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At a time that artificial intelligence

and digital learning have in-

creasingly become go-to plat-

forms for early childhood education, ex-

perts are urging parents and educators to

remember there’s an iconic analog toy –

one that perhaps they played with during

their own childhoods – that is still among

the most effective ways for youngsters to

learnandsolveproblems ina fun, creative

way: Legos. h On International Lego Day,

Jan. 28, Florida State University hosted a

workshop showing how Lego bricks can

be vital tools for STEM learning, creative

collaboration and teamwork–all ofwhich

are important learning and life skills.

Legos still a powerful
tool for kids’ learning
and development
Steve Dorfman Palm Beach Post | USA TODAY NETWORK

See LEGOS, Page 3C
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ets fromdespair was theirmessianic vi-
sion and the idea of man’s capacity for
repentance.” To repent is to “turn,” spe-
cifically to turn to God, but also to
change yourway and yourway of think-
ing. The prophets of Israel had some-
thing more universal in mind.

That vision, Heschel explains, grew
from “the promise of messianic re-
demption,” since “messianism implies
that any course of living, even the su-
preme efforts of man by himself, must
fail in redeeming the world.” Rarely
speaking a gentle message of comfort,
“the prophet’s word is a scream in the

night.” (The Prophets, 1962).
I returned to this messianic vision

when a reader asked my opinion on the
“second coming of Christ.” Because this
belief shaped my faith so profoundly
during my Evangelical years, I know
how important, even central, the belief
is for millions. I recall how we preached
the Return of Christ to cause others to
turn or Return to Christ. A bumperstick-
er on my car, and button on my jacket,
proclaimed: “He’s Coming.” The intent
was to invite the question, “Who is com-
ing?” so the gospel of salvation could be
shared. Themore conversions, themore

souls were prepared for Jesus to appear
in the sky to fly home with him.

But then, along came this disturbing
thing called knowledge. In college and
seminary biblical studies courses, I was
confronted by not only the prophetic
messages fromtheHebrewBible but the
apocalyptic worldview of Jesus and his
followers. Upondeeper,more honest re-
flection, I formed a clearer understand-
ing of the meaning of “The Return,” to
First Century Christians and believers
today. A more reasonable picture began

The ‘Messianic Vision’ and the second coming of Christ

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 2C

Biblical prophets weren’t so much
concerned about the past or future but
the present. What is happening in the
world here and now? What is a faithful
response to the world as it is? What is
the role of the People of God, or any hu-
man being? As Rabbi Abraham Joshua
Heschel wrote: “What saved the proph-
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Christian music and concerts are expanding in popularity

It was fitting Rascal Flatts played the
first arena concert inMilwaukee in2026.
In addition to performing country pop

hits like “Life is a Highway” at Fiserv Fo-
rum Jan. 22, the band’s Gary LeVox, Jay
DeMarcusandJoeDonRooneytookafew
moments on stage to praise Jesus Christ
andshare theirChristian faith.
It’s a message that’ll be heard in Mil-

waukee arenas and across the nation
more than ever this year. The seismic
change in Milwaukee is happening as
Christian music nationwide is reaching
new levels of popularity.
Led by social media-savvy stars like

Forrest Frank and Brandon Lake, there
were 30 billion streams of Christian and
gospelmusic in theUnitedStates in2025,
accordingtomusicandentertainmentda-
ta firm Luminate. That was an 18.5% in-
crease fromtheyearprior –abigger jump
than for any other music genre. When it
comestostreamingofnewsongsreleased
within the past 18months, Christianmu-
sicalsosawthebiggest jumpinvolume-a
37.9%increasein2025fromtheyearprior,
according toLuminate-withrockcoming
a distant second with a 5.3% increase
year-over-year.
“I’ve listened to Christian music my

wholelife.Ithinkit’sthebestit’severbeen
creatively right now,” said Kyle Burnside,
executive vice president of global touring
forChristian concert promoterTPR.
Established in 2024 as a merger of

three Christian concert promotion com-
panies(Transparent,PremiereandRush),
TPRhasswiftlybuiltuparobusttourslate
with “one of the largest lists of consumer
data for Christian entertainment buyers
intheworld,”Burnsidesaid.Thecompany
sold 2 million tickets last year, making it
theworld’s20thlargestconcertpromoter,
according to concert trade publication
Pollstar.
“This is a different day and age for

Christian music,” Burnside said. “For
probably 20 years, four or five artists
couldheadlineanarena.Nowtheremight
bedouble that.”

