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 On August 31, 2008, I stepped up to this pulpit and gave my first sermon 

in the Meeting House as your called minister.  With the sermon today, I enter on 

my ninth year here.  I am reminded of the great ragtime pianist Eubie Blake’s 

words on his 95
th

 birthday, “If I’d known I was going to live this long, I would’ve 

taken better care of myself.” 

 And there is another transition for me and Jacqueline looming: we are 

leaving the house we have rented for these eight years and moving to Brewster.  If 

anyone wants to volunteer some time to pack boxes in the next two days, see me 

after the service.  But one thing that happened this past week bears on this 

morning’s topic.  We decided we wanted to sleep in the new place on the bed we 

have in storage, which was my grandmother‘s.  But we needed to replace the 

mattress and box spring.  So we did what any of us would do these days, we went 

online to look up prices on mattresses prior to visiting a real brick-and-mortar 

stores.  And for three days afterwards, our Facebook and Google feeds were 

flooded with offers of mattresses.  This is so commonplace now that it hardly 

seems remarkable, but stop and think: does it bother you, should it bother you, 

that somebody out there knows that you are thinking of buying a mattress?  What 

else do they know about you?  We have just heard a psalm which claims that God 

knows your every thought before you even say anything.  Is the Internet getting to 

be as all-knowing as this picture of God? 

 This question is a variant on an old one.  As any technology affects the 

way we live and talk and think, commentators raise alarms about whether 

something vital is being taken from us.  In the 1960s, television critic Newton 

Minow, who also sat on the Federal Communication Commission, described 

television as a “vast wasteland,” and concerned parents like my own would limit 

the amount of time children could stay glued to the boob tube.   

 In 1995, as the Internet was coming into its own, sociologist Robert 

Putnam published an influential essay called “Bowling Alone,” which decried the 

loss of what he called social capital, the American habit of coming together in 

voluntary associations.    

 Putnam took as his example that bowling leagues were becoming a thing 

of the past, that more people bowled alone than in leagues.  He saw this trend 

everywhere: PTAs, Rotary clubs, Scout troops, all the myriad ways in which 

Americans formed common enterprises independent of government or the 

churches, were declining in participation.  He thought it was the way that the 

American commercial system, just then coming up on the Internet, was catering to 

the desires of the individual.   

 Maybe the better symbol of what he meant was the personal pan pizza.  A 

regular pizza is too big for one person to eat, so it’s commonly ordered by a 



 

 

-2- 

group.  But when you order in a group, you have to negotiate: onions, peppers, 

pepperoni, sausage.  Mary doesn’t eat meat, Willie doesn’t do onions.  What a 

hassle.  With personal pan pizza, everybody gets just what they, individually 

want.  But one more exercise in living in community goes down the drain. 

 By the time Putnam wrote, the internet was several decades old, but the 

way we use the internet now was only five years old.  The way we use the internet 

now is called the World Wide Web, and just this week, the World Wide Web 

celebrated its 25
th

 anniversary. 

 Before the World Wide Web, the Internet was a network of connection 

between computers.  Each computer had an address, a string of numbers.   It was 

like the phone system.  You might know a few phone numbers, but you’re going 

to have to have a big directory if you’re going to be able to communicate with 

anyone outside of the numbers you know. 

 But people realized that you could create virtual nodes of the internet, you 

didn’t have to have an actual computer there, and you could store information in 

those virtual nodes, if you had some way of finding them again.  It would be 

helpful to use names instead of numbers.  So a system was devised to do just that, 

and the idea of the website was born.  Instead of this Meeting House being 

identified by its internet address, 236 521 975 013, it would be identified as 

www.uumh.net.  Anyone who can remember UUMH, the shorthand name, can 

remember the website address for the congregation.   

 Suddenly with the World Wide Web, the Internet became much more 

accessible.  

 I go to such pains to talk about the web because of its founder.  The web 

was the brainchild of a British computer scientist named Tim Berners-Lee.  The 

anniversary we celebrate this week was of the day when Berners-Lee pointed the 

first web browser to the first website.  And they were both on the same computer 

in his lab in Switzerland.  There was only one browser, there was only one 

website.  Now there are billions of each.  The availability of websites, where 

people post information for the rest of the world to read, changed the way we live 

in fundamental ways.  It is now possible to sit at a computer in Chatham and find 

out what price herring is selling for in the streets of Rangoon.   

 So the world wide web spawned websites, and websites spawned search 

engines.  Computers are generally stupid; there are lots of things your mind can 

do much more gracefully and efficiently than computers, but one thing computers 

are particularly good at is looking for needles in haystacks.  So as the World Wide 

web expanded, search engines were developed to ferret out the information stored 

on websites and find it for the viewer.  I can remember in the late 1990s when I 

heard an academic friend of mine use the word Google as a verb – “you can 

Google it.” Suddenly the dream of every researcher became reality – a way to 

find virtually any piece of information which had ever been published, in seconds.   

