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LIVING

As Greg Zannetti jogs the streets of
Rome, it’s almost as if a Bernini sculp-
ture or a Michelangelo masterpiece is
breathing.

He’ll pass the Colosseum and seem-
ingly a centuries-old church on every
corner.

Sometimes he’ll practice wrestling
moves on a grass field with the dome of
St. Peter’s Basilica draped in the back-
ground.

“Today I just went for a run and, to
some extent, like running by it, it’s kind
of surreal,” Zannetti said in a phone in-

terview, adding a laugh. “Like I can’t be-
lieve I’m in Rome. It hits you.”

New Jersey wrestling fans are famil-
iar with the Zannetti name. Greg was
nationally ranked at Rutgers and a state
finalist for J.P. Stevens High School in
Edison.

His two older brothers, Gene and Jeff,
were accomplished college wrestlers
and operate the Wrestling and Winning
Mindset, a company that teaches men-
tal training to athletes across the coun-
try.

Greg, sporting cauliflower ears from
wrestling, still typically works out six
days a week, but he’s not in Italy to
train. Rather, he attends The Pontifical
North American College, a five-minute

walk from the Vatican.
The 30-year-old no longer wears a

headgear, but a clerical collar. Once, he
idolized famed wrestlers like two-time
Olympic gold medal-winner John
Smith.

Now, he counts people such as St.
Maria Faustina Kowalska as his heroes.

After six years in the seminary, Zan-
netti is slated to be ordained as a Catho-
lic priest in June and return home to the
Diocese of Metuchen.

For a long time, wrestling engulfed
his life and he’s still striving, using some
of the same traits that brought him a
haul of medals. Just, these days Zannet-

Former Rutgers and J.P. Stevens wrestler Greg Zannetti is attending The Pontifical North American College in Rome. SUBMITTED PHOTO 

FROM THE MAT
TO THE ALTAR

Greg Zannetti in a semifinal match of
the 2008 NJSIAA wrestling
tournament. FILE

Former Rutgers wrestler answers God’s call to priesthood 
Andy Mendlowitz
Central Jersey Courier News

USA TODAY NETWORK – NEW JERSEY

See WRESTLER, Page 2D

During the so-called “Second Great
Awakening” in the 19th Century, crowds
were drawn to tent revival meetings
across the country. Revivalists like
Charles Finney and Francis Asbury
preached hellfire or holiness though
they also believed “in the ability of hu-
mans to turn away from sinful behavior
and embrace moral action” (nationalhu-
manitiescenter.org). People flocked to
“camp meetings,” gatherings that could
last for a week, where thousands were
converted to evangelical Christianity.
Some of the first camp meetings were
held in Virginia, North Carolina, Ken-
tucky and Ohio by Baptists, Methodists
and Presbyterians.

Some of the fervent energy that
emerged from the reviving, or awaken-
ing, was channeled into direct involve-
ment with human service (though they
would call it God’s service). Many be-

lievers eventually became active in tem-
perance, abolition and women’s rights.
Unfortunately, many others were “re-
vived and awakened” into a smaller, ex-
clusive tent with a more personalistic
religion, often ignoring or supporting
social sickness like slavery.

This period of our history also saw a
flowering of freethought. Scholar Holly
Jackson writes: “As mainstream Amer-
ica flocked into the Christian churches,
radicals were coming out” (“American
Radicals”). Reformers like Elizabeth Ca-
dy Stanton (who had her own conver-
sion to reason after a tent revival), free-
thinking Quakers like Lucretia Mott and
firebrands like William Lloyd Garrison
(who claimed Jesus was his model for
activism), took a very different ap-
proach to religion and faith. These
“Come Outers” felt religious institutions
were not only too restrictive, they were
part of the problems that plagued soci-
ety. Because of their freethinking her-
esy, they “seceded” from the Church and
were branded “infidels” and sometimes
“atheists.”

This turbulent time in U.S. history
came to mind while reading several BBC
stories of current events. One thousand

trees are being cut down to restore the
spire of the Notre Dame cathedral in
Paris that burned in 2019. People were
arrested in Nigeria because they refused
to fast during the holy month of Rama-
dan. In India, millions crowded into the
Ganges River for the religious festival of
Kumbh Mela, fueling the spread of the
virus while “purifying” in the polluted
waters of the river.

