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FOSTERING HEALING

Stacy Johnson, founder and CEO of Central Texas Table of Grace, spends time with a resident. ANDY SHARP FOR AMERICAN-STATESMAN

Full circle

Former foster kid built a safe place for children and teens in need.
By Kristin Finan
kfinan@statesman.com

I

t’s Friday night at the Central Texas Table of Grace, an
emergency children’s shelter
in Round Rock, and the house is
buzzing.
In one room, a 14-year-old
expertly covers the White Stripes’
“Seven Nation Army” on his
electric guitar, while a pigtailed
12-year-old practices a cheer routine with shelter founder and CEO
Stacy Johnson in another.
When one of the teen residents
returns after seeing her biological
mom for the first time in 13 years,
Johnson approaches with a hug.
“What was it like?” Johnson
asks. “Are you OK?”

“It went well,” the girl says,
smiling at Johnson. “I’m surprised
I didn’t cry.”
Johnson, 35, is uniquely positioned to offer support to the
children who walk through these
doors because she, too, grew up
in foster care, entering the system at age 2 and staying in it until
she opted to emancipate and be
legally recognized as an adult
at age 16. After jobs in both the
finance and automotive industries, she decided to heed her lifelong dream of running an emergency shelter for fellow foster children, weathering ups and downs
to build Central Texas Table of
Grace from the ground up.
Johnson continued on D4

Stacy Johnson spent her childhood in foster care in California before
being emancipated at age 16. CONTRIBUTED BY STACY JOHNSON

TELEVISION

For live ‘Jesus Christ Superstar,’ NBC turns to a Legend
By Mark Kennedy
The Associated Press

Most Easter Sundays, you can
find John Legend at home, helping cook a big dinner for family
and friends. Except this Easter.
He’ll be a little busy — being Jesus
Christ in front of millions.
Legend leads a cast that includes
Sara Bareilles and Alice Cooper
in a live NBC version of the rock
opera “Jesus Christ Superstar”
by Andrew Lloyd Webber and
Tim Rice.
It will be the latest addition to
the prime-time lineup of live TV
musical remakes that kicked off
five years ago with “The Sound of
Music” and includes “Peter Pan,”
”Grease,” ”The Wiz” and “Hair-

‘JESUS CHRIST
SUPERSTAR’
7 p.m. April 1
NBC

spray.” While the shows often air
at Christmas, this time it made
sense for an Easter broadcast of
the 47-year-old musical.
“It’s an iconic show. It’s meant
a lot to a lot of people for a long
time,” Legend said. “You want
people who are fans of it already
to be excited by our rendition.
But then also we want to attract
new people to the show, too.”
The musical explores the caustic intersection of politics and

showbiz, using a pulsating guitar- and organ-driven score that
includes “I Don’t Know How to
Love Him,” ”Everything’s Alright”
and “Superstar.”
Live TV musicals have become
progressively more complex, with
the use of cars and multiple locations, sometimes outdoors. But
“Jesus Christ Superstar” will be
more stripped down, an attempt
to capture a concert vibe. It will
be staged inside an armory in
Brooklyn with about 12 cameras.
The actors will be augmented
by a 32-piece band — including a
mobile, all-woman string quartet — and 1,500 people will be
in the audience, surrounding
‘Superstar’ continued on D8

SPRING CLEARANCE SALE!
Our big warehouse and showroom are full of great new
furniture and we’re marking down all floor models and instock inventory to make room for exciting new Summer
arrivals. This also means that all SALE items are available for
immediate delivery. Discounts vary, but many close-outs are
discounted up to 50% OFF! CLOSED Easter Sunday. See you Mon!

2785 Bee Cave Rd • across from Trader Joe’s • 512.347.1616 • CollecticHome.com

John Legend as Jesus Christ in “Jesus Christ Superstar.”
CONTRIBUTED BY JAMES DIMMOCK/NBC

*Sample Savings: OSLO Sofa $2625 $1999
ELSA Bench $2099 $999
*Items shown are subject
to prior sale:
HURRY IN!
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A resident of Central Texas Table of Grace displays his
cross during an evening meal Feb. 9.

