Hello and welcome to An Introduction to Trans Theology. In this course, we’ll be looking at a number of texts within the still quite new field of trans theology, ranging from its origins to cutting edge work today.
This week, we’re looking at Virginia Ramey Mollenkott’s 2001 book, Omnigender. Mollenkott is better known as a feminist theologian, but this work is also very much a piece of trans theology. This reflects the roots of trans theology in feminist theology, but also the roots of its secular parent discipline, transgender studies in feminist theory more broadly.
This might seem surprising—after all, contemporary public conversations about transness, especially in the UK, often present trans politics as at odds with feminism. This is due to the outsized presence of what is in reality a minority “gender critical” faction within the feminist movement, the existence of which is often cited to justify political transphobia that is better understood as part of a much longer reaction against feminism. I’m not going to go into this here: suffice to say this claim is far from controversial among people who study contemporary anti-gender politics. I’ll include a link to a piece about this in the script for this lecture. 
Another root of trans theology is the political turn that not only inaugurated trans studies as a discipline, but led to the coining of the term “transgender” as we know it today. This turn was informed by feminism, but also responded to the role of the gender clinic in shaping language around transness. Reacting against the way that language around transness was dominated by individualising medical framing, early trans theorists argued that gender variant people share a common political interest and are subject to the same kinds of social punishment and policing, and that trans people needed language that identified this common political reality. Correspondingly, others argued that these dynamics reveal how bodily sex is produced by various institutions that function to reproduce various patriarchal norms around gender and the body.
In this week’s session, we’ll begin with a brief overview of these developments, before using them to frame Mollenkott’s early work as a trans theologian.
Part 1 – The history of “trans”
The language we have for the group that we call “trans” people today did not always exist. Rather, it emerged out of a specific historical context. In fact, there is some debate about whether this language can even be applied outside that context: there have always been people whom we might call “trans”, but who existed in times and places where this language was not available. This raises the question of whether this language can be applied to them at all: on the one hand, these terms can highlight important commonalities between groups. We must also be aware of tendencies to deny this language to contemporary people who might otherwise use it, often at the service of constructing pictures of cultures and societies in which those people have no place—I am thinking here of the way postcolonial language is sometimes used by transphobic regimes in order to deny trans people recognition and rights as such. On the other hand, these sorts of terms can genuinely represent an anachronism or maybe even an imposition.
I use the language of “trans” in this course for a few reasons. The first is for the sake of simplicity—it’s just the best way to communicate broadly what this course is about! The second is that this course primarily discusses people within the context to which this language belongs, reducing the risk of anachronism or imposition. Finally, it genuinely does pick out a significant commonality, the nature of which I will get back to in a moment.
The word “transgender”, and its contraction, “trans” emerged in the US during the mid-20th century, in reaction to the way dominant language around transness was shaped by the gender clinic. At the time, the most prominent version of transness was “transsexualism”: a diagnostic category developed in order to validate providing treatments such as hormone replacement therapy and surgery in a clinical setting.
This category was defined primarily by a felt discomfort at one’s bodily sex, with a variety of different theories explaining why this might be the case, not all of which were particularly well-founded. The most famous formulation of transsexualism comes from Harry Benjamin’s 1966 book, The Transsexual Phenomenon. In this, Benjamin argued that some people felt an extreme discomfort with their bodily sex, and that this could be treated successfully through medical intervention to change the body. He provided a scale of “transsexualism” upon which people could be placed, with individuals with more extreme needs who also represented candidates for a successful life as the ‘opposite sex’ being marked as candidates for treatment.
Benjamin’s view of transsexualism had an enormous influence on the treatment of trans people in the US and beyond. But in doing so, it also had a profound effect on the way that trans people understood and construed themselves. Benjamin’s standards required candidates for treatment to meet various patriarchal and heteronormative conditions for life after treatment: transsexuals had to aspire to a respectable, heterosexual life, or at least be asexual. Many clinicians also imposed their own value judgments on candidates for treatment, requiring a certain degree of passability or even attractiveness to access treatment. Moreover, trans people had access to Benjamin’s book, and could play up to these standards in their assessments in order to attain treatment. This had the effect of apparently confirming Benjamin’s view of trans people, as people who presented at gender clinics gave pictures of their lives that mirrored Benjamin’s expectations. It also created a culture among prospective candidates for treatment of seeking validation according to those standards, and policing themselves and others in light of them.
