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Freedom Center’s Founder, Bishop Tonyia M. Rawls
Speaks Out About Beginnings, Successes, Challenges & Future

BEGINNINGS:  The vision for the Freedom Center for Social Justice (FCSJ) came in 2001 when Bishop 
Tonyia Rawls, its founder, came to Charlotte to open the region’s first primarily African-American 
LGBTQ affirming ministry in Charlotte.  The membership was made up of people throughout the 
Carolina’s, Southern VA, West Virginia, Alabama and Northern GA. The vision came because Rawls, 
who relocated to Charlotte from Washington, DC, saw the vast needs and inequities faced by the poor, the 
young, LGBTQ people, those living with HIV/AIDS and people of color in the South.  

The Freedom Center began its life in 2007 providing tutoring and career development assistance to low 
income youth in the East Charlotte section of Mecklenburg County, NC.  Most of the schools these 
students attended were low performing with high dropout rates.  The FCSJ team of volunteers offered 
tutoring in science, math, language arts and foreign languages.  The organization’s eyes have remained on 
the margins of society since its inception and continue to serve those populations.

In 2010 we began our first steps into expanded service to the community.  We saw the growing need 
with the trans* and gender variant community and began to serve that community through our national 
TransFaith In Color Conference.  This conference was for trans* people and allies of faith.  It was created 
by trans* people of color and later expanded to broader community.  We were fortunate to have funders 
like The Human Rights Campaign, The Wesley Mancini Foundation and our major funder The Arcus 
Foundation.  We also had a wonderful board of directors and an incredible team of volunteers.  We did 
not have a 501c3 but had Unity Fellowship Church Charlotte as our fiscal sponsor.  In 2012 we received 
our own 501c3 and in 2013 received our first grants in our own name.   

SUCCESSES:  Between 2007 and 2013 The Freedom Center worked tirelessly as an ally with partners 
like RAIN, Time Out Youth, Southerners on New Ground, HRC, UNC Charlotte, The National Gay and 
Lesbian Task Force, the NAACP and other social justice organizations.  We fought for quality education, 
safety and protection for LGBTQ people and heightened visibility for the work done by people of color 
and youth.  Most of this work was done by volunteers and a board that served as our first staff.
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With funding from the Arcus Foundation, The Laughing Gull Foundation, HRC, The Charlotte Lesbian 
and Gay Fund, The Institute of International Education and generous donors, we were able to hire staff 
to expand the work we did within the trans* community.  We launched the region’s first LGBTQ Law 
Center, The region’s first Transgender Employment Program and expanded the 4 years of work we had 
done with the TransFaith In Color Conference to establish the Transgender Faith and Action Network.  
In August 2014 the conference hosted more than 200 trans* people of faith and allies from across the 
country at the University Hilton Hotel in Charlotte.   

The year one outcomes have been incredible.  Our Law Center served more than 200 clients throughout 
the state of NC in its year of service and worked with allies throughout the State to educate attorneys, 
educators and others about their rights and protections.  Policy work was also done that helped increase 
protections for students in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg School System.  Workshops were conducted in 
conjunction with partners like The Campaign for Southern Equality and Equality NC.  Those partnerships 
led to free Power of Attorney documents being offered at all of the main general and Black Pride events 
held during the summer.  The Transgender Employment Program provided job readiness trainings 
through our partnerships with satellite locations at Time Out Youth, The LGBT Community Center and 
The Powerhouse Project.  The employment program also identified 75 employers who acknowledged a 
readiness to employ qualified trans* people and others who were open to providing support in the area of 
volunteer opportunities and possible internships.  

We also experienced great success in the social and spiritual justice arena with other local and national 
partners.  These relationships have helped to impact culture in the South and in other areas.  We worked 
with The Task Force and The Pacific School of Religion to create The Transgender Religious Leaders 
Cohort which provides financial support and training to transgender seminary and religious studies 
students.  Our own Mykal Shannon will be in Berkley, CA the week of October 26th with the other 
members of the cohort to continue his trainings.  Our second cohort is being recruited now.  We will 
continue to supporting these voices and providing platforms for them to speak, grow and serve.

We are part of a cohort of southern organizations that launched the successful #We Are The South/
#Somos El Sur social media campaign to raise awareness of the work being done by southern LGBTQ 
organization, particularly people of color led groups in the Southern US.  Our work with the NC NAACP 
has been historic.  Working closely with our partners, Democracy NC, SONG, NC Student Power Union 
and the Equality NC Foundation, we participated in the Moral Freedom Summer campaign, which for the 
first time had LGBTQ rights and protections as a part of an NAACP initiative.  Get out to Vote, marriage 
equality and other efforts were done in partnership and an expanded progressive footprint is now left in 
the South.

CHALLENGES:  We knew it was important to have legal support for document changes if we were 
going to address trans* employment.  We also knew we needed to not just think about employment but 
had to look at schools and conditions for education and that without systems for support and networking, 
it would be difficult for those who serve to find those in need of the services.  We knew what bases had to 
be covered and in year one, we stretched, with limited resources, to explore the best ways to provide those 
services in these very new areas.  

Funding was also an issue. No matter how talented the team, we still had economic realities to address.  
Building a donor base and finding funders was a full time job and one that no one can prepare you for.  
Board and staff worked very hard to manage that while also growing the organization.  In the midst of 
increasing our donor base and having new funding relationships ready, we were notified that our 501c3 
had been revoked because while we had our 990 for 2013, we were wrongly advised previously that we 
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did not need to submit anything to the IRS.  Because the required postcard was not submitted for 2010 
– 2012, the revocation was automatic.  This devastating blow came at the end of August and led to us 
exploring ways to continue offering legal service to the community, but facing the reality that the more 
than $140,000 it takes to operate it and its growing need exceeded our capacity.  

THE FREEDOM CENTER FOR SOCIAL JUSTICES’ 501C3 STATUS WAS RETROACTIVELY 
REINSTATED ON OCTOBER 9, 2014.  We thank the Charlotte community and its leaders for the 
incredible outpouring of support offered to us during these difficult past few months.  We also thank our 
current and future funders who did not run when things got tough but worked as partners with us.  We are 
so grateful!

THE FUTURE:  Looks bright.  We will continue to provide legal support through a referral network, 
our employment services are already being scheduled for the fall and will be focusing on job readiness 
for trans* youth and young adults through partnerships with Time Out Youth, RAIN and The Powerhouse 
Project.  TFAAN will be hosting a retreat for trans* people of faith in the South in 2015 and the network 
will be built out with our national team of transgender advisors and allies.  We are also continuing our 
work with HRC, NAACP, Equality NC, Campaign for Southern Equality, the Better together Southern 
Cohort, Southerners on New Ground, area clergy and others.  We are entering a five-year strategic 
planning process and positioning ourselves for sustainable growth in our press to continue to shift culture 
toward a more just and LGBTQ inclusive world.

####

MISSION:  The Freedom Center for Social Justice (FCSJ) was founded to enhance quality of life 
by increasing the number of healthy options & opportunities available to low income communities, 
communities of color, sexual minorities and youth. Our goal is to counter the effects of poverty and all 
forms of oppression as they impact the lives of those on the margins of society.
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