
Fools Fables
Discovering

Our Common Humanity
Since 1998

2022



On a beautiful, 
crisp day in Septem-
ber of 2001, I trekked 
up the hill to the First 
Unitarian Universalist 
Society of San Fran-
cisco for my first street 
retreat. I was exploring 
how I might serve with 
the Fools, having just 
arrived in the Bay Area 
from Boston where I 

had been serving at the UU Urban Ministry. I had known 
the work of the Fools through the beautiful stories and 
deep thinking of Kay and Carmen, and this would be my 
visceral introduction to the work. 

The gathered group was eclectic, as I would discover 
was entirely on brand for the Fools. A cluster of folks 
from a local Catholic parish, and smattering of UU teens, 
a few people who had heard in disparate ways about the 
experience and wanted to try it out. After we introduced 
ourselves by tossing the yarn into a gorgeous web, we 
prepared to enter the streets. Suddenly ‘discovering our 
common humanity’ was just a little intimidating to folks 
for its lack of specific instructions. A participant grilled 
Carmen on the question of whether to carry money, and 
whether to give money, and what to do if asked about 
money. This stirred the anxiety of others, who jumped in 
with more ‘what ifs.’ 

I still carry the body memory of being a witness to 
the interaction. My mind raced with the question of what 
I would do in Carmen’s shoes; my heart raced with em-
pathy for the folks looking for clear rules to follow; and 
my spirit was piqued at the challenge in Carmen’s actual 
response.

“Do it or don’t do it. Just notice what is happening in 
you as you make the choice.”

To each and every question, in somewhat different 
words, this was the teaching.

At once, I felt deeply the wisdom of the teaching, 
but instead of it washing over me as a comforting reve-
lation, it was deeply agitating. It defied all of the things I 
had learned through childhood, schooling, work, and the 
three years of ministry I had already completed. Spiritual 
life, I had been taught, was about discerning the right 

thing to do: carefully considering and then doing or 
being right. Being an agent of social justice, which I had 
defined as the focus of my ministry, also meant choosing 
the correct option to bend the moral arc of the universe. 
The urgency of that work had consumed me in my work 
as the director of a domestic violence shelter; the weight 
of the obligation of righteousness was something I took 
very seriously.

I could fill a book with the things I learned in my 
three years working with the Faithful Fools, but this one 
thing exemplifies what I took away and what has stayed 
with me throughout the many twists and turns of life 
and ministry since. Especially in those moments where 
I feel myself out of my depth, in a situation brand new 
to me or simply beyond my current comprehension, 
my actions matter, but they are not as consequential as 
my awareness of their source. And following from that, 
the practice of clarifying my attunement to the source 
so that I know that my actions can flow from my deep 
intentions to serve love, connection, compassion, and 
joy. The fear, guilt, shame, envy, anger and other emo-
tions that swirl in me also are teachers, and every time I 
let them guide my actions I also need to learn from the 
results.

The fools’ way is about attention, about letting 
attention guide and shape our beings, our relationships, 
and our choices. Our failings on the journey are oppor-
tunities for discovery, for deepening compassion and for 
knowing we are not alone. These truths have claimed 
me, saved me and shaped my work and life. 

I pray that the Faithful Fools Street Ministry contin-
ues through the hands and hearts of all of us who have 
been touched by it long into the future, and that we all 
develop a hunger for the discomfort that takes us to new 
depths of spirit that can bring healing, hope and justice 
to the world.

The Trek from Up the Hill
By Parisa Parsa

Parisa and her son on a 
7-day street retreat in 2001

Front Cover: A tapestry map of the path from the Unitarian 
Universalist Society of San Franisco to the corner of Turk & 
Hyde. Designed and stitched by Dustin Grey, Kirsten Hove-
Darr and Alex Darr, it depicts a Fool with a mirror, reflecting 
on the trek from up the hill to the Tenderloin. Thousands of 
people have walked this path as they entered the Tenderloin, 
creating a space within themselves to experience the TL as 
a retreat center—a place to discover our common humanity.
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Once upon a 
time, I was sitting in 
a circle of people and 
we were each handed 
a bag of modeling 
clay. The direction 
given by the retreat 
leader was to use 
the clay we received 
to make a form that 
represented us. As 
people wandered off 
into quiet spaces and 
began to work with 
their clay, I sat there 
with the clump of 
clay trying to conjure 
up an image that felt 
like it represented 
me. I squished it and rolled it and twisted it in various 
directions in my hands. Nothing came. I closed my eyes 
thinking that if I let my intuition take the lead something 
would magically appear. It didn’t. I couldn’t commit to 
one limited form or figure, even for that hour. When we 
came back together to share 
how our clump of clay had 
taken shape, I passed mine 
around the circle inviting 
people to knead it or shape 
it or put an impression of some sort into it when they 
received it. I shared with my retreat companions that I 
could not commit to any, particular and already identified 
form. I am continually changing and being changed by 
relationships and experiences in this ever-changing world 
This story came to me as I thought about these nearly 25 

