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 There’s an App for That 
 the Rev. Edmund Robinson 
 Unitarian Universalist Meeting House 
 October 23, 2016 
 
 One of my favorite pieces of Internet humor of the last few years went something like 
this: if you could go back forty or fifty years to explain to someone living then how we live now, 
which fact about the present time would be more amazing – (1) that a lot of people today carry in 
their pockets little devices which allow them access to almost any fact, idea, literary work or 
work of art ever created, or (2) that the most common uses for these amazing devices is to swap 
pictures of cats and to get into political arguments with complete strangers?  Last week, Barbara 
Whittaker-Johns talked to you about the Garden of Eden.  Today’s message might be whether the 
little devices we carry are going to be our way back to the Garden or further evidence of the Fall.  
But of course, we Universalists don’t believe in the Fall, except as a time of year marked by 
glorious colors, as this one is.   
 Now this is going to be a low-tech talk about high-tech.  I spent more than an hour 
yesterday trying to get my iPhone to work with our projector so I could put the home screen up 
on the wall.  I failed.  But I will invite you, those of you with smartphones, to text me your 
questions, ideas or stories about your favorite app during the sermon and if there’s time I can 
discuss these afterwards.  My phone number is 617-710-0508, which is probably in the Order of 
Service. 
 In this election season, a lot of the exquisitely painful material that we are all going 
through can be traced to a long-term trend in the media and in the American mind: the blurring 
of the line between news and entertainment.  In 1980, we elected as President a screen actor 
known for his part of B-grade Westerns.  We have had actors who played tough-guy roles find 
themselves as mayors and governors.  With the new century was born a new form of TV 
entertainment mis-named reality TV; it was anything but a reflection of reality, but it became 
enormously popular, and now one of its stars is within striking distance of the most powerful 
office in the world.  That fact is what puts shivers down many spines.  
 This fudging of the line between fact and fantasy has coincided with the rise of new 
media, the crossover between formerly separate realms of experience.  Today the non-election 
news is that AT&T and Time-Warner propose to merge in an $85 Billion Dollar deal which will 
combine the largest network of phones, cell phones, mobile devices and cable TV with the 
largest producer of entertainment content.  It is said this will eclipse the $45 billion dollar merger 
of comcast and NBC Universal in 2009. 
 Do any of you remember when AT&T was a telephone company, and there were separate 
TV networks and newspapers and radio stations, and movie studios?  And the production of 
written material was done by typewriter.  
 I was a lawyer for 10 years before I got my first computer.  When Time magazine hailed 
the personal computer in 1980 as the wave of the future, I wondered why anyone would spend 
big money for a glorified adding machine.  Computers were big things that filled a room, were 
vaguely sinister and only used by large bureaucracies; progressives hated them, a bumper sticker 
of the time read “I am a human being, do not fold, spindle staple or mutilate.”  But then I 
realized that the personal computer was great for writing briefs and other legal documents; you 
could rearrange the arguments as much as you wanted without having to take the precious time 



 

