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In 1967 — decades before he landed

TV roles on “Will & Grace,” “American

Horror Story” and now Fox’s “Call Me

Kat” — actor Leslie Jordan had an

early brush with show business as a

member of the Chattanooga Boys

Choir. h Jordan was 12 when the

group traveled to Montreal for the

“Expo 67” world’s fair, where they

sang for Charles de Gaulle. h “That’s

my only musical experience,” he tells

The Tennessean with a laugh. “And I

was never given a solo — so I gave

myself solos!”

MILLER MOBLEY

‘God knows 
my heart’
After viral fame,
Leslie Jordan made 
a gospel album 

See JORDAN, Page 2D

Dave Paulson
Nashville Tennessean

USA TODAY NETWORK – TENNESSEE
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LIVING

My friend Thomas sent me some of
his thoughts on life in his native Ethio-
pia. If you’ve been following the news,
this country in East Africa has been fac-
ing political and economic turmoil with
a high human cost. Thomas’ insights of-
fer an edgy perspective especially since
he lives on the edge himself. With a
young family, he is confronted with the
difficult task of finding stable work
while sustaining his appreciation for
nature and holding onto his faith.

He writes: “Following the pandemic
and chaos in the country, business is

now totally dead. Affording a home and
other expenditures is a challenge espe-
cially to the one who observes Life from
the angle of ‘To be what I am.’ This men-
tality does not let you move on every
road because it is a road. It seems that
we need the power of adaptability (if it
works).” He packs a lot of thought into
those lines. Each time I read over his
words I find a deeper meaning. I know
Thomas to be a thoughtful man who
shares the desire of any sensitive per-
son – to be what I am, who I am.

Thomas initially contacted me
through my website. His deep love for
the natural world and delight in his
homeland immediately connected us. I
sent him several books on naturalists
John Muir and John Burroughs. Thomas
speaks of the “web of creation,” that
“The Great Beyond” is present in the
“Purely Natural.” He sees Life and Death

as a natural balance. “It is what Nature
preaches and teaches,” he writes, “We
should have this perception before in-
terpreting [our] own outlook of Life.”
Thomas is describing the depth of his
daily existence when he says: “It is from
this ground that we can justify Life – All
Lessons [come] from the revealed Truth
– Nature.”

After graduating from university,
Thomas was developing his skills as a
budding naturalist, photographing
birds for presentations. He was grateful
for the pair of binoculars I sent which
helped him see his world a little better,
as he helped me to see our world with
more clarity.

My African friend quotes from “The
Great Ethiopian Poet,” Debebe Seifu,
who expresses Thomas’ own view of
life: “I ‘m not here for something that
evaporates, But [for] those eternal ele-

ments – Truth, Love, and Beauty.” (“The
Track of Light”).

Thomas’ faith integrates those ele-
ments, Nature and his experience in the
Orthodox Christian tradition, which is
centered in the rich and complex history
of Ethiopian culture (to view something
quite incredible, search for “Ethiopia’s
Chapel in the Sky” on YouTube). The
Ethiopian Church is one of the oldest
Christian denominations in the world
while both Judaism and Islam have
been rooted in the country for centuries
(large numbers of Ethiopian Jews have
relocated to Israel). The majority of citi-
zens, almost 80%, live in rural areas
where pagan and animist beliefs can
still be found. I have the sense Thomas
draws from those naturalistic wells.

There is a respect for science in my 

An Ethiopian view of nature, beauty and the divine

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 3D
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A House subcommittee is investigating YouTube
Kids, saying the Google-owned video service feeds
children inappropriate material in “a wasteland of
vapid, consumerist content” so it can serve them ads. 

The inquiry comes despite Google agreeing to pay
$170 million in 2019 to settle allegations that YouTube
collected personal data on children without their par-
ents’ consent. 

In a letter sent Tuesday to YouTube CEO Susan Woj-
cicki, the U.S. House Oversight and Reform subcom-
mittee on economic and consumer policy said You-
Tube does not do enough to protect kids from material
that could harm them. Instead it relies on artificial in-
telligence and creators’ self-regulation to decide what
videos make it on to the platform, according to the let-
ter from the committee’s chairman, Illinois Democrat
Raja Krishnamoorthi.

And despite changes in the wake of the 2019 settle-
ment, the letter notes, YouTube Kids still shows ads to
children. But instead of basing it on kids’ online activ-
ity, it now targets it based on the videos they are
watching. 

YouTube said it has sought to provide kids and fam-
ilies with protections and controls enabling them to
view age-appropriate content. It also emphasized that
the 2019 settlement was over the regular YouTube plat-
form, not the kids version.