From our perspective today, the problems with this are fairly obvious. First, while Benjamin did not invent patriarchy and heteronormativity in the gender clinic, he helped to further institutionalise it, encouraging gender clinics to serve as sites of gender policing—as well as degradation, dehumanisation, and abuse. 
Second, this then shaped the way that trans people understood and explained their lives. We can see this today in the way that language of being “born in the wrong body” is so prominent in the public understanding of transness. While many trans people find this language helpful, it is effectively a shorthand for the subjective experience that Benjamin’s standards were looking for, and its persistence some 50 years later is testament to the profundity of their effects. 
Third, these effects served to obscure many aspects of trans life that did not fit within the parameters of Benjamin’s standards. This included the lives of the people who managed to achieve a “transsexualism” diagnosis, who had to disavow their gender nonconformity or queerness to access treatment. Benjamin’s standards became so culturally dominant that they also obscured the lives of people who could not achieve a transsexualism diagnosis, such as the impoverished, racialised “street queens” who also represented a large proportion of the trans population at the time. They also negated other cultural models for life at odds with Western concepts of sex and gender. 
Finally, this way of viewing transness was depoliticised and individualising. It focused on how individuals felt, and interpreted this through the supposedly (although not actually) politically neutral, ‘objective’ lens of medicine. Under this view, the only thing trans people have in common is that they share a sickness—and only if they are the specific type of trans person marked out by the medical diagnosis of “transsexualism”. This was a very narrow, as well as pathologizing, view of trans life that obscured very real political affinities—not least in the struggles against the sorts of evils and injustices reproduced by the gender clinic, including heterosexism and patriarchy.
The word “transgender” came to prominence in the early 2000s in reaction against these tendencies. Activists such as Leslie Feinberg used “transgender” or “trans” as an umbrella term to unite diverse gender variant groups within the US, identifying them as members of a common group defined by the experience of exploitation, oppression or punishment for breaking the norms of sex and gender. Early uses of the term often frame it in distinction to “transsexual”, taken as referring to people who medically transform their bodies, whom it encompassed within itself alongside other groups. Used in this way, “transgender” deliberately relativises the distinctions between the people gender clinics validated as “transsexuals” and other groups who were seen as simply deviant. In doing so, it declares political solidarity in the face of the gender clinic’s power to validate certain groups and invalidate others. “Transgender” is not about people being valid or not: it is about the fact that we all seek liberation together. This political dimension is both the ultimate focus of the term, but also one of its tools in this respect, highlighting a political dimension to trans life more broadly against the depoliticising tendencies of the “transsexual” paradigm. 
It’s worth noting that, more recently, the term “transsexual” has been re-appropriated by some trans theorists—the most prominent example probably being Jules Gill-Peterson. One main reason for this reappropriation is to highlight the political significance of trans medicine as it comes under increasing attack. But even this can be seen as an extension of the initial insight of “transgender” language: “transsexualism” here is not about being recognised by medical institutions or validated by some supposedly objective scientific discourse. Rather, it is about a shared political interest in access to medical treatment.
These political impulses were mirrored in the development of transgender studies. Trans studies emerged from academic feminism and feminist activism. This was a natural development insofar as feminism was already defined at the time by conceptual shifts enabled by developments in how people thought about transness. It then built upon these developments in order to critique various norms and institutions that had previously been taken for ‘natural’: a move later repeated by trans studies.
Since the late 19th century, medical science had begun to discover that sex was not what people thought. What were then called “intersex” conditions (a word that is still used today, although some people prefer “differences of sexual development”) revealed that what was commonly called ‘sex’, and assumed to fall into two discrete types, was in fact a mosaic of traits that could be distributed in a variety of ways across bodies. Clinicians developed a range of techniques and technologies to “correct” these conditions, including hormone treatments and surgeries, which then demonstrated that sex was also not immutable, but plastic.
