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I’'m Mary Hasson, your guide to this series on “The Transgender Movement, What
Catholics Need to Know.” Join us for this discussion with Dr. Theresa Farnan as we look at
the theological and anthropological aspects of transgender ideology and questions of sexual
identity. Join us for this important discussion.

Jesus answered, “He who made them from the beginning made them male and female”

Theresa, welcome.
I’m delighted to be here.

To my mind, you're the ideal person to talk about the theological and anthropological aspects
of the person and questions on transgenderism and sexual identity. You've been a seminary
professor in several seminaries and taught at Franciscan University. You're a master catechist.
You're also a mom of 10, and you're my sister, so I'm delighted to work with you. We're co-
founders with Susan Selner-Wright of the Person and Identity Project. So, welcome, we're
delighted to have you.

Thank you. I'm so glad to be here.

One of the statements that we often hear is that the Church has not really spoken clearly on
questions related to “gender identity;” sexual identity, transgender issues, gender dysphoria,
or however you want to categorize that. Is that true? What do we need to know?

Yeah, that is not true. The Church has really clear teaching on this issue, and it’s interesting
because the Catechism of the Catholic Church was first published in 1992, and in the
Catechism of the Catholic Church, there’s a section that talks about how each of us is called to
accept his or her sexual identity. And that particular phrase, “sexual identity;” is so important
because it conveys that you, as a person, are an embodied human being, body and soul, and
created either male or female. So, your biological sex is something that can’t be just rejected
or discarded, but it’s integral to who you are. Even back in 1992, the Catholic Church was
athirming the importance of that truth. And since then, in intervening years, beginning with
Pope Benedict XVIin his Christmas Address to the Curia where he talked about the dangers
of gender ideology, and then continuing throughout the pontificate of Pope Francis, we've
had very clear guidance from the Catholic Church.

What did Pope Benedict XVI say?

Pope Benedict XVI warned about the dangers of gender ideology and how it undermines
our understanding of who we are as a human being, right, and that in rejecting your body,
rejecting your creation as male or female, you are ultimately rejecting God, the Creator. He
described it as a sin against God, the Creator, to reject the gift of yourself. So, in other words,
you're claiming the right to create yourself in the image and likeness that you prefer rather
than being yourself as God intended.
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And then Pope Francis?

And then Pope Francis has spoken specifically on this issue first in his encyclical Laudato
Si, where he described human ecology as the first and most important step for an authentic
environmentalism. In other words, you can’t claim to be someone who is in favor of
preserving and protecting the environment and cherishing all of creation if you're at the
same time rejecting the gift of your own creation. And so, he calls us to accept our own
human ecology, that were created either male or female, and that one’s body is an important
part of this human ecology.

Doesn’t he speak also to the idea that male and female form the anthropological basis of the
family?

Yes, and he really amplifies that in Amoris Laetitia, which is again his apostolic letter on

the family, where he talks about sexual difference as the foundation for the family. In
accepting the propositions of gender ideology, you are rejecting that foundational truth and
thereby undermining the family. And he uses very, very strong language in talking about it,
“undermining the family,” “annihilating the image of God in the human person.” So, he’s
not mincing his words in addressing the Polish bishops and other conferences of bishops.
He talks about gender ideology as something that undermines marriage, undermines the
family, and in fact uses the term “wicked” when he talks about teachings that confuse and
harm children’s understanding of who they are. There’s very, very clear teaching from our
Holy Fathers on this issue.

Yeah. I think one important point just related to these teachings that you've unfolded is that
the Church, when it speaks so strongly against this, is speaking against the ideology. It’s not
making a judgment on the suffering of an individual, but rather talking about the harm that
this ideology does.

Yes, exactly. And that’s such an important point because when we talk about any kind of
ideology, there’s always the ideas and then an ideology always harms individuals. So, we have
the gender ideology, as an ideology that deconstructs people’s understanding of who they
are, and in that way leads some vulnerable people to reject the reality of their own sexed
body. But then you have the individuals who are harmed by this. And that’s the other side of
this, that this is a very harmful ideology because it causes people to take steps that you not
only internally reject your sense of who you are, a male or female, but it causes you to actually
take steps to attempt to destroy the reality of your sexed body. And in that way, it’s not just
spiritually damaging but physically harmful to these young people and has ripple effects on
the family and on the community as well.

