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It is April. The fourth month, the fourth stage of our 6 month pilgrimage. It is the Contemplation 
stage: Some pilgrimages go the direct route to the Holy, right to the center of the Holy of 
Holies, directly to the heart of the matter. Others take a more indirect route, circling around the 
outside of the sacred place, transforming the physical journey into a spiritual path of 
contemplation. 
 
I discovered last Sunday that UUCSB is a Pokemon Gym.  A landmark for in the game Pokemon 
Go. I discovered it when I asked my daughter if she liked the service and she asked me “did you 
know that the church is a pokemon gym?” So that answered my question. And it blew my mind. 
I cant say if Pokemon Go is an indirect route or not.  But it is the route we will take this week 
none-the-less. 
 
Pokemon Go is an augmented reality game that uses mobile devices with GPS to locate, 
capture, study and train virtual creatures which appear in your real world location.  It was 
released in 2016 with 150 creatures to catch, and as of 2021 there are now more than 700 
creatures to catch.  It was founded, in part to promote physical activity amongst zombie 
computer kids, by incentivizing walking to catch creatures and unlock rewards.  It is also a way 
to push foot traffic to businesses and landmarks.  By 2018 it had 147 million active participants, 
Grossing $6 billion dollars in revenue. Pokemon go regularly introduces special characters 
through events.   
 
Pokemon Go is based on the Pokemon show that has run since the 1990s.  It was conceived of 
On April 1 of 2014 and launched in 2016 as a collaboration between the makers of Pokemn and 
Google Maps.  Technically, augmented reality which now uses the new term trans reality. The 
game adds characters, pokestops (where you collect balls and other resources to catch 
pokemon) and gyms where a person’s avatar comes to battle to catch special characters. The 
game also constantly adds landmarks and business. 
 
I came to Pokemon in 2016 when my daughter got into it.  It became a new way that we could 
connect and interact. We would go on walks to collect pokemon and take drives to find 
pokestops and collect resources.  I remember one time, on a special events day, we drove to 
SMCC to go to all of their stops. (there are a lot there).  We saw dozens of mostly youths.  
Although there were plenty of Adultish kind of people. The first time I ever experienced Saco, 
Maine beyond route 1 was when we discovered that the cemetery is one of the largest 
menageries of pokemon and pokestops in the area.  We have spent hours there when the 
daffodils were in bloom.   
 
Over time it faded from my attention as it faded from Sammis attention and I let go of it when 
she moved to Costa Rica.  It really had been a game for us to do together.  I believe she had let 
it go a bit but apparently google or Niantic added a bunch of pokestops in Monteverde and she 
got some renewed interest recently. She arrived home 10 days ago with renewed interest and  
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we have been out and about.  When she told me after church last week that UUCSB is a 
pokemon gym. It got me thinking…It was a way that she and I connected in the awkwardish 
period of her tweens.  Why couldn’t it be a way for this Church to connect with others. 
 
I heard an idea recently from Anne D.  Don’t mean to put you on the spot Anne.  The idea was 
to create an afterschool program in the Parish Hall that would give young people a space to 
come and access internet to do their homework. What if this became a pokemon go café, with 
a sign right out front, that was open for business from 2-5 a couple of afternoons a week?  
Youth would be invited into the space using a language that they speak and understand. They 
would also get the intended gift of space and internet. They would also see your principles on 
the walls and feel the warmth and hospitality of this lovely building.  
 
Broken record here….you have something the world really needs here.  How can you share that 
information? Perhaps you can recognize the “good news” in pokemon speak and translate your 
principles into that language so that others will here. Offering kids safe space, granting them 
hospitality, learning their language. Those things sound consistent with your faith.  
 
What if their parents liked your facebook page? Came to service here on Sunday? With a 
consistent web presence, whose to say that they wont try you out from afar, or tell other 
people about the cool pokemon go café you set up here and those people check you out?  Or 
that a local news outlet wont tell your story?  This is just me extrapolating off the newly found 
notion that you are a part of Pokemon Go.   
 
Another idea came to me. What if all of you with smart phones, downloaded the app, created 
an avatar, engaged in the game with one another and then “opened for business” speaking the 
language that youth speak and understand? What if you met them where they are at?   
Entering into relationships with youth where you meet them at their level? What if they came 
for pokemon, got their homework done, and saw the principles on the walls and experienced 
how you live them in the stories you tell and the relationships you offer to them.   
 
