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Peixoto, who’s also a military chap-
lain, had been preparing for the sets he
would play with the Portuguese Army’s
symphony band in late October, but he
put everything aside and started prep-
ping for the huge event only a few weeks
away.

On that Sunday morning, in his cler-
ical collar and large black headphones
among a crowd of white-robed bishops
and before an estimated 1.5 million
faithful, Peixoto swayed to the dance
beat he mixed with clips of papal
speeches.

Early into the 30-minute set, the 1978
exhortation by St. John Paul II to “not be
afraid” to open one’s heart to Christ
sounded out in Italian. Pope Francis’
words that the Church has room for all –
“todos, todos, todos” in Spanish –
closed out the set as pilgrims danced
and Peixoto smiled broadly.

He’d been up all night to mix in audio
of Francis’ speech from the previous
evening. And as soon as he received
Communion at Mass, he traveled more
than four hours back to his village for a
procession, said Silvana Pontes, one of
his parishioners who volunteers at the
club in Laúndos where “the DJ priest”
plays on several weekend summer
nights.

“You don’t think that we’re in a bar
with a priest. You just feel it. It’s so natu-
ral and people notice that,” Pontes said
in Ar de Rock, the parish’s little open-air
club on a shrine-topped hill above the
village. “People see that we’re joyful.”

When Peixoto was first sent here in
the mid-2000s, the parish was cash-
strapped and in debt from renovations
to the main church. But parishioners
were tired of bake sales and door-
knocking campaigns, so Peixoto called
onto the youth choirs to start karaoke
fundraisers.

And since he’d been in two bands in
seminary – though he had sold his
equipment and sound systems before
ordination, figuring his music career
was over – he livened up those events
playing rock sets from his laptop.

Within a few years, debts were paid
off, fresh church renovations were com-
pleted, Peixoto was taking professional
DJ classes, and most parishioners had
come to take it for granted that the
priest mixed a wicked beat at Ar de
Rock.

“In the beginning it was strange, but
now it’s the norm. They understood the
priest is also a person,” said Tania Cam-
pos, who was born and raised in Laún-
dos where she serves as catechist, choir
singer and Ar de Rock volunteer. As par-

ish secretary, she’s also been fielding
increasing numbers of calls and emails
from post-World Youth Day fans.

Five dozen volunteers kept the bar
going this summer on Friday nights –
not Saturday, since Peixoto celebrates
Sunday morning Mass – as hundreds of
people, sometimes three generations of
the same family, came to dance and
mingle until 3 a.m.

On the last night of the season in
September, volunteers in the kitchen –
decorated with license plates brought
by visitors from Arizona to São Paulo to
Switzerland – prepared 300 “france-
sinhas poveiras” sandwiches, said
Irene Pontes, a member of the parish
council and volunteer for more than a
decade.

The gooey meat-and-cheese spe-
cialty from northern Portugal is espe-
cially welcome after the bar’s powerful
signature drink, caipirinha. More than
1,000 of those were sold the first night
they were offered at a few euros (dol-
lars) a glass, said Andreia Flores, who
volunteers behind the bar and belongs
to Peixoto’s second parish in the nearby
village of Amorim.

Food and drink sales, as well as other
donations, all go back to the church,
which is readying its most ambitious

building project, a new center for youth
activities.

“This is why I’m happy to be here,”
Flores said. “Faith is to make others
happy.”

For Peixoto, DJing in and far beyond
the village has become a vital new way
to evangelize.

“I’m making these messages arrive
where the church is not,” he said of en-
gagements like the Halloween festival
with some 30,000 partygoers. There, he
re-mixed electronic dance beats with
words from Pope Francis’ encyclical
about protecting the environment.

“The people are dancing with sen-
tences from ‘Laudato Si’,’” Peixoto added
with a chuckle. “It’s not so much – two-
three sentences from the Pope – but if I
wasn’t there, it’s no sentence. It’s like a
small seed, and the Holy Spirit will do
his work.”

In fact, it was another document
from Pope Francis, urging clergy to go
find “the lost sheep,” that pushed Peixo-
to to work harder on his music skills so
that professional-sounding sets could
become a way to reach those who might
never step inside a church.

In Portugal, about half of young peo-
ple say they have no religion. Most par-
ticipate less in services and have less

confidence in the Church, and pray less
than older generations, according to a
recent study by Eduardo Duque, a pro-
fessor at the Catholic Portuguese Uni-
versity in Braga.

“Padre Guilherme says, ‘If we can’t
bring them to church, we’ll bring the
church to them,’” said Silvana Pontes.
While most who patronize Ar de Rock
don’t go to Mass, she added, some be-
come curious enough to ask about wor-
ship times.

So Peixoto plans to continue to im-
prove his DJ skills to bring a Christian
message to audiences who might have
never heard of Jesus — while remaining
committed to all regular parish activ-
ities.

As soon as he came off the stage just
before dawn at the Halloween festival in
Italy, Peixoto and his team of 12, who han-
dle everything from lighting to video,
rushed to the airport for flights back
home so he could celebrate afternoon
Mass for All Saints and All Souls celebra-
tions.

