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Memo: 'We don't tell people what to think; we want them to tell us what's important to them.' 

PETER MARINO 

Social Justice Committee

Church speaker explores issue of marriage equality 


   CARI SCRIBNER 

Gazette Reporter 

About 80 people gathered in the informal service room of the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Saratoga Springs to hear a guest speaker discuss marriage equality Sunday morning before the Capital District Pride Parade in Albany. The service, attended by people of all ages, many families with children, included nontraditional elements such as readings from the works of William Shakespeare and Walt Whitman, and responsive chants about limiting tyranny and untruthfulness. 

"Part of our doctrine is to be liberal and let people explore their beliefs for themselves," Social Justice Committee leader Peter Marino said. "We don't tell people what to think; we want them to tell us what's important to them." 

The congregation also works to improve conditions for backstretch workers at the Saratoga Race Course; sponsors a child in Pakistan, and passes a plate collection for a designated nonprofit each month, among other community support projects. 

Steve Parelli, who was raised in upstate New York but currently lives in the Bronx, is a former Baptist minister and now executive director of Other Sheep, an international organization dedicated to empowering sexual minorities around the world. 

During his message to the audience, Parelli said that only recently has he been able to speak out about his life experience. Saratoga Springs was his second stop after speaking at an Episcopal church in Martha's Vineyard earlier this year. 

"In many circles, I'm an untouchable," Parelli said. "Humans use ostracism to punish people they don't agree with." 

Parelli asked people to consider that there are more than 1,100 federal legal provisions for married couples, including joint income tax filing, inheritance statutes, health insurance, and the ability to act in the capacity of next of kin when making life or death decisions. 

"This is not an issue of special rights, but of equal rights." Parelli said. "Civil marriages bring very limited rights." 

While same-sex marriage is unconstitutional in New York state, Gov. David Paterson recently stated that state agencies must recognize same-sex marriages performed in Massachusetts, Canada and other places where they are legal. 

Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Saratoga Springs member Betty Lawrence said she attends services to educate herself on issues and share her thoughts and viewpoints on topics from local to international. 

"We're very much congregation-led. and coming here challenges me to be more open," Lawrence said. "When they hear about our congregation, people think we're so open we have no values at all, which isn't true." 

"This isn't a free-for-all," said Elinor Brode, who attended the service Sunday with her son William Hill, 6. "I joined to teach my son values, help him be connected to others, give him guidance and structure. Everyone here is free to disagree; we're not told what to believe in. There's something spiritual here that works for our family." 

The Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Saratoga Springs is located at 624 North Broadway in Saratoga Springs. Unitarian Universalism encompasses many faith, according to its literature, including people who identify themselves as Christians, Jews, Buddhists, Hindus, pagans, agnostics, humanists, atheists and others. 
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