The point of all of this Pokemon Go speak is that the younger generations have new ways to 
talk with each other and be in communication with one another.  They have new ways of 
sharing information and being in relationship. Most people over the age of, I don’t know 40 or 
50 don’t understand those languages, don’t engage in those languages, don’t share their stories 
in those languages.  The term Gospel literally translates to Good News.  It is applied specifically 
to birth, death and resurrection of Jesus the Christ. The term gospel can also be applied other 
religions to describe an idea of a teaching that is a cornerstone belief or rule in that tradition.  
Colloquially it is also applied to a statement about anything solid truth. UUCSB has a lot of 
Gospel here. How can you share it with people only speaking in Augmented Reality? 
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These ideas and technologies seem to outpace us old farts.  (most of us that is) But if these are 
the languages and images that our youth are seeing and the languages they are speaking, how 
will we reach them if we are not speaking them as well?  If we are not engaging them within the  
 
language that they speak. As we heard this morning in the verses quoted from Pokemon Go 
game, there are values, being communicated.  Not all bad ones either. How do we engage in 
values-based conversations when we don’t enter the conversation?  Better yet, how do we 
communicate the principles and sources of faith when we don’t speak the language of the 
people we are trying to talk to? These values that are constant, that are Gospels in different 
languages.   
 
Church is not what it used to be, I don’t have to tell you that.   Youth do not come to be talked 
at.  They don’t come to absorb the theology or the good news through our hymns anymore. 
Some would say they don’t come at all. I wouldn’t say that.  I will repeat that you are a 
pokemon gym. No less than a half dozen people, mostly youth, stop by here each week. Maybe 
more. You have new people coming to this church every week.  People are coming to your 
church.   
 
The lead mentor of the program I just completed, Leonard Sweet, told us week one of the 
program that every church that intends to reach the next generation needs a TikTok account.  
The program I completed is called Semiotics, Church and Culture and is futurist focused. It 
was/is about reading the signs for where the Holy Spirit is leading the church and fashioning the 
Good News into languages that will move it forward. At the start of my program TikTok was the 
latest up and coming app.  It is an app that you can make a short video clip and overlay it with 
music and post hoping to glean followers. There are trends that happen.  For instance someone 
will record a funny dance with a particular song (non-copywritten songs) and it will become the 
rage and people will copy if all over the globe. It was and still is a new language.  To transmit 
information and for people to engage in conversations with it. 
 
Sweet believes that any community that wishes to grow itself needs to translate their message, 
their story for the next generations, needs to have a TikTok account.  Needs to create regular 
videos, needs to have an outreach strategy, seek viewers, link up to other like-minded/like 
messaged organizations and causes and repost and amplify.  Any community that wants to live 
and live on, needs a social media strategy, a social media coordinator, a camera (or smart 
phone), a videographer and a clip editor and a person who posts and moderates the social 
media accounts. As much as they need a good minister, they need a way to share your message 
and identity with the world in ways the world can receive the message and engage with it.  
 
AND its not even just about using social media to get your message out there either. It is about 
more than posting your video.  We are not an audience-based communication world.  I 
appreciate that you listen to me but those under 40 want full participation.  That’s what TIKTOK 
is about. You can follow your people and you can post in order to present yourself to the world.  
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You are now not only taking in content, but you are also becoming part of the content.  
Augmented Reality.  The step in between live action and virtual reality.  People putting 
themselves into the story.   
 
That is what the Gospels of the New Testament did before technology.  That is what parables 
are all about.  I’ll tell you a story and you can decide who you relate to in the story and what 
meaning you make out of it.  It then becomes your story. And now story is an image driven 
story that you have in the palm of your hand and you can put your avatar into the story and 
become part of the story.  Here we POKEMON GO again. We need to to learn to speak the 
language of the technology, to communicate to people under 40 to hear them and to share our 
messages.  But there is more to it.  
 
Technology is now core to who we are. If we ignore it, like sex for instance, it won’t go away.  If 
we speak against it, we will alienate the youth who make meaning from it.  There are 
government agencies that regulate the internet, agencies that patrol the internet to protect 
people from internet fraud, child pornography, cyber-attacks. At least two generations are 
completely enmeshed with technology. Who is teaching values around it?   In some ways it is 
beyond communicating your story, although that is enormously important.  Because it is how at 
least 2 generations of humans communicate with one another. In some ways it is not about 
making ourselves relevant anymore, it is about helping people understand the impact of their 
decisions, how to use the technology safely, how to engage is safe text. 
 
UUs have a program OWL. Amazing program about living fully into sexuality and gender 
expression. Looking at and teaching about the fullness of human expression.  Remarkable when 
it came out.  Pardon the expression.  Affirms that sexuality is core to who we are. Truly 
remarkable for a faith tradition to take it on as you did.    
 
