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Ryan Ford doesn’t fit the mold of a typical pastor in the pulpit on Sunday mornings, and that is exactly the

point. h Ford is a Fayetteville, North Carolina native, faith leader and founder of Grace City Church and

the youth program Another Chance, which uses mentorship through fashion, sports and faith to reach

kids who are often written off by society. h But his path to ministry and mentorship didn’t start in semi-

nary – it started in a courtroom. h “(My) parents got divorced very young. It caused a bit of uncertainty of

who I was,” Ford said. “Started getting in trouble around 15, 16 and was a three-time felon before 18.”

Another
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The other day Carol and I had a brief
conversation about languages, agreeing
it would be good if world leaders could
speak more than one language. Some
do, of course. Imagine what a difference
it would make if presidents, prime min-
isters, secretaries of state, diplomats
and other national representatives
were able to converse in the languages
of other lands (without translators).

It seems reasonable to assume this
might foster an increase in good, peace-
ful relations between countries, deeper
knowledge of other cultures and tradi-
tions, and fundamentally improve com-
munication to create a more coopera-
tive climate around the globe. 

Of course, this might have a direct
impact on religious relations as well.
What if more Christian leaders knew
Hebrew and Arabic and more Jewish
and Muslim leaders knew each others’

languages? What if Hindus, Buddhists,
Sikhs and Taoists could speak each
others’ languages? Wouldn’t there be
greater understanding and more re-
spect? 

According to Wikipedia (List of Po-
lyglots), Thomas Jefferson “spoke Eng-
lish, French, Italian and Latin, and
could read Spanish and Greek. He may
also have had some knowledge of Ger-
man.” We read that Queen Elizabeth I
(1533–1603), “is thought to have known
English, Welsh, French, Spanish, Ital-
ian, Latin, Greek and some German.”
Former Secretary of State, Madeleine
Albright, spoke Czech, Polish, Serbo-
Croatian, Russian, English, German,
and French.” 

This fascinates me in part because of
the story of the Tower of Babel in Gene-
sis (chapter 11). Reading it again raises
several towering questions. 

We’re told that, once upon a time,
there was one language uniting the
tribes of the earth. Their common com-
munication led to collaborative action.
They chose to build a tower “to the
heavens” (the sky). They believed this
project would show they were united,

with “a name,” so they would not be
scattered all over the known world. 

There was just one problem: the Lord
didn’t want any of that. “Look, they are
one people, and they have all one lan-
guage; and this is only the beginning of
what they will do; nothing that they
propose to do will now be impossible
for them.” Apparently God feels threat-
ened, fearful of what humans will do,
what they will become, if they reach
great heights — literally and commu-
nally. 

The story concludes with the people
dispersed — by God — over the earth,
and no skyscraper left to show for their
efforts. So ends the ancient attempt at
E Pluribus Unum. The One Lord de-
stroyed the union, and that place be-
came known as Babel, which means “to
confuse” in Hebrew.

What to make of this confusing sto-
ry? Biblical scholars have tortured an
explanation for centuries. Yet, maybe
the meaning is as clear as the text. 

Consider the similar tale in the Gar-
den of Eden, where the Lord is nervous
his new creatures will eat from the Tree
of Knowledge: “For God knows that

when you eat of it your eyes will be
opened, and you will be like God” (Gen-
esis 3). One tree leads to God’s mind, a
tower leads to God’s home. This is un-
acceptable. 

What can we conclude from this?
The Creator made mini creators who
can learn, grow and build, who can
think, reason and cooperate — and be-
come gods. But their built-in potential
poses a serious challenge to the Poten-
tate. Like the story of Icarus, if clever
people fly too high, get too close to the
realm of the gods, they will fail and fall.
I can’t help but think of those who cre-
ated Artificial Intelligence, fearful it will
become too advanced, too intelligent,
too human, or better. A.I., perhaps the
greatest “tower” created by human
minds, might replace its creator. 

In the 1880s, a Polish Jew named
Ludwik Zamenhof created a new lan-
guage he named Esperanto, the “hope-
ful language.” The hopeful religion he
imagined emerging from this new uni-
versal tongue would be “Humanism.”
Wikipedia explains that Zamenhof 

Is the world building a new tower of Babel?

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 2C
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Submit your event at least two weeks
in advance to cterrell@citizen-
times.com.

