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In the year 2001, I was a member of the First Parish Church, a UU congregation in the south shore coastal town 
of Duxbury, MA. I lived in Duxbury for 20 years and that’s where I raised my children.   First Parish is a 
beautiful old church, built in 1840.  It has a very imposing pulpit high above the congregants.  Picture huge 
carved wooden waves flank the stairs on either side rising up the pulpit.  At First Parish, if someone wants to 
share a Joy, Sorrow or Concern, they walk up to a mic stand below this pulpit.  One Sunday16 years ago, I 
walked up to the microphone in this enormous space, under this high pulpit.  I had a concern. 
 
 
I didn’t know quite what I was going to say when I took the mic – I started to cry and choked out a request for 
help for my family.   
 
You see, my 15 year old daughter Casey, she of the beautiful long blond hair, had just told me she was male, not 
female. 
I was shocked, profoundly confused, and I was absolutely heart-broken.  I didn’t know what to do.  
I didn’t know how to parent. 
 
I’ll never forget what my beloved minister, Reverend Robbie Walsh, did for me that day. He came down from 
the pulpit and led me back to my seat.  He sat with me, held my hand and the service just stopped for a few 
minutes. Everyone was silent. 
I was held by the entire community. 
 
Casey came out as transgender during a time in my life that was already full of upheaval.  I was a recently 
divorced mother of 2 young children in the middle of an enormous career change. I was transitioning from being 
an advertising executive to a social worker. I had listened to my minister’s challenge to live our values and 
decided that the ad biz wasn’t a fit for me anymore.  I’m still paying off grad school student loans! Anyone who 
says being a UU is easy is so wrong! 
 
When I thought about it - in order to become a social worker, there was a set path for me, hard though it was. Go 
to school, get a masters in social work, do my internships and get a job.  But back then, 16 years ago, there was 
no roadmap for parenting a transgender child  
 
 And more to the point, I didn’t want to do it.  I will be forever ashamed of how I first reacted to my child’s 
announcement – it wasn’t good.   
 
Looking back on that time,  
I now understand that I was going through a crisis of faith.  
Our UU faith is based on reason rather than divine revelation.  
We look to the evidence – and there was nothing to suggest my child was anything but the girl the doctor had 
proclaimed her to be when she was born.  
I believed my child to be a female and I was deeply invested in raising a kickass feminist. 
In that one announcement, it was all lost  
 
When Casey became Wes, I felt that my child had died. I had to face the fact that I would never ever seeing my 
daughter again. But Wes’s safety and survival were in my hands. After completely blowing my initial response, I 
knew I had to step up quickly and was able to do so in about 10 minutes.  That was after my child said through 
his tears, “Why are you saying these things to me, Mom?  I love you so much.” 
 
 



 

 

 
I am so grateful to my UU congregation. My minister took me in hand, counseling me, providing literature and 
connecting me to other parents of transgender children. At that time PFLAG did not include parents of 
transgender children.  - And the Director of Religious Education, was there for Wes. The whole community 
gathered around us and we took this journey together. 
 
As explained by Rev. Doctors Paul Rasor and Marilyn Sewall, our UU principals call on us to have faith with 
ambiguity, to believe in evolution of thought, moral and ethical understanding.  
As a UU, as a mother, I was being called to evolve.  
 
Even though I was actively mourning the loss of my daughter, I had a son to take care of.  
 
And also his extremely hyperactive little sibling.  
 
 
 I became Wes’s fiercest advocate. 
 
bell hooks, the great feminist author, has said, “Love is an action, never simply a feeling.” 
 

• I sought and found terrific allies at Duxbury High School and he was able to graduate a year early; 
• I made my home a safe haven for the LGBTQ teens in the high school; 
• I found a therapist who in turn, found a specialist (although that turned out to be a disaster); 
• I challenged Wes’s father, who was unable to accept Wes’s identity at the time, and I took full physical 

custody of Wes; 
• I found him supportive healthcare; 
• I drove him all over Southeastern Mass so he could socialize with the other UU youth he met at various 

cons. Yup, I supervised those overnights… 
• And when Wes’s friend’s mother pushed her way into my home and threatened Wes, I called her and 

she heard my full fury and then I called the principal and then I called the police and then Wes and I met 
with the staff at attorney general’s office to see if there was enough cause to launch a test case that 
would be used to make transgender people a protected class under Mass antidiscrimination laws. 
 

