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B
SECTION

H ere’s a question for you: Why would
you take a cellphone to the beach?
I ask because this seems entirely

unnecessary, if not sinful. If you
need to stay in touch with the baby
sitter, OK.

But what other reason would merit this
intrusion of annoying technology into one
of God’s most magnificent creations? To
follow stock prices or see yourself on Google
Earth? Ormaybe it’s to keep track of the
time. FYI, you can easily do that by (a) look-
ing at the sky or (b) asking the person on the
next blanket, “Excuse me, but do you have
the time?”Works like a charm.

I’MGUILTY, TOO
Let’s leave aside the fact that not know-

ing the time is one of the main reasons I go
to the beach. I ask this question because I
often do takemy cellphone to the beach and
wonder why I do. But then, I wonder why I
do a goodmany things onmy cellphone that
I didn’t used to feel the need to do.
The one good reason for takingmy cell-

phone to the beach is to take pictures. I did
this last weekend, taking photos of friends
as we watched the sunset at Point Betsie
on LakeMichigan up by Frankfort. I even
took a photo of my friend, Fred, as he took
a photo of me, which was both goofy and
semi-artsy.
These sunset photos will make for nice

memories of a beautiful evening. But they
also remindme how totally my stupid
smartphone has taken over my whole life.
Perhaps you can relate.

MONITORINGMYUSAGE
I recently monitoredmy smartphone use

for one day to see just how bad it is. Pretty
bad. I referred to my phone 42 times that
day, meaning I used it or just looked at it for
one reason or another. Among the uses I
made of it were email, texting, the calendar,
the calculator, Google alerts, MapQuest, the
clock and, oh yes, the “phone function” in
which you actually speak to another person.
Notice I did not take any photos, did not

look up the Tigers website or any other, did
not pull up YouTube to hear some obscure
’60s oldie and, incredibly, did not go on
Facebook. This was a nonwork day, so my
usage wasmuch less than usual. I prob-
ably also used it less because I was self-
conscious about doing so. And yet, 42 times,
I picked that little sucker up in my hand.
Why? Let me share a little revelation:

Because it’s there.
With the smartphone, we have opened

the Pandora’s Box of human curiosity. It
is the perfect storm of our innate desire to
know things, famously first displayed in
the Garden of Eden, and the ultimate con-
venient way to know them. Nomatter how
annoying and intrusive the smartphone has
become, it is here to stay forever. We are not
putting this toothpaste back in the tube.

And what is so wrong with that? you
may ask. Smartphones havemade our lives
so much easier. Flat tire in the middle of
nowhere? Get out your phone. Need to find a
nearby doctor because your kid has stepped
on a zebra mussel at the beach? Get out
your phone. Need to check that crucial email
fromwork? Get out your phone.
These all are important and valuable uses

of the smartphone.We truly are better off
in many ways because of it. But here’s the
more typical use: “Who played the president
in ‘Independence Day’?Was it Bill Paxton
or Bill Pullman?” Get out your phone. Or,
you’re having dinner with friends at a res-
taurant, and half of them are twiddling with
Twitter. Hello? Rememberme, the real-life
person sitting next to you?
In this regard, the stupid smartphone

pulls us out of the present moment into the
ether of infinite distractions. If ever you
have a quiet minute, get out your phone—
someonemight have something for you. It is
the ultimate apple, lowercase.
So let’s accept that these little gadgets

have their good and idle uses, like every-
thing else. Trouble is, they increasingly
command the center of attention. When the
Supreme Court recently ruled police need a
search warrant to dig through them, Chief
Justice Roberts wrote, “the proverbial visi-
tor fromMars might conclude they were an
important feature of human anatomy.”
In time, I expect they will in fact be part

of our anatomy, every little text message
registering right in our minds. Won’t that be
wonderful?

