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Walt Whitman, model for chaplains & secular saint
Chris Highland
Highland Views
USA TODAY NETWORK

“There will soon be no more priests …
a new order shall arise … and every person shall be their own priest."
—Walt Whitman, Preface
"Leaves of Grass," 1855
He’s been called America’s poet and
no poet at all. Some have even called
him a Christ-figure while others have
called him everything but the Antichrist
(and maybe that too). Angel or devil or
maybe a mix of both. He’d love it all.
Walt Whitman. Born on Long Island,
journalist in Brooklyn, clerk in Washington, D.C., during the Civil War, he
was attracted to the wildness in city and
countryside.
A child brought him a handful of
grass and his life-work was born.
“Leaves of Grass,” published in 11 editions, first appeared in 1855. Hardly anyone cared or dared to read it, except one
of the great minds of the time, Ralph
Waldo Emerson, who wrote to the young
poet, “I find it the most extraordinary
piece of wit and wisdom that America
has yet contributed … I greet you at the
beginning of a great career.”
The literary genius met the poetic genius and the spark was kindled.
Fired from his job as clerk at the Interior Department (the Secretary was horrified the author of “that book” worked
for him), Walt went on to work in the Attorney General’s office. Yet his heart was

This image of Walt Whitman is from
the National Archives’ Civil War
photograph collection.
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with the wounded soldiers in the national capitol, a city that had become
“one vast central hospital.”
In my years as a chaplain I often went
back to thumb through Walt’s mind and
words (he said his book was identical to
himself). I always have been impressed
by his service among the wounded and
dying. He seems to me the perfect example of good chaplaincy or any relevant ministry. He willingly walked into
suffering and became a model for anyone seeking to be a companion for others in their suffering.
“During those three years in hospital,

camp or field, I made over six hundred
visits or tours, and went, as I estimate,
counting all, among from eighty thousand to a hundred thousand of the
wounded and sick.” He comforted everyone, Northerner or Southerner.
“In my visits to the hospitals I found
it was in the simple matter of personal
presence, and emanating ordinary
cheer and magnetism, that I succeeded
and helped more than … anything else”
(Memoranda). His small pack and bulging pockets were often full of gifts for
the men including fruit, pencils, magazines and books. The greatest gift he
brought was himself.
Walt first served with the Christian
Commission, but when it became obvious they were more interested in saving
the souls of soldiers than bringing “real
aid,” Walt went on his own. His brother,
George Washington Whitman, had been
wounded at Fredericksburg so Walt
knew the infirm needed a different quality of “soul care.”
Whitman was no atheist. But where
do we root him in religion?
“My faith is the greatest of faiths and
the least of faiths, enclosing all worship
ancient and modern,” he writes in “Song
of Myself ” (43). Later he speaks bluntly:
“And nothing, not God, is greater to one
than one’s self is” (48).
Those most shocked by these statements need to press on to hear the full
message of the prophetic poet: “I call to
mankind, Be not curious about God … I
am not curious about God … I hear and
behold God in every object, yet I understand God not in the least.”

Learning from Jesus and the Centurion
Tim McConnell
Devotional
USA TODAY NETWORK

There was only one person who was
constantly with Jesus in the last 16 or so
hours of his life. It was not his mother,
Mary, as much as she wanted to be. It
was not the majority of his disciples.
Remember most of them had run away,
a few had followed at a distance, and
one only had made it to the Cross.
The one person who was close to Jesus from his arrest until his burial was a
person who did not choose to be there.
He was there because it was his duty,
his job, his assignment. This person
was the Roman centurion. We find the
story in Mark 15.
The centurion set out following orders, fulfilling his job requirements,
without the remotest idea that something amazing was about to happen.
But while doing a task that was tedious
and unpleasant, the centurion received
a revelation from God and was given an
opportunity to testify about Jesus.
So we read how the centurion arrested Jesus, carried out the flogging at the
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fun of Jesus. After Jesus was securely
nailed to the Cross, the centurion may
have relaxed from his duties as he wait-