Christianmusicevolves
foranewgeneration

After several years of steady declines,
the PewResearchCenter last year report-
ed that the share ofAmericanswho iden-
tifiedasChristianmayhave leveledoff, to
slightly above 60%. There’s optimism in
some circles for an upswing: evangelical
Christian polling firmBanta reported last
year that Gen Z andmillennial Christians
–acoreaudienceforrisingstarslikeFrank
andLake–areattendingchurchmorefre-
quently thanother agedemographics
“I didn’t see it coming...,” K-Love CEO

Tom Stultz said. “There is a major move-

ment ofGodamongGenZ rightnow.”
K-Love Inc., is the world’s biggest

Christianradioplayerwithapproximately
14millionweekly terrestrial listeners.
“This generation is suffering from

anxiety, depression, loneliness ...” Stultz
continued. “These kids are hungry, they
want truth, and they’re getting into scrip-
ture and studying it, and its changing
lives.”
“You watch the news every morning,

there’snotawholelotofhopegoingon,re-
gardless of yourpolitical party,”said John
Dougherty, festival director of the annual
Lifest Christian music festival in Osh-
kosh, Wisconsin, which has grown from
about5,000attendees itsfirstyear in1999
toananticipated30,000thisyear. “Chris-
tianmusictellsyouthere’shope,andpeo-

ple are thirsty for that.”
Rising Christian artists are quenching

that thirst with music and lyrics that
speak to them, in these times.
“If you wanted to listen to Christian

music before, the stereotype was it only
included songs youmay hear at a church
service,” said Kate Dordick, senior vice
presidentofbookingforFiservForum,the
multi-purpose arena in downtown Mil-
waukee. Frank’s music may end up on a
provided pop-leaning playlist on Spotify
or AppleMusic, or a Lake song could end
uponacountry-orientedplaylist,shesug-
gested. “There’s a stylistic diversity in
how Christian music is being recorded,”
she said.
“As aChristian artist for so long the ra-

dio stations onlywanted to play a certain

thing... “ Burnside said. “It was almost a
joke. ‘I’ve got this really great album, but I
need to write a couple more radio songs
before I canput it out.’”
Streaming and social media have

changed thegame.
“It’sgivingartistsalotmorefreedomto

takesomecreativelibertiesandmakemu-
sic they want to make,” Burnside said.
Withsomeof thosesongsbreakingouton
streaming, YouTube, Instagram and Tik-
Tok, “radio isplayingstuffthat theynever
would have played even five years ago,”
Burnsideadded.
That expandedmindset has stretched

beyond Christian music circles, with the
success making “some general market
producers more willing to work with
Christian artists,” Burnside said. Chris-
tianmusichasalsoexpandedintotypical-
ly secular music spaces, from “American
Idol” hosting a Christian-themed Easter
episode last year, to country superstar
and rapper Jelly Roll bringing crossover
appeal toLake’s2025single“HardFought
Halleljuah,”the latter’s biggest hit todate.

‘Freedomtobemore
honesty lyrically’

The success can’t solely be attributed
to sound and collaborators. Through so-
cial media, Christian artists are engaging
fans like never before. That’s what Frank
did after breaking two vertebrae in a
skateboardingaccidentlastsummer,doc-
umenting his experience and recovery
along thewaythat inspiredahopefulnew
song thathewrote, “God’sGotMyBack.”
“You can connect directly and release

songs at record speed,” said Jim Houser,
thechief radioofficer forK-Love incharge
of their live events team. “There’s an ex-
citement for content on demand that au-
dienceshaveahunger formoreandmore.
... It’scrazycomparedtowhat itwasinthe
‘90sand2000s.”
There’s another big difference today

from Christian hits of that era, Burnside
suggested,onethat’salsoemergedinoth-
er secular genres: “There’s more freedom
tobehonest lyrically.”
“I thinkfora longtimeinChristianmu-

sic there was this pressure that the lyrics
hadtobepositive,theyhadtobeuplifting,
theyalwayshad to tieanicebowon it and
had to have a nice resolution,” Burnside
said. “There couldn’t be any question of
doubt or fear. ... Christian artists have
beenwilling toexploreotherhumanemo-
tionsweall feel.”
Lake and Jelly Roll’s “Hallelujah” ex-

pressesdoubts-asentimentJellyRollhas
often expressed inhis owncountry songs
of struggleandaspired redemption -with
lyrics like “I’ve wrestled with the dark-
ness” and “My head, heart and hands are
feeling heavy.” And Frank’s biggest hit,
“YourWay’sBetter,”isdistinguishedbyre-
latable lines like, “I need a place where I
feel known/Cansomeonehelpme?”

Piet Levy
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
USA TODAY NETWORK

to present itself:
In Jewish tradition, the Messiah was

an expected savior of Israel (some be-
lieved, and may still believe, he’ll be a
spiritual leader like Moses, or a military
figure like Joshua, standing against the
enemies of Israel)
There have been a number of “messi-

ahs” in Jewish history
The Gospel writers and Paul believed

that Jesus of Nazareth was the prom-
ised Messiah (“Christ” in Greek) who
brought salvation to both Jews and
Gentiles
Though in some ways Jesus fits the

role of a prophet, it’s questionable if Je-

sus thought of himself as “The”Messiah
Jesus and his followers believed the

end of the world (the Day of Judgment)
was imminent.When he didn’t return in
their day, a theology was formulated to
explain his absence
Christians have used the story of the

return of Christ for two primary rea-
sons: hope in difficult times, and evan-
gelism (the “Turn or Return to Christ”
message. For centuries, the Church has
claimed “He’s coming soon ... so you
must be saved or be punished.” Almost
like a threat to make fearful people be-
come Christians)
The Book of Revelation “reveals” one