July 19

SONshine Crafters Craft Show: 9
a.m.-2 p.m., Skyland First Baptist
Church, 2115 Hendersonville Road,
Asheville.

Historic church tour: Guided tour of
church and churchyard at 11 a.m., Epis-
copal Church of St. John in the Wilder-
ness, 1895 Greenville Hwy., Flat Rock.
Tours are free but advance reservations
must be made at www.stjohnfla-
trock.org/tours. Held on the third Satur-
days of the month March-December.

July 20

Online services: Many churches
have online worship services. Visit
church websites for full information.

Blue Grass Bash: 7 p.m., Henderson-
ville Presbyterian Church, 699 N. Grove
St. Music by High Top Mountain Har-
mony Band, ice cream and cookies.

Prayer Wall: 40-foot prayer wall
open to public at Unity of the Blue Ridge,
2041 Old Fanning Bridge Road, Mills
River. The wall offers a space for prayer
and reflection. Part of the property’s
Pathway of Peace, offering 10 acres of
green space and a labyrinth. Visit
www.unityblueridge.org.

Biltmore Church: Services at 9 and 11
a.m. with locations in Arden, Brevard,
East Asheville, Franklin, Henderson-
ville, Marion (11 a.m.), and West Ashe-
ville. Services are streamed live on
Facebook, YouTube and

live.biltmorechurch.com. The Español
Campus meets at 1:30 p.m. at the Hen-
dersonville Campus. For more informa-
tion visit www.biltmorechurch.com.

Cathedral of All Souls: Following
damage from Tropical Storm Helene in
September 2024, the congregation is
meeting at 9 and 11:15 a.m. Sundays at
St. George’s Episcopal Church, 1 School
Road, West Asheville. Services are in
person and livestreamed. Visit
www.allsoulscathedral.org.

Church of St. Philip the Apostle:
Visit Facebook page for daily medita-
tion, teachings and weekly homily. Visit
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216
Whitson Ave., Swannanoa.

Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness: 8:45 or 11 a.m. Online
service at 8:45 a.m. on Facebook. 1895
Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. Visit
www.stjohnflatrock.org/.

First Baptist Church-Canton: 11 a.m.
208 Academy St. Also on Facebook,
YouTube, or listen at http://wptlra-
dio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM.
Links are at www.canton-fbc.org.

First Congregational UCC: 10:30
a.m, 20 Oak St., downtown Asheville.
Wheelchair accessible. Back parking lot
and street parking available. Child care
available 10 a.m.-noon. Visit
www.uccasheville.org.

Grace Episcopal Church: Worship in
person and on YouTube at 10:30 a.m.
Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave., Asheville.
Visit www.graceavl.com for weekday
services and events.

Grace Lutheran Church: 1245 6th
Ave. W., Hendersonville. 9 a.m. tradi-
tional service in person and on Face-
book, 11:15 a.m. praise service, 11:15 a.m.
Spanish service in person and lives-
treamed, 11:15 a.m. bilingual service ev-

ery second Sunday. Watch special ser-
vices and sermons on YouTube.
www.gracehendersonville.com.

Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel
open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily: Lake Junalus-
ka Conference & Retreat Center, Lake-
shore Drive, Haywood County. A sacred
place for prayer and meditation.

Lutheran Church of the Nativity:
8:30 and 10:30 a.m. services in person
and also on Facebook or YouTube.
www.nativityarden.org. 2425 Hender-
sonville Road, Arden.

Mills River Presbyterian Church: 11
a.m. Enter via side door from parking
lot. 10 Presbyterian Church Road, Mills
River. 828-891-7101 or
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Newbridge Baptist Church: 11 a.m.,
199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. Service
also livestreamed on church Facebook
page and can be accessed later at
www.newbridgebaptist.org.

Providence Global Methodist
Church: 11 a.m., 364 Broadway St.,
Asheville. Sunday school at 10 a.m.
Wheelchair accessible, hearing assis-
tance and on-site parking. Visit
https://providencegmc.org.

Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30
a.m and 5 p.m., 216 Shelburne Road,
Asheville. Visit https://tbcashe-
ville.org/ Nursery available.

Trinity Episcopal Church: 8 a.m.
Rite I Eucharist; 10:45 a.m. Rite II Eucha-
rist (with choir) in person and live
stream; 5:30 p.m. Candlelight Celtic Eu-
charist (with choir) in person and live
stream. 60 Church St., downtown Ashe-
ville. Visit www.trinityasheville.org.