about forsaking him.
He also noticed that Jesus did not
behave like most dying men. He did not
curse the people who mocked, or accuse the people who put him there. Instead he prayed for those who condemned him, he offered forgiveness to
the thief and to the ones who were killing him, and at the end Jesus turned his
Spirit over to God and proclaimed with
a loud shout, “It is finished!”
About noon, when the darkness
came, the centurion heard Jesus’
words, saw the darkness, felt the earthquake and knew this was not an ordinary assignment. This was not the way
an execution was supposed to go.
Jean Rousseau said, “Jesus died like
a God.” This must have been what the
centurion was thinking as he stood at
the foot of the Cross. Never had he seen
a person die like Jesus.
Of course he had not, for there had
never been anything like it before. The
moment he died, Jesus claimed salvation and eternal life for humanity. He
achieved victory over sin, death and
hell. He won back for humanity what
we had lost in the Garden of Eden when
our ancestors allowed sin to infect their
lives, and ultimately ours.
Now Jesus, lifted by the Cross, broke
the power of sin. So he declared, “It is
finished!” And the Roman centurion re-

I like to think that the centurion directed his testimony to no one in particular, but to anyone who happened to be
listening. Our testimony of who Jesus is
and what he has done in us and for us
should be ready to share with anyone at
the right time. There should be a constant desire and urge to tell our story in
hope that someone will find Jesus.
How faithful are we to testify to the
presence of Jesus in our lives? How often do we take the right opportunities to
tell the story of our transformation?
The psalmist says, “Let the redeemed of
the Lord say so.” If God has forgiven our
sins, changed our lives and put us on
the right path, we should have so much
joy that we want to tell as many people
as we can, as often as possible.
It has been said that testifying and
witnessing is “just one beggar telling
another beggar where to find bread.” If
that is so, each of us is responsible to
share the knowledge of the good news.
Often we try to make witnessing
more complicated than it is, when it is
simply one person telling another the
story of the Cross. One person telling
another, “Jesus is truly the Son of God.
He forgives sins and changes lives. Jesus changed mine and will change
yours. Follow him.”
This is the opinion of the Rev. Tim

Honesty is one major quality of effective chaplaincy: “In the faces of men and
women I see God, and in my own face in
the glass; I find letters from God
dropped in the street, and every one is
signed by God’s name” (48).
For Walt, any “God” must include everything and everyone.
Where do we root him in religion? A
deeper question may be: What is below,
under the beliefs, beneath the traditions
people hold so tightly to? Walt digs
down to deeper roots. He finds anything
divine in the earth, and in “comrades”
who, like him, are “absorbed” (a favorite
word for the poet) into a messy but common humanity — sensual and suffering
— intertwined in the beauty of the “Kosmos.”
“Every atom belonging to me as good
belongs to you.” (Song of Myself, 1)
Walt didn’t throw out divinity, faith
or scriptures. He simply absorbed it all.
He found all that within himself and became his own priest, his own chaplain.
Many people have tried to ignore or
even censor Walt Whitman. I find that
strange for one main reason: He was a
practicing chaplain who loved his own
life and life itself. I would think we
would want to have more of that living
poetry in our contemporary lives.
Chris Highland served as a Protestant
minister and interfaith chaplain for
nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer,
free-thinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, Carol, a Presbyterian
minister, live in Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com.
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Nov. 4
Harvest Sale: Lunch at noon, auction at
1 p.m. Avery’s Creek United Methodist
Church, corner of Brevard Road and
Glen Bridge S.E., Arde. Sale Crafts,
canned and baked goods.
Asheville Shambhala Meditation Center open house: 11 a.m.-1 p.m., 60 N.
Merrimon Ave., Suite 113. First Saturday of the month. 828-200-5120 or
https://asheville.shambhala.org.
Annual rummage sale: 9 a.m.-3 p.m.,
Grace Episcopal Church, 871 Merrimon
Ave., Asheville.
Juried crafts festival: 9 a.m.-3 p.m.,
First United Methodist Church’s Barber
Christian Life Center, 204 Sixth Ave. W.,
Hendersonville. More than 50 artists
and craftspeople showcase their specialties. www.fumchvlnc.org or 828693-4275.

Nov. 5
Celtic Choral Eucharist for All Saints:
5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity Episcopal
Church, 60 Church St., Asheville. Works
by Michael Sitton, Charles Wood and
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Margaret Rizza.
Candlelight
Eucharist
service is a weekly event and all are
welcome.