 
-2- 

of the secretary for all the revisions.  
 Personal computers were like sewing machines or dishwashers; they were labor-saving 
devices, and eventually most of us would buy them.  Since at least the Second World War, 
selling devices to save labor has been a key part of American consumer culture.  But no one 
dreamed that the dishwasher in my house would find a way to be connected to the dishwasher in 
your house.    
 In 1980s offices, computers were hooked together  in networks and then there was this 
super-network thing that the Army devised which became popular in academic circles, the 
Internet, and then along came that great Unitarian Universalist Tim Berners-Lee in 1989 and 
invented the World Wide Web, which gave every Internet user a platform to say to the whole 
world, “look here, look what I’m doing.” 
 Content flooded the World Wide Web and soon the biggest players were the search 
engines, which enabled users to find tiny needles in huge haystacks.  Computer capacity kept 
expanding and computer size kept shrinking.  Social networking sites erupted, and it became 
common to share photographs as well as text messages.   
 Now let’s take a peek under the hood. If you look at the front of the order of service, you 
can see what makes any computer-based system run.  It is lines and lines of computer code.  
Computer code is actually a translation of the guts of the computer; if you wrote it out in its most 
basic form, it would be a series of 1s and 0s that would not make any sense to you at all.   
 Some of the code makes up the operating system of the computer, the set of procedures it 
uses to handle the data which are put into it.  Other bits of code make up the programs of the 
computer, such as word processing or spreadsheets or internet browsers.  So we used to have 
operating systems and programs.  At some point, what had been called operating systems started 
to be called platforms, though there is a little difference between these terms, and what had been 
called programs became called applications, or apps for short. 
 But of course this is not what most of us think of when we think of the apps we use every 
day.  Sometime in the 1980s computers came up with graphical user interfaces, which 
represented aspects of the computer as little pictures called icons.  For most of us, the home 
screen on our smartphones is a collection of icons, and that’s what we think of when we think of 
apps.  If I had succeeded with that projector, I could show you what I’m talking about. 
 I have had a trying few months.  We needed to move by the end of August, which we did.  
But the neighborhood in Brewster into which we moved does not have land-line phone service.  
We said, “no problem, we’ll just rely on our cell phones.”  The next thing that happened, of 
course, was that my 6-year-old iPhone decided to give up the ghost, about the time I was needing 
to buy a new car and my desktop computer was crashing.  I realized with some panic that the 
minister of a congregation cannot afford to be incommunicado.  I thought I had fixed the phone 
problem cheaply, and bragged about it, but that was of course bad karma, for the new battery ran 
out as quickly as the old one had and that pointed to an inoperable problem in the guts of the 
phone. 
 Without a working phone, something akin to panic set in.  I felt like I had lost my right 
arm.  I had not realized how emotionally dependent I had become on being able to check my e-
mail, Facebook, calendar, text and phone messages from anywhere.   For one thing, I realized 
how much of my brain had been offloaded to this thing I carried in my pocket.  Unless I was 
planning to retreat to a cabin on Walden Pond, or the Outermost House, I had to replace my 
iPhone as soon as possible. 
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 As it turend out, the AT&T store had a special where they sold me an iPad mini for a 
very low price, so I got two plaforms for apps and a way to read larger chunks fo text and see 
pictures and videos in larger format. 
 An extra incentive to replace my old phone and to upgrade to a newer model was the 
plans I had for early October.  This was a family reunion which was a first for our family, twenty 
years after it was transformed by divorce and relocation.   The two former spouses with our two 
present spouses and our two adult  children, Sally the Brooklyn lawyer and Luke, the British 
high-tech executive with his wife Nicola and infant son Jack.    Gathering at Lee’s ranch in 
Texas was a practical solution to the problem of our British branch wanting to see the parents on 
their stateside trip but not in two different places.  My advance worries about whether we could 
all have a good time together dissolved as we all proceeded to do just that and I have taken to 
calling it the gathering of the Splendid Blended and Extended family. 
 But that week was followed by a six-day father-daughter road trip, which I had proposed 
as a kind of fun way to extend the family time and get back to the East Coast.  I hadn’t spent so 
much time one-on-one with Sally for years, and we got to see friends and relatives in New 
Orleans, Memphis, Nashville, and Charlottesville, and then I got to spend a night in Sally’s new 
co-op in Brooklyn.   
 Along the way we had apps aplenty.  Since Sally was a teenager I have known we have 
different tastes in music, and I was a little concerned about whether there would be a struggle for 
control of the car’s music system.  But the rental car was a 2016 model, which meant it had 
Bluetooth technology which allowed it to communicate with our smartphones.  Before I left the 
Cape, I had loaded up my new smartphone with a bunch of music from CDs I had just unpacked 
from the move.  One of them was a mix-CD which Sally had made for me many years before. 
 This proved popular, and we both tried to be gracious about listening to the other’s music 
– though Sally drew the line at my Irish concertina quartet.   
 The music on our smartphones did not just come from the music I had downloaded, but 
also from playlists Sally garnered from satellite radio or music sites or somethng.  I wouldn’t 
have a clue of how to do this. 
 We were both hungry for news of the election, and Sally drew on an app on her phone 
which allowed her to stream WNYC, the NPR affiliate for New York, so she would not miss the 
local Gotham City news even while cruising through rural Mississippi. 
 Sally also made good use of the camera app on her smartphone; I never knew you could 
take time-lapse pictures or videos in slow-motion, but she did both, often through the windshield 
of the car while I was driving;  when she got back home she put the pictures she had shot into a 
very cute 4-minute video memento of our trip with a good music track. 
 But that’s not the most amazing thing.  I have long relied for driving directions on 
Google Maps, but Sally found a GPS app called WAZE.  First of all, the app provided you with a 
choice of voices, some of which were celebrities, so you could be entertained as you were being 
instructed.  
 But the most amazing part of the app was that it is crowd-sourced.  That is, its 
information is partly provided by the users in real time. So by connecting with this app, you the 
driver can know what other drivers on the road are seeing.  Frequently Waze would interrupt 
whatever music we were listening to say “disabled car ahead, “ or “police car ahead.”  
Sometimes as traffic slowed it would say, “this congestion will last five minutes for construction 
ahead, but you are still on the fastest route.” 