West Asheville Baptist Church:
10:30 a.m., 926 Haywood Road. Also liv-
estreamed on Facebook and www.wes-
tashevillebaptist.org.

West Canton Baptist Church: 11 a.m.
service, 75 Lowe St. (off Old Clyde
Road), Canton. Service also on Face-
book. Nursery available. Visit
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Summer Day Camp: June 16-Aug. 8,
Rock Hill Missionary Baptist Church,
486 Caribou Road, Asheville. Blend of
academics and education. Call (828)
274-2533.

July 22

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tues-
days, Mountain View Church, 2221
North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Free meal 6_15 p.m. Wor-
ship/testimony/teaching 7 p.m. Small
groups 8 p.m. Dessert fellowship 9 p.m.
Contact Connie at 828-669-1981 or Jean-
ie at 828-669-4146.

Puzzle Swap:10 a.m.-1 p.m. Tuesday-
Thursday, Mills River Presbyterian
Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. Free jigsaw puzzles. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Food and supplies pantry: 3-6 p.m.
Tuesdays, Mills River Presbyterian
Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

July 23

Downtown Welcome Table: 10
a.m.-1 p.m. every Wednesday, Haywood
Street Congregation, 297 Haywood St.,
Asheville. Served family style, meals
begin at designated seating times every
half hour. Stop by the on-site reserva-
tion booth to choose meal time for that
day’s lunch. Reservations are not re-
quired. Visit haywoodstreet.org/
downtown-welcome-table.
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Staff reports

Everything changed, Ford said, when
he stood before Cumberland County Su-
perior Court Judge Jim Ammons, facing
the possibility of prison. 

“He could have literally sent me to
prison for some time,” Ford recalled.
“Contrary to his reputation in court – be-
cause he doesn’t give a lot of chances – he
gave me a second chance. That was a
complete game changer for me.” 

Once a teenager facing felony charges,
Ford now works to break the cycle for oth-
ers. Not with punishment, but with pres-
ence, purpose and programs that meet
kids exactly where they are. 

Ford said his sense of purpose first sur-
faced as he prepared to play college bas-
ketball at Guilford Technical Community
College. But instead of chasing points on
the court, he felt pulled in another direc-
tion. 

When he recognized a higher purpose,
Ford walked away from a college basket-
ball opportunity. “I felt a deep conviction
that ministry and outreach was my pur-
pose,” he said. “When I got to college, I
just wasn’t happy.” 

Instead, he enrolled at Grace Divinity
Bible College, now Manna University, in
Fayetteville and began pastoring by age
23. His path hasn’t always been conven-
tional, and he’s fine with that. 

“My message is hope with an untradi-
tional approach. It’s still biblical,” he said.
“(It teaches) a new generation Jesus but
may not look like traditional church.” 

Fashion and faith go viral 

While at bible college, Ford said his on-
line ministry “blew up.” In 2021, he posted
a comedic video about different pastor
fashion styles. “It did nine million views,”
he said. “We started posting content
about faith and fashion. It just blew up –
literally overnight.” 

Rather than chasing clout, Ford used
the platform to push purpose. “Pushing
Jesus was way more important than
monetizing my social media,” he said. In
addition to online ministry, Ford leads a
service on Sundays at his church, Grace
City. 

“They don’t really care how much you
know. They want to know how much you
care,” he said. “Some kids need Coach
Ryan. Some kids need father Ryan. Some
kids need Pastor Ryan.” 

Ford said he understands how an on-

line presence is intriguing for kids, es-
pecially in the age of the influencer. He
said he uses that mindset to connect
with youth and lead them down a more
positive path. 

That mindset laid the foundation for
Another Chance, an extension of Grace
City Church aimed at giving youth al-
ternatives to crime and violence. 

“At risk doesn’t mean at loss,” Ford
said. “All I needed, to be honest, was
one person to believe in me. And so I
want to be that one person.” 

His programs mix sports, faith, mu-
sic, fashion and mentorship. 

“Fashion, music and sports are the
most gravitating things for young peo-
ple,” Ford said. “So I use them as vehi-
cles to push a message.” 

Ford and Grace City Church are now
preparing to open a facility that offers
mentorship, career training, and a
place for suspended students to stay on
track – an initiative he calls “suspen-
sion intervention.” 

