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COMING UP

fri Helen Schwab’s 
BBQ tournament: We name 
our best ’cue winner! CLT

TODAY’S QUOTE

“Each night, when I go to sleep, 
I die. And the next morning,
when I wake up, I am reborn.” 

– Mohandas Gandhi (1869-1948),
Indian civil rights leader

wed Kathleen Purvis: 10 habits of
happy home cooks. charlotteobserver.com/food

Last Friday night, March
Madness was in its televised
glory. And Taylor Swift was sing-
ing and strumming at Time
Warner Cable Arena.

Despite such competition,
Christ Episcopal Church man-
aged to draw 1,100 people.

The attraction: A doctor de-
scribing his time in heaven.

Not just any doctor. Sitting on
stage, answering questions from
the Rev. Chip Edens, the church’s

rector, was Dr. Eben
Alexander. He’s a
Charlotte native
who wrote “Proof
of Heaven: A Neu-
rosurgeon’s Jour-
ney into the After-
life.” His book is

such a mega-seller that he has
talked to Oprah – and Universal
Pictures won a bidding war to

turn it into a
(probably 3-D)
movie.

Christians be-
lieve life doesn’t
end with physi-
cal death, that
the soul lives on
– hopefully

with God. But that scenario has
always been a matter of faith
since those who die generally
get a one-way ticket.

So there’s a natural fascina-
tion with – and a big market for
– books by people who claim to
have had a near-death experi-
ence, in which most report trav-
eling down a dark tunnel, being
welcomed by dead relatives,
and running smack into a lov-
ing divine light. A few of these
books are intriguing; many are
cheesy attempts to proselytize.

Alexander’s “Proof of Heav-
en” is definitely in the intrigu-
ing category. Here was a man of
science who had been skeptical
of this idea of life after death.

After his own brain was at-
tacked by a rare bacterial infec-
tion, he had a unique seven-day
experience, in which he says
some part of him entered a
gateway to paradise, wordlessly
communed with God – or the
Core – and felt love and peace.

On Friday, Alexander was ar-
ticulate, soft-spoken and yet
passionate. He impressed this
reporter. Decide for yourself:
To watch a video of the inter-
view, go to the church’s website
(www.christchurchcharlotte.org)
and click on “Christ Church TV.”

Alexander is now a self-de-
scribed Christian who attends
an Episcopal church in Virgin-
ia. He told the crowd that his ex-
perience convinced him of the
following: reincarnation makes
sense, but hell doesn’t; scien-
tists know less than they think
they do, but there’s no contra-
diction between science and re-
ligion; and God loves all of his
creatures – Christians, Jews,
atheists, big-time sinners, etc.

Now that he’s back? “I’m nic-
er” and “I’m not afraid of death.
I know it’s not an end.”

I got in one question: With
Easter on the horizon, how
does he view Christians’ belief
in Jesus’ resurrection?

“I realize that Christ came to
show us the eternity of all of our
souls,” he said. “It’s all about
understanding that gift of love.
This talk about coming back to
life someday in physical bodies
doesn’t really make any sense.
It’s all about souls being eter-
nal. Easter is just a confirma-
tion of the real miracle of Jesus
coming back. But he was doing
that as a gift and … showing us
what we all have: eternal life.” 
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Thoughtful
conversation
on afterlife 

Alexander

Before we get to the appearance
on Food Network’s “Cupcake
Wars,” we need to talk about how
the Cornelius bakery Matty’s Fat-
ty’s got its unusual name.

When Madeline Baucom grew up
in suburban New York, she was
overweight and teased by other kids. They
called her “Fatty Matty” and “Fat-eline.” She’d
run home and weep.

Grown-ups, too. “They’d say things like, ‘You’d
be so pretty if you lost weight,’ ” Baucom says.

After her family moved to the Charlotte area
and Baucom started attending North Meck-
lenburg High School, she grew taller and the
weight distributed itself appropriately. But
she never forgot the sting of being chubby.

“I’m always on a diet,” she says. “I constantly
work out, and I’m always aware of what I’m eat-
ing.”

Baucom, 34, went to work as an
emergency room nurse and was
thinking of returning to school to
become a physician’s assistant. 

“All of a sudden, this popped in-
to my head – my mom and I used
to talk about opening a bakery.”

Her husband, Darius, encouraged her to give
it a go. You can always go back to school, he
said. But if this is your passion, do it now while
you’re young.

Soon she and her sister-in-law, Enza Fried-
man, were running a bakery out of Baucom’s
Mooresville kitchen and a nest in the rest of
the house for their children (Baucom has four,
Friedman three) aged 2 to 13. 

A year later, they leased a shop on Catawba
Avenue in Cornelius and opened on May 28,
2012.

‘Cupcake Wars’ tests rising pastry chefs 

MARK WASHBURN - mwashburn@charlotteobserver.com

Cornelius pastry chefs and sisters-in-law
Madeline Baucom, left, and Enza Friedman.
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W
hen they cut the ribbon last
month, it only made the ties
between a Charlotte family
and an African country
even stronger. 

The opening of the new Harding Me-
morial Bible School near Yirgachefe,
Ethiopia added another page to a
60-year saga of friendship, hard work
and faith. 

Bill Harding III first took his wife and
young sons to southern Africa in the
early 1950s. Generations of Hardings
then followed to spread the Gospel,
teach, build schools and orphanages,
start AIDS treatment and prevention
efforts, and bring clean water to tens of
thousands of families. 

In February, the dedication of the
Bible school, after two years of con-
struction, drew some 20,000 people to
the site. That included a delegation from
Calvary Church, a longtime benefactor
of the family’s efforts, and more than a
dozen Hardings themselves, including
Bill III, the 84-year-old founder of what
his sons call “the family business.” 

“He was blown away,” says his son,
Bill IV. “Walking behind him was like
walking behind Moses.”

A sea of people formed to greet him
and his missionary descendants, then
parted as they passed. 

PHOTOS BY BILL HARDING IV AND RYAN HARDING

Some 20,000 people gathered in southern Ethiopia last month for the dedication of the Harding Bible School. The school
marks the Charlotte family’s 60 years of serving the people of Africa.

A country, a school
and a family’s name

The dedication of the Harding Memorial Bible School marks 60 years of a
Charlotte family’s missionary efforts in Ethiopia and neighboring countries

▲ Bill Harding III, 84, cuts the ribbon for
the Harding Bible School in Yirgachefe,
Ethiopia. Harding spent two years in the
area in the early 1980s under intense
pressure from soldiers of the
then-Communist government. 

▲ The Harding Bible School took two
years to build and will train Ethiopian
missionaries. It is named for a Charlotte
family active in African mission work for
60 years

An Ethiopian
woman joins
the
celebration in
February of
the new
Harding Bible
School in
Yirgachefe,
Ethiopia. The
Harding
family has
spent 60
years serving
parts of
Africa.

Four generations of Hardings speak at the dedication of the
Bible school in Yirgachefe, Ethiopia, named for them. From
left, they are Bill Harding IV, son Bill III, his son Drew, and
Drew’s daughter Kaiden. In all, a dozen family members
attended the February ceremonies in southern Ethiopia.


