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Maria and Elizabeth in the Aal church in Oksbøl (Dänemark),  
Source: Wikipedia, https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aal_Kirke#Holzreliefs   

 

Our assumptions about gender and relationships shape our 

view of the world. 

…As is the case in Aal Church in Oksbøl, 

Jutland, where a bearded Elizabeth greets 

visitors. She appears in a wooden relief 

depicting the life of Mary (the mother of Jesus), 

carved around 1450  

by Hans Snitger the Elder from Lüneburg. 

Shortly after its creation, the figure of Elizabeth, 

shown in a scene of the Visitation, lost its head. 

About a hundred years later, a member of the 

congregation carved a replacement head for 

the wooden figure. In an intriguing mix-up, the 

artist mistook Elizabeth for Joseph and gave 

her a bearded head. Ever since, Elizabeth has 

looked out at the world with a head carved in a 

distinctly different style - complete with a full 

beard. 

Thought One 

The first thought is a question: 

What do we mean when we talk about 

gender diversity? 

There are different definitions of gender that 

make sense depending on the context. 

For example, there is a binary, medical-

biological definition that refers to reproduction: 

humans are beings that reproduce in two sexes. 

At the level of gametes – i.e. egg cells and 

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aal_Kirke#Holzreliefs
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sperm cells – there are two sexes. This 

definition makes sense when we are dealing 

with questions of reproduction. In psychosocial 

care, and thus in end-of-life and bereavement 

care, it makes more sense to view gender as a 

social practice, i.e. as a network of ideas, 

norms, expectations, habits and actions that 

influence each other and are constantly 

changing. 

 

 

 

 

Here, gender has several levels1: 

1. Body 

2. Gender identity 

3. Gender role 

4. Relationships and attraction 

 

The Gender Unicorn 

Source: PlusProject 

https://www.plusproject.ch/gender-unicorn/  

 
Gender has a physical dimension 
The physical dimension also includes another 

medical-biological definition of gender. This 

includes, for example, our chromosome sets, 

i.e. xx, xy or one of the astonishingly many 

 
1 The following remarks do not claim to be exhaustive – 

they merely highlight those areas that we believe are 

variants thereof, as well as our hormone levels 

and our external appearance. There are major 

differences here. 

Depending on how narrowly or broadly one 

defines male and female, approximately 0.1 to 

2% of people do not physically fall into the 

categories of female or male as defined. These 

people can be described as inter*(sex) people. 

These variations on the physical level were long 

considered disorders, and those affected were 

surgically adjusted as babies, often with 

serious emotional and health consequences. 

The level of gender identity or experienced 

gender. 

Gender as a social practice encompasses not 

only the physical level but also our self-concept, 

our gender identity: we all have an image of 

ourselves, and this image is not merely 

cognitive. We sense who we are and we sense 

who we are not. In this respect, there is also 

such a thing as a felt gender . Here, the 

categories man” and woman are not sufficient 

to reflect the existing diversity of gender 

identities. 

There are people whose perceived gender 

does not correspond to their own physicality 

and/or their lived or assigned gender role. 

People who experience this describe 

themselves as trans* people. Trans (from Latin) 

means beyond or across , as in transform or 

transition. Being trans therefore has nothing to 

do with (gender reassignment) surgery. Here, 

too, around one per cent of the population are 

trans*. 

People who are not trans* are cis. This term 

also comes from Latin and refers to the 

opposite of trans* – i.e. a person whose body, 

gender identity and gender role match. The use 

of the term cis is an important signal for 

inclusion. The statement I am cis and you are 

trans sends a completely different message 

than you are trans* and I am normal . 

useful for broadening common assumptions about 

gender and raising awareness of diversity. 

https://www.plusproject.ch/gender-unicorn/
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Both terms – cis and trans* – are adjectives, 

meaning they describe a characteristic of a 

person, such as tall or short, loud or quiet. 

Using trans or even tranny as a noun is 

derogatory and reduces the person to this 

characteristic. The logic is the same as using 

refugee  instead of ‘fleeing person’ or person 

with a disability instead of disabled person.  

The third level of gender is the level of 

gender roles.  

Gender roles – often referred to as gender 

expression – are an interpersonal aspect of 

gender. They always arise in interaction. I send 

out signals and am categorised accordingly. I 

have a certain amount of freedom when 

sending signals, but less so when being 

categorised. 

Social norms regarding gender also include the 

assumption of heterosexuality. Therefore, when 

discussing gender diversity, it makes sense to 

also consider the fourth level of relationships 

and attraction. Here, gender diversity 

includes, for example, homosexual, bisexual, 

pansexual, asexual and aromantic people 

(people who are not romantically attracted to 

other people), i.e. all people who are not 

heterosexual.  

When the LGBTQIA+ community is mentioned 

in public discourse, it refers to all people who 

are not heterosexual and/or cisgender. Instead 

of using the many letters, one can also say 

‚queer . 

People who live in non-monogamous or 

romantic relationships made up of more than 

two people, or people who share responsibility 

for children without being biologically related, 

often describe themselves as queer. The term 

serves less to distinguish and more to create 

commonality. 

Depending on the study and definition, it is 

assumed that around 7 to 10% of people in 

Germany fall under these umbrella terms or 

belong to the diverse communities under these 

labels. 

 

Thought Two 

The hospice approach of valuing every day 

of life and seeing each person as unique is 

inclusive in nature. This approach values 

diversity and is an important basis for actually 

living diversity in a way that is sensitive to the 

realities of discrimination’. 

