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not sure I'd call it a “worship service.” A
tall black man played the organ beauti-
fully as we sang “Now Thank We All Our
God” (with such a diverse blend of hu-
manity, it doesn’t seem right to identify
people by ethnicity, age, gender or dis-
ability — People Being Human Together
might be a more accurate description).

For the “special music” a soft-spoken
man stood and sang a lovely song he
read off his cellphone screen. You
wouldn’t think by looking at him that his
voice would be so pleasant but appear-
ances are not what they seem at Hay-
wood Street.

Another person stood up and asked
who would like to read the scripture.
From the back of the room someone
launched right in to the reading.

“Shared leadership” hardly describes
the reality of what I witnessed. The
most delightful aspect for me was won-
dering who the pastor was! No one pre-
sented themselves as the main leader.
No one stood up higher or spoke from
the pulpit, though one was available.
There were no robes or other vestments
to readily set apart a minister. Even the
woman who gave the “conversational
homily” was not identified either in the
bulletin or verbally (though I happened
to know she’s a clergyperson, there was
no sense that she had a special posi-
tion). The homily was engaging and
light, even with the serious topic of
temntation and nawer Tnvited hv the
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speaker, people did not hesitate to share
their thoughts.

The prayer time was quite unusual, at
least for me. Plastic bottles full of beads
were passed around and as each person
spoke up with their concern or grateful-
ness, we all shook our shakers as a kind
of “amen.” The man who led the prayers
was very sensitive and loving to each
person, giving them time to make their
request or to vent their feelings.

Asthe service was closing, a different
woman stood behind the communion
table and tore the bread. She may have
been clergy, but was never identified.

“The unidentified.” Maybe that’s a
central meaning of the gathering. It was
obvious that many of the congregation
were known to each other and there was
apalpable affection in the air. Each indi-
vidual seemed valued, identified as one
of “God’s people,” yet no one was sin-
gled out as “one of them or those.”

Strangely, I felt almost at home. The
mixture of humanity was a mingling I
was used to from years of chaplaincy.
This kind of gathering was exactly what
I thought “church” should be - delight-
fully diverse, fully inclusive, “earthy
and honest,” and always a bit unpredict-
able, slightly crazy. A place where “all
misfits could fit.” Even misfit chaplains,
or writers.

A woman wore a shirt that said, “Ho-
ly Chaos,” which seemed to express the
experience pretty well.

The Haywood website lists more
than 20 congregations and nearly 30 or-
ganizations who support their work. An

impressive array of partners. I can see
whv en manv want ta narticinate in thic
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“church experience.”

While people walked, rolled and
shuffled their way to the table, I slipped
out the back. I'd seen enough, felt
enough. I think I'd already partaken of
the bread of community and blood of
humanity.
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Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant 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 Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com.
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FAIR

Working Together to Create a Sustainable Life

EST. 2010

100+ WORKSHOPS ON
11 STAGES OVER 2 DAYS
Learn directly from our stable
of nationally renowned experts

HANDS-ON & EXTENDED
WORKSHOPS*

Take your skills to the next level
MORE THAN 200 EXHIBITORS
Shop for the latest
sustainable products
FUN FOR THE WHOLE FAMILY
Activities for children of all ages

*Extended and hands-on workshops require a
separate reservation. All other workshops are
included with the price of admission.
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WNC AG CENTER | ASHEVILLE, NC
ORDER ONLINE AND SAVE 5!

Weekend pass *25 (°30 at the gate) — Single day pass *20 (°25 at the gate)

For more information and discount advance passes, visit
www.MotherEarthNewsFair.com
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APRIL 27-28

Children 17 & under get in FREE

or call 800-234-3368
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