years of Faithful Fools. 
Susan Knutson, who volunteered 

with the us for more than 12 years, 
used to say, “Faithful Fools is more of a 
living organism, than an organization.” 
Kay Jorgensen once said, “If we would 
have made a five-year-plan we would 
never have had what we have, because 
this... (she looked around the Fools 
Court at the space and all the people 

present and actively 
engaged) was not in 
our imagination!”

In Faithful Fools’ 
early days, Kay and I 
did not look to books 
on organizational 
development or 
how to structure 
a non-profit. Our 
Mission Statement 
arose from our life 
experiences and daily 
conversations with 
the people around 
us. We surrounded 
ourselves with books 
like Art Spirit by 
Robert Henri, and 

Letters to a Young Poet by Rainer Marie Rilke. We 
gathered circles of artists – poets, playwrights, ministers, 
musicians, accountants, film makers, painters, lawyers, 
photographers, clowns, bakers, professors, weavers, 
students, and actors – and many people, like me, who don’t 

have any identifiable 
artistic medium yet 
seek to live our daily 
lives as a work of art. 
We gathered around a 

shared mission and a sense of responsibility to be a part of 
co-creating a world, co-creating institutions and practices 
that really do serve the common good. 

We have all been handed a clump of clay with a 
mandate to create and give form to our lives. How 
exhilaratingly glorious it is to have such a responsibility 
shared with a community of courageous people who 
continually give shape to our shared mission. To say Kay 
and I are the “founders” is not actually true, for Faithful 
Fools is being forever founded. We simply opened a door 
to an infinite art studio where there are many artists at 
work with our lives.

Have patience with everything that 
remains unsolved…live in the question.

Rainer Marie Rilke

Creating as a Way Of Life.
By Carmen Barsody

Above center: Kay and Carmen on the corner of Turk & Hyde 
with Edgar one of our very first neighbors. 
Left: Susan Knutson on retreat with flowers.
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Any time Chucky Torres arrives at the door of Faithful Fools she brings a burst 
of energy, and her dog, Yoda, joins in with a little barking and tail wagging. Chucky 
Torres was a regular in front of the Fools Court beginning in 2011 and was intrigued 
by the people who lived in the purple building and by the mutual respect they shared 
with people on the streets. One day when Chucky seemed especially down, Faithful 
Fools co-founder, Kay Jorgensen, invited her to have lunch at the nearby Lafayette 
restaurant. To this day, she remains amazed that Kay took an interest in getting to know 
her and by how that “elderly lady” devoured an entire cheeseburger. Chucky is still 
embarrassed by the memory of how she nodded off most of the time during that lunch. 
At that point, she had been unhoused for two years, living with addiction, and carrying 
the weight of her painful and chaotic past.

Chucky grew up in Brooklyn and her world started to fall apart at age seven when her mother was killed and she became 
a ward of the state. The instability, series of abuses and traumatic experiences that followed, as well as contact with the 
justice system and various institutions, made her turn to alcohol and drugs to escape her reality. However, Chucky always 
did her best to transform her circumstances into something positive and ended up working in various roles advocating for 
youth; she even got an award from the City of New York for her outstanding work in community outreach. There was so 
much more to Chucky than her struggles but they were a cloud that loomed over her even when she tried to run away from 
them. For a while, she felt complacent living in a tent in San Francisco and being deemed an outcast, as long as her health 
was okay and she was not hurting anybody.  

Three years ago, Chucky’s life changed when she found Yoda, an eight-week old Jack-Rat Terrier, on a street in the 
Tenderloin. She believes Yoda saved her life as being responsible for the care of a dog made her think of someone other 
than herself. This was around the same time that Chucky’s partner overdosed which scared her enough to make changes. 
The Fools have remained a steady presence in Chucky’s life even after Kay passed and she remembers being able to go to 
the Fools to just cry. There were no judgments, no questions asked. The years of a steady relationship and consistent support 
allowed Chucky to begin to trust again and experience what it’s like for people to genuinely care for her, even when she 
didn’t care about herself. 