I think that’s an important point, that it affects relationships as well. When you accept your

identity, you're given identity, as male or female, and live that out, you're living that out in
your relationships. When a person comes to the point (because they’re confused, they’re
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suffering in some other way, there’s a background issue, or something else) that they have
adopted the belief that they’re really the opposite sex, neither sex, or something else, this
changes their relationships with others. And that’s damaging as well, right?

It is. And that’s part of the understanding of human ecology too. It isn’t just that we are
created embodied as either male or female or created as a male or female person. The other
aspect of human ecology is that you were created in relationships. You're born into a family -
you have a mother, you have a father, you have a sister, you have a brother, you are someone’s
mother or father. Part of the damaging effect of this ideology is that it causes people to reject
[the sexed body], but in rejecting the reality of your sexed body, you're also upending all of
those relationships. The ripple effect is so alarming, it’s so concerning, and it has long-lasting
effects on human relationships.

Let’s talk about how this may play out, let’s say for the institutional Church, when the Church
runs a school or a hospital. We’ll talk about medical ethics in a moment, but what guidance
has the Church given, for example, to schools, educators, or parishes that are doing religious
education? What kind of guidance have they given on this issue?

Well, we have guidance from the Church in 2019 issued by the Congregation for Catholic
Education in a document entitled “Male and Female, He Created Them.” The approach they
outline asks us to listen, reason and propose; that’s the foundation of any authentic dialogue.

And we know Pope Francis really calls on us to dialogue with members of our own Church,
with families of our culture. In listening though, the Congregation for Catholic Education
reminds us that science, in so many ways, is telling us we are created either male or female.
Listen to what science is telling us. Every cell in the human body is created as either a male or
female cell. There’s no ambiguity.

And you can’t change it.

And you can’t change it. So, listen to what science is telling us. Apply foundational principles
of reasons such as that every human being has dignity and value that we’re created in
relationship, all of the fundamental principles that we know from Christian anthropology.
But the most important point of that document is that the Congregation for Catholic
Education reminded us that we need to propose Christian anthropology because we live in
a culture that has forgotten what it means to be a human being. So, in reproposing Christian
anthropology, we’re reminding people that you are created as a human being. You're created
either male or female and that your body is integral to who you are. You're created in a family
and parents are the primary educators of their children. These relationships are not fungible,
they can’t be destroyed at will, they can’t be interchanged.

These relationships are an important part of human ecology. In that document, the CCE

called for dioceses and for bishops and schools to take very seriously their responsibility to
ensure that every catechist and every teacher can answer questions and respond to concerns

© PERSON AND IDENTITY PROJECT 2023 |


https://ondemand-origin.futuresoft.com/Home/Play/en/TRG22003
https://personandidentity.com
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccatheduc/documents/rc_con_ccatheduc_doc_20190202_maschio-e-femmina_en.pdf

EWTN Miniseries “What Does the Church Say?”

Theresa (cont):

Mary:

Theresa:

Mary:

Theresa:

Mary:

about gender ideology on the spot. So, if you are in a school and a student throws off a
comment about how men can become women and vice versa, the teacher needs to be able
to say, “Well, we know that’s not true because we know scientifically you're created male or
female from the moment of conception, and we know that God creates you male or female,
your body is a gift from Him, and the relationships that He embeds you in, so to speak,
are a gift to you from the moment of your creation.” We need to be able to respond to the

challenges of that.

At the same time, a teacher in that situation might say something that reminds students,
for example, to be compassionate. Some people are hurting, some people are confused, but
here’s the truth and we need to be willing to speak that truth.

