
 

 

There’s No App for That 
 

A sermon by Celie L. Katovitch  
On the occasion of inducting a new HUUMS Board  

 
______________________________________________________ 

 
 In thinking about what I hope might characterize HUUMS over the next year, I found 

myself turning to a word not present in English. That word is the Xhosa word “ubuntu”--roughly 

translated it means, “I am, only because we are.”  

 In order to find that translation I typed the word into Google, which informed me, with 

the first hit it turned up, that ubuntu was a computer operating system-- specifically, a badass 

computer operating system capable--its website proclaimed--of putting Microsoft Windows, Mac 

Os X, AND Android to shame.  

 This was not just the first search result that appeared. It was actually the entire first two 

pages of search results. Apparently our world desperately needs a computer operating system 

that is “faster than a pc and prettier than a mac,” one which “works with your existing pc files, 

cameras, printers and MP3 players,” is “super-fast,” and “offers a great way to get to your 

shortcuts and search for more apps and programs” in a “fast, secure, and stylishly simple” way.  

 

 I began to think I’d lost valuable time just by pausing to read the website. How had I 

lived without this product for so long? What was I doing lolly-gagging in my slower, less than 

fully secure, seldom simple and even more seldom stylish world, while “20 million people 

worldwide, every day,” had been given access by ubuntu to this vista of shortcuts?!  

 

 In all seriousness, I don’t think a fast pace is necessarily a spiritual evil. It’s become 

fashionable to bemoan the frantic emphasis on doing in our culture, a critique that makes sense 



 

 

most of the time. Here at Harvard Divinity School, however, I myself feel blessed that there are 

so many interesting and meaningful things for the doing that compete for my attention. I may run 

ragged sometimes, but what a blessing, really-- to have days filled with enjoyable classes and 

field education that lets me do ministry out in the world; to have to wonder whether, if I take just 

the right short cut, I might have time to make it to the talk on Conrad Wright and Monday’s 

Zumba class, the meeting of Anti-Oppression Coalition and the Servetus play, and the screening 

of the beautiful documentary Raw Faith...  

 

 Though of course we’re ALL going to see Raw Faith...  

 

 I am glad that our lives are filled with such wonderful doings.  

 And much as HUUMS informs us of, invites us to, and empowers us in those doings, 

HUUMS to me is something different from them all. HUUMS is where we come not first and 

foremost to do, but to Be. With our joys and sorrows, our voices, our words, our bodies, our 

souls, we come to be--and to be together.  

 

 This is what Desmond Tutu says about ubuntu in its original, less Googlable sense:  

 “Ubuntu speaks particularly about the fact that you can't exist as a human being in 

isolation. It speaks about our interconnectedness. You can't be human all by yourself, and when 

you have this quality – Ubuntu – you are known for your generosity. We think of ourselves far 

too frequently as just individuals, separated from one another, whereas you are connected and 

what you do affects the whole World. When you do well, it spreads out; it is for the whole of 

humanity.”  



 

 

 This is my hope for HUUMS: that we may embody this spirit. It truly is something the 

world desperately needs.  

 

 It is not easy. It is not fast, but requires commitment over time; it is not secure, but 

requires vulnerability; it is not stylish, but radically out of vogue in most of society. We are 

taught almost everywhere we go that the ideals we should strive for--especially those of us who 

would be leaders--are ideals of control, of perfection, of swiftness, and of self-reliance. They are 

quite contrary to the spirit of ubuntu-- it’s no wonder there is no word equivalent in English. To 

affirm these we must be willing to go against a lot of what is ingrained in ourselves, a lot of what 

is ingrained in the world around us. Ingrained in that world is a certain kind of connectedness: 

the connectedness that allows us to track our jogging routes on our iphones, receive tweets from 

friends across the world, see the taj mahal on Google Earth. Being rapidly lost to the world is 

another kind of connectedness: the connectedness of being together in body and spirit, and 

trusting enough to share our lives in that pause just to be without fearing that either of those 

things--the pausing or the sharing--somehow diminishes who we are.  

 

 But to carry the spirit of ubuntu is also, I believe, to go along with what is perhaps most 

natural to ourselves. Beneath layers of conditioning, we are perhaps hardwired for this. We know 

that there is no I without we. Sometimes we just get confused about the order of those two--

forget that it’s not “we are, because I am; but I am because we are.”  

  Tutu says, “A person with Ubuntu is open and available to others, affirming of others, 

does not feel threatened that others are able and good, based from a proper self-assurance that 



 

 

comes from knowing that he or she belongs in a greater whole and is diminished when others are 

humiliated or diminished...”  

 

 Today I’m thankful to a group of people who had the courage to take on the non-secure, 

non-simple, non-fast work of the Board, and to a group who have taken it up anew for the year to 

come. I’m grateful to everyone in this room for daring--it is an act of daring--to keep the roots of 

our community drinking of the waters of generous interdependence.   

 

 “Anything you’d care to do,” a review of the ubuntu computer operating system assures 

us, “there’s an app for that.”  

 When I am called out of all that I am doing in order simply to Be, it is this community of 

honest connection that grounds me. What brings me to this space every Friday of the year is 

seeing your faces, and knowing my being is supported and made possible in many ways by our 

being together. I am, because we are.  

 May we be a community of genuine fellowship for all.  

 May we be generous and open-hearted.  

 May we be.  

 

Amen.  

 

 


