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LOS ANGELES – Even though Marvin Sapp finished
recording his new album before the coronavirus
rocked the world, the gospel singer believes his proph-
etic message of enduring transition and change still
resonates during the pandemic.

Sapp says his songs about being fearless of the un-
known was heavenly sent for his 12th album, “Chosen
Vessel,” out now. While recording, he did not expect to
release a gospel project during the pandemic, but he
hopes his album can help listeners overcome uncer-
tain change in the same manner as him.

Sapp, an 11-time Grammy nominee, is best known
for the platinum-selling hits “Never Would Have Made
It” and “The Best In Me.” Last year, he resigned as pas-
tor of the Michigan-based Lighthouse Full Life Center
Church, where he remains a chairman of the board of
directors. He made the move to Fort Worth, Texas,
where he is pastor of Chosen Vessel Cathedral.

With Sapp being a widower and his three grown-up
children leaving him with an empty nest, he said the
move was a “fresh start.” His wife died from complica-
tions with colon cancer in 2010.

In a recent interview, the singer spoke with The As-
sociated Press about the meaning of his album’s title,
how he’s handled the pandemic with his congregation
and the role of gospel music in today’s society.

AP: Your album and church have the same name.
What led you to call your album “Chosen Vessel”? 

Sapp: I didn’t name my album “Chosen Vessel” after
my church. Honestly, that would have been a great
marketing piece. I went with the name because I’m
flawed, I make mistakes, I have fallen short. But de-
spite it all, God decides to still use me. He chose me
when I wasn’t worthy of being chosen. We all have
flaws, things we must overcome. But no matter what,
when God chooses you, you are qualified based upon
his choosing. 

AP: How do you think your album will uplift listen-
ers during the pandemic?

Sapp: We weren’t even thinking about the pandem-
ic while writing the songs. But it feels good to know
that you had a hand on the pulse of what was about to
happen. The mind of God. The heart of God was to give
a musical message of encouragement. It was foretell-
ing.

AP: Why make the move from Michigan to Texas? 
Sapp: Believe it or not, I had three prophetic gifts

come and tell me that I was leaving Grand Rapids. I
thought on it for two years. It’s one thing to know it. It’s
another thing to experience it. When God wants you to
go – no matter how hard you fight to stay – he always
wins. 

AP: How tough was it to walk away from your
church and hometown?

Sapp: That was the real struggle. It’s easy when you
walk away when you’re 22, because you don’t have
much. …But at 52, you know, this is God, because
you’re too old to be starting over. I left everything. I still
have furniture in storage. I just packed my bags and

moved here. I told myself that I want a fresh start.
Honestly, it was the best decision for not only me, but
also the church I founded in Michigan. 

AP: How did you deal with the pandemic at your
church?

Sapp: We were forced into a space that they weren’t
comfortable with. Technologically in Michigan, we
were savvy. We had LED walls and top-of-the-line 4K
cameras. I got down here, they didn’t have any of those
things in place. For the first six months, we were just
putting everything into place technologically-wise. I
didn’t foresee COVID … but we shifted our member-
ship to understand the importance of going digital.

AP: Some pastors are allowing members to attend
church in-person. Have you done the same? 

Sapp: Being in a red state, everybody is having
church. Some churches are at 75% capacity. Some
evangelical churches are jammed packed. But I under-
stand the demographic of my church. I just started
having in-person services. However, we are only al-
lowing 125 people in a sanctuary that sits 1500. We to-
tally do what the CDC requires. Everyone must wear a
mask. We’re making sure everybody is six feet apart.
We have a professional team sanitize the sanctuary
before and after services.

AP: Did your new congregation push to have in-per-
son services?

Sapp: No. I surveyed my ministry to see who was
ready to come back. …About 80% of my members said
they wanted to leave it (virtual). However, there was
the 20% that really missed sitting in the sanctuary. So
we opened up them. We do it via reservations.

AP: What role does gospel music have in these
times?

Sapp: Right now, we need a message of hope. When
people are going through it, they may enjoy listening to
different R&B and hip-hop artists. When they need
messaging that’s encouraging and uplifting, they got
to go to the gospel. Gospel simply means good news.
My whole livelihood has shutdown. Now, I have to live
off what I’ve been singing about. That gospel message
is what the entire world needs to hear. 