 

 
-4- 

 What I’m describing may be old hat to many of you, but I had never encountered it in this 
advanced stage of development.  It seems to me this harnesses the power of mobile devices to 
channel the knowledge of its users and put that knowledge to good service.  You don’t mind the 
traffic jam nearly so much if you know that you are still on the fastest route.  How many times 
have you exited an Interstate in a traffic jam only to find a worse jam on the local roads? 
 These GPS apps help drivers, but other apps help those without cars.  For the carless, 
Uber and Lyft have become great alternatives to taxis and buses, and they also give part-time 
employment to those drivers who want to pick up a little extra income casually.  The app 
connects drivers with cars to people needing rides; I haven’t used it myself, but I’m told that the 
request, the routing and the payment all happen electronically through the app. 
 Another app connecting those with needs and those with the resources to meet needs is 
airbnb.  If you have a guest room, you can list it on airbnb and people looking to stay in your 
town can find it and make arrangements to stay there.  This brings to mind the system that used 
to exist of UU B and B’s, where churches would make money by listing space in the homes of 
parishioners which wuld be available to UUs visiting in the town.  I checked last night and there 
doesn’t appear to be an app for that, but maybe there should be. 
 I’ll tell you about a few of the apps I have on my phone, just for fun.  I have a couple of 
apps to help me with music; a metronome to help me keep a beat, a tuner, to tell me when I’m 
sharp or flat.  I have electronic versions of two instruments, a concertina and a djembe, and 
African drum.  I have a program that can listen to a fiddle tune and search a database and tel me 
the title of the tune.  I have another one that can listen to a song and play it back in another key 
or another tempo.  I have an app called a capella which allows you to record several music tracks 
which will be played together. 
 I recently signed up for the New York Times crossword puzzle app and can work today’s 
puzzle before the paper copy of the paper is delivered in the morning.  The only other game I 
have is Boggle, in which you make words out of a random grid of letters. 
 I also use apps to connect with my bank accounts. 
 My transportation sector has apps for the MBTA in Boston, where you can know exactly 
where the bus you are waiting for is on its route, and a similar app for airplanes.  And of course 
there is weather and tides.  The most vital app on my phone is calendar, and the alerts that are 
supposed to tell me what I have coming up today.  They don’t always work, as many of you 
know. 
 This may be interesting, but I know that many of you are asking yourselves, what does 
this have to do with anything religious?  The apps we have discussed so far have been clever 
solutions to practical problems.  The explosive growth in apps has been due to Apple and 
Android and Google inviting programmers to use their platforms to create new apps for the 
market.  So each programmer tries to decide what unfulfilled need there is in the world at large, 
and make an app for it. 
 But this need not be and is not restricted to the practical questions like how to get from 
point A to point B.  I don’t known about Google and Android, but all the apps you can get on 
Apple’s iPhone are listed in an app called the App Store.    If you go to the App Store and type in 
“racism” you will actually find about two dozen apps, including ones called “Hate Crime,” 
“Martin Luther King Jr. daily quotes,” “Combat Hate” from the Simon Wiesenthal Center and an 
app from something called the National Conference on Race and Ethnicity. 
 Put in the word “transgender” and you will get hundreds of sites, some of which are 
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geared to trans people and some of which are geared to the larger LBGTQ community. 
 In other words, apps can help with the big problems as well as the small ones.  There’s an 
app for that. 
 You may say, yes, a dating service for transgender people is a worthy social service, to 
connect needs and resources, but why does that make it religious?  I would say that religion is all 
about connection. The word religion means to connect back.  Unitairan Universalsits are people 
of a covenant, and a covenant is what binds people together.  We are in the connection business.  
 It si true that mobile devices are criticized for isolating people.  Books are written 
claiming that the art of conversation in our society has been lost because everyone is staring at 
glowing rectangles all the time.  We of a certain age remember what it was like before we had 
mobile devices or apps for them, and are not so sure they are a real advance in human culture.  
During my week in Texas, I got used to the fact that one or more smartphones or tablets were 
usually on whenever we were hanging out together, but we did have some good conversations 
despite that, and baby Jack provided a good distraction for us all.   
 Yes, you may say, apps are useful for solving practical problems and maybe they make 
useful connections among people, but they don’t address the higher things in life that religion 
addresses.  They can’t tell you how to get to heaven.  So I tried searching for the word 
“salvation” in the App Store.  I got dozens of apps for Salvation Army, followed by some Baptist 
Churches and other Christian oriented ministries.  One of the most intriguing in this set of apps 
was one called “Super Pig – a Hero Working Toward Pig Salvation.”  This appeared to be a sort 
of cartoon video game, but it did have a quote from the protagonist, “help me save pig kind, one 
bacon at a time”. 
 Right now in this Meeting House we have a project on sustainability, which asks how we 
can continue to exist as the community ages and as interest in churches seems to be waning 
among the upcoming generations.  I have preached on thinking outside the box. 
 Apps are outside the box.  Maybe we need to know what commercial advertisers already 
know: that the way to reach people today is through the devices they carry around in their 
pockets. 
 If you go to the App Store and search for Unitarian Universalism, you get the UUA, the 
UU World and “Illuminations,” a nice app with readings and flaming chalice you can light and 
blow out, and a couple of congregations. 
 One of the congregations with an app in the App Store is called Tapestry, and it is in 
Orange County, in the los Angeles area.  Curious, I downloaded their app.  Their home page has 
a bunch of icons – “about us,” website, announcements, calendar, sermons, events.  On the 
“about us” page, they identify themselves as a spiritually diverse community, and their vision 
statement is “to be a transformational home for liberal spirituality and a dynamic community 
leader in South Orange County and beyond.”  
 But what intrigued me most about this congregation was that a picture of their building 
showed an ordinary modern office building, and the directions they gave for getting to Sunday 
servces give the address and say they are located in “Suite #140 at the back of the building.”  
This is a church operating in rented space.  They don’t have a fine physical building like we do.  
But they have an up-to date presence on the Internet.  No, I’m not proposing that ouir 
overworked communications coordinator take on yet another internet task, but if one of you has 
any spare time, a UUMH app in the App Store, linked to our website and kept up to date, would 
be a significant outreach to people we might like to interest. 