These days, Chucky finally feels stable and can even say she has grown. She is housed, has a desk clerk job that she 
loves, and has been on Methadone for almost a year. Her fear of disappointing and causing suffering to Yoda and those she 
cares about keeps her motivated. She even wants a chance to help people get off 
Fentanyl and believes that her experience going from hopeless to hopeful can en-
courage others. If Chucky were to dream, she would travel everywhere, starting 
with Italy, as her fondness for the History Channel reawakened her curiosity and 
love to connect with other people and learn about their lives.  

After Chucky’s most recent trip to NY for her brother’s funeral, she pro-
claimed upon her return, “I don’t need to go back again as you are all my family.” 
The feeling is mutual, Chucky! 

Chucky Torres:
Friend, Family, Fool

Fools make us who we are

Above: Chucky Torres, a Fool who remembers Kay Jorgensen . . . who enjoyed making 
friends over cheeseburgers and french toast.

Right: Leah, Chucky, and the unbearably good-looking Yoda.
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Charles Blackwell’s paintings adorn various walls of the Fools’ Court. When 
Charles Blackwell attended a Bible study group at Faithful Fools and ended up 
being surrounded by very eccentric individuals, he didn’t think he would return. 
The study group, founded by Barbara Graves, a Quaker, and originally hosted by 
St. Boniface Church in the early 2000s, ended up being “temporarily” housed at 
the Fools Court while St. Boniface underwent a retrofit. The temporary became 
permanent and soon the Bible Study evolved into a “Conversation of Biblical 
Proportions.” Attendees ranged from atheists to folks of all faith backgrounds 

and spiritual practices. The group became another avenue for the Fools to invite people to discover their common humanity 
and also work out their differences through conversation and deeper understanding. A terrifying experience in New Orleans 
amidst a hurricane evacuation (a year before Katrina) led Charles to reconsider joining the study group at the Fools, and he 
ended up being a regular participant and contributor over the years up until the pandemic. 

The study group became an anchor for Charles and a way for him to make a difference in individual lives and uplift 
people’s spirits. Charles’s experience of racism growing up during segregated times in California and becoming almost 
completely blind while in college left him feeling like a mental wreck. He experienced losing his will to live a number of 
times making him extremely grateful for the friends and communities that helped him to keep moving forward. He distinctly 
remembers being told to turn his “defect’’ into an asset when he lost his eyesight and that his ministry in life is to be in the 
cultural arts. When several Fools showed up at Hospitality House to support Charles’s exhibit, this acknowledgement of him 
as a visual artist and poet left a lasting impression on him. He has since blessed the Fools in return by donating artwork over 
the years and has introduced other people looking for connections in the community. 

The Fools’ use of the arts to reach people to instill inspiration and encouragement, and their belief that making a difference 
in one person’s life is worth the effort, deeply resonate with Charles. He shares Fools’ co-Founder, Kay Jorgensen’s activist 
spirit and admired her choosing a path of non-violent expression. Charles denounced the Vietnam and Iraq wars, advocated 
for Black Studies classes during his brief time in college, and led writing workshops in prison. He didn’t think he was good 
in school and felt that he got his real education through books and the Civil Rights leaders of his time. The book Blues 
People by Amiri Baraka introduced him to the music that has influenced much of his art. In a place like the Tenderloin where 
many people find themselves at the bottom of the barrel, he realizes that it takes a fool indeed to hang onto hope that it’s 
possible to rise out of deprivation. 

Despite being hit hard by depression during the 
pandemic, Charles finds reason to get up each day to use 
his talent from the opportunities that keep presenting 
themselves. Art continues to be his form of therapy that 
he also feels called to keep sharing with others. We Fools 
are tremendously grateful for how Charle’s visual art and 
spoken word never fail to enliven and soothe the soul and 
encourage us all to be activists rooted in hope. 

Charles Blackwell: 
Artist, Activist, Fool

Profiles by Leah Laxamana

Above: Charles Blackwell’s painting of Jazz Musicians.

Right: Charles Blackwell, JJ Rush, and Marsha Campbell 
pose after reading their poetry in 2006
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If you are willing to accept there is a difference 
between charity and solidarity and that solidarity paves 
a stronger path towards an equitable future, then surely 
you ask yourself how do we find solidarity with one 
another and especially with people who are located in 
far wealthier or far more impoverished communities 
than my own? If I can discover common humanity on 
the streets, where do I find solidarity? 