Johnson
continued from D1

To visit Central Texas Table
of Grace, which opened in
summer 2015 and accepts
children ages 6 to 17 who
have nowhere else to go, is to
discover a place where fresh
flowers adorn the tables,
music radiates from the corners, and hair-braiding techniques, spelling words and
soccer practice are frequent
topics of discussion. There
are hard topics and hard
days, too, which Johnson
doesn’t sugarcoat, instead
offering compassion, empathy and warmth to the children and teens as someone
who has stood in their shoes.
“What I want to tell them
is, ‘I’m no different than you.’
I don’t have anything special. I’ve been through a lot
of hard things, but there’s
light at the end of the tunnel,” Johnson said. “It’s hurting now, but you’re going to
be really strong in the end.
It’s not all stress and turmoil and sadness. There’s
so much more.”

Growing up in care

Johnson was born in California and entered the foster care system at age 2 as a
result of neglect due to her
mother’s alcoholism. By the
time she was 14, she had lived
in nine foster homes, some
of which were abusive. Johnson’s mother couldn’t care
for her, but she and Johnson did build a relationship
during Johnson’s tween and
teen years.
“I remember riding the bus
downtown to see my mom,
and she was basically living
in the park,” said Johnson,
who moved around so much
as a child that she doesn’t
recall the names of some of
the cities where she lived.
“She would use her food
stamps and we would get
French bread and spinach
dip and sit in the park and
eat. We developed this relationship, but she never was
able to get it together.”
When she was 15, Johnson
moved into a group home
in Paradise, Calif., and told
a therapist there that she
wanted to work toward
emancipation, to be considered an adult legally in
the eyes of the system.
“I remember him looking me up and down and
going, ‘Well, you’re a little
rough around the edges, but

CENTRAL TEXAS
TABLE OF GRACE
Central Texas Table
of Grace is always in
need of monetary,
in-kind and activity
donations. Email info@
ctxtableofgrace.org.
P.O. Box 52, Round Rock,
Texas, 78680
512-244-4335
centraltexastableofgrace.
org

Stacy Johnson, founder and CEO of Central Texas Table of Grace, visits with siblings staying at the shelter Feb. 9. It
was important to Johnson for Table of Grace to accept both boys and girls so that sibling groups could stay together.
ANDY SHARP FOR AMERICAN-STATESMAN PHOTOS

you can do it. But you’re
going to have to get right to
work,’” Johnson said. “He
bought me the book ‘The
Seven Habits of Highly Effective Teens,’ and that book
literally changed my entire
life. Everything you would
learn in a ‘normal’ household, this book teaches you.
He gave me the book and
helped me start applying for
jobs. He touched my life in
such a big way.”
Johnson worked in a nursing home while completing
her high school courses, and
at age 16, exhausted by the
rejection she had experienced so frequently in her
short life, she went before a
judge and asked to be emancipated.
“Kids get on the merrygo-round of placements and
it’s hard to get off,” said Patrick Foster, administrator at
Central Texas Table of Grace
who has worked in various
foster care positions around
the state for 45 years. “It’s
pretty unusual, what happened to Stacy, for a judge
to agree to emancipate her
at 16. She convinced a judge
that she could do a better job
than the state of California.”
Johnson said she’ll never
forget that day.
“(The judge) asked me to
stand up and said, ‘All I ever
see in the courtroom is heartache and pain and suffering,
but you’re a success story,’”
Johnson said. “‘You’re going
to make it.’”