“We’ve made significant investments in the You-
Tube Kids app to make it safer and to serve more edu-
cational and enriching content for kids, based on prin-
ciples developed with experts and parents,” the com-
pany said.

The congressional investigation comes a year into
the pandemic that has shuttered schools and left par-
ents who are working from home increasingly reliant
on services such as YouTube to keep kids occupied.
This has led to a rethinking of “screen time” rules and

guilt over the amount of time kids spend in front of
screens, with some experts recommending that par-
ents focus on quality, not quantity. 

But lawmakers say YouTube Kids is anything but
quality. 

“YouTube Kids spends no time or effort determin-
ing the appropriateness of content before it becomes
available for children to watch,” the letter says. “You-
Tube Kids allows content creators to self-regulate.
YouTube only asks that they consider factors includ-
ing the subject matter of the video, whether the video
has an emphasis on kids characters, themes, toys or
games, and more.”

Kids under 13 are protected by a 1998 federal law
that requires parental consent before companies can
collect and share their personal information.

Under the 2019 settlement, Google agreed to work
with video creators to label material aimed at kids. It
said it would limit data collection when users view

such videos, regardless of their age.
But lawmakers say even after the settlement, You-

Tube Kids, which launched in 2015, continued to ex-
ploit loopholes and advertise to children. While it does
not target ads based on viewer interests the way the
main YouTube service does, it tracks information
about what kids are watching in order to recommend
videos. It also collects personally identifying device
information.

There are also other, sneaky ways ads are reaching
children. A “high volume” of kids’ videos, the letter
says, smuggle hidden marketing and advertising with
product placements by “children’s influencers,” who
are often children themselves. 

“YouTube does not appear to be trying to prevent
such problematic marketing,” the letter says. The
House research team found that only 4% of videos it
looked at had a “high educational value” offering de-
velopmentally appropriate material.

The kids app has helped turn YouTube into an in-
creasingly more attractive outlet for the advertising
sales that generate most of the profits for Google and
its corporate parent, Alphabet, which is based in
Mountain View, California.

YouTube brought in nearly $20 billion in ad revenue
last year, more than doubling from its total just three
years ago. The video site now accounts for about 13%
of Google’s total ad sales, up from slightly more than
8% in 2017.

The House subcommittee is recommending You-
Tube turn off advertisements completely for kids aged
7 and under. It also asks that it give parents the ability
to turn off the “autoplay” feature, which is not current-
ly possible (though parents are able to set a timer to
limit their kids’ video watching).

The lawmakers are asking YouTube to provide them
with information on YouTube Kids’ top videos, chan-
nels and revenue information, as well as average time
spent and number of videos watched, per user, among
other information. 

Lawmakers call YouTube Kids a ‘wasteland of vapid’ content
Barbara Ortutay 
ASSOCIATED PRESS

In a letter sent April 6 to YouTube CEO Susan
Wojcicki, the House Oversight and Reform
subcommittee on economic and consumer policy
says YouTube isn’t doing enough to protect kids
from material that could harm them. JENNY KANE/AP

young friend’s writing He thinks “the Scientist or Hu-
mankind should acknowledge the feeling of wonder
and inquiry for being within him (her)” and “Science
that moves against The Natural Order cannot bring a
sustainable solution for Humanity for what we [face]
today.” He’s concerned that our science does not dam-
age “our Home – Nature.” He quotes from John Bur-
roughs: [Without] the sense of the unknown and the
unknowable, life is flat and barren. Without the emo-
tion of the beautiful, sublime, the mysterious, there is

no art, no religion, and no literature.”
Thomas emphasizes the exceptional beauty and

gift of his country, as well as its current struggles. He
says his “Land of Liberty” led Ethiopia to become the
seat of the Africa Union. It is the land of human ori-
gins, the highest and lowest points in Africa, the long-
est river – the Blue Nile. It is an “ancient country” with
“paradoxical realities.” It is the “home of more than 80
ethnic groups with their own Indigenous wisdom and
way of life,” yet threatened by “famine and deep rooted
poverty, health crisis, social disorder, Civil War” and
authoritarian government that “has made my country
to crawl and being a victim of both local and interna-
tional conspiracy.”

As an artist, Thomas delights in beauty even in the

midst of poverty and his nation’s critical problems. In
his words: “the main substance in the beauty of Nature
[is] called ‘divinity,’ … It is this nature of beauty itself
that takes us to Liberation, Healing … and Organic Uni-
fication – Artistic.” This is what makes us human. 

I find it fascinating that Thomas defines humanity
as an artistic blend of nature, beauty and divinity. We
have much to learn from the wisdom of young African
minds.

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 Freethink-
er,” “Broken Bridges” and “A Freethinker’s Gospel.”
Learn more at chighland.com.

Highland
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