Guess that woman got my Irish up. 
 
I held him when he cried and I bought him his boxers. 
And I took my own tears to the sanctuary.  
 
Wes had a couple of good friends at school and many UU friends. 
He was so brave –he not only fully came out, he also became a peer counselor in the school  
He led a youth service on gender identity and he created a workshop at an international UU youth 
convention in Canada.  
This was truly radical 16 years ago. 
He has not only survived, but he got his undergrad degree from UC Berkeley and masters in social 
work from Smith. 
He lives in SF now and he works with people who are coming out of prison with severe mental illness 
helping them to get and stay on their feet and out of prison.  
And he is indeed a kickass feminist. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

5 years after Wes and I had the talk, when my second child, Victoria (aka Tory) also came out as 
transgender. 
I was afraid I would go through the same mourning as I did with the Casey, but I didn’t. 
Because Tory was always such a little boy. 
 
Even though I had never heard of transgender siblings, 
it made no sense that my first child was transgender, but my second one was not.  
Tory insisted she was a boy at age 3 – she wanted us to call her Max. 
 
By middle school, she was having severe emotional problems and I just wanted her to survive. 
By then I didn’t care about gender at all. 
 
Tory gave me the honor of the renaming and I chose Liam, 
the name I had wanted had he been assigned male at birth. 
 
Liam needed everything that Wes had needed – and more. 
Liam needed educational support and much more help in getting his life on track. 
I didn’t think he was going to make it through high school and I swear, I had to be at that school every 
day for one reason or another.  
I have nothing but praise for the public high school in that town. They were able to meet the very 
distinct needs of each of my children. 
 
Once again, his dad struggled mightily and Liam came to live with me full time. 
 
Once again, our church was our refuge and director of religious education kept careful watch over him. 
He was also a youth leader – on and off – and was able to attend the General Assembly that was held in 
Miami his senior year of high school– without getting thrown out for doing something egregious. 
 
Liam did make it through high school, graduated from UMass Boston – in 4 years - and has just 
completed his masters in teaching severe special needs students from Lesley University. His graduation 
is next weekend! He is now married and teaches in a public high school. Kind of amazing! 
 
And both sons were able to regain loving and supportive relationships with their father and step-
mother. Sometimes it just takes time. 
 
And me? I’m grateful for the experience of having trans sons.  I now know that everything is mutable, 
including what we believe to be fundamental truths. That faith evolves. 
 
I know that I am capable of tremendous growth. And I’ve gone from seeing gender variance as 
something disturbing to something very beautiful.  I see the emotional vulnerability and the bravery in 
the eyes of every transgender and gender non-conforming person I meet.   
 
I believe UU spirituality is in essence active.  This is what gives my life purpose 
 
After the years of intensive parenting, I have chosen to try to make the world a more just and loving 
place for those whose genders do not conform to the prevailing culture. I do what I can by providing 
psychotherapy for transgender teens, adults and their families.  It’s an honor. 
 



 

 

And recently I have become a political activist for transgender rights.  I use my hard won knowledge, 
my voice and my energy as I can.   
 
This is not all about selflessness - it’s very helpful for me too. This keeps me going as I age and it 
allows me to rise above the day-to-day distress of living with MS.   
 
When I moved from Duxbury to Arlington, I discovered Follen.  Follen has become my second 
spiritual home because we are a community that truly values every human being and that practices 
active spirituality.  
 
As many of you know, we achieved landmark legislation in this state last year with the passage of the 
transgender public accommodations bill. Since Oct 1st 2016, it’s no longer legal to discriminate against 
transgender people in our public places – parks, hospitals, restaurants and yes, bathrooms.  This 
congregation put its heart and soul into making this a reality and I thank you – for my sons –for me, 
who worries - for all the brave and beautiful transgender people.  
 
 
 
 
 


