Coastside Jewish Community maggid Jhos Singer before leading services in Half Moon Bay in October.

A stranger in
Spiritual head of Coastside
Jewish Community
crosses boundaries as transgender
a By Stacy Trevenon
Photos by Leigh Anne Maze
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“Feeling the
story of Pesach
in my bones.”
In April 2006 a timely, universal yet
highly personal letter went out to the
Coastside Jewish Community.
The writer was CJC maggid Jhos
Singer.
“As I wrote this, Pesach/Passover was
approaching. The central Pesach image
is of a ragtag bunch of Israelite slaves
making a break for freedom from
Mitzraim/Egypt (literally, ‘the narrows’). We cross through a sea only to
arrive in a vast and strange desert
where we begin a new life, with a new
identity, and a new understanding of
who we are and what we are.”
Singer turned this summary of Jewish
history into a revelation.
“In the last few years, I have left a
Mitzraim of my own and this year I
am literally feeling the story of Pesach
in my bones.”

T

hat was how the community’s beloved female
spiritual teacher broke
the news he was transgendered. Singer admits
the news might come as a jolt to readers, but asks that they now use male
pronouns — and recognize that
inside, Jhos is still Jhos.
“Just exactly what (transgender)
means, and to whom, is complicated
and up for debate,” he wrote.
To him it meant that after 45 years
of confusion, pain and imbalance,
and two years of male hormone therapy, Singer, now 47, had crossed a
boundary still undefined in his spiritual tradition.
In doing so, he practiced what he
preached about being true to oneself.
He did so with grace, concern for his
congregation — and characteristic
humor.
“Contrary to popular myth, I have
found that testosterone has not
inclined me towards (a) penchant for
beer, football, stock car racing or
being thromped on the back as a gesture of affection,” he wrote after two
years of semimonthly hormone injections.
As he puts it, he is one of those
people whose task in life is to bridge

what he sees is a major cultural and
social gender gap.
Sitting in the Half Moon Bay Coffee
Company, looking just like one of the
guys, speaking in a melodious baritone, Singer called that job a “gift.”
“To the best of my ability, assessing
why me, why I got the job, what I’m
supposed to be offering — I have a
congregation. I’m supposed to teach,”
he said. “It’s a huge responsibility.”
“Jhos teaches about living authentically,” said Pacifica resident and threeyear CJC member Lissin Lev Chaya.
“The first thing I thought was that it
took so much courage to walk the
walk and to embody what he tries
to teach us about being true to
ourselves.”
‘You’re a tweener’
Growing up, Singer was a tomboy.
She was into typically male things like
firefighting or being a sailor. In her
teens, she discovered she was attracted to girls.
When she heard the word “lesbian,”
“I thought, ‘Oh, that’s what it’s all
about,’” Singer said. “It started to look
more like a social construction I
could fit into.”
But no definition could cover the
physical discomforts Singer faced

a strange land

“IF ISAIAH IS CORRECT, IF TRANSGENDERS ARE SPECIAL,
THERE’S SOME ASPECT OF MANIFESTING WHAT GOD
WANTS — IF IT KILLS ME.” — Jhos Singer

“WE HAD TO MORPH. AND MORPH WE DID.”
— Jhos Singer
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with normal, female physiology.
In college, Singer tried to fill the
gap between her mind and body by
embracing androgyny, taking classes
in what ancient cultures and modern
sociology had to say of it.
Voraciously she read Carl Jung and
psychologist/women’s studies professor Sandra Bem. She became an
ardent feminist. She devoured scientific periodicals. But something was
still missing.
“The power of creative and positive
thinking wasn’t able to override my
undeniable physical and medical
problems,” Singer wrote.
Finally Singer consulted a Kaiser
psychologist he identifies only as “Dr.
D.” and calls a “genius and incredibly
cutting-edge.”
Dr. D. didn’t pull punches, Singer
said. “She said, ‘As far as I’m concerned, you’re a ‘tweener,’ and that’s
the hardest thing to be.’”
Slowly a picture emerged of a condition gradually taking shape in medical circles but far from clearly understood.
It’s sometimes called “gender identity disorder,” but it’s not a disorder so
much as what happens when the
nervous system is simply out of synch
with the body.
Jamison Green, Bay Area speaker,
educator, director of Technical
Publications at Visa USA, respected
transgender and transsexual advocate
and author of “Becoming a Visible
Man,” likens it to computer function.
Singer agrees. “Basically,” he wrote,
“my hardware (body and biochemistry) and my software (neuro-processors, psycho-transmitters) didn’t
interface well.”
“Brain sex is different from chromosomes,” he said. “You can have an
XX chromosome that works perfectly,
and your brain can be the opposite
gender. You can be wired for testosterone even though your body produces estrogen.”
Dr. D. suggested therapy with male
b Coastside Jewish Community maggid
Jhos Singer, below, with his “bashent,” or
soul mate, CJC service leader Julie Batz,
before services in Half Moon Bay in
October.