It is precisely when people are confronted with 

the finiteness of their lives – the pain, fear and 

powerlessness – that a sense of authenticity 

and honesty emerges, which for many people 

is an important reason for working in this field. 

Getting to know such diverse biographies and 

life plans and being able to play a supportive 

role in them – especially when it is difficult – is 

a special experience. 

Humans are deeply social beings, and those of 

us who work with dying, death and grief tend to 

be particularly oriented towards developing 

meaningful social connections. It is precisely 

this profound regard for human connection that 

enables us to work so closely with the realities 

of pain and grief. We are all familiar with the 

question: How can you do this work? I wouldn’t 

be able to do it.’ 

Human diversity is one of the reasons for 

accompanying people at the end of their lives – 

and here, diversity in all its dimensions is a 

great asset. 

 

Thought Three 

There is one caveat, however: the topic of 

diversity is complex and may trigger unpleasant 

feelings in people. It is important to take these 

feelings seriously. These difficult feelings stem 

– at least in part – from the fact that human 

diversity is not equal. On the contrary, some 

people or ways of life have been, and continue 

to be, evalued and excluded because of their 

lifestyles. When we talk about diversity, we also 
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have to talk about discrimination – and this is 

where we touch on the unpleasant aspects of 

life as social beings: exclusion, hatred and self- 

 

hatred, mental illness and, time and again, 

violence. 

Diversity sensitivity is not possible without 

awareness of and criticism of 

discrimination. Because even if we welcome 

all people equally, not everyone comes to us on 

equal terms. 

In end-of-life and bereavement care, a key goal 

is to make people feel valued, welcome and 

supported. Especially in the often crisis-ridden 

phases surrounding death, a sense of security 

and belonging is infinitely important. 

It is crucial that what I perceive and experience 

as appreciation, welcome and support is also 

perceived as appreciation, welcome and 

support by the other person. If I am used to 

people treating me with appreciation and 

kindness as an equal, it is easier for me to enter 

places and feel welcome there than if I have 

experienced devaluation, exclusion and 

discrimination. 

These experiences shape interactions, 

regardless of how people encounter each other 

in a specific situation.  

Even though we welcome all people with the 

same openness, partnership and willingness to 

include them, they do not all come to us in the 

same way. 

We have to deal with this tension. In everyday 

life, this means that it takes more than just 

awareness and criticism of discriminatory 

structures. It requires active anti-discrimination 

work. 

One step towards making people feel more 

welcome could be to explicitly communicate 

that you have engaged with the issues of 

diversity and discrimination. Being open and 

honest about what you don't yet know or can't 

yet do is also a better choice than making 

promises you can't keep. 

Equity? 

source: Rainking, https://rainking.de/tag/gerechtigkeit/ (courtesy 

of the artist) 

 

Thought Four 

Even though we strive to treat all people 

equally, we may still receive them differently. 

Thinking in terms of categories is a helpful way 

of dealing with complexity. This world is too 

complicated to navigate without 

preconceptions, i.e. without a lens that 

organises things. 

All people have preconceptions, and 

preconceptions influence our actions. However, 

the lens through which we view others should 

ideally help us, not hinder us. should help us, 

not hinder us. In particular, we do not want to 

hurt people with our specific perceptions (i.e. 

our preconceptions and pigeonholing). We 

need strategies to reduce the complexity of this 

world, but these strategies vary in their 

adaptability – and thus also in their diversity-

friendliness. It is therefore helpful to ask 

ourselves again and again: are my lenses made 

up of preconceptions, i.e. hypotheses that I 

lovingly test against reality, or are they made up 

of prejudices and beliefs that I maintain despite 

new knowledge and experiences? 

 

Thought Five 

Those who have never experienced 

discrimination, or at least not consciously, 

may not see where barriers exist for others. 

It is therefore important to consider your own 
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position in society and to search for your own 

gaps in perception and uncertainties. 

Diversity challenges us and the things we have 

come to take for granted. This can sometimes 

feel uncomfortable, but a certain degree of 

discomfort is part of the process. It is important 

that we turn our attention to ourselves with a 

loving gaze, focusing on the areas where we 

are not (yet) living up to our ideals of mindful, 

appreciative and inclusive behaviour. 

It is beneficial to engage in these processes in 

spaces where we feel protected and supported, 

where we have room for our uncertainties, our 

questions and possibly also our struggles. For 

example, in a seminar with competent speakers 

or in conversation with colleagues who have 

already dealt with the topic. 

 

Thought Six 

People who experience discrimination, 

exclusion and violence are hurt and carry these 

experiences with them throughout their lives. 

However, these experiences often lead them to 

develop special survival strategies and skills 

that everyone can learn from and benefit 

from. 

Queer people often have little or no close ties to 

their families of origin. Instead, they have 

developed close connections within their 

communities – many also refer to these as their 

chosen families. In this process, queer people 

have often developed special skills. For 

example, they are often good at recognising 

and communicating their needs. Mutual support 

in the face of difficulties and obstacles is also a 

skill that is widespread in queer communities. 

Since queer people have historically had fewer 

cultural role models, they have had to reinvent 

many things. As a result, there is a great deal of  

creativity, willingness and courage for 

imaginative design in these communities. 

Dealing with diverse realities and concepts of 

life with regard to the different experiences of 

gender, questioning one's own perspectives 

and assumptions about gender, and expanding 

one's knowledge with new insights will 

ultimately benefit everyone. 

It will improve our offerings even for those who 

can already use them without restriction, 

enriching and supporting us in our work. 

 


