
Asheville Citizen-Times - 10/05/2024 Page : C01

October 8, 2024 2:03 pm (GMT -4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Asheville Citizen Times | SATURDAY, OCTOBER 5, 2024 | 1C

M
ost traditional vending machines offer candy bars and other snacks, while a growing number of them sell every-

thing from tech tools to hair products and cupcakes at airports and malls across the country. h But what if you

could go to a vending machine to buy food and other items for individuals in need? Buy diapers and infant

formula for a struggling family, purchase a white cane for a visually impaired person or buy apples to be distrib-

uted by a food bank – all by making a donation at a vending machine? h Such an apparatus exists, and it’s called a “Light the

World Giving Machine.” Three will make their debut at an Oklahoma City park as part of the Oklahoma Church of Jesus Christ of

Latter-day Saints’ Light the World initiative.
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New vending machines 
let you donate directly to local charities

Carla Hinton The Oklahoman | USA TODAY NETWORK

See VENDING, Page 2C
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Someone quoted the French film di-
rector Claude Chabrol: “The truth today
is not the truth tomorrow.” I’m not sure
the context for that claim, but it made
me take a moment to reflect on the truth
of it. As most statements on Big Sub-
jects, it matters if we’re talking about in-
dividuals or something greater. While
considering that quote, I came across
another thought that seemed to inter-
sect: “What was once right may now be
wrong.” This was from Adam Grant’s
book, “Think Again,” where he explains:
“We often prefer the ease of hanging on
to old views over the difficulty of grap-
pling with new ones.” We have a “resis-
tance to rethinking.” Our tendency is to

pay closer attention to viewpoints “that
make us feel good, instead of ideas that
make us think hard.” Adam Grant cer-
tainly makes us think harder, to ques-
tion ourselves and the assumptions that
shape our opinions and worldviews.

It’s not difficult to apply this to reli-
gious beliefs. I suspect these two quotes
about the evolution of what’s true and
right may be complementary. We might
say: what “seemed” to be true or right
may no longer be true or right as we see it
now, in the present time. We change our
minds about some things (hopefully) as
we experience more, learn more. We let
go of some notions we once could swear
were true and right but now look on
them as outdated, insufficient or even
nonsense. As Adam Grant writes: “Re-
considering something we believe deep-
ly can threaten our identities, making it
feel as if we’re losing a part of ourselves.”

Those of us who have changed our re-
ligious beliefs or let them go altogether,
may go through a serious period of self-

doubt, uncertainty and instability, fac-
ing some fears about the loss of faith or
even the loss of God. We can feel strand-
ed in an unfamiliar wilderness. Yet this
transitional time can present wonderful
opportunities to explore a world of alter-
native paths that are true and right for
us. We may have a chance, perhaps for
the first time, to “think again.”

What once seemed right and true for
me was something better than this natu-
ral world — a supernatural reality. I be-
came so distracted by invisible things I
almost lost sight of the value of the vis-
ible, the here and now, the only world I
can actually experience with my reason
and senses. It seemed right and true to
turn from present reality and the real
needs of others, and spend valuable
time reading and preaching one ancient
book. Instead of using my “God-given”
mind and “gifts” to make the world a bet-
ter place, my attention was drawn up
and out, captive to the unseen “spiritual
world.” Thankfully, that distraction

didn’t narrow my vision for too long.
Though I still believed in God, my re-
newed focus was centered on what I
could do for others around me, not “right
and true” beliefs. I could leave old scrip-
tures aside and simply “live the mes-
sage” of human concern. Eventually,
when I chose to “think again” and let go
of faith, the feeling of loss lingered,
slowly fading, before dissipating in the
satisfying sunlight of a brighter and
more meaningful way of living.

That’s part of my story, but everyone
has their unique narrative. Some “think
again” and choose a new faith. Others
“think again” and choose no faith at all.
Yet others reconsider the true and right
for themselves, deciding to be open and
curious, to face forward into the search
for what is good, to discover the best way
of living for themselves. As I see it, it
doesn’t matter much which path a per-
son chooses, as long as they are freely 

What once seemed right may now be wrong

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND , Page 3C
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It starts the first time your baby pulls
to standing and you instinctively reach
out – hand cupped in midair, ready to be
a human airbag if a sudden crash threat-
ens a bump on the head. As they grow it
gets a lot harder to insulate them, liter-
ally and figuratively, especially when
sports are calling them to the field, the
pitch or the court. 

