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For the anniversary of Woodstock, August 15, 1969


A few years ago, I was visiting my brother, and we stopped in Woodstock, New York. That’s 
when I learned something I hadn’t known. Woodstock… didn’t actually happen in Woodstock.


The festival took place about an hour away in Bethel, on a dairy farm owned by Max Yasgur. 
And that detail matters.


In the middle of that summer weekend of 1969, with systems breaking down and over 400,000 
people gathered, Yasgur was asked to step to the microphone. He didn’t try to control the 
moment. He named it.


“You have proven something… that a half a million kids can get together… and have nothing 
but fun and music.”


In a fragile moment, he gave them a story. Not scolding. Not warning. Identity. And something 
held.


Everything about Woodstock ’69 should have unraveled: scarcity, rain, mud, no infrastructure, 
food running out. But scarcity didn’t produce violence. It produced cohesion. People shared. 
They adapted. They looked out for one another.


Why?


Because people weren’t gathered around a transaction. They were gathered around a spirit: 
we’re in this together. Participation, not entitlement, became the center.


Thirty years later, Woodstock 1999 tried again. Same name. More planning. More structure. 
Better infrastructure. And it came apart. Fires. Riots. Anger.


Scarcity showed up again, but this time it produced something very different. Why? Because 
the center had shifted. “I paid for this… so deliver.” What was once participation had become 
transaction. And that shift changes everything.


Families can talk about love and shared life, but quietly operate on scorekeeping. 
Organizations can invite participation, but function through control and closed doors.

Churches can gather people around a living spirit… and then slowly drift into compliance, 
where belonging is measured and managed. We can recreate the structure of something that 
once had life, but structure alone cannot carry spirit.


And maybe that’s the quiet whisper underneath all of this: we can build something that looks 
right, sounds right, even carries the same name… and still miss the thing that made it alive.


Which brings us back to the farmer. At the right moment, his voice didn’t divide or demand. It 
called people into who they were becoming. And they responded. They lived into it. Because a 
voice always shapes the gathering.


And that question lingers for me: What kind of voice am I bringing? Am I reinforcing 
transaction… or inviting participation? Am I shaping compliance… or calling forth cohesion?