This posed a challenge for patriarchal, heterosexist mid-20th Century US society. Society was organised in terms of men and women as discrete natural types, with social roles and sexual norms supposedly flowing from the natural division of the sexes. If sex was neither discrete nor immutable, then what to make of those roles and norms? Could their boundaries be blurred along with those of sex? Could they shift and change along with the sexed body?
A solution came in the form of the concept of “gender identity”. John Money, a sexologist working and the Johns Hopkins clinic, posited that humans had a “gender identity”, acquired but set from a young age, that oriented people towards fulfilling one of two social roles—man or woman, conceived in terms of the norms of the time. Money offered this as an explanation for why some people were transsexuals: their gender identity had simply been set in opposition to, rather than in accordance with, their bodies. Simultaneously, in doing so, he also provided a new, cultural foundation for patriarchy and heterosexuality: though bodies may be unstable and mutable, clinicians could still try to turn trans people into good 1960s men or women, albeit conceived as cultural categories rather than natural types.
However, Money’s ideas ended up also serving very different projects. Money suggested that what had formerly been understood as natural sex roles was in fact the product of culture—and culture can be changed. In this way, Money’s concept of gender gave feminists the language to articulate the possibility of overcoming patriarchy: sex roles need not be taken as a natural, immutable given, but as a feature of society that can be combatted by radical feminist politics that sought cultural transformation at the ‘root’. 
Some of these radical feminists—including writers like the French radical feminist, Christine Delphy, the French Marxist feminist, Monique Wittig, and Judith Butler, whom you have probably heard of!—closed the circle by arguing that sex itself could be understood as a component of gender: the act of dividing bodies up into male and female is not a culturally neutral act, not only because sexology shows that bodies do not fall neatly into these categories, but because doing so marks those bodies for particular kinds of labour (Wittig), or otherwise imbues them with meaning associated with particular roles and behaviours (Butler). Other feminists, such as Donna Harroway, took this kind of argument and directed it towards the idea of the natural as such: not only designating bodies as members of two natural types, but the idea of natural embodiment in general, is an element of culture—one that is challenged by practices and technologies that shape the body.
These developments provided the foundations for the first major work in trans studies: Sandy Stone’s 1987 essay The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto. Stone was a trans woman sound engineer at the radical feminist collective and record label, Olivia Records. Stone came under attack by various transphobic elements within the radical feminist community—most notably the feminist philosopher, Janice Raymond, whose 1979 book, The Transsexual Empire argued that trans women were an attempt by men to infiltrate the feminist community and even replace women with a more stereotypical equivalent. Stone quit Olivia after several instances of harassment, including violent threats, and became an academic. Her Posttranssexual Manifesto responds to many of Raymond’s criticisms, including by highlighting the dynamics of the gender clinic previously mentioned that served to police gender in trans women. She argued that trans women need to recover the aspects of their lives that the gender clinic functioned to eliminate, seeing themselves as “embodied texts”, with their lives a project of meaning-making—one that should be conducted for themselves and with a feminist consciousness. This laid the ground for trans studies, which emerged in the 1990s as an intellectual discipline dedicated to this project, and which built on the radical feminist resources I mentioned earlier to do so.
Part 2 – Mollenkott as transfeminist theologian
Trans theology emerged in a way that may not have been directly rooted in this scene, but which reflected it (and is certainly catching up to it today). The earliest work in trans theology that I have managed to identify is Vanessa Sheridan’s 1993 pamphlet, The Cross and the Crossdresser. I can’t find it either in paper or online, and I reached out to Sheridan to herself to see if she had any left but she doesn’t—so if you have one please send me a copy! However, her first book-length work, the 2001 Crossing Over: Liberating the Transgendered Christian builds on feminist liberation theology to outline a vision for a less transphobic evangelicalism. Its politicised treatment of transness in the Church reflects the politicisation of transgender politics, over and against the kinds of medicalised approaches you still find predominating in much Christian writing about trans people. She later collaborated with Mollenkott on a 2003 book, Transgender Journeys. 
I mention Sheridan because she’s basically unremembered today despite inventing an entire field of theology. She also left Christianity after being driven out by transphobia, and works as an EDI consultant. I hope she’s doing well, but the whole affair makes me unspeakably angry. She should be remembered as a great theologian, part of the liberation theology canon, but she is not. I can’t help but think that this is because people still view trans theology as too niche or unimportant to really care about, much like her church community presumably saw her as too unimportant to care about. This is my tribute to her.