mainmessage: the “second coming”will
be disastrous for the majority of hu-
mankind. To state it bluntly, the last
book in the Christian Bible is yet anoth-
er scare tactic to terrorize people into

the kingdom. We might ask: Is this the
“good news” Jesus left us?
As I see it, without themyth of a sec-

ond coming, the whole Christian story
crumbles (if he’s gone forever, what’s
the point of faith here and now, except
to simplywait to die and go to see him in
heaven?)
As a freethinking humanist, I no

longer sense the urgency of a savior
from the sky. I see any saving—that is,
turning or changing—as our human re-
sponsibility.Noone is comingor coming
back to rescue us. I think the “first com-
ing” of Jesus was good enough. You
don’t have to believe he was God to ap-
preciate his teachings on compassion,
justice and basic human kindness.
(You certainly don’t have to believe in

his apocalyptic vision of the End
Times). Like many of the prophets, he

directed most of his condemnation at
self-righteous religious leaders, those
respected for their knowledge of the Bi-
ble and tradition. Looking backward,
primarily by adherence to ancient writ-
ings and traditions, doesn’t show a per-
son is faithful. Living an ethical life of
love is the evidence. Likewise, looking
ahead to the future, by promising heav-
en (or hell) or another appearance of a
celestial Christ, serves to distract from
the value of living now, here, in relation
to real human beings, alive and present.
Whether ornot amessiahor Jesus re-

turns someday, the present, and each
other, is all we have.

Chris Highland’s books and blogs are
presented on “Friendly Freethinker”
(chighland.com).

Highland
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Christian artist Brandon Lake performs at a sold-out Fiserv Forum in Milwaukee
on Oct. 10, 2025. PROVIDED BY TY HELBACH/FISERV FORUM

Forrest Frank plays the Iowa State Fair Grandstand on Aug. 7, 2025, at the Iowa
State Fairgrounds in Des Moines. CODY SCANLAN/THE REGISTER

WEST LAFAYETTE, IN – Parents
who rely on pacifiers to soothe their in-
fants may one day have a smarter op-
tion. Researchers at Purdue are devel-
oping “smart pacifiers” designed to an-
alyze breathing patterns and help de-
tect problems early.
Miad Faezipour, an associate profes-

sor in Purdue Polytechnic Institute’s
School of Engineering Technology, is
developing the patent-pending tech-
nology with University of Alabama at
Birmingham co-investigator S. Abdol-
lah Mirbozorgi. The project is support-
ed by a $1.19 million grant from the Na-
tional Institutes of Health National
Heart, Lung and Blood Institute along
with help from Purdue Polytechnic co-
investigator Smriti Bhatt.

Faezipour imagines the smart pacifi-
ers could workwell at home or in hospi-
tals, especially in neonatal intensive
care units, she said. Babies cannot ex-
plain what they are feeling or experi-
encing, but the smart pacifier could
give clinicians a clearer picture of respi-
ratory problems when other forms of
communication aren’t possible.
The technology works by sending

sound waves into the baby’s airway. A
tiny microphone embedded in the paci-
fier then records the echoes that
bounce back, the researchers said. Dif-
ferent tissues reflect the sound differ-
ently. For example, patients with pneu-
monia have water in their lungs that re-
verberates the sound differently than a
healthy lung.
“So the microphone senses the

breathing sounds, and then we analyze
those breathing sounds using signal
processing and AI to find these mean-

ingful correlations,” Faezipour said.
According to NIH research, respira-

tory distress is one of themost common
complications for infants in their first
week of life, especially for premature
babies. Identifying problems early is
crucial for the success of treatment.
The smart pacifier builds on Faezi-

pour’s earlier research analyzing
breathing sounds in adults, where she
studied how those sounds relate to car-
diopulmonary functions like lung vol-
ume and capacity, heart rate, breathing
rate or oxygen saturation level.
“After a while of studying these sig-

nals, we actually found good correla-
tions, so we thought, Why not extend
this idea to babies?” Faezipour said.
“Because it’s always possible to ask an
adult or an older child to breathe into a
device to be able to capture certain
things like lung function and cardiopul-
monary measures, but it’s not possible

for babies.”
Faezipour said her team wanted to

design a device that would feel natural
and comfortable for infants. Unlike tra-
ditional hospital equipment, which of-
ten involves multiple wires and sen-
sors, a pacifier is familiar and soothing
for babies. Because infants often use
pacifiers while sleeping, the device
could also conveniently collect clean
breathing data with fewer distractions.
The pacifier should be able to collect

enough data in just a few minutes of
use to be analyzed by an AI model Fae-
zipour and her team are developing.
The model is being trained to identify
patterns that indicate various compli-
cations.
The project is still in development

stages. The team expects to develop the
AI model and the sensor technology for
the next two years before starting trials
in infants in late 2027.

Researchers developing ‘smart pacifiers’ for infants
Cara Penquite
Lafayette Journal & Courier

USA TODAY NETWORK


