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To accu-
rately render de-
tails of Jerusalem in the
virtual space, developers scanned the holy
sites and a large physical model made in the
19th century that is on loan at the city’s Tow-
er of David Museum. Users can hover over
this digital model leading to full-scale scans
of the city entering through different gates
that lead to the Cathedral of Saint James and
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the West-
ern Wall, the Dome of the Rock and the Al-
Aqsa Mosque.

Shanit, who is Jewish, and his two part-
ners – one Muslim, one Christian – hope The
Holy City can foster dialogue and under-
standing between faiths.

Many Americans – some traditionally reli-
gious, some religiously unaffiliated – are in-
creasingly communing spiritually through
virtual reality. Around the world, people are
also able to experience sites sacred to Hindu-
ism, Buddhism and other faiths through 360-
degree videos, virtual maps and 3D temples.

Click and gape at the Vatican’s Sistine
Chapel ceiling up close. Click again and join
thousands of pilgrims praying and circling
around the cube-shaped Kaaba at Islam’s
most sacred site. Or strap on a headset and
enter the holy city of Jerusalem. 

There you’ll hear the murmur of Jewish
prayers at the Western Wall or thousands of
worshippers saying amen in unison at the Al-
Aqsa Mosque. You can even light a virtual
candle at the site where Christians believe
Jesus rose from the grave. 

All without ever leaving home. 
Worshippers, tourists and visitors from

around the world are increasingly joining vir-
tual reality religious activities and pilgrim-
ages to some of Earth’s most sacred sites.
Such experiences are among the many evolv-
ing spaces in the metaverse, an immersive
virtual world where people can connect via
avatars that have grown in popularity during
the pandemic.

“We believe that virtual reality is, if you
like, the new internet, the new way for people
not to watch things passively on the screen
and just to click on photos and videos, but to

actually teleport themselves,” said Nimrod
Shanit, CEO of HCXR and Blimey, the pro-
ducers of The Holy City, an immersive VR ex-
perience that allows people to visit Jerusa-
lem’s holiest sites. 

Participants “get a sense of the different
rituals, culture, architecture, get a sense of
the world without the need to actually spend
tons of money on travel and contribute to
global carbon emissions,” Shanit said.

Using a 360-degree camera, a LiDAR
scanner and his training as a photojournalist,
Shanit in 2015 began to capture videos and
photos of Christian, Islamic and Jewish reli-
gious festivals and holy sites in his native Je-
rusalem. He then stitched the footage and
images together digitally to create a visually
immersive experience. 

Virtual pilgrims can follow Orthodox cler-
ics as they emerge from the Church of the
Holy Sepulcher in the Holy Fire ceremony,
with candles lit by a fire that the faithful view
as a divine message. They will also hear bells
tolling and chants of “The Lord has risen!” in
multiple languages. They can tuck a prayer
note into a crack of the Western Wall, or fol-
low the steps of thousands of worshippers
during Ramadan at the Al-Aqsa Mosque.

Luis Andres Henao ASSOCIATED PRESS 

From Mecca to the
Vatican, exploring
sacred sites with

virtual reality 

UP-CLOSE WORSHIP

FROM AFAR

A scanned and digitally re-created 3D model of the Rotunda and Aedicule of the Church
of the Holy Sepulchre in The Holy City is a virtual reality experience in the metaverse, 
an immersive world where people can connect via avatars. FILE/THE HOLY CITY VR VIA AP 

See WORSHIP, Page 3C

LIVING

Is there an afterlife? What if there
isn’t a hereafter? Does it matter?

In the obituary for a local pastor,
someone I interviewed for this column
several years ago, I read that he “con-
veyed hope for the world, courage to live
fully, and open-hearted curiosity for
each new day. His generous presence
encouraged others to feel at home in
their own being.” This certainly de-
scribes the man I knew.

After a lifetime of reflecting and be-
lieving on these matters, I’ve heard and
considered many views of life beyond
life. I’ve come to some “final” conclu-

sions on the final chapter, page, sen-
tence, word and letter of our lives. The
story ends for all of us, but then what? A
blank page. We leave it for others to
leave notes and comments, memories
and images of who we were and what
our lives, words or actions meant for
them. We live on in the thoughts
(hearts, “souls”) of those who knew us,
loved us.