Unlike Sheridan, Mollenkott is a fairly well-known writer, associated primarily with feminist theology. From an evangelical background, Mollenkott grew up being policed for being a lesbian—only eventually reconciling this with her faith after many years, and a divorce from her husband whom she had been instructed to marry to contain her lesbian feelings. This experience informed her feminist theology, much of which is focused on the way evangelical theology approaches issues of sexuality. However, in Omnigender, which was one of her final books, she develops this approach in light of a new awareness of gender itself—not only as an object of inquiry, but as a factor that profoundly shapes her life as a butch lesbian. Crediting the revolutionary communist and trans liberation activist, Leslie Feinberg’s book, Stone Butch Blues with spurring her to the insight, she writes:
I can now acknowledge that to the degree I feel myself to be a masculine woman, I am transgendered. Not transsexual. I feel myself to be female all right, but masculine at the same time, so that dresses and skirts feel rather ridiculous. (ix)
Here we can see how the language of “transgender” enables her to identify an affinity between herself and other gender non-conforming people. She later lists “intersexuals, transsexuals, cross-dressers, drag queens and kings, androgynes [by which she means people who try to embody androgyny (69)], and anyone else who feels ‘otherwise’ from society’s gender assumptions” (40). She also notes that “there is a core group entitled to the original meaning of the term”, which evokes the use of the word today: “people who live in role part-time or full time as members of the ‘opposite’ gender”, including those who seek medical transition but also those who do not (64).
What is the nature of this affinity? Mollenkott opens chapter one by proclaiming:
Western society is currently involved in a crisis of gender definition. Throughout all the centuries of heteropatriarchy, the concept of two opposite sexes has serves as a boundary to hold in place the established patterns of power. The binary gender construct has dictate that real males must naturally be drawn to those attitudes, behaviour, and roles any given society considers “masculine”, including sexual attraction to females only. And real females must be naturally drawn to those attitudes, behaviour, and roles any given society considers “feminine”, including sexual attraction to males only. Any person who deviates from these standards is a gender transgressor, outside the pale of genuine humanity, underserving of full human consideration. The binary gender construct is assumed to be The Way Things Ought to Be—the order of creation, the will of God, unchangeable and beyond question. (1)
Yet things should not be this way. Mollenkott argues that this view serves to police the diverse groups of people who do not fit within this schema—including intersex and gender variant people. The entire third chapter of her book is dedicated to outlining various injustices faced by all the groups that fall under her definition of “transgender”, and is worth reading for its wide-ranging perceptiveness. However, she also roots this analysis in a more fundamental feminist reading of gender as underpinning patriarchal hierarchies: men and masculinity is elevated above women and femininity, with the ideals of each also serving to give men power over women, and to normalise male violence against women. These hierarchies then serve capitalism as women are “subjugated and encouraged to express pseudopower harmlessly through consumerism” (19). Meanwhile, women are also more likely to bear the burdens of poverty, and are disadvantaged in various ways in the capitalist workplace and legal institutions that govern it.  She also gives a lot of attention to the alienating effects of gender, arguing that practices like cosmetic surgery are a feminised form of alienation from one’s body and pain, while men are likewise taught to ignore not only their own pain but that of others—leading to violence. 
Nor, Mollenkott argues, do things have to be this way: society pretends that its gender ideals are inevitable, but this obscures the way that different societies have different models of the ideal man or woman, or have a different understanding of gender entirely. Along with the fact that there are various groups actively being suppressed by the two gender model, this all suggests that other modes of life are possible. 
Also reflecting the feminist use of gender to denaturalise formerly naturalised sex-roles, Mollenkott frames this analysis in terms of a critique of a “social construct”. She writes that this two gender model is premised on a naturalising essentialisation of masculinity and femininity, which is based on the idea that “there are such things as universal and eternal “masculinity” and “femininity”, not only embodied in real people within space and time but also existing on some other more abstract spiritual level”. She states that this represents “a bipolar social construct” that is dominant in society only because it is enforced (7). She seeks to replace it with a less harmful one: an “omnigender social construct” (8).
