Unitarian Church of Staten Island Now a Welcoming Congregation

The Unitarian Church of Staten Island (NY) is excited to announce that it was recently granted status as a Welcoming Congregation. This action resulted from the work by its Welcoming Congregation Committee to pursue affirmative steps in demonstrating the need to reach out to the gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender community in the Staten Island area. Happily, the congregation vote, held on May 15, yielded a unanimous affirmative response. The Unitarian Church of Staten Island has long used inclusive language in its services, previously offered BGLT meeting space and, through its Social Concerns Committee, offered special services and forums recognizing Marriage Equality, Gay Pride and National Coming Out Month. The Welcoming Congregation Committee coordinated the June 5 Gay Pride service and forum, is establishing a presence in the first-ever Staten Island Gay Pride parade and picnic, and is offering to the congregation and public at-large a series of workshops on BGLT issues. Anyone wanting more information can contact the Welcoming Congregation Committee co-chairs Paola Suarez Papp at 917-751-1155 or Marjorie Ramos at 718-967-4183.
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Unitarian Church now 'welcoming and inclusive' 

New Brighton congregation votes unanimously to extend a hand to the gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered community 

By LESLIE PALMA-SIMONCEK 

As the issue of homosexual clergy and same-sex unions continues to divide mainline Protestant denominations, the Unitarian Church of Staten Island has voted to become a "welcoming and inclusive" congregation. 

The Rev. Ben Bortin, pastor of the New Brighton congregation, called the designation "a way of stating publicly to the gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered community, and to the community at large, that we unabashedly welcome and honor the presence of people of that orientation." 

Marjorie Ramos, chair of the Social Concerns Committee and co-chair of the Welcoming Congregation Committee, called the unanimous congregational vote May 15 "a milestone in our history."
She said the vote was the final hurdle in a 16-step process needed to win official recognition as a welcoming congregation from the Unitarian Universalist Association, of which the New Brighton congregation is a member. 

"It's a very progressive move," she said. 

The vote came in time for the church to celebrate its new status during New York City's Gay Pride weekend, which will feature the first-ever Staten Island Gay Pride Parade, to begin today at noon on the boardwalk at South Beach. 

Tomorrow, the Rev. Dr. George McClain, a United Methodist minister and neighbor of the Unitarian Church, will be in the pulpit for the 10:45 a.m. worship service with a sermon titled "Can Homophobia be Cured?" 

Dr. McClain, former executive director of the Methodist Federation for Social Action, teaches applied theology at New York Theological Seminary and directs a college-level theological program at the Arthur Kill Correctional Facility in Rossville. He has been a longtime advocate of full inclusivity. 

At 1 p.m. the church will host a forum titled "Celebrating Gay Pride: We're Asking, We're Telling -- Embracing Pride for All of Us." The guest speakers will be Rosemary Palladino and Chris Bauer, co-founders last year of Staten Island Stonewall, the political voice of the borough's gay community. 

Ms. Palladino, a Grasmere resident, has been district manager of Community Board 1 and commissioner of the New York City Board of Standards and Appeals. She now works as an attorney in the court system in Manhattan. 

Bauer, who lives in Stapleton, was appointed in 1990 to represent the Island on the mayor's Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgendered Police Council. He was president of Lambda Associates of Staten Island and directed an AIDS education program while working for the Staten Island AIDS Task Force. He ran, unsuccessfully, as an openly gay candidate for the school board in 1996 and 1999, and was recently appointed executive director of the Democratic Committee of Richmond County. 

PROGRESSIVE DENOMINATION 

In June 1970, the General Assembly of the Unitarian Universalist Association -- perhaps the most liberal of the country's faith groups -- passed its first resolution supporting members of the bisexual, gay, and lesbian communities in their struggle for equal rights and acceptance. 

Since then the denomination has created the Office of Bisexual, Gay, Lesbian and Transgender Concerns; encouraged ministers and congregations to conduct services of union for same-sex couples, and spoken out against employment discrimination. 

At the 1989 General Assembly, the denomination passed a resolution that created the Welcoming Congregation program, which the Island church has now become part of with its vote. 

Jill Hueckel, president of the congregation, said she was very proud that the church had earned the welcoming designation. 

"Although many of our neighboring Unitarian churches have been certified for a number of years, our timing serves a great purpose," she said. "There has never been a greater need for us to take a stand on the issue because of the political endorsement of homophobia in the most recent election." 

Rev. Bortin was proud that all of the 40 plus people present at the congregational meeting voted in favor of the welcoming designation. 

"It was impressive that there was no divisiveness," he said. The presentation by the Welcoming Congregation Committee was "thoughtful, free of diatribe and long on information." 

Ms. Ramos, a Great Kills resident, said the designation will help the congregation "expand our visibility to a community that is very much underserved. 

"We want to let folks know we are welcoming," she said, "and want people to come to our church." 

Leslie Palma-Simoncek is the religion editor for the Advance. She may be reached at palma@siadvance.com