Exactly. Ifadiocese or a school forms their catechists and teachers and gives them a thorough
grounding in what’s going on with gender ideology, they will have that compassion because
they will go into that conversation understanding that this is something that can be socially
contagious. It deconstructs the child’s understanding of who they are. It causes great medical
and social harm. It causes harm to relationships. With that in the back of their mind, I think
it will be easier for teachers to be able to give a clear response with compassion. And that’s
what we’re striving for.

Yes and that confidence in the Church’s teaching. So, let’s switch gears a little bit and talk
about medical ethics. One of the key issues that arises when we’re talking about transgender
issues is this concept of “gender transition,” which really is an attempt to alter the body and
its functions in a way so that the body will reflect the image or the desires of the person
because the person is feeling like they don’t match up with their body. What can you tell
us about the Church’s teaching in terms of medical ethics regarding so-called “gender
transitions,” these hormonal and surgical interventions to change the body to match those
inner feelings?

Sure. Well, the most important thing to keep in mind is that when we’re talking about
children who are secking a “gender transition,” these are children with healthy bodies. We're
not talking about disorders of sexual development where the goal of a physician would
be to heal the body and restore functioning; we’re talking about children who already
have healthy bodies. So, it’s a foundational principle of medical ethics in general to do no
harm. It’s even more important in Catholic medical ethics that you can’t do anything that
intentionally sterilizes a person and we know the combination of puberty blockers followed
by cross-sex hormones effectively sterilizes.

And let me pause on that. I think that’s something that people may not appreciate because
sometimes you'll have a younger child who is expressing an identity that doesn’t match their
body, and they say, “I want to be a girl. I am a girl.” And so when that child approaches
puberty, there’s a lot of anxiety because their body is going to give them away as being really
a boy. Oftentimes counselors and pediatricians will say, “Okay, we’ll put you on puberty
blockers.” In other words, we’re going to stop that natural physical development. And part
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of stopping that natural development means your reproductive organs don’t develop, your
genitals don’t develop. Then, when you add the cross-sex hormones, that’s when you've got
this situation where this child is going to be sterilized.

Yes. The principle of totality in Catholic medical ethics dictates that you cannot undertake an
intervention that’s so dramatic (that is, causing sterilization) without proportional benefit.
Then the question is, youre damaging a healthy body part, would it be justified? With
chemotherapy, for example, you would be justified in this treatment because it’s the only way
to save a child’s life. But we know that while children who go through a “gender transition”
may have a short-term bump in their affective feelings because they feel empowered, the
long-term studies show that the suicide rate is still high, that the rates of mental health
illnesses are still high, that there are all kinds of catastrophic side effects, whether it’s bone
loss or loss of functioning of their sexual organs, whatever it is, there’s some catastrophic
health indications too. And so when you look at all of the evidence, it’s crystal clear that
these interventions cannot be justified.

It’s not justifiable. And we really should have some trepidation in thinking that it would
ever be okay to damage someone’s healthy body to affect a psychological wound, an internal
wound. So, in other words, that’s what we’re doing. We're changing the person’s body,
but we're trying to heal something that’s internal and it’s never going to work. There’s no
doubt that these are children are suffering. But what we’re seeing now with this growing
population of detransitioners is that these children are coming out on the other side of this
“gender transition” and are saying, “Hey, I had underlying mental health issues and all of
these interventions damaged my body.” This supports the Catholic teaching that it’s not
permissible to mutilate a body or to harm a healthy body in order to address a psychosocial
wound.

And at the same time, a person who’s suffering, let’s take an adolescent who is feeling so
uncomfortable with their body or they’re feeling depressed about their identity, and they’re
confused, they feel like they don’t fit in. The Church isn’t saying, “We have nothing for you.”
Psychology wouldn’t say, “We have nothing for you.” So, what are some alternative ways
that those situations can be addressed? If you're not going to go that medical pathway, then
how do we relieve that suffering over the long term? Obviously, it’s not an overnight kind of
solution.