“It’s very important to me to not only
be the priest DJ, but be the shepherd of
the community,” Peixoto said. “The
world is not so closed to Jesus. But you
need to speak the language.”
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Roman Catholic priest Guilherme Peixoto plays a set, together with the Portuguese Army Symphonic Band, during Army
Day celebrations in Viana do Castelo, northern Portugal, Oct. 26. AP/FILE

I have to admit, I’m a sucker for sto-
ries of human kindness, goodness, gen-
erosity. Show me a segment of Steve
Hartman’s “On the Road” and “Kindness
101” or BBC’s “Call the Midwife,” and the
eyeball waterfall runs forth. To observe
people treating each other with good-
will, one person helping another with-
out expectations, elicits a powerful
emotional response. Maybe I’m just a
sensitive guy who feels more deeply hu-
man when I see other humans acting
humanely toward one another.

Some of this is due to the daily kind-
nesses I witnessed serving as a chaplain
on streets, in shelters, in jails and
schools. It got to the point I wasn’t really
surprised any longer. It’s commonplace
to find an uncommon degree of caring
and compassion in the most unexpect-
ed places. My chaplaincy team and I
were privileged to see people who had
almost nothing to give and give more. At
times we were able to connect a wealthy
person in the community – from a con-
gregation or business – with a person
they would have never met otherwise.

One Rotary president spent a few hours
with us in the office and at the free din-
ing room downtown and was so moved
she donated to our “homeless animals
fund” (to pay for shots, licenses and
food) and joined the chaplaincy board of
directors. A lawyer brought some un-
sheltered musicians to his nightclub for
a benefit concert raising monies for the
chaplaincy art program. A local restau-
rant owner hosted a group of our un-
housed community for a gourmet meal
over the December holidays. I could tell
countless stories of people helping peo-
ple, and often the helping went both
ways. Eyes were open as hearts were
opened. 

In a public park I once stood by as a
police officer hugged a man who had
just lost his child. Tears flowed all
around. My assistants, who lived “on
the edge” themselves, were consistently
with people – really “with” individuals –
to accompany people to appointments,
walk with them to reach their campsite
safely, make phone calls, hand them a
cup of coffee with a bus ticket. Many
practical things done with the heart of
humanity. As “the chaplain” I often
stood back to appreciate the beauty of
these moments knowing my role wasn’t
to bring something “spiritual” into the
scene, even if that were possible. Kind-
ness was all the faith, religion and God
we needed in those times. 

Kentucky farmer and writer Wendell
Berry is uncomfortable with the term
“religious.” His unease grows from the
observation that much religion “has
promoted and fed upon a destructive
schism between body and soul, Heaven
and earth.” He explains: “It has encour-
aged people to believe that the world is
of no importance, and that their only
obligation in it is to submit to certain
churchly formulas in order to get to
Heaven.” I think he plows straight into
the rocky ground of the issue: “So the
people who might have been expected
to care most selflessly for the world have
had their minds turned elsewhere – to a
pursuit of ‘salvation’ that was really only
another form of ... self-love.” This kind
of believer is so distracted by another
world, concerned for their own soul, he
“turns his heart against his neighbor
and his hands against the world.” (“A
Native Hill,” “The World-Ending Fire:
The Essential Wendell Berry”). Harsh
words. Indeed, the truth can sound
quite harsh sometimes. 

Berry’s words plant seeds for some
fertile thought. How much kindness
and true compassion are lost to another
world, to devotion that draws attention
up and out, beyond the needs of the pre-
sent? It seems to me, the more “ground-
ed” we are on the literal ground, the
land, the more we are likely to care
about that ground, that land, and the in-

habitants of the earth under our feet.
Personal salvation loses central impor-
tance in the face of what could and
should be done here and now, without
thought for one’s “heavenly reward.” 

I often relate this to my own nurture
in the rocky fields of Christianity. Com-
ing to see that an otherworldly, super-
natural mindset diverted attention from
the needs of others, and even my own
needs at times, I chose to redirect my
view to the near at hand, the needs at
hand. Acts of kindness were no longer to
please a Great Farmer in the Sky who
demanded obedient sharecroppers
raise a harvest for a faraway farm in the
clouds. Choosing to live with special
concern for the life around me sprouted
something healthier and more sustain-
able.

Someone shared a cup of kindness
with me, then someone else, then many
others. Why wouldn’t I, why wouldn’t
you, keep passing cups and pitchers of
gratefulness, expecting nothing in re-
turn, in this world, or any other?

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev.
Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books
and blogs are presented on “Friendly
Freethinker” at chighland.com.

Passing a cup of kindness, goodness and gratefulness
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his father thinking that now the family
had food to eat. But the father quickly
informed his son that this grain was not
for them to eat, but to plant when the
rains came in May. They were the very
life of his family for the future. When the
time came, the farmer with tears in his

eyes goes to his field, scatters the pre-
cious seeds, convinced of the truth of
the “law of the harvest.”

When the African pastors preach
about thanksgiving and the harvest
from Psalm 126, they proclaim, “Broth-
ers and sisters, this is God’s law of the
harvest. Don’t expect to rejoice later un-
less you have first been willing to sow in
tears.”

Jesus taught us by his life and death
to believe in the eternal law of the har-

vest. “A grain of wheat must die before it
can bear fruit.” Jesus gave his life away
so that the world could be saved — the
bread of life. God invites us to sow in
tears as we grieve over our sins, the
Church’s, and the world’s. We die spiri-
tually to our own interests, keep plow-
ing, watering, praying, studying, en-
couraging one another, even when it
seems the harvest will never come. It’s
not easy to believe that the Lord of the
harvest is faithful when all you see is

barren, dry ground.
But like the farmer, we must sow the

seeds, let go in faith, and trust God for
the harvest in our own lives, our family,
our church, our community and the
world.

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, retired Methodist 
minister. Reach him at 
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com.
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