Marvin Sapp on new album and dealing with pandemic at church
Jonathan Landrum Jr. 
ASSOCIATED PRESS

2D | SATURDAY, OCTOBER 17, 2020 | ASHEVILLE CITIZEN TIMES

In the Introduction to his translation of the ancient
Chinese scripture, the “Tao Te Ching,” Guy Leekley
writes: “There are serious seekers in every spiritual
tradition, and the nature of their quests varies. In
some traditions, they may seek enlightenment, salva-
tion, or the kingdom of God. 

Others may seek awareness of their own divine na-
ture, or union with the One, freedom from illusion, or a
life of loving kindness.” In this way, Leekley perhaps
invites all of us, on a sacred or secular path, to enter
this book with an expectation of awe. Indeed, he uses
the term “sacred” as a description of “the way of being
that is worthy of reverence and respect.”

I remember the first time I read the “Tao” in a college
World Religions class. A scripture that doesn’t men-
tion a deity, theology or a specific sectarian group was
surprising – yet surprisingly refreshing to a young
mind emerging from a narrow bubble of beliefs.

Everyone is familiar with the opening lines of Gene-
sis: “In the beginning God created … .” On balance, the
Tao opens with: “Any way that can be explained is not
the sacred Way. Any word that can be explained is not
the sacred Word.” Another Chinese translation puts it:
“The Tao that can be told of is not the eternal Tao; The
name that can be named is not the eternal name.”

Most holy books are long, with difficult, confusing,
theological terms that take “experts” to decipher. We

have to know something of the context, the ancient
cultures and worldviews which produced the writers
of those honored texts. This is interesting but not nec-
essary with the Tao. Not that its brief 81 chapters are
easy to understand. “We have been looking at it, with-
out seeing it; We have been hearing it, without listen-
ing; We have been touching it, without feeling … Re-
lease now into this timeless flow of the present mo-
ment. Awaken to the eternal Tao.” (chapter 14)

There is no call to worship the Tao. It is not divine,
but it is eternal, a part of everything – it IS everything.
As Leekley describes the Tao, it “represents the sacred
Way, but is also used to signify a fundamental pattern
of energy in the universe, energy that we can sense,
but not explain or describe … .” It seems reasonable to
understand the Tao Te Ching (meaning “The Classic of
the Way and its Virtue”) as a poetic presentation of the
human Path as it intersects with the nonhuman—a
natural, secular journey of life. 

The legendary author, Lao Tzu, who may have lived
some 2,500 years ago, is, like most founders of reli-
gions, lost in the mists of history and tradition. Yet,
this wisdom literature continues to have a powerful in-
fluence over Chinese thought. As the scholar Wing-
Tsit Chan writes: “No one can hope to understand Chi-
nese philosophy, religion, government, art, medicine –
or even cooking – without a real appreciation of the
profound philosophy taught in this little book.”

With our current climate of distrust for the govern-
ment of China (and racialized “China Virus” rhetoric),
it may be hard to seriously consider the teachings of
Lao Tzu. Yet, just as we need to separate the message
of Jesus from the governments that claim Christianity,
the wisdom of the Tao is not confined by the border of
China, or any other borders. Its universalism can be

instructive to people of any nation or belief.
Leekley translates the first verses of chapter 19: “Let

go of such lofty goals as becoming holy or wise, and we
will be better off. Let go of righteousness, and we will
treat each other with greater compassion.” Imagine a
sacred scripture instructing us to let go of being reli-
giously correct! This is the stunning power of this wis-
dom text. If we stop trying to be “right” maybe we can
focus our attention on treating others with thoughtful
kindness. 

I’ve often thought this is Religion’s blindspot – to
spend so much time and effort on showing faith and
proving devotion rather than living as better human
beings. Secular and spiritual people can best relate
and get things done when ethics are the common basis
of life and community. Beliefs change; what is good
and right and common sense stays fairly steady.

“It may be considered the mother of the universe, I
do not know its name; I call it Tao. If forced to give it a
name, I shall call it Great.” (25) A good alternative for
those who want to name and define a deity. “The True
Seeker does not grasp. The more she gives to others,
the more she has for herself.” (Leekley translation, 81).

The simply profound philosophy of the Tao,
grounded in Nature, Earth and compassion – wisdom
for all humankind.

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. Chris' new book,
"Broken Bridges: Building Community in a World Di-
vided by Beliefs," is now available on Amazon.

