple, definitive answer. The rest of [Judge Ketanji Brown-Jackson’s] answer 

was more interesting and important. She said 'as a judge, what I do is I address 

disputes. If there's a dispute about a definition, people make arguments, and I 

look at the law, and I decide.' In other words, [the nominee] said context 

matters – which is true in both biology and society.” 

 

To which I say, thank you and right on, Beck.   

 

Context matters and in this case, that of sex and gender; context is much bigger 

than biology.   

 

Many of you know that I was an AIDS and sexuality educator and advocate 

prior to heading to seminary and then to All Souls.  So, I’m going to slip back into 

that realm to offer a bit of a sexuality vocabulary 101 to ensure that we’re all 

evenly lined up at the starting line.   
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Sex at Birth 

 

Gender Identity 

 

Transgender 

 

Transition 

 

Social transition   

Legal transition  

Medical transition  

These steps may also be referred to as “gender 

affirming care”  

 

Transgender Man 

 

Transgender Woman 

 

Nonbinary People 

 

Cisgender 

 

Sexual Orientation   

 

So you see, context is broad and rich and interesting.  And it changes as the 

world changes.  What we understood when I was working in the field is wildly 

different as we have come to learn more about human sexuality.  It’s 

fascinating!  Accepting that our understanding of human sexuality changes 

over time is one way that progressive religionists – such as Unitarian Universalists – 

commit to supporting queer communities.   

 

Okay, all together … here we go.   

 

Laverne Cox is a trans woman, actor, and activist.  Hear her wisdom when she 

says,   

“Beyond truth there’s ‘trying.’ At the end of the day the question is:  what 

are we going to do? Trying goes a long way.” 

As a congregation, together we are helping each other learn about and to 

understand the proper language and indeed the lives of LGBTQ folks. We are 

trying to do whatever we can to support each other and the communities that 

need our visible and public support.  We are trying because All Souls needs to 

be as safe a space as possible especially for our LGBTQ children and youth.  

Actually, all Souls youth know more about his topic than, I daresay, most of the 
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adults.  Counted among this year’s Coming of Age class, was a trans young 

man and a gender non-binary person. This group of youth asked that the 

donation that All Souls makes in honor of their coming of age to be given to the 

Trevor Project – mentioned earlier in the reading.  They know. 

The deep work and advocacy is for the grown-ups to do. 

In our trying we will all – inevitably – make mistakes.  You will mis-gender 

someone; you may call someone who is transitioning by their “dead name.”  

Their “dead name” is the name they no longer use.  It’s a term that at first seem 

jarring.  Kyle shared with me that it felt jarring to him at first until he came to feel 

that his own dead name was no longer associated with who he is and who he 

continues to become.  But when we make those mistakes – wrong pronoun, 

dead name, general awkwardness – the best way to handle it is to very simply – 

apologize.  Like this: “I’m sorry.” And then, use the correct pronoun or name.   

When Kyle shared with me and with Reverend Caitlin that he was transitioning I 

realized that he wasn’t the only one who would be transitioning – although his 

own transition would be the one we would and must continue to center.  At the 

time though, the rest of us were about to transition, too.  From the children Kyle 

was teaching in faith formation class to the Elders who now would have to 

reckon with a new (for many of them) understanding of gender. 

All Souls is home to some remarkable Elders - people who understand learning 

as a life-long activity.  Lorraine Allen, of blessed memory, was one of those.  With 

Kyle’s permission I share the story that he shared with me in the wake of 

Lorraine’s death in 2020.  

Soon after Kyle came out as transgender, he came to church one Sunday and 

took his usual seat which at the time, was in the vicinity where Lorraine and her 

lovely hats would take their place.  On this Sunday, Lorraine sat down directly 

behind Kyle.  In those settling moments before the service begins, Kyle felt 

Lorraine’s hands come down squarely on his shoulders.  With all Love and 

sincerity, Lorraine leaned forward and offered this advice to Kyle.  She said, “If 

you’re going to be a man, you’re going to have to sit up straight.”   

Oh, how Kyle and I laughed when he told me this story because it is so much 

about the messy path upon which we make our way to understanding.  It was 

not the most sensitive thing to say.  It was, like Lorraine, somewhat out there.  But 

what Kyle took from that gesture was the Love that was offered, despite 

Lorraine’s considerable initial bewilderment.  She tried.  And in time, she did 

better. 

