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“Transitions into Welcoming” 

A Sermon by the Andrew Mackay 

First Parish in Wayland 

February 13, 2022 

 
Introduction/Welcome: Welcome. I know some of you have been here for years or decades. You may 
be part of the roots of First Parish and what this collection of wonderful people do for each other and 
the world. Yet, I still say welcome to each of you as if you have never stepped through the doors of the 
building or log in to the Zoom meeting. “Welcome” is not something said once at the outset of your 
relationship with First Parish, with Unitarian Universalism. Welcome is ever-renewing, “like an ever-
flowing stream” as a favorite hymn of this congregation goes.  
 
Text: In 1994, First Parish gained recognition as a Welcoming Congregation, which was a new program 
of the Unitarian Universalist Association at the time. As the website on the program says today “In the 
1980s and 90s, when the word “welcoming” became a code word for lesbian, gay, and bisexual people, 
the Unitarian Universalist Association launched a Welcoming Congregation Program to help us learn 
how to undo homophobia—and later, transphobia (prejudice against transgender people)—in our 
hearts and minds, our congregations, and our communities.Today, most Unitarian Universalist 
congregations are recognized Welcoming Congregations. The spiritual practice of welcome is a very 
important one to our faith community.” 

Indeed, of about 1,000 UU communities in the Association, 800 are Welcoming Congregations. 

However as the text of the UUA website reads, you can tell clearly that in 1994, “Welcoming” referred to 
one’s sexuality- who one loves. Only later did gender identity- who one is, independent of their 
sexuality, become part of Welcoming Congregation material. To those that made the initial promise, but 
have not put in effort to continue their promise and covenant with one another and the world, trans, 
non-binary, genderqueer, and intersex people among others have stayed outside the welcoming bubble. 

Thankfully a new generation of trans congregants, ministers, and people within the Association have 
taken expanding Welcome and making it an evolving promise. What exists now is a step beyond 
becoming a Welcoming Congregation, an annual certification called the Five Practices of Welcoming 
Renewal. Each year it asks the entire congregation to participate in events like this welcoming service. 

Of the 800 Welcoming Congregations, only 18 have fully certified using this new process. We are proud 
to be one of them, having done so before the pandemic, culminating with a training on Trans Inclusion 
in UU Congregation that many of you attended. The certification process is dynamic and will never 
replay year after year with the same beats. The next welcoming service will not look like this one. The 
history and fullness of LGBTQ resistance and expression will always manifest differently each church 
year when we renew our covenant of welcoming. 
 
Personal Reflection: I began attending First Parish services in the summer of 2019. Many of you only 
know me through Zoom, as I spent less than a full church year in person before the pandemic began. 
During the pandemic I began to seriously consider my gender identity, and whether male or female, or 
more specifically masculine and feminine, held any meaning to me. I was assigned male at birth, 
socialized as masculine, played baseball and roller hockey, and never considered myself as anything 
other than a heterosexual male. I would later learn what cisgender meant, that is someone whose sex 

https://www.uua.org/lgbtq/welcoming/program/186429.shtml
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assigned at birth by the doctor or midwife matches their gender identity. 
 
However as I aged I grew my hair out and adopted a pretty gender-neutral fashion style. I began to be 
referred to as female fairly often in stores and at restaurants when people saw me from the side or 
back. People were mortified to have thought I was female, but I felt nothing except embarrassment on 
their behalf. Digging into what these experiences were teaching me, I realized these experiences told 
me three important things. I didn’t feel excitement that people thought I was female- so I didn’t want to 
transition to be more feminine and be seen as a woman. But I also wasn’t deeply offended, so my sense 
of masculinity wasn’t very strongly held. All I felt was ambivalence. 
 
A friend of mine, the Rev. Chris Rothbauer, who is now the settled minister at the UU Fellowship in 
Auburn, Alabama, wrote a wonderful post about their gender identity on Medium I read when we were 
talking about an unrelated matter within Unitarian Universalism. Chris is agender and uses they/them 
pronouns, and wrote about how gender was not something they understood. It was an alien concept, 
though they did not like certain experiences where they looked particularly masculine for instance. 
Agender is a relatively new term and many people do not know it. You may have encountered a form for 
a doctor’s visit or an event that now has more options than male and female, like transgender and 
genderqueer. For someone who realized they were agender like me, the form should have two 
questions, the first being “Gender? Yes or No.” I would check no, because giving any response to the 
following question would be incomplete. None of the answers within the entire range of the gender 
spectrum fit my experience, because I don’t relate to the concept of gender at all. I began using 
they/them pronouns because they seemed to remind me the least of gender, in my experience. 
 