Understanding how the Tao speaks to us now

Highland Views
Chris Highland
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Submit your event at least two weeks in advance on-
line at events.citizen-times.com. Click on “Add your
event” to submit details.

Oct. 18

Online services: A majority of churches are still having
online worship services. Visit church websites for full
information. 
Ethical Humanist Society of Asheville: 2:30 p.m. on-
line. Topic is “Rooting Out Racism” with Jone Johnson
Lewis. Visit EHSAsheville.org for Zoom information.
Grace Episcopal Church: Worship on Zoom at 10:30
a.m. Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave., Asheville. Visit
www.graceavl.com. Annual pumpkin sale during Oc-
tober benefits Consider Haiti, a nonprofit that focuses
on clean water projects and medical treatment.
Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel open 11 a.m.-1
p.m. daily: Lake Junaluska Conference & Retreat Cen-
ter, Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. A sacred place
for prayer and meditation.
Asbury Memorial UMC: 10 a.m. Sundays on the lawn,
171 Beaverdam Road, north Asheville. Social distance
and masks required. Canceled in the event of rain.
Bring a chair. Online service at
http://www.asburymethodist.org/.
Pumpkin Patch: During October on lawn of First Unit-
ed Methodist Church, 566 S. Haywood St., Waynes-
ville. 828-456-9475 or https://fumc-waynesville.com/
.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Livestreaming Sunday at
10:45 a.m. and 5:30 p.m. 60 Church St., Asheville. For
pdates on services visit
www.trinityasheville.org/livestream-links.
Biltmore Church: Online services continue at 9:15, 11

a.m. and 5 p.m. at live.biltmorechurch.com or Face-
book. RSVP at
https://my.biltmorechurch.com/servicereservation
for Oct. 18 in-person service. Connect Groups encour-
aged to meet at outdoor venues with social distanc-
ing. RSVP at www.biltmorechurch.com/rsvp/for 6:30
p.m. Thursday services at Arden and Hendersonville
locations. 
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Teachings and ser-
mons on Facebook. Also live teaching at 7 p.m. Thurs-
days via Zoom. www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216
Whitson Ave., Swannanoa. 
West Canton Baptist Church: Worship service at 11
a.m. Service also on Facebook. No nursery until fur-
ther notice. 75 Lowe St., Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.
First Baptist Church-Canton: Worship service at 11
a.m. Also on Facebook, YouTube, or listen at http://
wptlradio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM. Links are at
www.canton-fbc.org.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Worship service at
10:30 a.m. Also livestream services on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org.
First Congregational Church, Hendersonville: Online
service at www.fcchendersonville.org.
Trinity Baptist Church: Online service at http://
tbcasheville.org/. 216 Shelburne Road, Asheville. 
Mills River Presbyterian Church: Online service at
www.millsriverpresbyterianchurch.com.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: Online services at
www.nativityarden.org. 2425 Hendersonville Road,
Arden. 
The Episcopal Church of Saint John in the Wilder-
ness: Online service at www.stjohnwilderness.org.

1895 Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. 
Newbridge Baptist Church: Online service at
www.newbridgebaptist.org and Facebook page. 199
Elkwood Ave., Asheville.

Oct. 20

Holiday Craft Fair: 10:30 a.m.-noon Tuesdays Oct.
20-Nov. 17, Etowah United Methodist Church, 110
Brickyard Road, Etowah. View items at www.etowa-
humc.org/holiday-fair/. Call 828-696-5567 or 828-
702-6793 noon-6 p.m. daily to pre-order. Pre-order-
ing required. 
Celebrate Recovery: 6:45 p.m. Tuesdays, Mountain
View Church, 2221 North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Fellowship and celebrate God’s healing
power. Biblical and balanced program helps overcome
hurts, hang-ups, habits. Contact Connie at 669-1981
or Jeanie at 669-4146.
Free puzzle swap: 9 a.m.-1 p.m. Tuesdays-Thursdays,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Bins of puzzles outside
church entrance via back parking lot. Wear face masks
while picking up and dropping off puzzles. 828-891-
7101.

Oct. 24

American Christian Fiction Writers S.C. Chapter: 2
p.m., North Anderson Baptist Church, 2308 N. Main
St., Anderson, S.C. Free. Visitors welcome. Writing
class offered first half, critique of members manu-
scripts the last half. Visit ww.acfw.com or
http://scwritersacfw.blogspot.com.

FAITH CALENDAR


