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Two projects now under way in the 
Western Addition promise improved rec-
reational facilities for the neighborhood 

in the new year. Kimbell Park’s athletic fi elds and 
the Hamilton Recreation Center—which face 
each other across Geary Boulevard at Steiner 
Street—are both expected to be ready for ribbon 
cuttings by spring.

And now a new community group is working 
to revive the play area between the two projects, 
which has been largely ignored for years.

Friends of Kimbell Park was organized in 
2009 by local teacher Callen Taylor, who was 
spurred to action after the birth of her two sons 
when she found that local families stayed away 
from the park because of its poor conditions and 
safety concerns.

“I would go to the playground with my boys 
and be the only family there all morning,” Taylor 
says. “Besides the few dog walkers, the park was 
often deserted.” 

Although the athletic fi elds have always been 
heavily used, the rest of the park has been plagued 
by trash, poor maintenance and vandalized play-
ground equipment.

 “Th e playground was almost unusable due 
to broken equipment and trash,” Callen says. 
“Th e meadow was mostly a patch of dirt and the 
benches were falling apart.” Th e park was also 

attracting people who ignored the city ban on 
alcohol and overnight encampments. 

Th e formation of Friends of Kimbell Park co-
incided with other improvement projects across 
Geary. Th e Western Addition branch library had 
just been renovated and a new gym and swim-
ming pool were in the works at Hamilton Recre-
ation Center. Th e athletic fi elds at Kimbell Park 
were scheduled for a $3.8 million transforma-
tion—now in progress—that includes replacing 

the grass with artifi cial turf and is expected to be 
completed in April.

 “Th ere was a lot of positive change happening 
in our neighborhood and I saw the park as a way 
to bring everyone together,” Taylor says. 

While there is no shortage of community 
groups in the Western Addition, Taylor saw 
Kimbell Field as a unifying project that could 
bring together nonprofi ts, churches, families, 
schools and others. So she posted a fl yer seeking 
volunteers to help rescue Kimbell Park. 

About a dozen nearby residents responded, 
and they met at the Fillmore Street Cafe and de-
clared the formation of Friends of Kimbell Park 
in January 2009.

“Our goal was to clean up Kimbell Park and 
make it an inviting recreational hub and neigh-
borhood oasis for all people of all ages,” Taylor 
says. “As we began our eff orts we couldn’t help 
but see that the Hamilton Recreation Center was 
undergoing a complete makeover on the north 
side of Geary. Friends of Kimbell Park had to get 
moving.”

Friends of Kimbell Park has established close 
ties with city leaders and other neighborhood 
groups, and now $3.3 million in city park bond 
funding has been sest aside to restore the Kimbell 
Park meadow and the children’s playground, with 
work beginning in February.

Th e Friends are also exploring a site for a com-
munity garden and a mural project for children. 
Members of the group volunteer one Saturday 
each quarter to work with city gardeners to clean 
up the park and plant fl owers.

With its goal now within reach, the group 
is inviting other neighbors to join the crusade 
to improve the park and playground. Friends 
of Kimbell Park meets on the second Tuesday 
of every month, from 6:30 p.m. to 7:30 p.m., 
at the Marcus Garvey/MLK Jr Co-op on Eddy 
Street at Pierce. For more information, email
friendsofkimbellpark@googlegroups.com.

Kimbell Park
Playground
Finds Friends
New group catching up
to nearby athletic projects

Thanks to its new 
friends, Kimbell 
Park’s playground 
will be renovated 
while its athletic 
fi elds are getting 
a makeover.
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A Pastor Finds His Church in the City

“Calvary is a socially progressive church.
It is not a church that excludes.” 

—LAIRD STUART, senior minister of Calvary Presbyterian Church

By Fran Moreland Johns

A s he contemplates retirement at 
the end of January after 16 years as 
senior minister at Calvary Presby-

terian Church, Laird Stuart has a hard time 
picking highlights. But among his favorite 
memories of his time at the top of Fillmore 
Street are events that allowed the church to 
partner more fully with the community. 

“I wanted very much to have Calvary 
interact with its neighbors,” he says, and as 
soon as he mentions one connection—the 
open houses during the Fillmore Jazz Fes-
tival—he thinks of another—the weekly 
programs for neighborhood seniors. 

For the indefatigable pastor and head of 
staff  of the historic church on the corner of 
Fillmore and Jackson, the last 16 years have 
been fi lled with satisfying activities, many 
of which helped knit the church ever more 
indelibly into the life of the neighborhood.

Stuart and his wife Virginia met on 
a blind date on New Year’s Eve in 
1967 just as he was fi nishing Prince-

ton Th eological Seminary. Th ey were mar-
ried the following January, and through the 
years pastorates took them to Connecti-
cut, New Jersey, Michigan and Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, before they came to San 
Francisco in 1993. 

“We were hoping to move from a large 
suburban congregation to a church in a city,” 
he says, “although we thought it would be 
an east coast city. You never know.”

