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Oklahoma City, Okla., May 1, 2023.

(CNA) Editor’s note: Below is the full text of Oklahoma City Archbishop Paul S.
Coakley’s pastoral letter “On the Unity of the Body and Soul: Accompanying Those
Experiencing Gender Dysphoria,” released on Good Shepherd Sunday, April 30, 2023.
A section of resources on gender dysphoria, mental health professionals, and
transgender ideology was also included at the end of the original letter.

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God. He was in the beginning with God.

All things came to be through him, and without him nothing came to be.

What came to be through him was life, and this life was the light of the human
race; The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.

And the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us, and we saw his
glory, the glory as of the Father’s only Son, full of grace and truth” (John 1:1—
5, 14).

Go Make Disciples: Accompaniment and Community

In my earlier pastoral letters, “Go Make Disciples: A Vision for the
Archdiocese of Oklahoma City” (2013) and “Go Make Disciples!: Building
a Culture of Conversion and Discipleship” (2019), | cast my vision for the
Archdiocese of Oklahoma City in broad terms as | called each of us to “joyfully
witness to our Catholic faith.” Witnessing involves “accompanying” those

we encounter so that they see in our lives, our actions, and our words that
God is Love, and that He sent his only begotten Son to bring us into a
communion of Love. Accompaniment requires us “to love and accept all
people in a way that invites each person to a deeper relationship with Christ
and a greater alignment of their lives with his teachings.”

Vatican Il emphasized that “the Church has always had the duty of
scrutinizing the signs of the times and of interpreting them in the light of the
Gospel. Thus, in language intelligible to each generation, she can respond to
the perennial questions which men ask about this present life and the life to
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come, and about the relationship of the one to the other.” This pastoral letter
takes the broad themes of my previous letters to address two related but
distinguishable phenomena prevalent in our times, namely those who in
Increasing numbers identify as transgendered6 and the political, cultural and
iIdeological transgender movement.

While this letter will address the anthropology underlying the transgender
movement, the purpose of the letter is to provide pastoral guidance on how
the Church, its ministers and the lay faithful can accompany — walk with —
those who struggle with their gender identity, especially those who identify as
transgendered. Following Pope Francis, | distinguish “between what pastoral
care is for people who [identify as transgendered] and what is [trans]gender
ideology.” Persons who identify as transgendered are created by God, are
loved by God, and we as faithful Christians are called to love each of them as
our neighbor (cf. Mark 12:31). To love others means at its heart to will and
desire their good.

The Beauty and Truth of Creation

As Catholics we recognize through faith and reason that God created
everything good. This is particularly true of the human person, who is “very
good” (Genesis 1:31) and exists as a unity of body and soul (cf.
Thessalonians 5:23). The two so integrally comprise the person that any
attempt to separate body and soul inevitably diminishes our very humanity.
We don’t have bodies; we are bodies enlivened by souls.

God created humanity in love to share in love. Reason tells us that we give
and receive love through the powers of the soul, our intellect, and will. And the
body participates, tangibly expressing our love and making visible the
invisible. In other words, the givens of body and soul are gifted to us so we
may give ourselves to others in love.

Furthermore, as Christians, we learn from the Bible that the human person
has a far greater dignity than we can know by reason alone: “God created
man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female
he created them” (Genesis 1:27).

Here we find the revealed truth that we image God in body and soul. But what
does it mean to image God? “This likeness reveals that man, who is the only
creature on earth that God willed for itself, cannot fully find himself except
through a sincere gift of himself.” This is why the next verse and the first
command is to be fruitful and multiply — man and woman most fully image
God by their own self-giving love, a truth reflected in bodies that were
designed for fruitful union. Scripture confirms what we can know through



reason alone — that there are two sexes and they are made for each other for
the sake of life-giving love.

God’s definitive statement on the goodness of the human person, the body in
particular, is found in the Incarnation of Jesus, the Word made flesh ( cf. John
1:14). That God became fully man, even assuming a human body, is the
ultimate affirmation of the entire human person. Following His

Resurrection, Jesus didn’t shed His human body, but is and will be embodied
for all eternity.