Following work in trans studies at the time, Mollenkott is careful to note that she includes embodiment as part of this construct. The body is not simply some given around which we organise or impose our constructs. Rather, embodiment itself is socially constructed. Quoting Judith Butler, she writes:
Transsexual experience also demonstrates the sense in which sex and even bodies can be said to be socially constructed… For many transsexuals, there is such a “radical discontinuity between sexual pleasures and bodily parts” that a mental deconstruction and reconstruction of their own body becomes necessary. But to a lesser degree, bodily reconfiguration frequently occurs within our human perceptions. Consider for instance the change that comes over people as they progress form acquaintance into friendship and from friendship into passionate love. The growth of desire for another person can seem to transform even the configuration of their faces and bodies. What at first seemed ugly or misshapen, too large or too small, can come to seem positively beautiful. (10)
She later also discusses the way that often nonconsensual surgery on intersex people is used to “maintain” the gender binary (42)—a quite literal construction of sex in a mode also observed by early trans theorists. For example, Susan Stryker, in her landmark 1994 essay, ‘My Words to Victor Frankenstein Above the Village of Chamounix’, saw the gender clinic as animated by a similar impulse to naturalise sex by normalising trans bodies—not least by forcing trans people to live gender conforming lives that would hide the surgically constructed nature of their sex, thus inhibiting its subversive potential. Indeed, Mollenkott later cites Stryker, albeit a different essay (53).
Mollenkott’s understanding of these political injustices is wide-ranging, in a way that leads her to an anti-identitarian politics. She states that society’s “gender assumptions” include norms around who you can be attracted too—something that “would also define homosexuals and bisexuals as transpeople, whether or not they saw themselves that way” (40). She also notes that this means that the “only way to rid ourselves of homophobia would be to espouse a more fluid sexuality, so that gender would no longer be an issue” (74). 
This anti-identitarianism is another feature of trans liberationist politics: liberation, for Mollenkott, requires us to be less invested in gender identity as such to become freer in how we do the things that gender norms forbid. The strength of this sort of anti-identitarian approach is that it makes it easier to engage with other groups. Rather than just seeking liberation for a limited group defined by a shared identity (something called “identity politics”, at least when the term is used properly rather than as a catch-all for anyone who points out, for example, the existence of racism in society), this approach pursues a broader vision of justice for all, and sees groups as united in a shared struggle that addresses everyone. This enables “transgender” to function as it does in trans liberationist politics: everyone under the umbrella is grouped not by a shared identity, but by their shared oppression as gender transgressors.
However, it is also controversial. Mollenkott later notes that “some transsexuals are offended by being grouped with transpeople, feeling that their unique experiences are erased by that grouping” (41). She also notes that many gay and lesbian people are often quite significantly investmented in being perceived as acceptably masculine or feminine, to the point that they are unsettled by gender fluidity (74-75). These points illustrate some of the tensions within “transgender” as a term—which I think reflects the nature of coalitional politics more broadly.
Part 3 – Omnigender
So what does Mollenkott propose as an alternative to the binary gender construct? This is what she calls, “omnigender”. She describes this as “sexual and gender fluidity” (74), and a “breaking down of conventional gender categories and thus rendering uncertain the binary gender construct” (165), thus “overturning gender hierarchies” (172), and creating a society “in which men, women, and all people in between” have dignity (165). More substantively, she writes that an omnigender society is one in which 
sex identity, sex attribution, gender identity, gender attribution, and gender roles can be combined together in any configuration. Specific genders would be social statuses available to anybody according to personal disposition and exhibited behaviours (172).
Bodily sex is an important part of this. The final chapter of the text spends a long time discussing the way that bodily sex is not a matter of simple, discrete dimorphism, but the result of complex systems that trouble strict distinctions. She even cites history’s highest achieving trans woman, Martine Rothblatt to suggest that future research might undermine the idea of sex difference even further, leaving us only with a language of differing reproductive systems, each of which technology can make available to all. Her point is that omnigender seeks a vision of sex as “more a matter of human creativity than of genitally-driven destiny” (180)—in other words, freedom of embodiment as gender freedom.
