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In the 1980s, when AIDS was in its early days here in the U.S., this church, UUCCH, was the 
only faith community in the area that would permit family members of those infected with AIDS 
to hold support group meetings on church property. That this church would do such a thing is 
one of the reasons I am a member here. 
 
In the 1990s, I learned that members of the LGBTQ+ community are welcome at UUCCH.   It is 
here that I began to understand what being trans means…. from some of the members of 
UUCCH who are trans. In the 2000s, members of this church, including my husband and Nina 
Scarpa, made many trips to Trenton in their advocacy efforts for marriage equality which finally 
was enacted. These meant something special to me. 
 
During this past summer, there were controversial community gatherings in South Jersey, where 
speakers gave misinformation to community members about changes made by the NJ 
Department of Education. These changes now require school districts to adhere to educational 
standards including teaching about the contributions to our country made by individuals who 
identify as LGBTQ+. The standards also include lessons about relationships, including 
relationships of those who identify as LGBTQ+, and requires schools to honor the gender 
identities asserted by students while also not obtaining parental permission or notifying parents 
of the students’ decision……because this is often not safe for trans kids unfortunately. The 
speakers of these events were opposed to the recent developments in schools. Members of 
UUCCH were among those to show up and protest such sentiments and support LGBTQ+ youth 
and their teachers. 
 
This fall, Nina Scarpa, another member of UUCCH, and I were moved to hold a space for folks 
who care about LGBTQ+ youth to come together. We have been meeting recently with some 
other folks who are concerned about the issues in school communities to assess whether there is 
sufficient energy to support these students and the teachers who teach them. Most of the folks 
who have met with us are members of UUCCH, though others are invited. Our group has worked  
to research community resources, to develop relationships with other advocates for LGBTQ+ 
youth such as our guest speaker today, Riley Keenan, and to support our local school districts. 
We could use more individuals to help.  If you are interested in joining us, please contact Nina 
Scarpa, Lisa Winkler, Griffin Kidd. or me. The youth could use your support. 
 
In what other faith community could a small group of church members obtain support and 
participation from their minister to gather and explore how we can support LGBTQ+ youth and 
their teachers? UUCCH has a history of welcoming individuals who identify as LGBTQ+, of 
advocating for marriage equality, of honoring those members of the trans community whose 
lives ended violently because of their identity. UUCCH is a faith community where marginalized 
people matter. This is why I am here. 
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2021 was the deadliest year on record for transgender and gender non-conforming people in the 
U.S. The number of trans people who were murdered in the U.S. nearly doubled between 2017 
and 2021, according to a report issued last month from the non-profit Everytown for Gun Safety, 
with “a 93% increase in tracked homicides of trans and gender-nonconforming people in the 
United States and Puerto Rico over the last four years. In 2021, 56 people were killed, compared 
to 29 reported deaths in 2017.” There have been 32 reported deaths so far this year.  “Notably, 
while only 13% of the transgender community is estimated to be Black, … Black trans women 
accounted for nearly three-quarters of the known victims.” 
 
And while the number of homicides may turn out to be somewhat lower this year, 2022 has been 
deadly year in other ways for transgender and non-binary people. The barrage of anti-trans 
legislation that has been levied against the trans/non-binary community, along with a culture of 
hate that is harming our children, is directly responsible for these senseless killings and the 
dangers the transgender community faces on a daily basis. As Michael Crumpler of the UUA 
affirmed in his email this week, “As Unitarian Universalists, we share the collective 
responsibility to build a world that affirms the inherent worth and dignity of all. Our transgender 
siblings are sacred and divine. Let us honor the inherent worth and dignity of trans people by 
remembering those we’ve lost and honoring those living among us.” 
 
And so today we have borne witness to the names of trans people killed in in the United States in 
the past year, and now we welcome to our pulpit Riley Keenan, from the Kaleidoscope Center 
here in Camden County with a powerful message for this day.  Riley. 

 
The Sound of a Trash Bag 

By: Riley Keenan 
The sound of a trash bag is not something that most people think about, right? But a homeless 
youth probably knows this sound all too well. I know the sound all too well myself because as a 
LGBTQA I was homeless from the ages of 12 to 18 during the 1980’s.  I hated the sound of a 
trash bag, I hated it because every time I heard it, it meant that everything I owned could fit in a 
trash bag – and when my belongings were handed to me in a trash bag I knew I was no longer 
welcome.  

I can’t tell you how many times I either heard the snap of the bag as it was being opened or the 
times I would walk in to see the bag in the corner packed and ready for me to leave with no place 
to go. I would get lucky sometimes and a friend would let me sleep on the couch, but the bag was 
still full.  Sadly, mine is not a unique story.  Studies show that while just 7% of youth in the 
United States are LGBTQA, 40% of youth experiencing homelessness are LGBTQA.   In fact, 
LGBTQA young people are over twice as likely to be homeless compared to non-LGBTQA 
youth.    