Another Chance will be located in
the suite next to Ford’s church, and he
said it will be a place for kids to gather
and receive guidance in different areas.

In addition to suspension interven-
tion, Ford said the program will offer job
readiness training and pair youth with
mentors to help them work through
challenges that often lead to violence.
He said the program has roughly 50
kids regularly attending.

Ford said that while Fayetteville
leaders have focused on enforcing a
youth curfew to curb violence, that ap-
proach doesn’t address the root causes.
The City Council passed the Youth Pro-
tection Safety Ordinance in late May
that established a curfew for minors 16
and under from 11 p.m. to 6 a.m. 

Ford said he believes investing in
trusted community leaders and rele-
vant programs like Another Chance is
what actually reaches youth. “If we
don’t understand them, we’re just go-
ing to continue to repeat the cycle,” he
said. “We’ve got to stop focusing on re-
strictions and start focusing on rela-
tionships.” 

He believes real solutions begin with
listening to youth and investing in peo-
ple who already have their trust. 

“We’re making a difference. We just
need help from the city to expand and
scale up,” Ford said. “Connecting has to
be more important than curfews.” 

“You don’t have to look on the inter-
net to be a rapper,” Ford said. “You can
look at someone like me and say, ‘I can
be that.’”

Ford
Continued from Page 1C

spoke “Russian, Polish, Yiddish, Ger-
man, and French … and English, but not
well. He knew four classical languages,
Latin, Greek, Hebrew and Aramaic, and
may have had some knowledge of Ital-
ian and Lithuanian.” (Wikipedia). And

of course he spoke his invented Espe-
ranto. 

What would the Lord of Babel — Cre-
ator of Confusion — think of Ludwik
and his unifying language? Maybe
we’re OK, since we aren’t babbling Es-
peranto, and we haven’t reached all
that far into the heavens … yet.

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

Highland
Continued from Page 1C

Pink bedding drenched in mud.
Stuffed animals meant for homesick-
ness abandoned. 

Photos and videos of Camp Mystic
after the central Texas camp was
caught in a deadly deluge over the
weekend are going viral. At least 27
children and counselors died after the
nearby Guadalupe River became a
mass torrent of water that surged over
26 feet in less than an hour July 4. 

As some campers from the 99-year-
old nondenominational Christian sum-
mer camp for girls evacuated, they sang
the words “I want my world to know/
the Lord of love/has come to me/I want
to pass it on” to stay calm. As the girls
sang, waves crashed where water
doesn’t usually flow, tumbling through
broken roads and structures turned in-
side-out.

The haunting video has gained over
700,000 views and thousands of com-
ments, with many reactions embracing
something fundamental to Camp Mys-
tic: prayer. 

“I’m not a ‘religious’ person but I’m
extremely moved by these young la-
dies’ faith and strength,” according to
one comment. Others remarked on the
song as a symbol of resilience and
even-keeled stillness amid a terrible

event.
Five Mystic campers and one coun-

selor remain unaccounted for, said Kerr
County Sheriff Larry Leitha, who up-
dated the county’s death toll to 87 on
July 8, up from 84 the previous day.

These reactions are an important re-
minder of how religion can helps some
people through difficult times, even for
those who aren’t normally spiritual, ac-
cording to Mary Beth Werdel, associate
professor of counseling at Fordham
University. Research links religion to
positive outcomes after disasters, as
engaging in faith helps people make
sense of what’s just happened.

“Prayer as a coping mechanism is
really useful,” said Werdel, who re-
searches how religion leads us through
stress and trauma. “Especially when
other forms of coping are not available.”

For people who have seemingly lost
everything in a near-biblical flood,
reaching for hymn or prayer is an active
medium for healing when other mecha-
nisms, like therapy, aren’t easily acces-
sible, Werdel said. 

“Singing is a ritual,” she said. “Reli-
gion in many ways gives people a road
map to follow, structure to follow, in a
time when stress and trauma make
things very chaotic.”

The wide-ranging reactions online 

Items lie scattered inside a cabin at Camp Mystic after deadly flooding in Kerr
County, Texas July 5. SERGIO FLORES/REUTERS

Prayers are one way
some cope with
tragic flood in Texas
Nicole Fallert
USA TODAY

See FLOOD, Page 3C