Jesus reaffirms for us that there are two sexes designed by God for each
other. Saint John Paul Il called the sexes “two different incarnations.” That is,
two distinct but related ways of being human. While only the body is sexed,
each soul is adapted to a particular body, so there is a sense in which the
body feminizes or masculinizes the soul. And because the sexed body causes
this effect in a sexless soul, the two always align.

The two God-given sexes give rise to the two genders, whose lived
expression varies across and within cultures, creating the beautiful diversity
among men that is masculinity and among women that is femininity. Since
gender should reflect the entirety of the person, Pope Francis

emphasized that the “biological sex and the socio-cultural role of sex (gender)
can be distinguished but not separated.” If gender is to serve the individual, it
must neither be confined to rigid stereotypes nor untethered from the sex that
grounds its meaning.

Distorted by the Fall

Since the Fall — the sin of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden — our
freedom as human beings has been complicated and distorted by sin. We
seek goods, including identities, that fall far short of our ultimate Good in God.
These lesser goods inevitably leave us feeling unsatisfied and unfulfilled.
Saint Augustine eloquently captures this reality: “You have made us for
yourself [God], and our hearts are restless until they rest in you.” It is not hard
to see this reality all around us. We fill ourselves and our lives with work, the
desire for power, sex, alcohol, the internet and constant noise in a futile
attempt to satisfy the aching in our soul, or alternatively, as a way of numbing
the pain of not finding satisfaction. Some of those suffering from gender
dysphoria seek respite from their pain by identifying as the opposite sex or
some “non-binary” variation.



We can all empathize with these individuals because each of us in our own
unique circumstances has sought to rest in something other than God.

Sins and injustices against us can create wounds that make it difficult to
recognize the body as a gift. Our own fallen natures exacerbate the internal
and external disharmony we experience in varying ways. These factors add to
the challenge of recognizing the goodness of our bodies and foster discord
within the unity of body and soul. Both often are keenly experienced by those
who struggle with gender dysphoria, which is defined as “strong, persistent
feelings of identification with another gender and discomfort with one’s

own [biological] gender and sex.” What tremendous suffering it must be to feel
a lack of congruity between one’s sex and gender! We must tread lightly and
with great compassion as we seek truth related to situations filled with pain.

Loving Persons in Pain

Let us first acknowledge the immense pain found within this small segment of
the population. According to the largest study of persons who identify as
transgendered in the United States, 40 percent have attempted suicide at
least once — a rate almost nine times higher than the general

population. Nearly half (47 percent) have been sexually assaulted and more
than half (54 percent) have experienced verbal harassment. They also are
more likely than the general population to suffer from issues such as eating
disorders, dissociative disorders and substance abuse. This picture is
alarming, and as Catholics we must be concerned for the welfare of persons
who identify as transgendered and categorically condemn all forms of violence
and unjust discrimination against them.

In addition to eschewing all injustices, Jesus commands us to love as we have
been loved (John 13:34). Each person who identifies as transgendered is
loved by God and is a person Jesus Christ died to redeem. To love like Christ
means to desire the good of the individuals in our lives and to walk with them,
regardless of their degree of openness to the good. Given the foundation laid
by reason and revelation, what is an authentic Catholic response to gender
dysphoria? We must avoid the extremes: to ignore the pain of the person and
dogmatically assert that biological sex is the end of the conversation or to
jettison the truth of the body in the false hope of relieving pain. A Catholic
response must both affirm God-given sex and recognize the struggle of the
person in front of us. It requires listening with empathy as well as extending
the invitation to receive God’s gift of the sexed body. It means recognizing that
all desires are rooted in something good, including the desire to identify as the



opposite sex, which can be fueled by a wide range of good things, such as a
desire for beauty, a desire to be seen as a person and not be objectified, a
desire to pursue relationships and activities that aren’t culturally acceptable
but feel more authentic, a desire to be seen and known, etc., even though
those desires can be misdirected.

Ultimately, it means inviting the suffering person to surrender to the truth.
Through their trust in Jesus Christ, they can receive assurance that despite
the challenges and pain of bringing gender into alignment with one’s God-
given sex, it will ultimately be for their happiness, holiness, and peace.