Taking a
chance on Texas

After emancipation and
graduation, Johnson moved
to Bend, Ore., where she
had a successful career as a
financial adviser for nearly
a decade.
Then, after giving birth
to her daughter, Rhema,
and breaking up with her
boyfriend, she decided she
needed a change. Although

PUZZLE SOLUTIONS

Answer :
SAILOR
ONWARD EXPORT
NEPHEW
OCCUPY
TANDEM
<Jumble
Solution>

goestoHere
For the bunnies
deliver the
Easter eggs together, it required —

“CO-HOP-ERATION”

she had never been to Texas,
she set her sights on Austin.
“I sold every thing I
owned, got on a plane with
my 7-month-old baby and
moved here,” said Johnson,
who came to Austin in 2012.
“Austin had such a community about it, there are things

to do everywhere, all the
time.”
Johnson began working
long hours at a car dealership but couldn’t stop thinking about the dream she had
had since she was a child —
to open her own shelter for
foster children.

“My first year I made
$100,000, but I was not seeing my child,” Johnson said.
“Her first word was ‘Bella.’
Do you know who Bella is?
The babysitter’s dog.”
Around the same time,
Johnson met Bill Krassner
on Match.com. On their third

date, she told him about her
idea for a shelter.
“The second she started
talking about it, I didn’t see
any reason she couldn’t
do this,” Krassner said. “I
encouraged her immediJohnson continued on D5
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Stacy Johnson with her daughter, Rhema, and boyfriend,
Bill Krassner. CONTRIBUTED BY STACY JOHNSON

Stacy Johnson, founder and CEO of Central Texas Table of Grace, an emergency shelter for children and teens in the
foster care system, tries some cheerleading moves with a resident Feb. 9. ANDY SHARP FOR AMERICAN-STATESMAN

Johnson
continued from D4

ately. I could see how passionate she was about giving back
and helping kids that were in
situations that were similar to
what she had experienced in
her youth. She’d say, ‘I don’t
have the ability to do it.’ And
I’d say, ‘Yes, you do.’”
That same night, Krassner
emailed her an e-book that
contained a step-by-step guide
to opening a shelter.
“By 10 a.m., I had read the
whole book and I was, like, on
step five,” said Johnson, who
hasnowbeenwithKrassnerfor
almost five years. “I was like,
‘I’m doing this. I’m ready.’”
First, though, Johnson
needed to find a job that would
allow her to continue to pay
the bills while also giving the
flexibility to pursue her dream
of opening a shelter. Enter Lisa
Copeland, a well-known marketer and fundraiser who at
the time was a managing partner of a local Fiat store.
“(My friend) told me I
needed to meet her because
she had this audacious dream
of building a children’s shelter
and she needed someone to
help her get it done, to mentor her and open some doors,”
Copeland said. “I agreed to
take a meeting with her, and
the first time I met her I just
fell in love with her. She’s just
infectious.”
Copeland offered Johnson a
special schedule at Fiat, made
some “strategic introductions”
in the interest of the shelter
and also helped Johnson with
fundraising.
“I was just the vehicle for
somebody who was absolutely
meant to change the world,”
said Copeland, her voice quivering with emotion. “That’s
what she’s doing.”

A seat at the table

Before long, doors started
opening.
Randell Casey of CyberDefenses offered Johnson a building space in Round Rock with
a deferred rent. John King Construction agreed to do the facility’s needed $50,000 remodel
for free. And members of the
local community, many of
whom did not know John-

A 14-year-old staying at Central Texas Table of Grace,
an emergency shelter for children and teens founded
by Stacy Johnson, practices his guitar Feb. 9. As a child,
Johnson was also in foster care.
Stacy Johnson, center, founder and CEO of Central Texas Table of Grace, sits down for a
meal Feb. 9. In the right background is shelter staff member Robert Alvarez.

Briana Felix, a staffer at Central Texas Table of Grace, spends time with a resident Feb. 9.

son, banded together to help
raise the $75,000 — or three
months of operating expenses
— she needed to have in the
bank before she could accept
her first placement of a child.
“All the love and support
that I was missing in my childhood,Iwasgettingthen,”Johnson said. “It just healed my
heart of every past abuse. I
wanted to help the kids, but
in my journey to help them
I was healed, because I realized that people do care and
they are good and there are
people who want to help. All
these miracles happened.”