She also sees this as a way of helping people to achieve a kind of psychic wholeness, writing that “a blending of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ in many people” would grant “everyone more opportunity to feel, enact and appreciate gender roles and presentations formerly considered foreign to oneself” (173). She suggests would also “defuse” various social antagonisms (173), prevent harmful behaviours associated with social alienations, and train people to cope with ambiguity more generally, thereby also helping to address other issues of difference like racism (173-4).
There is a bit of ambiguity here. On the one hand, Mollenkott is most directly read simply as seeking a more fluid, less restrictive model of gender. This might be contrasted with the gender abolitionist projects of certain kinds of radical feminism, such as those of Monique Wittig whom I mentioned earlier. These radical feminisms seek the end of gender as such, which means a society that has left behind its concepts of men or women, and the various unjust ways of organising society around them. This of course must be distinguished from so-called ‘gender critical’ feminisms that claim to want to abolish gender, but really only mean to abolish trans gender identities, often at the service of other kinds of identitarianism. 
On the other hand, it is questionable whether “gender” as we know it is really separable from its binary, hierarchical, coercive aspects. In this vein, there are certainly more abolitionist moments in the text, specifically around sexual identity. She argues that her “more fluid sexuality, in which gender would no longer be an issue” is in fact necessitated by the fluidity transness introduces into the objects of our sexual desire (76). Our desires acquire a kind of fluidity from their objects, which no longer serve as the fixed basis for sexual orientation (76). In this vein, she calls instead for what the queer theorist, Eve Sedgwick calls, “allosexuality”, or “an arrangement of many erotic patterns in no particular hierarchy” (74). This seems to suggest an awareness that fluidity is simply incompatible with certain concepts staked out in terms of the rigid, binary gender model she critiques. In this sense, the difference between Mollenkott’s omnigender and more straightforward gender abolition may be more linguistic rather than substantive. After all, what would Wittig’s post-gender society be if not as free and fluid as Mollenkott’s omnigender one? 
Perhaps one weakness of the book is that she does not attend more closely to these questions in relation to gender. Either way, Mollenkott’s earlier point about some gays and lesbians being uncomfortable with omnigender also raises another issue at stake here. The undoing of gender—either explicitly, in abolition, but also in a more ambiguous expansiveness or fluidity that similarly leads to a less identitarian politics—can be a difficult pill to swallow. People are invested not only in their own identities, but in the vision of gender that validates them. This might especially be the case for trans people, whose identities are under constant attack. Yet Mollenkott’s point is that these struggles for identity are a struggle to be recognised by norms that actually forbid us from existing in the ways that we need. The flip side of this is that without these norms, we would be more empowered to do the things we currently have to fight for. Hence omnigender asks not just for trans people to be treated better, but for the abolition of the construct they transgress, and which consequently motivates society to punish them.
Part 4 – Omnigender and theology
OK so what role does theology have to play in this? There are three facets to this. The first is an instrumental one, with theology providing an ethos that can provide an impetus to the omnigender movement. In a relatively brief section near the end of the book, Mollenkott writes: 
In my time, I have seen various social activists fall by the wayside for lack of a coherent source of spiritual renewal, a visions of God and humankind that could sustain them when their cause suffered setbacks and postponement, and hope deferred made their hearts sick (185).
While she looks to the Christian tradition for these resources, she claims that they serve a project that is “upheld by the sacred texts of the world’s other major religions as well” (185): liberation.
She writes that Christians believe that all people have a common origin and find their being in God. This bears a message that undermines the perception that we are all separate from one another. Instead it inclines us towards an “awed respect” towards one another that she also describes as “an immortal inter-indebtedness that pulses with spirited desire and joy” (186). Earlier, she also suggest a similar argument on the basis that God’s omnipresence in creation means that God is present in transgender embodiment (86). This message warns against the tendency to compete with or try to use one another. But more importantly, it also undergirds an anti-identitarian vision of gender justice in which justice and our commonality is more important than bodily difference. She writes:
Gender justice matters precisely because from an eternal perspective there is no gender, bodies as we know them are temporary and constantly changing, and all of us are the offspring of God Herself/Himself/Itself” (186).
This vision can be a unifying one that holds the gender justice movement together across its diversity of actors and different times of activity. 