 Tim Berners-Lee had the vision of this free, world-wide sharing of 

information from the beginning.  In 2012, two decades after he had brought the 

World Wide Web into being and had been knighted for it, he was concerned that 

social media sites like Facebook were violating the principles of free access.  
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Facebook at the time had claimed that if you the user post pictures of your 

wedding, those became the property of Facebook, and your couldn’t download 

them or anyone else’s content.  As the Founding Father of the World Wide Web, 

Berners-Lee wrote an article in Scientific American protesting this as a violation 

of the free exchange of information which was part of his vision for the World 

Wide Web. It was sort of like Thomas Jefferson writing in to explain what he had 

meant in the Declaration of Independence! 

 Berners-Lee was concerned that this policy of  Facebook, one of the most 

successful web programs, would lead to fragmentation of the world wide web.  

Instead of information freely available to everyone, it would put information in 

silos where people couldn’t get at it. 

 The image is arresting.  A silo is used to store grain, and is generally 

regarded as a good thing.  The grain in the silo is more useful than the grain 

growing out in the open in the field, because it is one step closer to being baked 

into bread which can be sold and eaten by people.  But Berners-Lee did not see 

information the same way we would see grain – it’s not good for information to 

be cached. 

 Tim Berners-Lee holds an endowed chair at MIT, and shortly after making 

his home in Lexington, MA, he and his family became active members of a UU 

church there. His expansive views on information are consistent with a UU 

approach to truth. 

 He had this to say about the parallels: 

“Unitarian Universalists are people who are concerned about all the things which 

your favorite religion is concerned about, but allow or even require their belief to 

be compatible with reason. They are hugely tolerant and decidedly liberal. The 

fundamental value and dignity of every human being is a core philosophy, and 

they have a healthy respect for those whose beliefs differ. They meet in churches 

instead of wired hotels, and discuss justice, peace, conflict, and morality rather 

than protocols and data formats, but in other ways the peer respect is very similar 

to that of the Internet Engineering Task Force. Both are communities which I 

really appreciate.”
1
 

 Among the world’s religions, of course, Unitarian Universalism is a tiny 

splinter sect.  We are heretics within the world of Christianity; though we have an 

influence out of all proportion to our numbers, we are still a tiny minority.  In 

marketing terms, we are a niche market. 

 But the internet is well-suited to connect buyer and seller in niche markets.  

Take this very odd instrument I bought on eBay six months ago.  Most Americans 

have never heard of a trumpet fiddle, also called a Stroh violin.  I had, and 

happened up on one advertised for sale in Romania.  The price was reasonable, 

and in a few weeks it was in my hands.  There is no way that potential buyer and 

potential seller could have connected by conventional means before the world 

wide web.  The web connects people with esoteric interests.  And it is not going to 

function that way if information is kept in silos. 

                                                 
1
https://www.w3.org/People/Berners-Lee/UU.html 
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 [Demonstration] 

 Internet bubbles, on the other hand, are the concept of a critic named Eli 

Pariser.  Pariser is a liberal political activist on the Internet; he was for many years 

the guiding light of MoveOn and created Upworthy.  Here’s the Wikipedia 

description of this idea of filter bubbles 

 “A filter bubble is a result of a personalized search in which a website 

algorithm selectively guesses what information a user would like to see based on 

information about the user (such as location, past click behavior and search 

history) and, as a result, users become separated from information that disagrees 

with their viewpoints, effectively isolating them in their own cultural or 

ideological bubbles. The choices made by the algorithms are not transparent. 

Prime examples are Google Personalized Search results and Facebook's 

personalized news stream. ... Pariser related an example in which one user 

searched Google for "BP" and got investment news about British Petroleum while 

another searcher got information about the Deepwater Horizon oil spill and that 

the two search results pages were ‘strikingly different’.” 

 So a filter bubble is created by an algorithm.  What is an algorithm?  First 

of all, it has nothing to do with rhythm in music and is spelled with an “I” rather 

than a “Y”. Second, algorithm has nothing to do with Al Gore.  He was a 

perfectly good Vice President and candidate for President, and yes he did claim to 

have invented the Internet, but the word “algorithm” actually goes back to a 

Persian mathematician named Al-Kwarismi in the Eighth Century CE.   

 An algorithm in mathematics and computer science is simply a step-by-

step procedure to be performed to solve a problem.  We have all seen diagrams of 

decision-making processes that have boxes and arrows and a final result down at 

the end.  These are algorithms. 

 The algorithm that tells Facebook or Google that Edmund and Jacqueline 

are looking to buy a mattress is not particularly intelligent.  It just is monitoring 

all the words we type in to our computers and comparing them against a list of 

words that its advertisers are interested in.  People who sell mattresses know that 

most of us go through our lives most days without ever thinking of a mattress, but 

when we do start thinking, there is a pretty good chance we’re ready to buy one.  