There’s a famous story that has taken
many infamous turns through the
grapevine of centuries. It tells of a rebel-
lious young man who wandered the
countryside with a message of love and
compassion. He stirred up trouble
among religious leaders and was exe-
cuted by the government. Some of his
students believed they saw him after he
walked from his tomb before floating
into the sky. An amazing, we might say
incredible, story.

What is remarkable about this narra-

tive is that if Jesus emerged from his
grave after death he never answered one
of the greatest questions in human his-
tory: What happens after death? He was
in a prime position to explain what hap-
pens, where we go when we die. He
could have described the whole experi-
ence of the afterlife. Why didn’t he? Per-
haps because there is no “after”—there
is no life after death.

That would indeed be shocking to
most people, but maybe that’s exactly
what his silence on the matter was pro-
claiming. There is nothing, nothing at
all, after death.

A more natural, humanist response
may be difficult to hear since it doesn’t
answer timeless questions. Yet it’s
probably more honest in the face of our
wonderment. We have a pretty good
idea what happens at death:

—our body disintegrates
—our brain, our mind (some say

“soul”) evaporates
—and, just like that, we’re gone …

nothing left …
We can answer this eternal mystery,

because there is no eternity or mystery.
There is no forever, just as there is no
“tomorrow.” Even many religious teach-
ers have spoken that truth: all we have,
all we know, is the present moment, to-
day. No wonder Jesus himself said we
should have no worries about tomor-
row—today is enough. 

Many of us raised on biblical stories
might object to this reasoning. There are
many passages even in the Gospels
about the future (apart from the Apostle
Paul’s fanciful stories about various
heavens). Jesus speaks to the thief cru-
cified alongside him: “Today, you will be
with me in paradise.” “Today.” This
seems to suggest Jesus and the thief 

Hereafter, some afterthoughts on the afterlife

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See AFTERLIFE, Page 4C
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died and went somewhere, a place
called paradise. Heaven? It doesn’t say
that. What is paradise? Death itself, life
extinguished—the end. For a suffering
person, this may sound like paradise.
Some might imagine a sunlit garden
with streams, birds and deceased fam-
ily members welcoming them with
open arms, or wish for an eternal
church service. Whatever our desire for
other worlds, it may be wiser and
healthier to face this often fearful mo-
ment with the only thing we really
know for sure: when we’re gone, we’re
gone.

Is that satisfying? Maybe not.
Scary? It sure can be. We desperately
want to believe this life is not all there
is.

Lucius Seneca, a contemporary of
Jesus, wrote: “Life is very short and
anxious for those who forget the past,
neglect the present, and fear the fu-
ture” (“On the Shortness of Life”). I’ve

been mulling over those words. Yes, life
is short, but it feels even more brief
when we don’t learn from our own his-
tory, when we don’t appreciate the life
we have right here, right now, and
when we let ourselves get distracted by
what scares us about the unknowns. I
think Seneca, and maybe Jesus, would
agree—live the best life now, it’s all we
have. Dream if we must, hope if we
must, but hopeful expectations or fan-
tasies of a future life shouldn’t distract
us from facing the reality of our mortal-
ity—the brevity of our existence.

Sitting with my dying mother-in-
law, I’ve been attentive to her sighs and
silence, her slow, steady breathing; I
desire for her what I desire for anyone
at the end: a comfortable letting go,
slipping deeper into restfulness. The
rest is beyond me.

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. He is a
teacher, writer and humanist cele-
brant. Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol
Hovis, live in Asheville. His latest books
are “Friendly Freethinker,” “Broken
Bridges” and “A Freethinker’s Gospel.”
Learn more at chighland.com.
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the “Aladdin Jr.” script book in hand.
The kids bounce a ball and sing silly
songs as they wait for their castmates to
arrive, then get down to rehearsing the
15 or so songs in the show. A staff mem-
ber, Isabel Dondero, sits at a piano and
rhythmically speaks the words to a new
song, then leads the cast as they sing it,
accompanied by the soundtrack. 

They’re serious about learning their
parts, but not so serious that they can’t
break into a game of Duck-Duck-Goose.
When they are working through a new
song-and-dance routine, though,
they’re all business, with mentors work-
ing one-on-one with the actors. 