To be honest, I think the brevity with which she treats this topic is one of the weakest parts of the book. Her idea about our common foundation in the divine not only providing us with a foundation for a non-identitarian activist movement, but a vision of gender justice as more primary than bodily difference, seems like it could have been the fundamental thread of the book, imbuing a theological significance to her project as a whole. Yet she simply mentions it in passing in the first of her theological chapters, then tacks it on again at the end. In this respect, I think it’s a bit of a missed opportunity, and leaves the theological dimension of the book a little impoverished. Of course you may disagree.
The second, briefest, aspect is as a dimension of the problem itself. She writes that the naturalised gender hierarchy corrupts religion by creating dynamics whereby people identify their privileges with God’s will (83). She also writes that religious transphobia, like all phobias, is a matter of projecting what one dislikes about oneself onto others and then judging them, which simply confirms one’s feelings of judgment over oneself. This presents a pastoral problem: as she puts it,
On a largely unconscious level, we assume God feels about us the way we feel about others, and the downward spiral continues… Therefore Jesus said we should not judge, so we would not be judged (Matt. 7:1; Luke 6:37). The church will never be able to experience a full outpouring of God’s grace until it stops rejecting aspect of itself by judging certain categories of people as unacceptable” (84).
Finally, she notes that these dynamics lead to people being less loving than they ought—a point that implicitly raises questions of Christian vocation (84).
The third, which receives the most attention in the book, is as a problem. Mollenkott, perhaps unsurprisingly, is keenly aware of how religious traditions can be obstacles to gender justice. Briefly, she associates the pastoral issue of judgmentalism with a particular view of original sin as separating us from God. This separation allows parts of ourselves to be viewed as lacking the value that comes with God’s love for us—a belief she claims is mistaken. Rejecting the idea of original sin, she writes that this separation is just a perceived one: “God’s sovereign will could not be overturned, and…God’s love for us is endless, irrevocable, and unconditional” (87). In this respect, transphobia is a pastoral problem engendered by false theology. 
More substantially, she spends several chapters addressing transphobic arguments in various religious traditions while also looking for scriptural resources to articulate an omnigender vision. In doing so, she focusses primarily on Judaism and Christianity, although she discusses others when she later looks at examples of cultures that she sees as more open to omnigender. While I don’t have time to cover this, to be honest I am always a little suspicious of this sort of thing: these recoveries are often not sufficiently attuned to those cultures to really recognise the way gender works in them. For example, she looks at Hijras, who are frequently portrayed as a ‘third sex’ within Hindu society. The perils with this sort of reading are aptly highlighted by the transfeminist writer, Thalia Bhatt, in her essay ‘The Third Sex’, which you can find it online, but also in her book, Trans/Rad/Fem, if you’re interested.
Either way, this week’s reading is Mollenkott’s chapter on the New Testament. In it, she raises a number of themes that you will encounter in both feminist and trans theology from this time, including the place of eunuchs in the Church, Christ as an ambiguously or bi-gendered figure, and gender-transgressing saints. In fact, many of these narratives are still prominent in contemporary Christian writing on transness for a popular audience. I also particularly think the section on what she calls Christian “doublespeak” is particularly perceptive, arguing about how language of freedom and fulfilment finds itself curiously inverted when speaking about gender. I’m running out of space so I won’t summarise the chapter here—you’ll have to get that from the reading. Content note for the suicide mention on page 124.
Part 5 – Questions
That’s it for the lecture portion of this week. Sorry about the length—it’s always hard to do both the necessary scene setting for a new area along with an entire book at the same time. Each week, along with a recorded lecture you’ll have a reading and some questions to consider as you look at it. Listen to the lectures first—they’ll help you to understand the reading—then do the rest.
This week, I’d like you to consider the following questions:
1. What can the history of trans liberationism and trans studies teach us as trans theologians?
2. Is omnigender sufficient for gender justice?
3. What might we do with the omnigender elements of our own traditions?
4. What roles should theology play when thinking about issues like gender justice?
Mentioned texts
Gender critical feminism
Stone, Posttranssexual Manifesto
Stryker, ‘My Words to Victor Frankenstein’
Bhatt, ‘The Third Sex’