 

 
-6- 

 Smartphones, tablets and their apps may be paths to salvation or may be sucking our 
humanity out of us, but they are here at the moment and our choices are to ignore them or use 
them to spread the word of our liberal faith.   If we’re really interested in sustainability, I suggest 
we do the latter. 
Amen. 
 
Reading  A New Era of Internet Attacks Powered by Everyday Devices 
By David E. Sanger and Nicole Perlroth 
NYT  OCT. 22, 2016 
 
WASHINGTON — When surveillance cameras began popping up in the 1970s and ’80s, they 
were welcomed as a crime-fighting tool, then as a way to monitor traffic congestion, factory 
floors and even baby cribs. Later, they were adopted for darker purposes, as authoritarian 
governments like China’s used them to prevent challenges to power by keeping tabs on 
protesters and dissidents. 
 
But now those cameras — and many other devices that today are connected to the internet — 
have been commandeered for an entirely different purpose: as a weapon of mass disruption. The 
internet slowdown that swept the East Coast on Friday, when many Americans were already 
jittery about the possibility that hackers could interfere with election systems, offered a glimpse 
of a new era of vulnerabilities confronting a highly connected society. 
 
The attack on the infrastructure of the internet, which made it all but impossible at times to check 
Twitter feeds or headlines, was a remarkable reminder about how billions of ordinary web-
connected devices — many of them highly insecure — can be turned to vicious purposes. And 
the threats will continue long after Election Day for a nation that increasingly keeps its data in 
the cloud and has oftentimes kept its head in the sand. ... 
 
The advantage of putting every device on the internet is obvious. It means your refrigerator can 
order you milk when you are running low, and the printer on your home network can tell a 
retailer that you need more ink. Security cameras can alert your cellphone when someone is 
walking up the driveway, whether it is a delivery worker or a burglar. When Google and the 
Detroit automakers get their driverless cars on the road, the internet of things will become your 
chauffeur. 
 
But hundreds of thousands, and maybe millions, of those security cameras and other devices 
have been infected with a fairly simple program that guessed at their factory-set passwords — 
often “admin” or “12345” or even, yes, “password” — and, once inside, turned them into an 
army of simple robots. Each one was commanded, at a coordinated time, to bombard a small 
company in Manchester, N.H., called Dyn DNS with messages that overloaded its circuits. 
 
...  
 
The vulnerability the country woke up to on Friday morning can be easily exploited by a nation-
state such as Russia, which the Obama administration has blamed for hacking into the 
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Democratic National Committee and the accounts of Hillary Clinton’s campaign officials. It 
could also be exploited by a criminal group, which was the focus of much of the guesswork 
about Friday’s attack, or even by teenagers. The opportunities for copycats are endless. 
 