Yeah. I think the most important thing to keep in mind is that so many of the children who
are coming into this have real suffering. They’re really, really struggling. They’re hurting, but
they were hurting before they latched onto the idea of a “gender transition.” And they’re
going to be hurting at the end even as they go through these treatments because their
underlying issues have not been addressed. We know how to treat a child who's struggling
with depression. We know how to treat a child who's struggling with anxiety, but the first
step is to take the depression and the anxiety seriously.
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And to say to them, “Hey, we know you're struggling. Let’s see what’s going on. How can we
help to relieve this burden? How can we address some of the social factors that are causing
you this anxiety, this depression? How can we help you?” There’s a huge percentage of
children [who identify as transgender] who have autism. Well, if you have a child who has
autism, they’re going to require skills to cope because it can be challenging for a child with
autism to mesh with his or her peers. So, there are all kinds of things that we can cope with.
We know from the review that was just conducted on the Tavistock Clinic, that-

Tavistock meaning in the UK.
In the UK.
This big gender clinic.

The gender clinic was ordered to be shut down because it was deemed to be unsafe to children.
One of the things that Hillary Cass, the pediatrician conducting the review, warned about
was what she called diagnostic overshadowing. So, in other words, as soon as a child asserts
that transgender identity, it takes over and nothing else is addressed.

So, there’s no exploration of any underlying psychological issues, trying to figure out what
exactly is goingon [or] lookingat the child as a whole person with these complex background
experiences. Unfortunately, none of that is typically unpacked in “gender-affirming care.”
There is, instead, this hyper focus on moving swiftly towards “gender transition.”

If you had somebody who was struggling with mental health issues, you would want them
to not engage in self-harm, while they’re going through their treatment, you would try to
keep them safe and help them through this. Similarly, with a child who's struggling with
confusion about his or her sexual identity, we need to keep them safe while we work on the
underlying issues and help get them through.

And be patient with that. So, in just the last couple of minutes here, before we close, remind
us or unpack for us briefly, why is this so important to get the theology and the anthropology
right? Why is this so important to the Church, but also to the faith of individuals?

Yeah, the other thing that I think is underappreciated in this whole issue is the damaging
effect this has on catechesis. And whenever I travel around and speak to different groups, I
really try to highlight that if you're a catechist or youre a DRE, you need to understand that
children are being formed in an anthropology that’s radically different.

By the [popular] culture.

By the culture. Their understanding of the person is that the person has all these body parts
that aren’t necessarily related to who they are, and that there’s no underlying unity of body
and soul, and that your desires shape who you are. Your desires are the most important thing
for your identity.
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And what does that compromise in terms of faith?

Well, what that compromises is our understanding of the unity of the body and soul for the
person and our understanding of how we are created as an embodied person. It undermines
foundational ideas such as the incarnation. How do we understand that Jesus Christ was
Incarnate, true God and true Man as a man, masculine, if we think that these body parts are
fungible and have no meaning? How do we explain the Church’s teaching on marriage and
family to our kids when the [culture has taught them] that sexual difference doesn’t matter?
How do we explain [sexual] morality? How do we explain divine fatherhood? There’s so
many areas of catechesis that are impacted by this. So, every child in the parish is affected by
this, whether or not they profess a desire to go through a “gender transition.”

So, it’s important to get it right. And thank you very much Theresa for helping us see the
truth here.

Thank you.

What does the Church teach us about what it means to be a human person? And in light
of this, how should we view gender ideology? We'll discuss pastoral approaches and ways to
support families and individuals experiencing identity confusion in the episode on pastoral
care. But I sometimes hear people downplay gender ideology or claim that Catholic teaching
does not address transgender issues. Some Catholics are confused about the nature of the
person. Polls show that, depending on age and ethnicity, up to half of all Catholics, believe
that a person’s identity is not determined by sex, but can change according to desire. So, let’s
clarify a few things.

Gender ideology is a global phenomenon rooted in age-old philosophies. The transgender
movement, broadly speaking, envisions a utopian society based on its ideological beliefs.
Activists portray cultural institutions that oppose these beliefs as oppressors and openly
declare their goal to destroy or dismantle these institutions, particularly the traditional

family and biblical religions such as the Catholic Church.

