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When I taught several online courses through Cher-
ry Hill Seminary in Columbia, South Carolina, I reg-
ularly interacted with women students preparing for
chaplaincy positions across the country. Since Cherry
Hill is a pagan, or earth-centered, institution, our par-
ticular focus was providing chaplain services to pagan
patients and prisoners. I was teaching essential as-
pects of chaplaincy drawing from my years as an in-
terfaith chaplain.

Speaking with Asheville’s own “village witch,” By-
ron Ballard, I heard similar thoughts and insights for
any compassionate person to ponder. Sipping lemon
tea with her at Raven and Crone on Merrimon, she told
me her “land-based spirituality” is so rooted in the
natural world that “I can’t tell the difference.” Her ex-
perience of the world is indistinguishable from her be-
liefs and practices. This is due, in part, to her animistic
outlook—the world is teeming with soul and energy,
inviting humans “into a relationship” with all of it.

This seems to be a different level, a deeper under-
standing, of environmentalism. A kind of participa-
tory relationship where a person senses they are inter-
connected and inter-related with the earth. As she
puts it, “If you find the divine in Nature, you’re pagan.
Love the earth enough to fight for it [because] we’re
not just connected to it, we’re part of it.” 

Byron describes herself as a “polytheist goddess-
worshipper” with a reverence for the feminine that she
feels permeates everything. She is primarily dedicated
to the goddess Inanna, an ancient Sumerian deity, “a
savior who died and rose again” and a goddess of both
sexuality and war. Honoring Inanna helps Byron ap-
proach people from a place of love while she also em-
bodies “female ferocity” when she feels the need to
stand up and speak out. 

A Western North Carolina native, Byron has had
many opportunities to speak out. Involved with inter-
faith work since the 1980s, she helped organize the
first Interfaith Prayer Breakfast and she was a member
of a United Religions Initiative cooperative circle after
9/11. She knows many clergy in the area and enjoys
working relationships across the theological spec-
trum. 

Responding to a question about people who feel un-
comfortable with a witch, she said she listens, talks
about mothers (we can all relate to mothers), and af-
firms a person’s right to worship as they choose. Since
the ground is sacred to her, finding common ground is
a priority. This becomes clear as she explains the cy-
cles of the seasons, that we all have our personal sea-
sons of planting, growing, harvesting, resting. 

Byron’s community is the Mother Grove Goddess
Temple that has a chapel and office downtown across

from First Baptist Church. For the most popular holi-
days, Beltane in May and Samhain in October, up to
150 attend and celebrate. The coven has participated in
the Room at the Inn, Homeward Bound and other co-
operative programs. 

I asked her how the general public feels about pa-
gan/wiccan believers. She thinks there is more of a
pluralistic environment now, but Christian culture still
dominates and can discriminate. Minority religions
have to stay vigilant and sometimes have to take risks
to stand and be heard. We discussed the good work of
Americans United for Separation of Church and State,
a national organization with a Jewish director and
members who are people of faith as well as secular. Re-
ligious freedom should not mean preference or protec-
tion for one privileged religion. 

Our village witch has a refreshing take on tradi-
tions: “All religions have something in common: hospi-
tality.” When that intention is neglected, religion can
become distracted by divisive beliefs. Byron’s knowl-
edge of Christian theology and history helps her relate
and be hospitable to believers, even when they are in-
tent to evangelize. She smiles, yet it’s obvious her
“feminine ferocity” makes her a formidable voice of
balance in the face of the inhospitable.

Byron’s attitude toward humanists and other non-
supernaturalists is also hospitable. She said that peo-
ple can “come from a place of kindness, or fear.” The
most desirable approach is to “not be afraid of each
other.” Each person can “stand in their own tradition”
while at the same time speaking kindly with another,
listening to their point of view. 

Reflecting on the perspective that anyone “finding
the divine” in Nature is pagan I wondered about those
of us who don’t find divinity in the natural world but
still have a love for Nature. Maybe we’re not pagan, but
we can have a profound appreciation, even reverence,
for the earth and sense a deep inter-relationship.

On her website (myvillagewitch.com), Byron de-
scribes herself as a “rootworker” and “weaver of words
and webs.” She invites people to share “a nice cuppa
tea.”

She believes, whatever our stories, we share the
seasons and we’re connected to the earth: “It is Us.” 

Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister and
interfaith chaplain for many years. He is a teacher,
writer, freethinker and humanist celebrant. Chris and
his wife Carol, a Presbyterian minister, live in Ashe-
ville. Learn more at chighland.com. 

Wise words shared by a local witch
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

Byron Ballard, “Village Witch,” at Raven and Crone. CHRIS HIGHLAND/COLUMNIST

After an exhausting week working with Chispa Pro-
ject, Becky and I leave the Honduran mainland for a
family getaway on the Honduran Isle of Utila.

We board a twin-engine turboprop that takes us
over the three Honduran Bay Islands, Utila, Guanaja
and Roatán. The waters are a world renown scuba-div-
ing site off the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef System, the
second-largest in the world.

Our plane touches down on a landing strip that
crosses the island. We load into a tuk tuk, a motorcy-
cle-powered rickshaw, and drive through the tourist
side of Utila where I’m quickly entranced by the stun-
ningly blue shoreline. Ten minutes later, we unload
into an air-conditioned condo.