Doesn’t it make you wonder if it’s
time for a revival of reason? This is not a
call to end religion or to urge more “come
outers” to leave their traditions. At the
very least these stories, current and
past, ought to raise serious questions
and “walk into the tensions” between
Reason and Religion. Of course there are
many reasonable people of faith who
practice their religion with a rational
outlook. Perhaps a revival of reason
would energize more reasonably reli-
gious folks to speak out more, to present
an “awakening” of revived and relevant
faith to help rather than hinder social
progress. Who invites us to a bigger
tent? 

Many of those early reformers held
Anti-Sabbath Conventions to protest
Sunday laws that imposed restrictions

on the rights of citizens to enjoy faith-
free weekends (or simply relax, play
games or find entertainment after Sun-
day services). Speakers at these con-
ventions could be very eccentric yet
they all felt that religion should not be
forced on anyone. They understood the
truth that religious liberty includes the
freedom to choose when, where and if
it’s good to practice one’s faith. Allowing
one religion to dictate when people
should worship and when they can en-
joy recreation – and what is appropriate
for their leisure time – is giving a reli-
gion the power of policing our lives. The
Anti-Sabbath reformers were deter-
mined to stand with laborers, secular or
religious, who worked five or six days a
week and wanted Sundays to be free to
choose how to spend time with their
families, in church or otherwise. 

Holly Jackson describes the dramatic
scene in 1790s Philadelphia when a
Methodist church decided Black con-
gregants could no longer sit in sanctu-
ary pews but had to gather in the segre-
gated balcony. Absalom Jones, a Black
leader, was on his knees praying when 

Time for an awakening and revival of reason

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 3D
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NEW YORK – Broadway star Ali Stroker says she
always felt like her “most powerful self” when on-
stage, and now as the co-author of a new book for
kids, she’s trying to empower others. 

Stroker teamed up with her friend and middle
grade author Stacy Davidowitz and set out to create a
familiar character: a young girl in a wheelchair
named Nat who wants to perform in a local musical.

“The Chance to Fly” – published April 13 – was a
way for the actor to share her own experiences as a
person with a disability and big dreams. Stroker, who
has used a wheelchair since a car accident paralyzed
her when she was 2, says she wanted to help kids
with disabilities recognize themselves in the book. 

Even before winning a Tony in 2019 for her role in
the Broadway revival of “Oklahoma,” Stroker served
as an example of a person who doesn’t let limitations
prevent her from achieving her goals. She made his-
tory as the first actor in a wheelchair to win the award
and dedicated it to all
kids with disabilities
waiting to be represent-
ed in theater.

Stroker said she was
driven to write “The
Chance to Fly” because
she didn’t have any sto-
ries like it to read when
she was in middle
school. In a recent inter-
view with The Associat-
ed Press, Stroker talked
about the challenges of
writing a story similar to
her own, representing
people with disabilities,
and naming her wheelchair. 
AP: Nat loves musicals and performing. How did

performing make you feel at her age?
Stroker:On stage, I felt like I was my most power-

ful self because people were looking at me and star-
ing at me. But it wasn’t just because of my wheelchair
and it was a safe place to be different kinds of people.
For a long time, I felt like I had to be, you know, like
happy and OK and inspirational for other people. And
when I was on stage and I was playing a character
who was going through something, I got to express all
those other things that were living inside of me. Writ-
ing this book as well and going back to those really
vulnerable, scary, first time moments was so healing.
And I think teenage Ali was just really brave and real-
ly tough. And I feel so proud of where I am now.
AP: Nat sometimes feels embarrassed about her

wheelchair. Was it hard to write about that? 
Stroker: It was a challenge for me to go back to

those moments. One of the ways I describe it is just
like you feel like you’re like so hot and you feel like
people are looking at you for the thing that you are
most self-conscious of, and maybe the thing that you
have the most shame about. And it’s just overwhelm-
ing. But I wanted to write it because whether you
have a disability or you’re in a wheelchair or not, you
have those self-conscious and really difficult mo-
ments in your life, especially as a teenager, when you
just want to be like everybody else, but you’re not like
everybody else. And the reason it needed to exist in
this book is because I want young people to know
that they’re not alone in feeling like that. 
AP: The adult directors of the show cast Nat but

tell her she doesn’t have to dance, which upsets her
because doesn’t want special treatment. Why was
that important to include? 