Physician Thom Mayer has seen al-
most everything. He trained in pediatric
surgery and trauma, and he did some of
the original research on traumatic brain
injury. Mayer was the command physi-
cian at the Pentagon rescue and recov-
ery operation on 9/11, was incident com-
mander for an anthrax outbreak, led a
mobile emergency team in Ukraine fol-
lowing the start of the war – and he
knows an awful lot about the good and
bad effects of sports on kids and adults.
In fact, he is the medical director for the
NFL Players Association and originated
the NFL’s Concussion Guidelines pro-
gram. And he really loves football. 

“I’m a Midwestern kid, grew up in
Anderson, Indiana, and didn’t want to
do anything except play football in the
NFL,” Mayer said. In fact, “I went to col-
lege to play football and did have a
chance to try out with both the Bears
and the Vikings.”

As Mayer tells it, the only things
keeping him from a storied career in the
NFL were his size, speed, strength and
talent. But what he might have lacked in
some areas, he made up for in ways that
have changed sports and those who
play. 

Mayer treats the whole person, and
he says what to play and when isn’t al-
ways black and white. 

He is also quick to note that while he

is medical director for the NFL Players
Association, he does not speak on be-
half of the organization. 

Force and contact sports

First, Mayer points out that concus-
sions are not confined to football. Soc-
cer is also a contact sport; in fact, Mayer
notes that the highest rate of concus-
sions is among female soccer players.
But football has the formula for bone-
jarring hits as players continue to get
bigger and faster. 

As concussions began to increase in
the NFL, Mayer said he and others be-
gan to consider the importance of eval-
uating and treating concussions
through science. “That led to a huge
amount of work, looking at, essentially,
force mitigation – taking the forces that
are involved in head trauma and reduc-
ing them, mitigating them as much as
can be possible,” he said.

Among the results, Mayer cites im-
proved helmets and rules changes that
better protect players.

“We have to continue our efforts to
ensure that both the short-term and the
long-term effects from that are ad-
dressed in a way that we can make a dif-
ference,” he said. 

Though Mayer said he didn’t set out
to change youth, high school or college
sports, there has been a benefit for all
contact sports.

But the real question he hears from
parents is more direct: Should I let my
child play sports?

His answer is nuanced.
“Like anything in life, there’s a spec-

trum,” Mayer said. “The spectrum goes
from don’t play football, don’t play con-
tact sports – I’m sure there are doctors
that when parents say, ‘Is it safe for my
kid to play football, lacrosse, soccer,
hockey?’ they might say, ‘Never – just
don’t do it.’ ” 

Mayer is not that doctor. He thinks
that level of reaction “misses the fact
that there are huge, huge benefits to

physical activity, to playing on a team,
to understanding working hard and sac-
rificing for the good of a team, teamwork
– all skills that we’re going to need
throughout our entire life.”

Moreover, no matter what the age,
Mayer said exercise is a critical factor in
good health. 

“There’s so many benefits physically,
mentally, spiritually, psychologically
and as it turns out, longevity, that come
from an active life,” he said. “When you
put that in perspective, you come up
with an equation that says (sports are)
important – not necessarily to play foot-
ball. To me, that’s an individual decision
that people have to make.”

Mayer wants every discussion of a
child playing sports to start with that
child’s deep joy. Why does the child

want to play a sport? Is it important to
them and if so, why?

“Listen to them, and see what they
have to say about that, and begin to say,
‘OK, I’m with you. Are you willing to
practice? Are you willing to get your
homework done before you go to prac-
tice? Are you willing to make sure your
uniform is clean? Are you willing to do
all the things that it takes before you
even get in the car to go to practice in the
first place? Are you willing to go when
you don’t even feel like going?’ I think
parents should be having those conver-
sations about anything that their child
might engage in,” he said. 

That all said, it’s a game, and it
should be fun. For any sport, Mayer said
parents should consider the coaching,
access to athletic trainers and the cul-
ture of the program – it should be posi-
tive. Fun is so important to him that
when he coached, it was part of the
chant at the start and end of every prac-
tice.

If pressed on the football question,
Mayer said contact football before ages
12 to 14 probably isn’t necessary. For
younger ages, Mayer said flag football
brings the teamwork and other impor-
tant aspects of the sport without the
contact. 