“I’M LIKE A NEW
CATEGORY. MY
AGENDA IS TO FIND
A PLACE FOR
MYSELF IN THE
TRADITION. IT’S
NOT CLEAR-CUT
WHAT I FIT INTO. I
WAS A FULLY
FUNCTIONING
FEMALE ... BUT WE
DON’T HAVE TOOLS
(TO EXPLAIN) WHY
WE HAVE THAT
FUNNY BUMP IN
THE THIRD
CHROMOSOME SO
THAT’S WHY WE
NEED
TESTOSTERONE IN
OUR SYSTEM TO
FEEL COMFORTABLE.” — Jhos Singer

hormones. Singer balked.
“I was worried (hormone therapy)
would blow the ‘me’ out of me,” he
confessed.
The doctor was patient. “(Dr. D.)
would sit there and go, ‘Uh-huh. You
don’t seem to be very happy.’”
There was historical precedent for
Singer’s confusion.
Clear, family-based paradigms of
men and women were cornerstones of
Jewish law eons ago, Singer said.
There were two bases of activity: the
synagogue in public and the home in
private, and in each, gender roles were
clear. Men were providers; women
maintained home and children. If you
were procreative, said Singer, “you
were in ... at the top of the food
chain.”
But with new technology and

recognition of gay or single parents or
childless individuals, rabbis were
called to rule on adaptations. “We had
to morph,” Singer said. “And morph
we did.”
Singer fit some adaptations. As a
woman, she was openly a lesbian. She
became pregnant and had children.
Sons Michael and Gabe are now 9
and 8 respectively.
But the changes hadn’t caught up
with the label “transgender.”
“I’m like a new category. My agenda
is to find a place for myself in the tradition,” Singer says now. “It’s not
clear-cut what I fit into. I was a fully
functioning female ... But we don’t
have tools (to explain) why we have
that funny bump in the third chromosome so that’s why we need testosterone in our system to feel comfortable.”
Then Dr. D. made a new suggestion: that Singer try male hormones
for spiritual reasons.
‘A special place for you’
Certain Old Testament verses spoke
to Singer, specifically Isaiah 56:4 and
5: “For thus saith the Lord unto the
eunuchs that keep my sabbaths, and
choose the things that please me and
take hold of my covenant; Even unto
them will I give in mine house and
within my walls a place and a name
better than of sons and of daughters:
I will give them an everlasting name,
that shall not be cut off.”
That, to Singer, was inarguable.
“The Torah knew we were coming
and made a place for us,” he said.
“Whether you argue that it’s literal or
came from God on Mount Sinai or
others say it’s folk tales, no matter
where it came from, it’s our blueprint.”
He said he knew that having children was one way to manifest God’s
will. But not the only way.
“As a parent, it’s an awesome way of
seeing God manifest in this world,” he
said. “But I look around and I see
there is another way to be productive
in the world, another way to have a
lineage.”
He could not argue with what he
calls “the big Boss.”
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“I feel I was born androgynous, but
what if I tweak it? Am I disappointing
what God set in motion (or) actually
completing what God set in motion?”
he said.
At this point he grows more serious.
“Maybe some of us were selected to
take on this work. Perhaps it’s not just
about me and my comfort.”
He does not seem to feel he had a
choice. He refers to Deuteronomy
28:45: “Moreover all these curses shall
come upon thee, and shall pursue thee,
and overtake thee, till thou be
destroyed; because thou hearkenedst
not to the voice of the Lord thy God to
keep his commandments and his
statutes which he commanded thee.”
“It appears to me in my life that God
does this, and I don’t know why,” he
explained. “I resisted for a long time.
But ultimately I had to choose it.”
Through the verses, he found direction. “If Isaiah is correct, if transgenders are special, there’s some aspect of
manifesting what God wants — if it
kills me.”
He had no doubts.
“I feel fiercely that God created a
spectrum, and I don’t feel there’s any
such thing as aberration,” he said firmly. “Where we get aberrant behavior is
in repression and conformity of the
truth.”
‘My software was up and running’
He agreed to a trial of male hormones, and the positive effects, he said,
appeared immediately.
“Voila! In no time my software was
up and running,” he said.
Physical pain melted away. He
became less aggressive. Life got
smoother. But that was not all.
“I can’t put my finger on what it
was,” he said thoughtfully. “My spiritual
masculinity was stunted and came out
in odd ways. I was aggressive, tough,
intimidating, aping what I saw as
archetypes because something was
pulling me that way.”
Now things are “soothing,” he says,
and he is making discoveries.
“I always felt I never matured,” he
said. “I want to feel like a mature adult,
and I am. I could feel the maturation
process begin.”
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Of course, there were changes to be
negotiated. His voice lowered. He did a
double take to find hair on his knees
and said that “I actually have stubble
now. That’s weird.”
Before people started to talk, Singer
sat down his sons for a chat.
He explained to them that he’d
always felt he’d been born with a girl
body and a boy brain, and they didn’t
always get along. Now, it was getting
more obvious. Did they see it? What
did they think?
Michael, 6 at the time, shrugged it off
with “Yeah, I know,” Singer said. Gabe,
then 5, grinned and said, “Mima
(mother), you’ve always been about
this much girl” and he held up his
thumb and forefinger as if around a
slim pencil.

