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Sabbathoverm

See SWIMMER, Page 3C

JEWISH TEEN
HONORED FOR
PUTTING HIS
FAITH FIRST
J.D. Gallop FLORIDA TODAY | USA TODAY NETWORK

I
t was a nonstop grind, but after

five years of rising early to train

and prove himself as a top com-

petitive swimmer, it came down

to a higher call for Michael Shapira.

hWith no regrets, the 16-year-old

Florida high school junior gave up his

role with a state championship meet

in November because the event was

set to start sundown Friday – the

start of theJewishSabbath.h All eyes

were onMichael. h “Weknew for a lit-

tle bit that the statemeetwould be on

Friday night ... it was so close to sun-

down,”he said. “We talked to the rab-

bi, researched it. We did our due dili-

gence, and I wanted to be there.”

h That day, Michael scratched his

nameoffthe listof competitors.What

followed was intense pressure from

teammates, something the coach,Mi-

chael and his parents expected.

Shapira reads from a prayer book. ILLUSTRATION BY STACY JACKSON/USA TODAY NETWORK; AND GETTY IMAGES; PHOTO BY MALCOLM DENEMARK/FLORIDA TODAY

“When you sanctify God’s name in public ...
you show the world what it means to live with faith.

This isn’t about what I want. It’s about who I am.”
Michael Shapira, 16-year-old competitive swimmer and Orthodox Jew

LIVING

and sad. Later, they were watching television and saw
pictures of Martin Luther King. The child asked who
themanwas, soher father toldherabout thecivil rights
leader andhismessage of love and treating people fair-
ly. “Did they kill him, too?” she asked.
Young people form views and opinions from the

storieswe tell. In the eyes and imagination of children,
parentsmay be the first “gods.” Later, teachers, coach-
es and others are all-powerful Big People. They watch
over them, keep them safe, and teach them basic, es-
sential lessons of life. They create and destroy, com-
fort andpunish. They seem to control thewholeworld,
the child’s world. As a child grows up, they come to
realize they are now the Big People, the “gods,” who
control theworld. Andmaybe they understand that no
one is in control.
I find it rather strange there are parents who want

their children, along with every other child, to learn
lessons of their Lord in public school. Apparently their
children aren’t learning all they should at home and at
church. They ask (or demand) that teachers and ad-
ministrators include Bible lessons, prayers and other
religious activities during the school day. It seems
theseparentswantapublic school tobeanarmof their
church (similar to believers imposing their faith in the
halls of government). Are they afraid their childwill be
exposed to ideas and information thatmight be differ-
ent from the family faith? (complaining about “indoc-
trination,” they respond by pushing their own doc-
trines on others).
In Matthew, Mark and Luke, Jesus invites children

to come to him, and says, “Let the little children come

to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of
heaven belongs to such as these.” Matthew 18 reads:
“Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like
little children, you will never enter the kingdom of
heaven.” Then, in Mark chapter 9, Jesus does some-
thing rather remarkable, maybe very unusual for him:
“He had a little child stand among them. Taking the
child in His arms, He said to them, “Whoever wel-
comes one of these little children in My name wel-
comes Me, and whoever welcomes Me welcomes not
only Me, but the One who sent Me.”
Is this simply about innocent, childlike trust and

belief? Or is it about being curious, having a delightful
– perhaps wild – imagination, having an openmind to
listen, learn and grow to maturity?
If I told you I saw Bigfoot in the forest, heard an an-

gel in the wind, or God spoke to me in a dream, would
you believe me? A child might, before they learn the
value of curiosity, skepticism, and reasonable ques-
tions.
There are times in lifewhenwemight take a child in

our arms, let them know we value them, that we are
listening to them, that what they think matters. Then
we might pass along a wise and humble message::
“Your mind is a wonderful gift of nature; not every-
thing you imagine is real; not every story you hear is
true – so think about what you hear; don’t be afraid to
ask questions; it’s OK not to believe everything adults
tell you; trust yourself.”
Imagine the stories they could tell.
Chris Highland’s books and blogs are presented on

“Friendly Freethinker” (chighland.com).

Faith and fantasy through the eyes of a child
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

On an episode of the podcast “This American Life”,
a story was told about two little girls walking home
from school. One excitedly tells her friend, “I know
who the Tooth Fairy is!”Her classmate anxiously asks,
“Who is it?” The girl responds, “My Dad!” (she awak-
ened in the night to see her father putting a gift under
her pillow). Her friend runs home to tell her parents
their neighbor is theToothFairy!With a smile, they tell
her to keep the secret.
I’m not comparing God to the Tooth Fairy, yet it can

be a helpful exercise to consider what children believe
and why. At a later stage of life, a person may realize
what they were told or taught in childhoodmay not be
true. Those earliest stories deserve to be questioned
from a reasonable adult’s perspective.
No child is born religious. Faith is taught. The same

episode of “This American Life” includes a story of a
father with a curious 4-year-old daughter (what 4-
year-old isn’t curious?). She asks about Jesus and her
dad explains Jesus lived a long time ago, teaching les-
sons about love and treating others as we want to be
treated.Thedaughterwanted tohearmore stories.One
day they passed a local church and the girl saw a cruci-
fix on the building. She wanted to knowwho that was.
Her father explained that mean people killed Jesus by
hanginghimonacross.Of course thegirlwas confused