“Lining them up, and having pads
and helmets, 7- or 8-year-old kids play-
ing Oklahoma (contact) drills and head-
to-head contact, there’s just no benefit
to that. It’s not going to determine
whether they play in high school, col-
lege, in the pros at all,” he said. 

No matter when kids take the field or
in what form, the right program and the
right attitude can mean that what’s real-
ly important – “the people who are play-
ing the game, their personal develop-
ment, their ability to get better” – can
linger for a lifetime, Mayer said. 

Mayer’s latest book, “Leadership Is
Worthless ... But Leading Is Priceless –
What I Learned from 9/11, the NFL, and
Ukraine” (Berrett-Koehler Publishers), is
now available. 

Yes, it’s OK for kids to play sports 
Concussion expert
talks risk mitigation
Chris Worthy
Upstate Parent

USA TODAY NETWORK

Dr. Thom Mayer originated the NFL’s
Concussion Guidelines program.
PROVIDED

It didn’t really matter where I took my
four children, who are roughly two years
apart in age. The comments from strang-
ers were the same.

On Capitol Hill, perusing the Smithso-
nian Museums or, later, after we moved to
Texas, at the Stockyards in Fort Worth,
people didn’t hold back on their opinions
of my family. 

“Wow! You’ve really got your hands
full,” a stranger would quip, looking at my
kids ages 7, 5, 3 and 1. “Don’t you know
how to stop that?” others would ask with
a wink. 

Having a large-ish family is somewhat
unusual these days. Only 12% of adults
have four or more kids. Now that three of
my children are teens, the size of my fam-
ily isn’t something that crosses my mind.
I’m too busy raising them.

I’m not only working, but I’m shuffling
them to school, sports practices and doc-
tor’s appointments. I’m also attending
concerts, soccer games and parent meet-
ings while trying to have as much quality
one-on-one time with them as possible. 

“If you want to know what it’s like to
have a fourth,” comedian Jim Gaffigan
says in a particularly hilarious sketch,
“just imagine you’re drowning and then
someone hands you a baby.” The struggle
is real.

Of course parents are stressed

As I was pulling up a photo to show a
friend recently, she saw my calendar
open on my phone. “Oh my gosh!” she
said, observing every day packed to the
point that it was almost unreadable.
“How are you doing that?” I just laughed.

Isn’t every parent’s schedule full? 
I had the same reaction when Dr. Vivek

Murthy, the U.S. surgeon general, recent-
ly published a dire warning on the declin-
ing health and mental well-being of par-
ents, aptly dubbed “Parents Under Pres-
sure.” 

“Over the past decade, parents have

been consistently more likely to report
experiencing high levels of stress com-
pared to other adults. In 2023, 33% of par-
ents reported high levels of stress in the
past month compared to 20% of other
adults,” the report said, citing American
Psychological Association research. 

Nearly half of parents said “most days
their stress is completely overwhelming.”

It seems obvious that parents are more
stressed than childless adults. They’re
caring for other human beings, after all,
and that’s a huge responsibility. 

Good parents feel the weight of that re-
sponsibility, and it translates as stress,
even if they are healthy, organized and fi-
nancially stable. It’s like the warnings on
coffee cups at fast-food joints: “Coffee is
hot.” Tell us something we don’t know. 

It’s also hard to admit sometimes that
we feel overwhelmed. After all, most of us
wanted children. I specifically wanted a
lot of kids. So, isn’t this what I get? 

Yet, living with this level of stress for
25 years, as children grow from infants to
fully functional (we hope) adults, does
seem untenable. I’ve heard dozens of my
peers who are parents say something like,
“We just didn’t think it would be this hard
or this busy!” 

The surgeon general’s report noted
that parents (and caregivers) are strug-
gling with “financial strain and economic
instability, time demands, concerns over
children’s health and safety, parental iso-
lation and loneliness, difficulty managing
technology and social media, and cultural
pressures.” I can say with certainty that
I’ve experienced all of these, and so have
my friends who are parents.

The sense that parenting is over-
whelming has undoubtedly deterred
adults from having children. The birth
rate has dropped dangerously low. You
can almost hear childless adults look at
the rest of us and ask themselves: Why
would we want to do that? They look
stressed, tired and broke.

Should parenting be this hard? 