Lobel of Pescadero.
“The CJC fully embraces people’s
whole selves,” she said. “To see how
brave Jhos was, the tremendous risks
he was willing to take to be himself, led
me to a deeper love not only of him
but for the community.
“I think he is a stronger leader than
when I met him five years ago because
now he’s wholly himself. I think people
are like, if that’s who he is, if he’s
happy, then great,” Lobel said.
She said she’s only seen positive
changes in his spiritual leadership since
gender reassignment began.
“It’s like a boulder has been moved
out of the way,” she said. “It’s like,
whooof! It’s palpable.”
“I think we have the opportunity to
attract more diverse people into our

“I WAS SO AMAZED AND IMPRESSED WITH
THE EMOTION AND SPIRITUALITY AND
SOCIO-POLITICAL SOPHISTICATION OF MY
CONGREGATION. I HAVEN’T RECEIVED ONE
UNKIND WORD, ONE CRITICAL WORD, BUT
WORDS OF SUPPORT, LETTERS OF LOVE, AN
OUTPOURING OF CONFIDENCE IN MY
LEADERSHIP — AND A FEW GOOD JOKES.”

“I found myself in the hysterical
position of having to defend femininity
to my children,” Singer grinned. “Gabe
looked at me like I was such an idiot.”
He had discussed the change with
the CJC board years before his letter
went out to the congregation. Their
response floored him.
“I was so amazed and impressed with
the emotion and spirituality and sociopolitical sophistication of my congregation,” he said. “I haven’t received one
unkind word, one critical word, but
words of support, letters of love, an
outpouring of confidence in my leadership — and a few good jokes.”
That’s business as usual for the CJC,
says five-year congregation member
and three-year board member Kerry

community,” said Lev Chaya. “I think
Jhos was the glue that held this community together. He’s able to create a
container of closeness.”
Another part of Singer’s life that has
blossomed is his relationship with
Julie Batz, the CJC’s “sheliach tzibbur” or service leader. They had
shared a close, deep friendship, which
deepened more.
“She’s what we call a ‘bashent,’ a
soul mate,” Singer said. “Julie didn’t
fall in love with a man or a woman.
Julie fell in love with me. As (the
process) continues, I become more
and more me.”
‘We have a wide spectrum here’
When asked about surgery as part
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of his process, Singer defers to some
thought-provoking issues.
Surgery is not the point, he said.
Many transgender people shun surgery but still identify with the opposite gender, he said.
“Up to recently, the transgender
community has been defined by
pathology,” he said. “Wrong body. But
it’s shifting now, sociologically. Who
knows where it will all lead?”
To dialogue, he hopes. “What to do
with bodies is second to what to do
with identities,” he said flatly. “We
need to start talking about what gender means.”
There are things, such as a recent
New York Times article probing how
children deal with gender identification, that rabbis of 2,000 years ago
could not have foreseen.
“We cling to the things that divide

us,” he said. “I think we’re in the middle of a cultural evolution. The reality
is we have a wide spectrum here of
genetic expression, and gender and
gradations of it.”
Then the spiritual leader grows
impish. “Are you telling me every
(man) is the same because they have a
penis?” he said. “That’s casting a pretty wide web.”
It’s something that calls for
thought, he said. “I think the great
opportunity transgenders can provide us all with is the opportunity to
discuss the difference between masking your truth and expressing your
truth. I’m all about expressing your
truth.
“If I can contribute to that, helping
people take risks, find the strength or
courage to fully show up, well, then, I
feel very grateful that I’ve gone down

Jhos Singer adds percussion as he sings
prayers of appreciation during Coastside
Jewish Community services in the Sea Crest
School library in December.

the path myself.”
He concluded his letter to his congregation with characteristic frankness and wit.
“My body will continue to gently
morph for another year or two, and if
all goes well I’ll dodge male pattern
balding.
“This Passover, I relived our people’s story of liberation ... I celebrated
finding the courage I needed to step
into the sea, I thought of all the
boundaries I’ve crossed, and, with a
vast and strange desert in front of me
I offer God my deep gratitude that I
have entered a new life chapter, with a
new understanding of who and what
I am.” !
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