These are questions people often ask us. We 
tell them that it’s neither practical nor necessary 
for everyone to live in the Tenderloin. But it is both 
practical and necessary for each of us do the work of 
justice from where we are. Your community needs you 
to ask how your wellbeing is bound up with the people 
who live next door and with the people you vote for. 

• Charity requires a world of suffering so there is someone to serve
• Charity is invested in and maintains structures of poverty 
• Solidarity grows mutually respectful, powerful relationships 
• Solidarity links your wellbeing to those who are different from you
• Solidarity requires you to be invested in seeing the worth of every 

person and the whole community

Solidarity
So Very Different From Charity

Solidarity is the ability to imagine a more expansive 
whole, to imagine yourself as part of a multitude—the 
multitude of your block, your city, your nation, and yes, 
even of entire human population. It begins when you 
realize that when your neighbor is at risk, so are you. It 
sometimes begins when you see another’s suffering, but 
it can’t be guided by that single person’s suffering. No, 
solidarity takes a single person’s suffering into account 
and then looks to the whole. We ask, “What must be 
different in the whole to address this one person’s 
suffering and prevent it from happening to others?”

Empathy asks us respond to an immediate need. 
Solidarity asks us stop and think. It makes us reflect 
and ask, “If my neighbor can suffer this harm, isn’t it 
also going to happen to me?” We share vulnerabilities 
in our communities. From addiction to schizophrenia 
to terminal illness, our suffering can be relieved by acts 
of charity, sometimes by very simple acts of charity. 
But when we are not suffering in the moment, it is our 
work to imagine how our communities can be better at 
responding to the unpredictable and how to prevent the 
predictable. When we are looking after the wellbeing of 
the whole, we are doing the work of solidarity.

By Sam Dennison

Above right: Fools 
Silena Layne and Linda 
Chrisman hang out with 
Saint Ignatius  College 
Preparatory students 
and faculty during our 
first immersion after the 
pandemic.
Left: Linda provides an 
extra pair of hands mov-
ing Jo Smith’s artwork 
into her new home.

Right: Silena 
Layne and Ximena 

Gasca display 
the fruits of their 
labors after one 
of the first art 

workshops held 
at the Fools after 

lockdown
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As I was reflecting on the gift and legacy of the first 
25 years of the Faithful Fools, an exchange with my fa-
ther came to mind.  He came to visit me in Chicago from 
time to time before his death in 2014, and he would come 
with me into the juvenile detention center in Chicago for 
Saturday afternoon Mass.  He was definitely enlightened 
(as I had been) by his encounters with detained youth 
during his visits.  After one such Saturday afternoon, as 
we drove away, he asked, “Do you see much success from 
what you’re doing?”  To be clear, what I was doing was 
providing music for the masses 
and visiting during the week to 
offer presence and listen to the 
stories of the young people who 
were detained there.  The work 
that I do and the Fools do is not 
assessed in the usual way.  Was 
there less recidivism because I 
went in and sang Lean On Me 
once a week with the teenagers in 
jail?  Probably not.  But I believe 
that loving the youth who were 
there touched them in ways I’ll 
never fully realize.  And it was crystal clear to me ‘from 
jump’ that I do not enter spaces and communities of oth-
ers to transform them, but that I am wholly transformed 
myself by engaging relationships across difference.

Very early in the history of the Faithful Fools, I visit-
ed Carmen and opted to take a one-day street retreat while 
I was there.  I remember a degree of apprehension as I 
prepared to embark on my day.  It wasn’t about fear of 
anything or anyone I would encounter.  I just wasn’t sure 
how I would spend the day or be received by those who 
lived on the streets of the Tenderloin every day.  I was 
conscious of my white skin, my ability to climb into a 
comfortable bed at the end of the day, the fact that I was 
choosing this ‘experience,’ not being thrust into it by cir-
cumstance or illness or rejection.  I brought along a guitar 
to play.  It was a bit of a shield, I suppose.  It also gave 
me a way to relate to others without letting difference and 
history be barriers to connection.

After visiting the Fools, Carmen and Sam in particu-
lar, numerous times over the years, and finding ways to let 

our respective working and living intersect, I find myself 
sitting with the following foolish wisdom:

One, the work we do is ultimately rooted in relation-
ships, deep listening (to self and others), and presence.  
We strive to speak from the heart, have respect for all peo-
ple and perspectives, and listen deeply.  The Fools have 
helped me to enter liminal spaces, build relationships, and 
live these shared values more fully and authentically.