To Those Experiencing Gender Dysphoria

God knows us and loves us — all of us. He knows our joy and sorrow, our
strengths and weaknesses, our sense of humor and idiosyncrasies. He sees
in us the sons and daughters He created. He also sees our pain and struggle
around gender and invites us to follow Him more deeply. To those for whom
gender has been an ongoing struggle, | offer Pope Benedict XVI's words: “It is
not by sidestepping or fleeing from suffering that we are healed, but rather by
our capacity for accepting it, maturing through it and finding meaning through
union with Christ, who suffered with infinite love.”

Admittedly, the path the Church lays out — accepting the gift of your biological
sex and working to heal your felt incongruity mentally, emotionally somatically
and spiritually — is arduous and currently countercultural. But it also is a
glorious, grace-filled, path on which Jesus offers ever deepening wholeness
and holiness.

As a Church, we want to walk alongside you as you struggle with gender
dysphoria, for as Saint Paul notes, “If one member suffers, all suffer together;
if one member is honored, all rejoice together” (1 Cor 12:26). We want to
help you know the unconditional love of Jesus and to bring Him to you in the
Sacraments. You are a part of the Church — you belong here and, truly, you
are welcome here. | pray that the Lord will send wise and faith-filled
individuals into your lives in order to accompany you with and through your
struggles.

Cuban bishops present vision for country in meeting with communist government
| ask each person who is experiencing this confusion to trust Jesus with your
pain. As Pope Francis notes, “Believing means entrusting oneself to a merciful
love that always accepts and pardons, which sustains and directs our lives,
and which shows its power by its ability to make straight the crooked lines of
our history. Faith consists in the willingness to let ourselves be constantly
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transformed and renewed by God’s call.” That transformation and renewal can
be painful, but it's the path to wholeness and, ultimately, sanctity. Today,
maybe more than ever, holiness is desperately needed! As Saint Catherine of
Siena quipped and demonstrated by her own life, “Be who God meant you to
be and you will set the world on fire.”

To Parents Whose Children Are Experiencing Gender
Dysphoria

It is always heart wrenching to see a child in pain. There aren’t quick fixes to
gender dysphoria, but through unconditional love, patience and humility,
families can navigate these tough topics.

| encourage parents to become curious and to ask gently about what their
child is experiencing. The idea isn’t to interrogate but to better understand.
Questions like:

In what way do you feel like [the opposite gender/both genders/neither
gender]?

When is the earliest/first time you remember feeling this way?

Are there situations where that desire feels stronger?

Are there situations where the pain of the struggle lessens?

How does your faith influence your thinking on this topic? Are you considering
your faith in relation to this topic?

These questions can start important conversations that help children and
young people better understand themselves as well as help them feel heard,
known, and loved.

As young people continue to sort through feelings and experiences, the
conversation can be on- going. Keeping in mind that gender does not make
up the whole of anyone’s life or identity, these conversations should only be a
fraction of what parents discuss. If a child doesn’t want to engage in such
conversations, please respect that choice, but continue to check in and offer
to listen. If a child believes a parent will listen with empathy and without
judgment, he or she will be more likely to share experiences and concerns.

As | write this letter, many leaders in the United States are stridently
promoting what has been dubbed “gender affirming therapy,” which seeks to
bring the body into alignment with one’s felt gender rather than working to
align one’s felt gender with biological reality. It is our responsibility to help
children, family and friends understand that our Catholic faith and scientific



research confirm this is not a helpful option. About a dozen studies show that
for the vast majority of children, gender dysphoria resolves itself in
adolescence.

While some like to tout the short-term benefits of gender transition

surgery, the most reliable long-term study shows that those who surgically
transitioned had vastly higher rates of suicide and suicide attempts than their
peers. A report from the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services under
President Obama showed “there is not enough evidence to determine whether
gender reassignment surgery improves health outcomes.”

Others tout puberty blocking medications for adolescents as an option to
“‘pause” their development. But in truth it is a transitioning on-ramp because
more than 95 percent of children who use puberty blockers eventually
transition to opposite sex hormones. It also is worth noting that puberty
blockers and opposite-sex hormones are experimental, with long-term

effects still unknown. Studies on how they impact a child’s brain development,
bone mass, and fertility are only just beginning.