So if a computer user mentions the word mattress, it would behoove the sellers of 

mattresses to put an ad right in that person’s news feed. 

 This is the glory of the internet as a marketing medium: pinpoint targeting.  

The advertising can be targeted to the individual user at the particular point in 

time when his sales potential is highest.  Perhaps the Meeting House should hire 

an algorithm which waits for a user to use the words “Unitarian Universalist” in 

conjunction with the words Chatham, Harwich, Brewster, Orleans or Dennis. 

 But let’s get back to Pariser’s theory of the filter bubble.  Is it true that 

Google and Facebook give us only information which agrees with our own world-

view?  Pariser’s idea has been widely criticized, and some have even suggested 

that users of social media can set their preferences to actually bring in opposing 

points of view.   

 The filter bubble doesn’t seem to be in effect for me in this hyper-partisan 
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political season.  Over the course of this political season, I have gotten many news 

stories attacking and defending Ted Cruz, Jeb Bush, Ben Carson, Bernie Sanders, 

Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump.  Though I have made no secret of who I was 

supporting, there does not seem to have been any attempt to discern who I was 

supporting, and only feed me articles affirming my chosen candidate.  Of course, I 

filtered out a bunch because one just doesn’t have the time to read it all, but I 

never detected that the Internet algorithms were doing a lot of filtering. 

 I tried to test this last night.  I posted on Facebook a message with a bunch 

of conservative catch=phrases like anchor baby, immigration, Islamic Jihadist.  I 

wanted to see if it made any difference in what Facebook served up for me to 

read, either in my newsfeed or in ads.  I could see no effect. 

 My ideal of well-educated person is one who is open to a variety of 

different points of view.  I am concerned if an internet program is censoring the 

information I get.  So far, I am not seeing that happen, but I’m not sure I would 

know if it was. 

 I fear we all engage in bubble filtering in low-tech ways in everyday life.  

We can’t read everything, we can’t hear everything, and our choices have got to 

be guided by what we think we already know.  But I want to be always open to 

having my assumptions challenged, to think outside the box as I said a few weeks 

ago. 

 The Psalmist says 

O LORD, you have searched me and known me. 

2 You know when I sit down and when I rise up; 

 you discern my thoughts from far away. 

3 You search out my path and my lying down, 

 and are acquainted with all my ways. 

4 Even before a word is on my tongue, 

 O LORD, you know it completely. 

 Are the internet algorithms, who can tell if you’re thinking about a 

mattress or Donald Trump, are they the equivalent of God here?  The answer, in a 

word, is no.  God is traditionally conceived as all-knowing and all-powerful and 

all-good.  The algorithms are dumb little snippets of computer code who don’t 

think, are not conscious.  They just filter information and match it up, they search 

for needles in haystacks all day long at incredible speeds.  They are very good at 

what they do.  But there is no there there; the only intelligence behind the 

algorithms are the programmers who wrote the code and who keep it updated.  

You might as well ask whether my electric drill is God.  

 Silos and filter bubbles are both impediments to the free flow of 

information and thought.  There is good reason for some information to remain 

private, and I am not taking a doctrinaire stand in favor of everyone having access 

to all information all the time.  But if we are serious about the search for truth, we 

need to open those silos, pop those filter bubbles wherever we find them, on the 

Internet or in what used to be called “real life.”   

Amen.     
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Reading Psalm 139 (NRSV)  

 

1 O LORD, you have searched me and known me. 

2 You know when I sit down and when I rise up; 

 you discern my thoughts from far away. 

3 You search out my path and my lying down, 

 and are acquainted with all my ways. 

4 Even before a word is on my tongue, 

 O LORD, you know it completely. 

5 You hem me in, behind and before, 

 and lay your hand upon me. 

6 Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; 

 it is so high that I cannot attain it. 

 

7 Where can I go from your spirit? 

 Or where can I flee from your presence? 

8 If I ascend to heaven, you are there; 

 if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. 

9 If I take the wings of the morning 

 and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, 

10 even there your hand shall lead me, 

 and your right hand shall hold me fast. 

11 If I say, "Surely the darkness shall cover me, 

 and the light around me become night," 

12 even the darkness is not dark to you; 

 the night is as bright as the day, 

 for darkness is as light to you. 

 

13 For it was you who formed my inward parts; 

 you knit me together in my mother's womb. 

14 I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. 

 Wonderful are your works; 

 that I know very well. 

15 My frame was not hidden from you, 

 when I was being made in secret, 

 intricately woven in the depths of the earth. 

16 Your eyes beheld my unformed substance. 

 In your book were written 

 all the days that were formed for me, 

 when none of them as yet existed. 

17 How weighty to me are your thoughts, O God! 

 How vast is the sum of them! 

18 I try to count them — they are more than the sand; 

 I come to the end — I am still with you. 

 