Singer with
disability shines
in Ali Stroker’s
new kids book
Brooke Lefferts 
ASSOCIATED PRESS
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NEW YORK – Last year at this time, as
much of the world was on lockdown due
to the pandemic, Leslie Jordan began
posting daily videos of himself on Insta-
gram.

The actor known for roles in the
“American Horror Story” franchise and
“Will & Grace” was staying near family in
his hometown of Chattanooga, Tennes-
see, and was bored. 

Many of Jordan’s videos included him
asking “How ya’ll doin?” He referred to
his followers as “hunker downers.”
Sometimes he posted stories about Hollywood or his
childhood growing up with identical twin sisters and
their “ mama,” as he calls her. Other times he did silly
bits like complete an indoor obstacle course. He
quickly became a bright spot during an otherwise
bleak time and his followers grew.

“Someone called from California and said, ‘Oh,
honey, you’ve gone viral.’ And I said, ‘No, no, I don’t
have Covid. I’m just in Tennessee,” said Jordan. Ce-
lebrities including Michelle Pfeiffer, Jessica Alba and
Anderson Cooper, along with brands such as Reebok
and Lululemon, would post comments. 

Soon he became fixated with the number of views
and followers he had, because there wasn’t much else
going on.

“For a while there, it was like obsessive. And I
thought, ‘This is ridiculous. Stop, stop, stop.’ You
know, it almost became, ‘If it doesn’t happen on In-
stagram, it didn’t happen.’ And I thought, ‘You’re 65,
first of all. You’re not some teenage girl.’”

The spotlight led to new opportunities. Earlier this
month he released a gospel album called “Company’s
Comin’” featuring Dolly Parton, Chris Stapleton,
Brandi Carlile, Eddie Vedder and Tanya Tucker. He
also has a new book called, “How Y’all Doing?: Misad-
ventures and Mischief from a Life Well Lived.” It’s Jor-
dan’s second book. His first, “My Trip Down the Red

Carpet” was published in 2008.
“That sort of dealt with all the angst

and growing up gay in the Baptist
Church and la, la, la, la, la. And this one,
I just wanted to tell stories.” In “How
Y’all Doing,” Jordan writes about work-
ing with Lady Gaga on “American Hor-
ror Story,” how meeting Carrie Fisher
led to Debbie Reynolds calling his moth-
er, and the Shetland pony he got as a
child named Midnight.

Jordan says it was hard to narrow
down what he wanted to write about
because he’s a storyteller by nature.

“It’s very Southern. If I was to be
taught a lesson or something when I

was a kid, I was told a story.”
With no shortage of anecdotes, Jordan ends the

book with a tease there’s more to come. “This is not
goodbye forever,” he writes but won’t say if there is an
official plan for more, just that if this book does well,
he’d love to write another.

Now that the globe has hit the one year mark of the
pandemic, Jordan is less reliant on Instagram. He
sometimes has to remind himself to post something
new and can scramble for content.

“I didn’t plan it in any way at all,” he said of his
quarantine surge in popularity. People say to me, ‘Tell
me what you did, because I want to get a lot of follow-
ers.’ I have no idea. I remember the day it got to a mil-
lion. Now it’s almost 6 million. .. I’ll tell you where it
helps, when they go to negotiate the money,” he
laughed. 

Jordan, who was most recently in the Fox comedy
“Call Me Kat” starring Mayim Bialik and “The United
States vs. Billie Holiday,” says he made a decision
when he turned 60 to treat showbiz like a regular job
and clock out each evening. “At six o’clock, the curtain
goes down. TV and movies, see, that’s my job. I have
other things that I do besides that.” These days, Jor-
dan spends much of his spare time taking riding les-
sons and is preparing for his first horse show in June.

Leslie Jordan parlays Instagram
fame with new book and album
Alicia Rancilio 
ASSOCIATED PRESS

NEW YORK – The multimillion-selling Chicken
Soup for the Soul franchise is reaching for a younger
demographic. 