Columnist Charles Honey snapped this smartphone photo of his friend taking a smartphone photo of him during a recent sunset at the beach.
This week, Honey examines blurry boundaries regarding technology use in the digital age. (MLive.com files)

Smartphones: the apple
we can’t stop eating

Hello?Rememberme, the real-life person sitting next to you?
CHARLES HONEY, ON OVERUSE OF SMARTPHONES IN DAILY LIFE

By Fred Stella
President of the Interfaith Dialogue
Association

When we look at the
history of interfaith
dialogue and cooperation,

we have to acknowledge the
movement was inaugurated and
supported by more liberal wings
of the various religions in gener-
al and, in particular, progressive
Christians. If it weren’t for them,
we would never have moved
fromwhere we were in the early
20th century.
Today, liberals continue to

carry the banner for this effort.
Conservative religious adherents
traditionally have been wary of
interfaith activities, though that
is changing in many quarters.
But, is it possible progressives

might be ham-
pering interfaith
growth? If what
happened not
long ago is any
metric, indeed, it
could be true.
I was host-

ing Interfaith
Dialogue Association’s radio
show, “Common Threads”
(WGVU-FM, Sundays at 7 a.m.
and 6:30 p.m.), and interviewing
the director of a multireligious
organization in New York. I
asked her about the inclusion of
more conservative Christians in
her work. Specifically, I posed
the question, “Can someone who
declares that Jesus is the only
way be welcomed in interfaith
circles?”

She replied, “I would hope he
would say that Jesus is the only
way for me.” I was disappointed
with this answer. If that person
is a conservative evangelical, he
would not phrase it like that. He
would believe Jesus is the only
way for every man, woman and
child on the planet.
One of the cardinal rules of

interfaith dialogue is, “Thou
shalt not compromise thy faith.”
Asking an evangelical or other
conservative to speak like a
Unitarian is one surefire way to
throw out the unwelcomemat
for that particular demographic.
As an organization that has
encouraged greater participa-
tion from Baptists, Reformed,
Pentecostals and others who
share those same core dogmas

and values, IDA always has wel-
comed everyone to openly and
forthrightly state his or her theo-
logical opinions without apology.
One would hope, however,

that in a dialogue group, each
member is respectful of other
perspectives. In one such group,
a member admitted he was only
there to gather information on
all the other religions in order to
convert them.
While I would hope for more

tolerance and respect, I still have
to give this guy credit for the fact
that he did seek to learn directly
from those who practiced a faith
that was not his own. And, when
it came to the issue of salvation,
we should have been able to
accept his declaration that only
those who share his beliefs will

receive God’s mercy. Hearing
that doesn’t mean we have to
believe it or like it. But wemust
respect how that article of faith
shapes the life of the person
holding it.
Deep exchange onmatters

spiritual is not always comfort-
able. It can challenge assump-
tions and provoke wonderfully
painful questions for the right
and for the left. But this must
be done in what all participants
would agree to be a very safe
space, where mutual respect is
palpable.

Fred Stella is outreach min-
ister of theWest Michigan
Hindu Temple and president of
Interfaith Dialogue Association.
Email interfaith@gvsu.edu.

Dialogue faces challenges on the right and left
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By Zachary A. Goldfarb
The Washington Post

President Barack Obama,
resisting calls from several
prominent faith leaders, did
not include an exemption for
religiously affiliated govern-
ment contractors when he
issued an executive order
Monday barring discrimina-
tion on the basis of sexual ori-
entation and gender identity,
theWhite House said.
Obama announced last

month he would sign such
an order after concluding
Congress was not going to act
on a broader measure prohib-
iting discrimination based on
sexual discrimination or gen-
der identity by companies.
Since then, faith leaders

have urged him to include an
exemption for government
contractors with a religious
affiliation, such as some social
service agencies.

EXTENDINGBUSH
EXEMPTION
White House officials said

Friday the new executive
order would not include such
an exception. But Obamawill
preserve an exemption put
in place by former President
GeorgeW. Bush that allows
religiously affiliated contrac-
tors to favor employees of a
certain religion in making hir-
ing decisions.

CRITICS, SUPPORTERS
Gay rights organizations

have criticized that earlier
exemption, and they celebrat-
ed the news that Obamawould
not be broadening it.
“With the strokes of a pen,

the president will have a very
real and immediate impact on
the lives of millions of LGBT
people across the country,”
said Chad Griffin, president of
the Human Rights Campaign,
a gay rights group.
MichaelWear, a former

Obama faith adviser who had
organized a letter to Obama
urging him to include a reli-
gious exemption, said he was
gratified that Obama pre-
served the Bush exemption.
But he said because “faith-
based contractors will not be
completely exempt from the
president’s executive order,”
it will be important to provide
“clarity” on what behavior is
consistent with it.
“We risk opening up the

doors for litigation that leaves
both LGBT Americans and
religious organizations uncer-
tain and unprotected,” he
wrote in a statement.
The order protecting

lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender people is the lat-
est administration policy to
become embroiled in a debate
over religious rights.
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