We are evolving. Maybe it is time to get out in front of the curve of technology and articulate a 
way to live fully, safely, wholy/Holy into the really real that society exists in today. Who is 
establishing and teaching values for it.? Perhaps now is the time to establish an OARL. Our 
augmented reality life. Normalizing it as a part of our new human existence, talking about all 
the goodness that can come from it, talk about ways that it is exploitive and dangerous.  From 
the inside out. Not as distant skeptics.   
 
You could get into OWL because you have all, I expect, have had sexual experience, and could 
speak about the fullness of it and share values around it from the inside out. You gotta get 
inside this.  If not POKEMON GO, than TIKTOK. Short videos that tell stories in up to 3 minute 
video clips.  Some are fad based. People doing dances or stunts to similar music.  Some are 
educational.  I follow a Jewish orthodox couple in Florida who take viewers questions about 
their faith tradition and answer them in cute and funny video clips.  They have great 
personalities and are fun to watch. They show bits and pieces of holiday and Shabbats.  They  
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talk about modesty rules and dietary rules and their refrigerator’s sabbath mode. I am 
interested in what they are teaching, and I am now hooked into their story.  
 
What if you did that here? What if you made 2-minute videos twice a week and posted about 
your community?  Worked on building an audience.  Got people watching from near and far. 
Increased your followers, linked to other UU churches or to the UUA in some technological 
way?  I am not that technically savvy and I often get carried away with big ideas. And still there 
is a lot of potential in the future if you see yourself in it.  If you augment your current reality. 
 
Where does it all begin? That is a huge question. I think they first place to start is to circle back 
to your common history and your core values. What important truths do you want to live out 
and live on from this community. How will you want to engage in the truths that are present in 
this day,in this city, state, country now? I would say, start where you are. This church is a 
POKEMON Gym.  New people are coming to the church regularly.  To play pokemon.  Learn 
pokemon, play pokemon.  Invite them in. People drive and park in front to battle mythical 
creatures. Connect with them, become part of the story, their story.  They will become part of 
yours/ours. impart our stories to them. Help them engage the technology with life giving 
values. Give them a safe space to play on the new playground.  
 
It also begins when you recognize the good news in these languages and technologies. Rather 
than a book read or a new social justice cause, you need to get someone in here who can help 
you learn the language of Pokemon Go, TikTok and other Apps. It means creating a strategy and 
sharing your principles and activities in technologies and languages that people under 40 speak 
and interact with.  
 
 One of my clergy colleagues puts in the (electronic) bulletin that if he catches people on their 
smartphones during worship, he will add 15 minutes to his sermon. Today I will take a different 
approach. I am asking you to take out your smart phones, download Pokemon Go and find each 
other and find yourselves and your principles and the good news in the game.  
 
“We do have a lot in common. The same earth, the same air, the same sky. Maybe if we started 
looking at what is the same instead of what is different, who knows? “ 
 
“I see now that the circumstances of one’s birth are irrelevant; it is what you do with the gift of 
life that determines who you are” 
 
There are bad ways to win and good ways to lose. What is interesting and troubling is that it is 
not always clear which is which. A flipped coin does not always land on heads or tails.  
Sometimes it may never land at all.” 
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“Even if we don’t understand each other, that is not a reason to reject each other. There are 
two sides to any argument. Is there one point of view that has all the answers?  Give it some 
thought.” 
 
They Holy of Holies may be right here in front of us. There is a Pokemon Go Gym right in our 
midst. Can we approach this issue of the new virtual reality directly and engage it with our best 
values in mind.  Can we approach this new reality as a part of a living tradition?  Our living 
tradition?  We have been made relevant by an augmented reality game that drives people, 
youth to our door. The language that is spoken and the truths that are communicated are not  
 
that far from our own. It is time to think about what that means for our pilgrimage and for 
UUCSB.  The Holy of Holies was, is and ever will be present in creation. When creation changes 
and evolves and emerges in ways that we are no familiar with, can we step out of ourselves to 
meet it. My idea may be a wacky idea. I invite you to cultivate some out of the box thinking so 
that you continue to find the Holy, you continue share what you have here in these four walls. 
May it be so. 
Resources Used: 
 
Soul Matters, UUA preaching resource 
The Signals are Talking, book by Amy Webb 
Wikipedia, Pokemon/Pokemon Go 
Lecture by Leonard Sweet, Portland Seminary, August 2019 
 