Chicken Soup for the Soul has reached a partner-
ship with the children’s publisher Charlesbridge for
two new series of books, the two publishers an-
nounced Tuesday. Chicken Soup for the Soul Babies
will be for babies and toddlers, up to age 3, and Chick-
en Soup for the Soul Kids will be for ages 4-7.

The new project launches Sept. 21 with four books:
the board books “Everyone Shares (Except Cat)” and
“Everyone Says Please (Except Cat)” and the picture
books “The Sunshine Squad: Discovering What
Makes You Special” and “Sophie and the Tiny Dog-
napping: A Book About Doing the Right Thing,”

“When we decided it was time to work with a chil-
dren’s publisher, Charlesbridge was my first choice.
I’m thrilled with the first books in the Chicken Soup
for the Soul Kids and Babies series,” Amy Newmark,
editor-in-chief and publisher of Chicken Soup for the
Soul, said in a statement. “They impart values in such
a delightful way. How great is it that kids will be

amused and entertained while they absorb the life
lessons their parents and grandparents want to share
with them!”

Charlesbridge publisher Yolanda Scott said the two
companies share common goals.

“Our mission to create lifelong readers and learners
dovetails perfectly with the Chicken Soup for the Soul
vision of making the world a better place one story at a
time,” she said in a statement. “Today’s parents grew
up with the original series, and we look forward to
bringing Chicken Soup for the Soul’s positive and in-
clusive storytelling to the next generation.” 

Chicken Soup for the Soul
will soon be served to kids
ASSOCIATED PRESS

NEW YORK – Despite thousands of
years of humans working the soil, there
are still things to learn. Just ask Farmer
Lee Jones about the beet leaves.

The Ohio-based farmer had planted
too many beets and the surplus was
dumped in a pile in a cooler. He returned
later to find that when he dug below the
first layer, to where the beets got no light
exposure, beautiful leaves were growing
out of the vegetable in the dark.

“It’s a yellow leaf with red veins. And it’s one of the
sexiest things that you can imagine,” he says. “We’re
like, ‘Holy smokes, this is nicer than anything we grew
on purpose!’”

You might not find plants particularly sexy until
you speak to Jones and catch his infectious enthusi-
asm for farming. He’s a relentless experimenter, will-
ing to try new techniques, new ideas and new flavors. 

“There are literally thousands of plants and vege-

tables to be explored,” he says. “We have
a saying that we try and work in harmo-
ny with Mother Nature rather than try-
ing to outsmart her.”

Jones’ deep knowledge about vege-
tables and growing them is soon avail-
able via “The Chef ’s Garden: A Modern
Guide to Common and Unusual Vegeta-
bles – with Recipes.” The 640-page
handsome book is equal parts vegetable
reference bible, family memoir and reci-
pe collection. It comes out April 27.

“We try in the book to really look for
different ways to be able to utilize plants in America.
We kind of think one-dimensionally,” he says. “We do
bone marrow. Why can’t we do vegetable marrow?”

Jones is the face of The Chef ’s Garden, a sustain-
able, 350-acre family farm in Huron that provides
chefs worldwide with seasonal specialty vegetables,
microgreens, herbs and edible flowers. 

Name a starry chef and there’s a good chance 

A farmer to chefs reveals his
deep vegetable knowledge
Mark Kennedy 
ASSOCIATED PRESS
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he was forcefully removed. All the Black worshippers
stood and walked out. Many of these “come outers”
didn’t leave their faith but went on to form the Afri-
can Methodist Episcopal Church (A.M.E.). Jackson
calls defiant and decisive actions like these a “tradi-
tion of righteous separation.”

One Sabbath convention in 1840 Boston was an
“oddball assembly” of come-inners and come-out-
ers, the converted and de-converted, yet these peo-
ple were united by reform, reason and responsibility
to work together for the benefit of the whole commu-
nity and country. They thought people should be free
to follow the rules within their own circles of belief
while not expanding those rules to inflict unreason-
able laws on everyone else. 

A conversion to common sense and a revival of
reason would be good for all of us. 

Chris Highland served as a minister and chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol Hovis,
live in Asheville. His latest books are “Friendly Free-
thinker,” “Broken Bridges” and “A Freethinker’s Gos-
pel.” Learn more at chighland.com.

Highland
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