The National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs report that people under the age of 25 are five 
times more likely to experience violence from a relative or family member compared to those 
who are older. The Williams Institute states that 32% of youth were experiencing homelessness 
because of physical, emotional or sexual abuse.  Research has shown that LGBTQA youth 
experience high rates of violence in their homes by family members setting them on a path of 
housing insecurity at an early age.   Transgender youth are at special risk, since roughly 84% of 
the homelessness among trans youth is caused by family conflict. Barriers to access safe shelter 
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lead too many survivors to have to choose between being homeless or returning to their 
abusive/violent family environments.   

Throughout my life, I was always told there was something “wrong” with me.  I know I was 
depressed and also began to self-medicate at a very young age.  The 2019 Trevor Project 
National Survey found that over two-thirds of trans and non-binary youth report symptoms of 
major depression; more than half of trans and non-binary youth have seriously considered 
suicide, and 29% have made a suicide attempt.   

It wasn’t until twelve years ago at the age of 42 that I understood what being trans was, that my 
biological body did not match my knowledge of my own gender.   I could finally understand and 
accept that there was nothing “wrong” with my mind, heart and soul -- just my body -- and that is 
when I began my transition.   

And that is why I do the work I do; that is why the Kaleidoscope exists.   Kaleidoscope is a 
community-based peer to peer led LGBTQIA+ program under the auspices of the Center for 
Family Services, offering monthly meetings and ongoing virtual platforms in a welcoming 
atmosphere where teens and young adults like you can find support, guidance, and a sense of 
community. Kaleidoscope provides a safe, supportive environment for LGBTQIA+ and allied 
teens and young adults to gather, socialize, organize, and help each other.  Kaleidoscope's 
mission is to empower LGBTQIA+ and allied teens and young adults to lead healthy, productive 
lives. The program is committed to fostering a safe and welcoming atmosphere for all people, 
respecting and celebrating the beautiful diversity of sexual and affectional orientations and 
gender identities and expressions. Kaleidoscope strives to be a participant-led organization, 
encouraging individuals to take leadership roles and develop communication and organizational 
skills that will enrich their lives as they transition through various stages of life. Groups are 
offered for youth ages 12-17 and young adults ages 18-24 years old, and additional supportive 
services are available to Kaleidoscope participants if needed. 

I was asked to create a blog regarding the impact that Kaleidoscope has had on the members of 
the groups.  So, I asked them this question directly and here are some of their responses.  
“Kscope is a fun and safe space for me.  Like a second home, I always love going to the 
meetings and events.  I love the group in general. This group means everything to me.  It is a 
great spot to meet others like you and to share your emotions, feelings, likes and everything”. 
“Kscope is always a place I can go to for any questions I have about any LGBTQ topics and also 
just a place to meet other queer people! Even though I haven’t been to any meetings, the Discord 
always makes me feel so welcome and I think that’s important for everyone”.  

I would like to speak to you about how you can be an ally. Yes see, the word ally in our 
community needs to be a verb and not a noun.  Meaning, that if you are an ally, then people 
should see action on your part.  Standing up with the community to protect our rights and 
freedoms.  To walk hand in hand to support folks no matter where they are in their journey.  But 
more importantly, sometimes just listen.  You may be the only person that they are speaking 
with, and you could save their life!!!   

You see, as an openly Trans man I have to advocate for the youth that are usually not seen, not 
heard and not safe.  To give voice and shed light to the horrific situations and circumstances that 
these youth face every day.  To make sure that none of them have to sleep in the woods, under a 
bridge or in a stranger’s house. That they don’t have to pan handle or do other things to be able 
to just eat.  So, they all have a place they can feel safe, respected and heard. I will leave you with 
these last words from our members. “Kaleidoscope means to be with a group of friends, a chosen 
family, who accept me and care about me.” “Kaleidoscope is family or unity in a sense because I 
really felt alone at one point. And now I have people I can relate to.” 



4 
 

 

Rev. Margret A. O’Neall 
Thank you, Riley.  As Kaleidoscope provides trans youth with a sense of family, people they can 
relate to, so also as Cheryl said and I will affirm, this church provides a faith community where 
all are welcomed, accepted for who they are, loved for all their human being and possibility.  To 
repeat the words of Michael Crumpler that I quoted earlier, as Unitarian Universalists we are 
deeply committed to “the collective responsibility to build a world that affirms the inherent 
worth and dignity of all. Our transgender siblings are sacred and divine. Let us honor the 
inherent worth and dignity of trans people by remembering those we’ve lost and honoring those 
living among us.”  May it be so, now and always. 
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