Most Presbyterian pastorates tend to last 
about a decade, but the Stuarts were widely 
supported and admired at Calvary, and so 
they stayed on. Th en in the fall, Stuart an-
nounced he would retire in early 2010.

As the new year approached, the Stuarts 
were looking forward to a quieter life with 
their children and grandchildren in a home 
they have purchased in Saugatuck, Michi-
gan, a thriving small town on Lake Michi-
gan with a vibrant arts community. 

But their retirement plans were short-
circuited just before Christmas when Stu-
art was named interim president of the San 
Francisco Th eological Seminary in San 
Anselmo beginning March 1.

“Th is was an unexpected development,” 
Stuart says. He had been active in the semi-
nary and served on its board, including two 
years as chair. “I will be the interim until 
they fi nd a new president,” he says. “Th ey 
hope that will happen in a year or so.”

A major project at Calvary dur-
ing Stuart’s pastorate—“I hope 
it won’t be my main legacy,” he 

laughs—was the earthquake retrofi t the 
church undertook after the 1989 quake, 
which came just after a million-dollar ren-
ovation had been completed. It took time 
to raise more money, so a plaque went up 
outside warning that the building might 
not survive a major earthquake. Stuart re-
members that some parishioners grew fond 
of the plaque, taking it as a public procla-
mation of their faith. 

Eventually the congregation opted not 
just to retrofi t but to improve, adding safety 
features and meeting rooms, and creating 
an atrium that exposes the old bricks care-
fully marked and brought from Calvary’s 
earlier location on Union Square, where 
the St. Francis Hotel now stands.

Th e lofty sanctuary, with its excellent 
acoustics, is often used for concerts and 
special events in addition to regular wor-
ship services. And many public and com-
munity meetings are also held at Calvary. It 

has become, in many respects, a civic meet-
ing grounds for Pacifi c Heights.

“Calvary is a Christ centered, biblically 
based, socially progressive church,” Stuart 
says. “It is not a church that excludes, but 
a church committed to justice and kind-
ness.”

Gender equality has always been among 
the things for which the Stuarts worked, 
both locally and in the wider world. Cal-
vary’s congregation includes a broad range 
of views but has tended to blaze its own 
trails, so it has been a good fi t for Stu-
art’s leadership. In 1978, the church called 
Deborah Wright as associate pastor—the 
fi rst woman pastor in San Francisco and 
the fi rst associate for a major U.S. Presby-
terian congregation. 

A dozen years later, the struggle was not 
for women’s rights but for the rights of gays 
and lesbians. It is a struggle that contin-
ues still, and one in which Stuart remains a 

leading advocate of inclusion, both locally 
and nationally.

“When the denomination voted for the 
fi rst time on the issue, we had a small group 
draft a statement as to why we want to be 
an inclusive church,” he says. “It was ap-
proved by the session [the church’s govern-
ing body] and presented to the congrega-
tion in an open discussion.”

The outcome was uncertain.
“We had no idea how it would 

go,” he says. “But it was a great mo-
ment. I was proud of the congregation, and 
grateful for the indication that they were 
behind me.”

During the AIDS pandemic in the 
1990s, Calvary’s HIV support group—in 
which both Stuart and his wife Gini were 
active—ministered to many people, both 
church members and others from the com-
munity, who were suff ering from AIDS. 

Such stands have not always met with 
acclaim.

“Once when I preached about the war 
in Iraq,” Stuart says, “one listener left with 
a parting comment at the door: ‘I’m never 
coming back.’ ”

Responses of this kind exemplify “a 
kind of rigidity, an intolerance of diff ering 
points of view,” that Stuart says he is sad to 
fi nd becoming more prevalent. 

“Particularly in the past 10 years, there’s 
been a tendency of people to gather in 
churches that express their partisan prefer-
ences,” he says. “Traditional conservatives 
and traditional liberals could live with each 
other, but now there’s a particular kind 
of conservative who only wants to be in 
churches of his own views.” 

But there are signs of hope, he says: “I 
think it’s getting better.”

A s they moved toward retirement, 
the Stuarts were looking forward 
to a much diff erent life in Sau-

gatuck, with time to catch up on reading—
and sailing, even if it’s on Lake Michigan, 
not San Francisco Bay. “I learned as a kid 
in Iowa, and both Gini and I love to sail,” 
Stuart says. 

“It will be fun to be in a small town,” 
Stuart was saying before his retirement was 
postponed. “We have very good friends 
close by, and Chicago is just a two-hour 
drive away.”

But retirement heaven can wait. Begin-
ning on March 1, Stuart will assume his new 
responsibilities as head of the Presbyterian 
seminary in San Anselmo. For this year, at 
least, the Stuarts will divide their time be-
tween San Anselmo and Saugatuck.
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 The U.S. Census Bureau is an Equal Opportunity Employer. Bilingual applicants are encouraged to apply. 

Temporary, part-time work (20-40 hrs/wk), Paid Training & Reimbursement for Authorized Mileage 

The U.S. Census Bureau is                 
now hiring.  

Don’t miss your opportunity to 
COUNT  for something important! 

For more information, call 

www.2010censusjobs.gov          
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