Copeland remembers walking into the shelter in summer
2015 for the first time.
“I just broke down in tears.
I couldn’t believe it, from that
girlIhadmetayearearlierwho
just had a dream, no money,
no backing, had never raised
money before, really didn’t
know many people, to what
she had built,” Copeland said.
“She’s making a lot less money,
she’s working a lot harder and
she’s stretched further than
she’s ever been stretched. It’s
impressive.
“She came through the system and became a wild suc-

Our experts make house calls.

cess, and there’s no better
role model or leader for these
young people to see than her,”
Copeland added.
Every year, more than
17,000 children are removed
from their homes by Child Protective Services in Texas, and
frequently teens are the most
difficult to place. Although
children and teens placed at
Central Texas Table of Grace,
which can house up to 13 people, aren’t supposed to stay
longer than 90 days, some
have stayed for a year simply
because there was no other
place for them to go. It was

important to Johnson to accept
both boys and girls so that
sibling groups can be placed
there together.
WhenchildrenarriveatCentral Texas Table of Grace, they
receive a welcome basket filled
with items such as flashlights,
toiletries, water bottles, candies and their own copies of
“The Seven Habits of Highly
Effective Teens,” the book
that Johnson said changed
her life. When children leave
the shelter, Johnson signs the
book and writes a personalized message.
Rather than feeling institutional, the shelter feels homey,
with bright artwork, inspirational signs saying things like
“You are beautiful, you are
strong, you are worth it,” and
even an on-staff cook who
invites residents to make
dishes like homemade corn
dogs with her.
“The minute you come into
the door, it’s welcoming,” said
administrator Foster. “Our
No. 1 goal is to keep you safe,
and our second one is to be a
fierce advocate. We try to be as
warm and inviting as we can.”
Although Johnson lives in
Lakeway and is also pursuing
her college degree in public
administration, she works full
time at the shelter on weekdays and many nights and
weekends, too, frequently
accompanied by her daughter, Rhema, who is now 6 and
in kindergarten.
“She’samomof14kids—she
treats the kids at the shelter just
like she treats her daughter,”

boyfriendKrassnersaid.“She’ll
come home crying probably
four or five times a month
about how concerned she is
about the kids and how they’re
doing and what their futures
are because it’s a tough deal
they’ve been dealt.”
Johnson makes a point to
ensure that children and teens
at the shelter learn life lessons,
such as how to get an ID card
and how to do laundry, but
she also carves out time for
fun outings at places such as
Austin’s Park n’ Pizza.
“They’ve taken care of
brothers and sisters, they’ve
gotten themselves to school,
they’ve taken care of Mom or
Dad,” Johnson said. “They’ve
done all these things, and they
haven’t gotten a chance to be
a kid.”
Johnson added that her own
mom got sober five years ago
and the two now have a strong
relationship. Copeland said
Johnson is the type of person to always look for a silver lining.
“She’s a very brilliant
woman, but she’s also got the
innocence of a child,” Copeland said. “She’s somebody
who still believes in the goodness of humanity unlike anyone I’ve ever met. She believes
if she goes out and does her
best, things will happen for
her and things will happen
for these kids. How do you
not support that?”
Contact Kristin Finan
at 512-445-1732.
Twitter: @kristinfinan

EXCITING TWO-DAY
ESTATES AUCTION

April 21 & 22 ~ 10 am Both Days

INSPECTIONS: Thursday, April 19 from 10am - 5pm • Friday, April 20 from 10am - 5pm • Auction Days at 8 am

The James Dolan Jr. Estate – Former Director of the San Diego Zoo & Much More!

Large Collection of Vintage Jonas Studios Animal Figures, Collection of Original Animal Drawings by
Friedrich Wilhelm Kuhnert, Fine Art, French Antiques, Italian Antiques, Sterling Silver, Fine Jewelry,
Porcelains, Lighting, Architecturals, Orientalia, and Much More!
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A weekly feature, online daily and every Wednesday in Austin360.
8414 Anderson Mill Rd.
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