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Have you ever heard of the term “ubiquitous computing?” It is a concept that germinated in the late 1980’s where technology becomes virtually invisible in our lives. Instead of having a desk-top or lap-top machine, the technology we use will be embedded in our environment. The origin of the concept is usually traced back to Mark Weiser who worked with Xerox PARC. In 1991 he wrote a paper that started with this sentence:

The most profound technologies are those that disappear. They weave themselves into the fabric of everyday life until they are indistinguishable from it.

He talks about how our technology will move away from “the computer station,” and into every aspect of our lives and we will use it without even thinking about it. Then, and even now to a large degree, computers by necessity make us come to their environment. There will come a time, and we have seen some of it already, when the technology will work out of the fabric of our environment, from our waking to our sleeping.

Have any of you seen the movie “Minority Report?” It is a futuristic film where computing and technology happens wherever you are. You walk into the store and somehow your retinas are scanned so that you are identified and then greeted by name by this disembodied voice who asks how you enjoyed your last purchase and tells you what is on sale that you might be interested in because it knows your buying habits.

That movie also introduced us to the big glass board where files and information are dragged up and expanded where everyone can see and then thrown of the board with the swipe of the hand. It was way cool, and low and behold if CNN didn’t start using one that we all became familiar with during the presidential campaign.

In many ways computing has become ubiquitous. Our kitchen appliances, our cars, our phones are computing to make our lives simpler, easier, more productive - or not. But no denying that computing in many ways is ubiquitous and becoming more so.

“Ubiquitous” is one of those $10 words that is fun to learn early on in life so you can interject it in normal conversations, along with words like “juxtaposition” and “circumlocution.” The latter word is very handy in the post-worship breakdown and evaluation of the sermon. Ubiquitous, however, simply means “everywhere.” When something is ubiquitous, it is everywhere.

That of course makes the title of this message and the theme for our consideration today a bit oxymoronic - “The Ubiquitous Here.” How can “here” be everywhere?
All of this is in context with the theme for our ministry this year at First United Methodist Church - “Here. Now.” How is God calling to us, Here. Now. What does the Bible say to us, Here. Now. How do I live out my Christian faith, Here. Now. There is an immediacy in our Christian journey that is very local and very temporal. But we also want to be careful that we are not articulating a narcissistic understanding of living for the here and now, but that God is calling us to live in the here and now with the grace of Christ, and that means there is a specific call on your life. We wish to move through this year in our ministry in a way that helps each of us realize God’s calling on our lives, here, now.

Last week we talked about the “Eternal Now,” another oxymoron, and I promise we will not use Paul Tillich this week. It was pretty heady stuff last week. I don’t know if that was Tillich or the subject matter, or both. But it is interesting, if not mind boggling, to try to understand that which is before time and that which is after time, not as time, but something wholly different and beyond time. That which Tillich called “Eternal.” And yet this “Eternal” finds its way into our every now giving it more meaning and significance than time itself can hold. So when we think about ministry “now,” it has this mystery about it that the now is affected by the eternal and the eternal is affected by the now.

What I find very interesting, about which I know very little, is the connection between time and space. Everyone is familiar with Einstein’s work on Relativity, a theory that basically led him to reject time - perhaps another definition of “Eternal Now” - who in so many words came to understand past present and future as happening simultaneously. After Einstein, came the work of Richard Feynman who helped developed the understanding of quantum mechanics. Just as Einstein’s own Relativity Theory led Einstein to reject time, Feynman had a theory called “Sum over Histories,” or “Sum over Possibilities,” which, led him to describe time simply as a direction in space.

The practicality of that is, if you wanted to do time travel, you would also have to do space travel, otherwise you might end up in a whole new history, perhaps even a whole new universe or dimension.

So what does that have to do with our “ubiquitous here?” What physicists and cosmologists are telling us that is important to our faith is that everything in the universe is eerily connected to everything else. We cannot isolate our faith to only certain times and places in our lives anymore than the universe can isolate pieces from itself. And while quantum mechanics actually might have a lot to say about our ubiquitous here, perhaps there is a more pragmatic way to consider what God is calling us out to be “here,” and the ubiquity of that ministry. For that we turn to a very familiar story in the New Testament.