It’s important to recognize however, that long before gender ideology became such a
powerful force, the Church has had clear teachings about the nature of the human person
and the moral life. These teachings are rich and deep, and they offer sure guidance in the face
of our modern confusion about the person and the ideological claims of the transgender
movement. At heart, the cultural controversies over transgender ideology reflect a clash of
anthropologies, competing claims about the nature of the person.

So, let’s compare the core beliefs of gender ideology to the Christian understanding of
the person. As Christians, we know we’re created by a loving God, made in His image and
likeness, which is the source of our dignity. Created male or female, we're called to accept
our sexual identity as a gift from God and to recognize our fundamental identity as a son or

daughter of the Lord.

© PERSON AND IDENTITY PROJECT 2023 |


https://ondemand-origin.futuresoft.com/Home/Play/en/TRG22003
https://personandidentity.com

EWTN Miniseries “What Does the Church Say?”

Mary (cont):

We know too that we are a unity of body and soul with a human nature that seeks the good,
we're made for relationship and for eternal life with God. It’s clear that our bodies have
meaning. And in the design of our bodies, we see that males and females are made for one
another. From this sexual union of male and female in marriage, new life comes into being.
Our families, mother, father and child are meant to image the self-giving love of the Trinity.
It’s also true that we're inclined to sin and all of us are broken and weak in some way, but
God doesn’t leave us in these difficulties. He sent His Son to die and redeem us, and thus
it’s in Jesus Christ that we truly understand who we are. Gender ideology views the person
very differently, claiming we are self-creating persons who define our own identities, which
can change at will.

Human dignity according to gender ideology is contingent. It becomes real only when
afhirmed by law or validated by the opinions of others. Gender ideology rejects the concept
of human nature and views the person through a dualistic lens where the mind or will,
not the body, is what counts. The body is only a tool to be used or a canvas for personal
expression. Because gender ideology denies the significance of the human body and rejects
the connection between sexual intercourse and reproduction, it views sex as personal pleasure
secking with no boundaries on who, how, or how many, as long as there’s legal consent.
So, marriage becomes simply an adult arrangement, and families are chosen and often
temporary. Finally, gender ideology has no understanding of sin, forgiveness or redemption.
Human relations are merely power struggles between oppressors and the oppressed, all on
the long journey towards self-expression. The beliefs of gender ideology are incompatible
with Christian anthropology.

Activists use images like The Genderbread Person or The Gender Unicorn to explain this

ideology to children, representing the person as an androgynous, incoherent bundle of
dimensions, with each dimension expressed as a spectrum. The most important dimension
of the person, according to gender ideology, is “gender identity;” a person’s self-perception,
their subjective feelings or beliefs about who they are. Gender ideology explains away the
significance of the sexed body by describing sexual identity, male or female, as just a label
arbitrarily assigned at birth. Children’s books say it this way, “When you were born, the
doctor took a look at your body and made a guess as to who you are, but only you know for
sure.” Gender ideology teaches children that if they don’t like their male or female label, they
can peel it off, throw it away, and choose a new one. Bodily sex doesn’t matter.

The physical reality of our bodies, then, is just parts, body parts that can be replaced at will
with new ones chosen to resemble the desired body or identity. Gender activists seek to
impose these ideological beliefs on others, overriding parental rights, free speech, the rights
of conscience, and even religious freedom. Worse, as our children’s understanding of who
they are is formed by gender ideology, it becomes harder for them to understand the beauty
of God’s plan for creation and to live His plan in their own lives. In a sense, this clash of
anthropologies between Christianity and gender ideology is a rerun of that original sin in
the garden. And like our forebears, we too face the temptation to believe that we can be like
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Mary (cont): God, reinventing ourselves according to our own will. But God has a better plan if we only
turn to Him and, as the Catechism of the Catholic Church urges us, accept and acknowledge
our sexual identity as male or female, welcoming it as the gift that God intends.

This transcript has been slightly modified for clarity and readability. While some adjustments have been
made to improve text flow, the original meaning and conversation from the episode has been preserved.

Theresa Farnan's episode is available on EWTN’s On Demand. 1o watch, view bere.
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