Two, through the synchronicity of Carmen’s and my 
parallel journeys, I have become acutely aware of what 

Thich Nhat Hanh refers to as “in-
terbeing.”  Carmen’s work with 
people who do not have homes in 
San Francisco and my accompa-
niment of people who are serving 
time in prison are illuminated by 
recognizing our common humani-
ty and the connection of all people 
with one another. 

Three, relationship with 
people of diverse experience and 
embodiment compels work for 
systemic change.  The more I care 

about the realities of incarcerated people, for instance, 
the less I am able to sit idly by and do nothing to dis-
mantle the unjust prison industrial complex.  The growth 
of compassion within me propels me to act for justice in 
relationship and to invite others to do the same.  

What I can attest to for sure is that my encounters 
with fools in many forms have changed me – at a cellular 
level, forever!  I see through changed lenses. I have come 
to recognize that the demeanor and actions of each person 
are shaped by story, by encounters throughout one’s life, 
both serendipitous and intentional.  It is my hope that I 
can offer a stillness to receive the stories, be open to the 
growth of relationship, and allow ongoing transformation 
in me - in us - to occur.

Success?  Yeah Dad, I guess so.  There’s a little more 
love in the world because we showed up. 

Transformed Through 
Presence

By Christie Billups

Above: Carmen and Christie, lo these many years ago, 
when their friendship was new. Christie is our partner in 
education and reflection, sharing our passion for learning 
and reflection from Lewis University in Chicago.
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When I think about Faithful 
Fools the organization, I can say that 
I was aware of, and knowledgeable 
about, its impact within the 
Tenderloin, a marginalized and 
underrepresented community. But 
what actually escaped my attention 
were the individuals who resided 
within the confines of that purple 
lavender color two-story structure.

I’ve discovered the two 
beautiful souls whom I consider to 
be co-creators, and the heart and 
breath of that towering structure, the 
sources and force that embellishes 
and emblazes an otherwise starkly 
darkened, unsettled, bleak and 
intimidating community. One has to wonder or give 
thought to what’s driving this force? Is it spiritual or 
natural? 

Well for myself, I found it to be its on-site residents, 
energetic stewards in the persons of Carmen B. and the 
awesome Sam D., from the onset of my acquaintanceship 
with them, I thought, “Gee, what an oddity.” I think that 
was what attracted me to them. Through my occasional 
interactions with them, I grew to appreciate and love 
their authenticity and gentleness and genuineness, 
and that speaks volumes. I was very apprehensive and 
ambivalent and cautious, especially towards non-profits 
which entered the community just for show, but these 
fools (and trust me, that’s an appropriate handle for these 
two Fools) are foolish enough in a great and daring and 
imaginative way to conceive and believe that a huge 
purple lavender highly visible structure and with highly 
visible community regenerative activities could influence 

The Amazing Founders and 
Residents of Faithful Fools

neighborhood improvement. 
It’s a place that’s ultimately, 
successfully and radically 
enhancing the quality of life 
by creating a safe and vibrant 
area, which is an awesomely 
amazing feat.

I often catch myself 
retrospectively wondering 
how I never noticed the big 
purple building with those 
2 marvelous individuals 

when I was living at the 
Burbank Hotel on the corner 
of Leavenworth and Eddy 

Streets. I became a Tenderloin resident on June 20th 
1984, after being released from CMF Vacaville, not a 
Californian by birth, but by circumstances beyond my 
control, but I was able to rise above my circumstances 
with the help of those community-based neighborhood 
nonprofits that that were effective back in the day.

My Blackness and transgender representation have 
often been found to be abhorrent and my presence 
unwelcomed, while I resided in that extremely diverse 
community that wasn’t always welcoming but Carmen 
and Sam, my greatest right to life defenders and 
advocates, have received and embraced me openly in the 
presence of their peers. They are actually accountable and 
responsible for whatever transpires on site or outdoors. 
Their labor hasn’t been in vain. The Fools are a sacred 
palace, as well as the Tenderloin. The Fools are tried and 
they have proven to be effective and I truly have much 
love for them. 

By George Bracey

www.faithfulfools.org
 @faithfulfools

234 Hyde St.
San Francisco, CA 94102 

fools@faithfulfools.org

(415) 474-0508

George Bracey and Jesse Johnson
Neighbors and friends who transform the Faithful Fools 

from an organization into a community