An expert in the law confronts Jesus. “Teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” When Jesus asked him what was written in the Law and how did this expert understand its interpretation, the man said: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind’; and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”
Jesus agreed but the man persisted and asked: “And who is my neighbor?” Like a good physicist or cosmologist who sometimes has to leave the math behind and tell a good story to catch the imagination of possibility, Jesus leaves the discussion of the law and tells a story to get to the point. You know it well.

A traveler was robbed and left for dead by his attackers. A priest saw the man but passed by on the other side of the road, presumably in order to maintain ritual purity. A Levite also refused to assist the beaten, half dead traveler. Finally a passing Samaritan stopped and gave assistance, going beyond even the normal assistance by offering to cover the expenses for the man as he recovered in a local inn.

The point that is often missed by modern readers of this story is the deep hatred that Jews felt for Samaritans in those days.

When Jesus spoke of the “Good Samaritan” he was citing as the hero one of a group of people hated by those in his audience. If Jesus were telling us that story today, who would he use as the hero to make his same point?
According to Graham Pockett who blogged about the Good Samaritan, the parable should have been called “The Parable of the Good Acts of a Samaritan” because Jesus was talking about how we should behave toward others, not about how righteous we are. And so he muses different scenarios of who the “Samaritan might be in our day. Perhaps the story could be told as “The Parable of the Good Acts of an al Qaeda operative. Good acts do not require one to be a saint, which means that none of us are off the hook. We are called to be neighborly wherever we find ourselves.

And that gets to the point of our “Ubiquitous Here.” 

You have heard of the organization “Doctor’s Without Borders.” It is an international, independent, medical humanitarian organization that delivers emergency aid to people affected by armed conflict, epidemics, healthcare exclusion and natural or man-made disasters. They believe that all people deserve to live in a healthy, safe environment. Their first mission is to go and care for populations that are at extreme risk because of war, epidemics, or disasters with no thought of geopolitical borders or ideologies or nationalities. The world is their emergency room, to return a phrase of John Wesley who said, “The World is my parish.” And that is the “here” that begins to become “ubiquitous.”
It is a push to get out of our parochial selves and to exercise our faith to love God with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength, and others as ourselves, not just with people we like to hang with, people who think like us and in communities we choose gather in, but wherever we find ourselves, with whomever we find ourselves, there is where God has called us to ministry. There is the “here” that is everywhere.

Just as Mark Weiser talked about the most profound technologies are those that disappear, at least from the surface, as they weave themselves into the fabric of everyday life until they are indistinguishable from it, so too our faith and our call to ministry grows in such a way that it includes more than the perfunctory and obvious expression of it, like going to church and sitting in the same place at the same time with the same people. But the love of God becomes so ingrained in who we are that wherever we are, there is the ministry we are called to.

The universally accepted short hand for ubiquitous computing is “ubicomp.” Perhaps the shorthand for our call to ministry in the ubiquitous here can be “ubihere.”
When the Samaritan saw the robbed victim on the side of the road, God’s call on his heart was “ubihere.” When John Wesley witnessed how the Church of England was not addressing the concerns of the mine workers and the least of society, God’s call to him was “ubihere.” When Bishop Lawi Imathiu articulated a dream to create a secondary day school for some of the poorest in the rural outskirts of Meru, Kenya, many heard the call on our church “ubihere.” When others saw the plight of the homeless around our church and found a gap in the community’s effort to care for the feeding of the homeless, they saw how the church was being called to “ubihere.”
Wherever you are, when ever you are, how is your faith part of the fabric of who you are?

Make no mistake about it. There is not one person in the room who is not being called out by God to find your ministry here and now, which has eternal and ubiquitous significance.

With thanks to God. Find your place. Find your time. I pray it so in your life and in mine.
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