How do we as a congregation do better and well in supporting queer folks in 

general?  We offer the Our Whole Lives (OWL) sexuality curriculum to our 
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children and youth beginning in kindergarten through high school. OWL has 

been put on hold through the pandemic but hopefully we’ll be getting back to 

it in the fall.  We make sure it is known that we are a Welcoming Congregation – 

a process the congregation goes through to make sure there is a systemic 

understanding of the ways of doing church that make being here not only 

comfortable but life-giving to LGBTQ folks.  All Souls completed that process over 

20 years ago.  I think it’s time for a refresher as the Unitarian Universalist 

Association updated the process in 2015.  And just as individuals we keep trying, 

so does All Souls as a congregation. 

And that said, a word on “trying.”  Kyle and I had a good conversation about 

“trying” because to Kyle “trying” strikes the heart a little bit like “tolerance” does 

that is, in the context of trans and queer youth, specifically, we can’t be so tepid 

as “tolerant” or “trying”.  We need to say loud and clear – in words and actions - 

that trans youth are whole, holy, and loved.  To start, we have to be especially 

careful to use proper names and pronouns … 

Let’s pause here for the pronoun. 

Perhaps you wonder why pronouns are so important now?  Here’s just one 

simple answer: because there are more pronouns than there have ever been 

and each one is meaningful for the person who claims it and we seek to honor 

the inherent worth and dignity of every person, after all.  And if all of us make 

clear what pronouns we use, say on our nametags, it’s just another way that 

everyone in our community – gender non-binary and trans folks especially – may 

feel more included.  It’s that simple. 

Back to it … 

I was saying that we need to say loud and clear – in words and actions - that 

trans youth are whole, holy, and loved.  Because they have become pawns in 

the backlash to the progress queer communities have enjoyed of late.  And 

conservative religious leaders and conservative politicians feel trans lives – 

people’s lives - are a wedge issue they can count on – like marriage equality, 

once upon a time – that will get their base to the polls.  So, as you know, they’re 

working hard threatening our children and youth on the state level.   

According to NBC News State lawmakers have proposed a record 238 

bills that would limit the rights of LGBTQ Americans this year — or more 

than three per day — with about half of them targeting transgender 

people specifically. March 20, 2022 

 

And even more specifically, these laws affect children and youth when they 

most need medical, emotional, and psychological support.  The American 

Medical Association and the American Academy of Pediatrics both oppose 
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these proposed laws on medical grounds and have urged governors to veto 

these draconian bills.  From the reading that Kyle shared you heard from one 

youth in FL who spoke about the real impact such bills would have, all of it bone-

chilling.   

 

It is tempting to think that living in CT somehow provides shelter to queer / trans 

folks. However, we can’t be complacent – legislation was proposed just to our 

north by legislators in New Hampshire.  Besides which, we are one country – 

purportedly ensuring liberty and justice for all.   

 

We need to put our hands over our hearts and commit to doing what our faith 

asks of us and to do so, again, loudly and clearly.  Here’s a start.  A couple of 

years ago, Carol & Bob Bunting bought a few dozen buttons that clearly and 

creatively state one’s pronoun.  The United Church of Christ – our partners in the 

creation of Our Whole Lives – created them for congregational use.  They’re 

here for the taking.  We also have a few copies of a more extensive vocabulary 

list if you’d like to take one home for further study and learning.   

 

We do want every single trans / queer person to know that they are seen and 

honored here at All Souls and further, that they have a place where they may 

lay their burdens down and others will help carry those burdens.  That we are not 

only trying but more importantly, we are committed to keep learning and not 

only transitioning but more importantly, transforming everything possible.   

 

Here’s the good news. While these horrifying bills are popping up like onion grass 

in the early spring really, there’s little support for them.  Public Religion Research 

Institute reports that support for LGBTQ rights and policies are at a high.  Eight in 

10 people – that’s 79% - support laws that protect LGBTQ people from 

discrimination in jobs, housing, and public accommodations.  More, nearly 70% 

of Americans support same-sex marriage (up from 54% in 2014).   
 

Perhaps this backlash is the last rancid gasp of cruelty and ignorance aimed at 

queer folks.  We can hope but for now, it’s a horror for the most vulnerable 

among us.   

 

We will remain vigilant.  We will keep learning.  And most importantly, we’ll 

welcome LGBTQ individuals as a homecoming where the porch light is kept on 

as a loving welcome.   

 

Amen.   
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To learn more: 

 

What does the Florida  bill say: 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/23/us/what-does-dont-say-gay-actually-

say.html 

 

History of trans kids: 

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/05/opinion/transgender-

children.html?searchResultPosition=2 

 

Glossary of Terms:   

https://www.glaad.org/reference/trans-terms 

 

 

 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/23/us/what-does-dont-say-gay-actually-say.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/23/us/what-does-dont-say-gay-actually-say.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/05/opinion/transgender-children.html?searchResultPosition=2
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/05/opinion/transgender-children.html?searchResultPosition=2