So how should a parent support a child through gender dysphoria? |
encourage you to consider Catholic counseling (see the resources section),
both for children and parents. If a Catholic counselor isn’t available, the
resource section includes counselors focused on a psychotherapeutic
approach to gender dysphoria. This type of counseling offers an avenue for
exploring identity questions in the overall context of mental health issues,
ideally within the broader context of a Christian anthropology. Counseling is
important since gender dysphoria often stems from rejection, trauma, or
abandonment, which must be addressed for genuine healing.

Although pronouns in keeping with a child’s God-given biological sex must be
maintained, some parents have found using nicknames or terms of
endearment (champ, ace, sweetheart, etc.) ease some of the relational
tension when their children want opposite-sex names or pronouns.
Unconditional love requires boundaries and flexibility, and compassion rooted
in the truth of your child’s biological sex is a good guide as you navigate
difficult terrain.

It is also important for parents to seek support and avoid isolation. Talking to a
trusted friend or parish priest can be helpful in sharing your burden as is
turning to Jesus through prayer and the Sacraments. Ask the Lord what
healing He desires in our hearts during difficult circumstances. As Pope
Francis offered for strength and consolation, “Let yourself be transformed. Let



yourself be renewed by the Spirit, so that this can happen, lest you fail in your
precious mission. The Lord will bring it to fulfilment despite your mistakes and
missteps, provided that you do not abandon the path of love but remain ever
open to his supernatural grace, which purifies and enlightens.”

To All Catholics and People of Good Will

We are called to bear witness to the truth inscribed in every human body and
to do so with great love. Most of us will not directly accompany someone
struggling with gender dysphoria but may interact with friends or family who
support “gender affirming” treatment and the transgender movement. What

is our role? As Pope Francis famously said, “I see the church as a field
hospital after battle. Heal the wounds, heal the wounds. And you have to start
from the ground up.” Confusion about the goodness of the human body, the
gift of biological sex, and what it means to be male and female are
foundational wounds.

Healing requires us to speak about gender and sex in logical and
compassionate ways, doing our best to speak into the other’s worldview.

Love requires that we offer the truth at a time and in the manner that is
appropriate to the relationship so that the truth can be received. Pope
Benedict XVI put it this way: “In Christ, charity in truth becomes the Face of
his Person, a vocation for us to love our brothers and sisters in the truth of his
plan. Indeed, he himself is the Truth (cf. John 14:6).”

Saint John Paul Il noted, evangelization should be “joyful, patient, and
progressive.” And as Pope Francis reminds us, “The pace of this
accompaniment must be steady and reassuring, reflecting our closeness and
our compassionate gaze, which also heals, liberates and encourages growth
in the Christian life.” So too the work of treating gender and sex confusion in
our local “field hospital.”

| have encountered varying responses to our culture’s efforts to untether sex
and gender. For Catholics, Jesus challenges us to “love your enemies, do
good to those who hate you” (Luke 6:27). Truth without love is cruelty and
though it may be instinctive to respond in kind, Jesus calls us to the harder
road of blessing those who curse us.

For Catholics inclined to a permissive “gender affirming” response, Pope
Benedict XVI warned that “without truth, charity degenerates into
sentimentality.” Jesus exemplified the truth in love model when he spoke to



the woman caught in adultery, “Neither do | condemn you; go, and do not sin
again” (John 8:11). We must follow His lead of truth-centered compassion.

For those inclined to withdrawal, Jesus reminded us, “You are the light of the
world. A city set on a hill cannot be hid. Nor do men light a lamp and put it
under a bushel, but on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house” (Matthew
5:14-15). By virtue of our baptism, we have been sent on mission to
evangelize the culture.

Lastly, for Catholics inclined to dismissiveness, Jesus invites us, “Blessed are
the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God” (Matthew 5:9).
Scorning transgenderism misses the intense pain driving these ideas forward.
Compassionate engagement fosters an openness to truth, but it requires that
we seek first to understand.

Compassionate engagement is especially crucial for those of us who have or
will have the opportunity to accompany someone struggling with gender
dysphoria. Walking with someone who is facing pain can be healing in itself.
We must always hold in view the fullness of our personhood and God-given
vocation to love in truth. We all are wounded and, if we have entrusted our
lives fully to Christ, we can share authentically how through struggle and pain,
we can bring our wounds to Jesus, who ultimately works it all for good (cf.
Rom 8:28).