To be agender is to be in a sense trans, in that you moved gender identities from somewhere like 
masculine or feminine, and it’s non-binary in that you fill the rich spectrum of people outside the gender 
binary, but are also an outsider to both those labels. If gender identity were an email list, agenderism is 
clicking “opt-out.” So what I can tell  you from my personal experience is that I am outside gender as 
many people think of it. And I use they/them pronouns and would like a world in which people respect 
that and do their best to use them, accepting that it is a shift and nobody is perfect. 
 
TDOR/Welcome Service: For the last three years, the intern minister at First Parish  has helped to 
conduct a ceremony for those trans and gender non-conforming people we lost to violence in the past 
year. The Trans Day of Remembrance is a necessary reminder of the ultimate opposite of welcome  and 
acceptance. Hate and rejection frame the Trans Day of Remembrance. First Parish offers this ceremony 
because the names and lives of these people need to be spoken. We also need to promote futures 
without violence, which means safer and more welcoming spaces. More resources for trans kids and 
adults facing poverty and homelesssness. And a relentless attack against stigma, ignorance, and 
scapegoating done by elements of this society against people who like us just want to be our authentic 
selves. 
 
With that, we return to the Welcoming Congregation. We remember, we say the names. But we also 
welcome, we embrace, diversity and difference. We celebrate life. 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
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Today, as every Sunday, we all recited that we come to church “with open minds and loving hearts.” The 
evolving promise is where the open mind and the loving heart meet to take Unitarian Universalism to its 
greatest heights. We keep an open mind because what we have thought or been taught is expert 
knowledge is never final and to be our best is not like an annual report but a journey of awe and 
discovery. The promise this congregation made, long before many of us were here, long before the 
children who are in SEEK and the youth group were born, was a congregation of open arms.  
 
Gender expression, gender identity, and pronouns are all not what people learned about in the 1990s 
when material was about welcoming gay, lesbian, and bisexual people. Change, needed change, often 
comes from outside the binary, like the many gender non-conforming rioters at Stonewall. They knew 
then, amidst police raids and intense marginalization, that there must be a better future than there is 
now. Let us never forget Thoreau in Walden when he writes “There are a thousand hacking at the 
branches of evil to one who is striking at the root.” Unitarian Universalism should be a space where all 
gender identities feel welcome even if the rest of their life does not understand or respect them. As a 
chosen faith, we have people who were in other faith traditions before stepping into our doors. The pain 
of what has happened in the past carries with people into our congregations. We are a healing space, a 
space for tears, for anger and bitterness. But also a place for joy. For catharsis. 
 
Oh joy! How glorious it is to have joy in our lives! How affirming it is to be reminded that in our work for 
justice, there is something beyond the grim statistics and the pain. There are moments held high above 
everything else where we join together that no matter everything else, being together and working for a 
better world is a joy we are so happy to be able to carry out. Joy is like life, it is a gift that we are able to 
experience it. 
 
The German-born Theraveda Buddhist writer Nyanaponika Thera (1901–1994), once admonished people 
for thinking Buddhism was all about suffering and escaping this world. He wrote “Life, though full of 
woe, holds also sources of happiness and joy, unknown to most. Let us teach people to seek and to find 
real joy within themselves and to rejoice with the joy of others! Let us teach them to unfold their joy to 
ever sublimer heights! Noble and sublime joy is not foreign to the Teaching of the Enlightened One.” I am 
a non-binary, agender human being. You may not fully know what that means right now, and let me be 
the first to tell each and every one of you, that is okay and hearing my story today is more than I could 
have ever asked for in affirmation and acceptance of who I am.  
 
To talk about how it’s essential that every nametag has pronouns large and visible to take the 
uncertainty and anxiety out of visiting a congregation. How gender inclusive language means that some 
of you may want to take a page out of the Southern vernacular and start using ‘y’all’ rather than ‘you 
guys’ when referring to a group of people. 
 
In the Christian Bible, Paul writes  “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there 
male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Many of us do not accept the theology of his 
message. But Paul is correct that there is no longer simply one box labeled “male” and another labeled 
“female.”. There is so much more, a wonderful world of gender expression enables people to share their 
authentic selves, strengthens communities, and saves lives. We are an ever expanding, wonderful, 
colorful spectrum. But we are also one humanity, one inherent worth and dignity for all people. 
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I implore everyone here to work on transitioning to a new era of welcoming, which will always be 
subject to more changes in the years ahead. We are a welcoming congregation. And we will continue to 
because of the covenant between the people at this congregation that we are welcoming and that being 
a Welcoming Congregation is a core part of who we are as a religious body. 
 
When we return in person, when the pews fill to capacity, the open door is part of our covenant. It is as 
sacred as our chalice. We will never be perfect, but we can be ready for society to show up at our door, 
ready for a nametag and a Sunday service. To that all my response is- my name is Andrew Mackay, my 
pronouns are they/them/theirs, and welcome to First Parish in Wayland! 
 
Peace and serenity 
Love and joy 
The promise lives in our hearts! 
 
Make it be so. 
 

 
 

 