It’s not parents’ inability to handle

stress or even the task of raising children
that’s the problem. It’s often personal,
family and social expectations that create
the most stress.

In his book “Family Unfriendly,” Tim
Carney, a Catholic father of six and a col-
umnist at the Washington Examiner, ar-
gues that our culture has made raising
kids harder than it needs to be. One ex-
ample is an outsized focus on busyness
and excellence, seen most obviously in
the obsession with kids’ travel sports,
which cost parents tremendous amounts
of money and time. 

Carney argues that other factors con-
tribute to an antifamily culture, like how
neighborhoods are no longer walkable,
kids lack community and multigenera-
tional family connections we once had
have virtually vanished. 

As a parent of four, I couldn’t agree
more with Carney’s observations of mod-
ern American life. He longs for a simpler
way and suggests solutions that don’t
make it sound like the only way to im-
prove parenting is to live on a farm and
churn our own butter.

In an email, Carney offered his take on
the newest report. 

“The surgeon general is correct,” he
said. “Parents are overwhelmed, and that
is probably driving down the birthrate. He
is also correct to cite community collapse
as a cause. Raising children is not an indi-
vidualistic undertaking. It takes a village,
to borrow a phrase. As we become more
isolated and atomized, raising children
becomes harder.”

In his book, Carney suggests policy
changes for a more family-friendly Amer-
ica, like parental leave. He’s huge on
pushing a pro-marriage and pro-child tax
code: “A government should be partial to-
ward children, because a government
should be partial toward humans. Ours is
a government for the people, not for the
puppies.”

Get perspective; it’s normal to feel
overwhelmed

Most parents don’t live and think in

the policy realm. They aren’t powerless to
affect a lawmaker’s position on the tax
code, but let’s be real: Some of these solu-
tions may be difficult to enact, at least at
the behest of parents.

In observing my friends and my own
parenting ups and downs, it’s helpful to
get some perspective. Parenting is a sea-
son like anything else. Some discontent is
normal, according to the U-shaped hap-
piness scale, which found people are hap-
piest in childhood and young adulthood,
then least happy in their 40s − not coinci-
dentally, when many parents are raising
adolescents and teens − and happier
again in a person’s 60s. 

So it’s normal to feel overburdened and
overwhelmed during the parenting years.
However, misery doesn’t have to be the
default. My parents still say the best years
of their lives were when they raised my
brother and me. I’m halfway through par-
enting my four, and I’d say that is true for
me as well.

One of my favorite lines by writer Shel
Silverstein is from the poem “How Many
How Much”: “How much good inside a
day? Depends how good you live ’em.”

I try to challenge myself to reframe
feeling overwhelmed as a parent as an
opportunity to love my kids in the best
way possible. That doesn’t necessarily
mean doing more or signing them up for
more events but focusing instead on
quality time and interactions. Parenting
can be fun and joyful as well as busy and
hard. Your mindset is key.

“Have lower ambitions for your kids,”
Carney said in his email. “Put them in the
local rec league instead of the travel pro-
gram. Skip the extra violin lessons. Prio-
ritize fun and let them be bored.”

Carney also suggested “immersing
yourself in community − ideally a
church.” Finding support inside a com-
munity can improve everyone’s health
and reduce the stressors parents worry
over.

Parenting is overwhelming and hard,
but it’s also an incredible blessing and op-
portunity. Both can be true at the same
time.

Perspective can help ease inherent stress of parenting 
Nicole Russell
USA TODAY

choosing their direction, and the path is
not exclusionary. If the path we choose
welcomes the process of rethinking our
views in the light of reason, chances are
we will be alright regardless of what we

may believe.
Thinking isn’t the answer to every-

thing, as we know, though it has to be
central. Taking positive, healthy action
for personal progress follows from dar-
ing to allow new viewpoints to emerge.
If what we thought was true before just
doesn’t make sense any longer, our un-
derstanding of truth has grown. If what
we thought was right in the past doesn’t

work for us anymore, we make adjust-
ments and keep moving. That seems to
be fundamental — keep moving while
thinking; continually thinking while
moving. Where our free thoughts may
lead us, who can say. What we hold to be
truth, what we imagine is right, will un-
doubtedly change, and so will we, as we
learn not to hold too tightly to the yes-
terdays and once-upon-a-times.

It may be a good time to think again.
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” (www.chighland.com).

Highland 
Continued from Page 1C


