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FOUNTAIN STREET CHURCH NAMES NEW SENIOR MINISTER 

The Rev. Mariela Pérez-Simons makes history at downtown institution 
 

GRAND RAPIDS, MICHIGAN, June 1, 2020 — The Rev. Mariela Pérez-Simons will 
serve as the next Senior Minister of the historic Fountain Street Church in downtown 
Grand Rapids. The Rev. Pérez-Simons, an ordained Unitarian Universalist minister, will 
become the first woman and first person of color to serve as Fountain Street’s Senior 
Minister.  
 
The Rev. Pérez-Simons most recently served as an intern minister at All Souls Unitarian 
Universalist Church in Tulsa — the largest UUA church in the world. There, she gained 
attention and grew a following of people who were drawn to her charismatic preaching 
style, intellect, sensitivity and openness.  
 
“There is a place for the liberal church in America — churches that provide a place to 
ask questions,” Pérez-Simons said. “I believe our tradition is enriched by our theological 
diversity. We draw from many sources because there's wisdom in each of them to help 
give meaning and purpose to our lives and to live our values in the world.”  
 
The Rev. Pérez-Simons earned a bachelor’s degree from Instituto Superior Pedagogico 
in Havana while studying elementary education. In 1995, she and her family entered the 
U.S. as asylum seekers. Over the next two decades, she earned a Master of Fine Arts 
degree in Writing/Literature from Bennington College and built a successful web design 
and photography firm.  
 
This spring, the Rev. Pérez-Simons graduated at the top of her class with a Master of 
Divinity from Chicago’s Meadville Lombard Seminary, one of only two Unitarian 
Universalist Association seminaries in the world, where she received a full-ride 
Presidential Scholarship. Upon graduation, the Rev. Pérez-Simons was awarded 
Meadville Lombard’s Charles Billings Prize in Preaching and Faculty Prize for Religious 
Leadership, given to a graduate who “embodies the values of liberal religious ministry.”  



 
The Rev. Pérez-Simons is married to Dean Pérez-Simons and is the mother of 
Christopher, age 24, and Lucia (Lulu), age 13. 
 
“Our family contemplated the various offers I received around the country, but we felt 
that FSC and Grand Rapids were the absolute best fit for us,” the Rev. Pérez-Simons 
said. “I like that Fountain Street is an urban church. I need a big space, and a church 
that is open to possibilities and wants to grow with me: in health, in vitality, in 
enthusiasm, in diversity and in numbers.” 
 
The Rev. Christopher Roe, Fountain Street Church’s Minister for Spiritual Life and 
Learning, said the Rev. Pérez-Simons will inspire members of the church, the greater 
community and the “rising generation.” 
 
"Mariela brings with her an awareness and a social competency that our congregation is 
craving, a sense of collegiality and collaboration that I have been praying for in a 
colleague, and a commitment to justice, the community, and diversity that 2020 and 
beyond demands of us all," the Rev. Roe said.  
 
After a national search that lasted more than a year, a search committee chose the Rev. 
Pérez-Simons to be Fountain Street Church’s 11th Senior Minister. Church members 
affirmed Pérez-Simons’ nomination Sunday, May 31. Pérez-Simons succeeds the Rev. 
Dr. W. Frederick Wooden, who retired in April after 15 years as Senior Minister of 
Fountain Street Church.  
 
Fountain Street Church is a 150-year-old liberal, non-denominational congregation in 
the heart of Grand Rapids, Michigan, known for progressive theology and social action. 
It has a rich history of hosting notable musicians and groups, such as Ella Fitzgerald 
and U2, and speakers, such as Michael Moore and Gloria Steinem, in its 1920s 
Romanesque Revival sanctuary. More information at fountainstreet.org. 
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