A Brief Word about the Transgender Movement

Throughout human history, every generation has faced its own unique
challenges with powerful forces rising to disfigure the human person and
distort her relationship with God and neighbor. Vatican II's Pastoral
Constitution on the Church in the Modern World put it this way: “Although he
was made by God in a state of holiness, from the very onset of his history
man abused his liberty, at the urging of the Evil One. Man set himself against
God and sought to attain his goal apart from God. Although they knew God,
they did not glorify Him as God, but their senseless minds were darkened and
they served the creature rather than the Creator.”

In our present cultural moment, we are experiencing the rise of the
transgender movement, which tragically attempts to promote and normalize
transgenderism. Pope Francis has described gender ideology as “one of the
most dangerous ideological colonizations.” He asks, “Why is it dangerous?
Because it blurs differences and the value of men and women.”



As this letter emphasizes, this cultural and political movement is and must be
distinguished from the individuals who, suffering from gender dysphoria,
identify as transgendered. The promotion and societal acceptance of
transgenderism as a movement is witnessed by the topic’s increasing media
coverage, the growing number of transgender characters in films and political
efforts to further the ideology. As a cultural force, it has been particularly
effective among young people where the number of youth identifying as
transgender has doubled in the past five years.

Jesus commands us to love as we have been loved (John 13:34). Each
person who identifies as transgendered is loved by God and is a person Jesus
Christ died to redeem. To love like Christ means to desire the good of the
individuals in our lives and to walk with them, regardless of their degree of
openness to the good. But what is good for human persons, and in this
context, for human persons experiencing gender dysphoria? This is the
foundational question, and it is where the fault lines emerge. The culturally
dominant transgender movement has an understanding of nature and purpose
radically at odds with the Catholic understanding of the human person.

The transgender movement is rooted in a modern form of dualism where body
and soul/mind/spirit are separate realities. In this view, the human person is
the immaterial inhabitant of a physical host. The material body therefore can
be manipulated in service to the immaterial soul/mind/spirit. Where the
transgender movement sees a disconnect between the material and
immaterial, Catholics see a beautiful unity as described earlier in this letter.

Pope Francis has noted that “today children — children — are taught in
school that everyone can choose his or her sex. Why are they teaching this?
Because the books are provided by the people and institutions that give you
money. These forms of ideological colonization are also supported by
influential countries. And this is terrible!” The movement is, simply put, an evil
infecting our world in this time and place, and it must be rejected completely
even as we love unconditionally those bound in its snares.

Before turning to Mary, our Mother, | leave you with this from Vatican II:

Though made of body and soul, man is one. Through his bodily composition
he gathers to himself the elements of the material world; thus they reach their
crown through him, and through him raise their voice in free praise of the
Creator. For this reason man is not allowed to despise his bodily life, rather he
Is obliged to regard his body as good and honorable since God has created it
and will raise it up on the last day.



Mary, Mother of the Church

Mary’s motherhood started with Jesus but eventually extended to the whole
Church. She who experienced the mystery of the Incarnation firsthand and
accompanied her Son to the Cross had her share of pain and confusion. Yet
she gave a full-hearted “yes” to God in all things. May we turn to her with trust,
assured of her motherly care, as we end with Pope Francis’s prayer to Mary,
Mother of the Church:

Mother, help our faith!

Open our ears to hear God’s word and to recognize his voice and call.
Awaken in us a desire to follow in his footsteps, to go forth from our own land
and to receive his promise.

Help us to be touched by his love, that we may touch him in faith.

Help us to entrust ourselves fully to him and to believe in his love, especially
at times of trial, beneath the shadow of the cross, when our faith is called to
mature.

Sow in our faith the joy of the Risen One.

Remind us that those who believe are never alone.

Teach us to see all things with the eyes of Jesus, that he may be light for our
path. And may this light of faith always increase in us, until the dawn of that
undying day, which is Christ himself, your Son, our Lord!

[Signed]

Most Reverend Paul S. Coakley
Archbishop of Oklahoma City Good Shepherd Sunday
April 30, 2023, Good Shepherd Sunday