On stage, the actors have the show-
case roles.

“I always wanted to be the Genie,”
said 13-year-old Sophie Somaru, who
said she has a little theater experience
and, in fact, is the Genie in “Aladdin Jr.”
Mentors don’t have any lines but will be
there, right next to the actors, in case the
actor needs to be fed a line or needs to be
reminded of where to stand for the next
scene.

Andy Morgan, a developmental pedi-
atrician in Illinois and founder of the na-
tional Penguin Project program, said the
pairing of actors and mentors is de-
signed so audience members can’t tell
which is which. “On stage, I don’t want
you to know who’s who,” he said this
spring during a visit to Jacksonville,
where he and Mairs launched the St.
Augustine program. 

Morgan, who has a background in
theater, put on the first Penguin Project
show in 2004. It has since spread to 51
locations around the country, including
Bunnell, Winter Haven and Tampa in
Florida and Brunswick, Statesboro and
Forsythe County in South Georgia. The
Brunswick program held its sixth annu-
al production last month and the Bun-
nell program, at Flagler Playhouse, is
planning its first performance, “Annie
Jr.,” for summer 2023. 

The national program is for ages 10-
23, but Mairs has several actors who are
even younger. Many of the actors in the
national program are autistic or have
severe ADHD, but Morgan said he’s
worked also with children who are blind
and kids in wheelchairs. 

“We do not discriminate based on
disability or special need, and everyone

is nice to everyone else,” Morgan said.
“People are often afraid to talk about
disabilities. The bottom line is you are
what you are. We all have challenges,
one way or another.” 

The actors might be out of tune, in
the wrong place or unintelligible. So
what, Morgan said. “Intelligibility is not
an issue; it’s heart.”

There is no charge to participate for
actors and mentors. That’s not a man-
date from the national organization, but
none of the chapters charge to partici-
pate, and none of them have lost money
since the program started, Morgan said.

For many of the actors, the Penguin
Project is their first chance to go on
stage, and, almost without fail, they end
up loving it, Morgan said. 

“These children have very few social
interactions. Their parents have very
few social networks. They love coming
because they have friends,” he said.
“This has become the primary extracur-
ricular program that these kids are in.” 

Morgan said he’s still not sure who
gets more out of the program, the actors

or the mentors. He’s not aware of any
mentors going on to become profession-
al actors, but he said several have gone
on to work with special-needs children.
“It’s life-changing for everybody, for the
actors, for the mentors, for the parents,”
he said.

Penguin 
Continued from Page 2C

Ian Mairs, right, plays a game of duck-duck-goose during a break in rehearsal of the Apex Theatre Studio’s production of
“Aladdin Jr.” PHOTOS BY BOB SELF/FLORIDA TIMES-UNION

Sophie Somaru, 13 plays the role of the
genie as she holds the magic lamp and
dances through the song “Arabian
Knights” with other cast members and
their mentors. 

Actor Charlie Soderhom, 7, left, gets
help from mentor George Eastman, 15,
as they learn the lyrics for a new song
during a rehearsal session for “Aladdin
Jr.” BOB SELF/FLORIDA TIMES-UNION 

diabetes, injuries, poor mental health
and problems with attention and be-
havior.

Students ages 6-12 need 9-12 hours of
sleep, ages 14-17 need about 8-10 hours
of sleep each night, and young adults
(ages 18-25) need between seven and
nine hours.

Eat before school

According to healthyeating.com, eat-
ing a healthy breakfast before starting
the school day is linked to improved
concentration, better test scores, in-
creased energy, a higher intake of vita-
mins and minerals, and even a healthier
body weight.

Breakfast is especially important for
young students whose brains use up
about half of the body’s energy.

Students who eat a healthy breakfast
tend to have better concentration than
students who skip breakfast altogether.

Kicking off the school year

As we kick off a new school year to-
gether, let’s make sure we start with a
healthy and strong foundation by get-
ting any necessary vaccines and
scheduling an appointment with your
child’s primary care physician.

Make sure the get a good night’s
sleep and they head to school well fed.

Dr. Gabriel Hernandez is a pediat-
rics specialist at Melbourne Regional
Medical Center.

School 
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Back-to-school physicals are the
perfect time to ask your child’s
pediatrician about immunizations.
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