On the second day, I meet our neighbor, Ken Nelson,
a missionary with Legacy Mission International. Ken
offers me a golf-cart tour into a barrio called Campona-
do.

In literal minutes, we move from stunning beauty to
staggering poverty. I’ve not seen a landscape like this
since my National Guard deployment into the muddy
wards of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina.

That’s a fitting comparison since the Honduran gov-
ernment relocated mainlanders into this barrio after
Hurricane Mitch in 1998. The horrific flooding killed
11,000 people.

Being “relocated” out of Central America to an is-
land might seem like paradise, but it’s not a rescue.
English-speaking islanders see the transplants as in-

truders and prejudice runs as deep as this barrio mud.
Ken and I dismount below sea level and walk a

wooden pathway anchored into buried rock and wood
debris. The deeper we go into the barrio, the more un-
stable the planks become.

“Watch your step,” Ken said, “We don’t want to have
to pull you out of that mud.” It feels like the trek could
quickly become the proverbial long walk off a short
pier.

At the end of the footpath, Ken introduces me to an
11-year-old girl named Jocelyn sitting on a wooden
porch alongside her grandmother. Spina bifida has
Jocelyn confined to a wheelchair that has kept her
homebound for the past six years.

We join them on the porch where Ken speaks to
them in Spanish, and I can only nod for the next fifteen
minutes. Ken points to jewelry that Jocelyn makes, so
before we say our goodbyes, I buy a plastic bead brace-
let for a dollar.

As we return to our cart, Ken says he wants to hire
locals to construct a pathway through the mud so
Jocelyn can integrate into her community, but first he
must raise $10,000.

“That’s a lot of money to help one kid,” I say. “Aren’t
there bigger community needs?”

“Good question, but I think she’s worth it.”
I offer a neutral nod.
“Keep in mind the greater good that will bring

churches together. That will be a powerful message to
this neglected community, one that I hope will spur
churches to love on these people.”

We return to our cart and Ken points to a group of
men. “Many of the men live the leisurely island life, but
they need to focus on pulling their community togeth-
er. I think this project can help them catch a bigger vi-

sion.”
As the Spock of Star Trek so famously posed, “Logic

clearly dictates that the needs of the many outweigh
the needs of the few.” Like Captain Kirk, I’m not sure
that’s always right.

The next day, I sit in a beachside café eating pork
sliders and sipping a Coke. Becky tries to sleep in a
hammock rocked by an offshore breeze, but the noisy
grackles forbid it. I feel like we are cast in a Corona beer
commercial.

It has me asking myself, “How did I get so lucky?
How was I awarded working legs and medical care to
keep them walking?”

There is no rhyme or reason for the privileges we are
born into. So, while living on this side of heaven, the
only thing we know for sure is that we have power to
decide what we are going to do about poverty.

James, the brother of Jesus, asked his readers in
James 2:14, “What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if
someone claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can
such faith save them?”

Next week, I bring eight of my readers to Honduras
where we will address “the needs of the many” by in-
stalling a library in an underfunded school with the
Chispa Project.

Will such a project change things? Time will tell, but
it will most assuredly change us.

Contact Chaplain Norris Burkes at comment@the-
chaplain.net or 10566 Combie Road, Suite 6643, Au-
burn, CA 95602 or leave a voicemail at (843) 608-9715.
Look for Norris’ books at thechaplain.net thechaplain.
net or Amazon: “No Small Miracles,” “Hero’s Highway,”
and “Thriving Beyond Surviving.”
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Agreement reached to increase
alcohol limits on beer in Utah

SALT LAKE CITY – Alcohol limits for beer at Utah
grocery stores inched closer to the rest of the country
Wednesday under a legislative compromise in the
state where the predominant faith teaches absti-
nence from alcohol.

The agreement would raise alcohol limits to 4 per-
cent starting in November, a level that’s still lower
than almost all other states but would allow beers like
Bud Light and Corona to be sold, Republican Sen. Jer-
ry Stevenson said.

The agreement breaks a stalemate over a proposed

larger increase that was supported by big retailers like
Wal-Mart but opposed by The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints, which counts most lawmakers
as members.

The 4-percent-by-weight limit would allow most,
but not all, regular-strength beers in private stores
and on tap, said Kate Bradshaw, a lobbyist with the
Responsible Beer Choice Coalition, a group of manu-
facturers, distributers and sellers.

“It’s the biggest change in Utah alcohol history in
86 years, since prohibition ended,” she said. A task
force would also be assigned to study whether to raise
the limits again. Higher-strength beer, wine and spir-
its are only available at state-owned liquor stores in

Utah.
The compromise is palatable for the church as well.

Marty Stephens, director of government relations,
said the faith still had concerns but considers the com-
promise an improvement and won’t oppose it.

The deal cleared its biggest hurdle, the state House
of Representatives, Wednesday night, and it is expect-
ed to fare well in the state Senate.

If passed, the deal would also avoid the possibility
of a ballot initiative seeking the approval of higher al-
cohol limits from voters who have bucked state law-
makers on other hot-button issues like medical mari-
juana and Medicaid expansion.
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