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Second Day Rosh Hashanah 5780 Sermon:  Public or Private? 
Rabbi Eric Yanoff   Easel on bimah, up front; signs, sliced pillow, source sheets 
 
Shanah tovah. 
 
Some of you know this – but I haven’t gotten over it, so I’m going to share it again:  In the 
powder room of the home of my father-in-law (of blessed memory) – the wall-paper, on all 
four walls, featured pictures of sculptures, busts, looking down, with skepticism and 
disapproval – much like this [SHOW].  It always freaked me out – in the most private place 
of the home – close quarters – to look up and around – to [SHOW FACE AGAIN].  I can assure 
you – I never forgot to wash my hands in that powder room. 
 
But I begin with this disturbing image today, to prompt a question that speaks to the 
atonement that is our primary task in this season:  Is it better to sin in public or private?  I 
mean, if you’re going to sin – which is better?   
 
Should you go big, or go home?  Go big – public, out there… or go home – in privacy – what I do is my business?  
What is better – public or private?   In his commentary on the part of the Torah, from just a few weeks ago, where 
Moses offers admonitions (warnings or so-called “curses” for sinning), the commentator Rashbam teaches the 
following:   [RASHBAM TEXT ON CURSES; include the version of “Ha-Nistarot… V’ha-niglot… - with dots”] 
 
So – Rashbam talks about sins that are private (defined as “only God can know or respond to them”), the private sins 
deserve God’s curses… We need God for the private wrongdoings - because all public wrongdoings have other 
correctives, beyond God’s curses. 
 
Let’s think about that.  On the one hand, arguing that it’s better to sin in private:  Maybe, at least, I can keep my 
imperfections to myself.  And especially if they go witnessed and unchecked – then is society saying, tacitly, through 
its inaction or its inability to act or its indifference – that what I did was OKAY… or at least, normal, normative, 
expected, common?  This happens all the time; we become inured to immorality, violence – we stop seeing such 
transgressions as exceptional, we expect the next one… and gradually, we come to expect it of ourselves, as part of our 
lives.  So if society is NOT going to respond to a public, witnessed crime or immorality – maybe it’s better to keep it 
hidden, so it doesn’t embolden others to do the same. 
 
And yet, on the other hand:  If you’re gonna do it, OWN it…. Flaunt it?  And if my wrongdoings ARE witnessed, 
and I AM punished in some way, the legal processes there become a deterrent for other people:  I don’t want what 
happened to him to happen to me – so I’m not going to act like HE did. 
 
We’ve all experienced this.  Think of disobeying the speed limit:  If everyone is speeding, I’m much more likely to 
speed.  I may even justify it by telling myself that it’s unsafe NOT to speed, with cars whizzing around me.  But the 
second someone is pulled over, what do I do?  I slam on the brakes.  I even slam on the brakes when I see the police 
officer out of his car, already busy writing a ticket – which is the moment when I’m probably most safe from being 
pulled over myself.  But that’s the power of public wrong-doing – deterrence. 
 
And even more of a reason that maybe my imperfections should be aired, publicly:  Maybe I NEED the publicity of 
it, to remind me of what is right, a little nudge, a reminder that SOMEONE is watching, that I should be ashamed to 
be seen acting in that way.  Maybe I NEED a pressure valve, an outlet, a way of acknowledging it, so it’s not on me 
and me alone… 
 
Is there a place for shame?  Might that sense of shame, that this is NOT something I’d like others to witness – might 
that give me pause?   We all know the power of this:  I’m sitting at a restaurant where everyone orders something 
healthy, a salad – am I going to be the one to order a burger?  Doesn’t a regularly-scheduled spin class work better 
than a periodic solo ride on a stationary bike – that spin instructor shouting, and everyone else sweating alongside you?  
And what about here – isn’t Judaism meant to be done in community?  That’s why we prefer a minyan, to praying 
alone – and certain prayers aren’t even said unless we have a minyan. 
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So maybe we need the publicity, to keep us honest.  Because especially in public, shame is an incredibly powerful 
emotion.  As my friend Rabbi Aaron Brusso wrote:  Though this is a bit counterintuitive, shame may be a good thing, 
to push us to be better.  Now, to be clear, I mean shame, in the sense of “I’ve missed the mark, and I feel out-of-
whack for that, and I know that others may know this too, and that motivates me to do better.”  I do not mean 
humiliation; humiliation is paralyzing, and does not motivate us, but rather denigrates us, festers within us.  Shame, 
on the other hand, is what we feel when our conscience pulls at us, makes us regret our actions.  That can be a good 
thing….  
 

In Hebrew, HEBREW WORD M.TZ.P.N the word for conscience (matzpun) and the 
word for compass (matzpen) come from the same word, tzafon, for North – to keep us 
straight ahead, due north, on course.  But it’s also related to the word mutzpan – which 
means hidden.  Sometimes, especially when the sin is hidden (mutzpan), the proper 
path can be hidden from us, elusive, as well – and it’s only with that tug in our gut, our 
conscience, our matzpun, that we can be drawn back to the proper course or 

direction.  (I love how Hebrew works like that.) 
 
So, shame CAN work – and maybe, then, it makes sense that our wrong-doings should be public.  In Jewish law, one 
is disqualified from serving as a witness – not if one breaks Jewish law in general, but if one breaks Jewish law 
b’farhesya – in the public view.  So there IS a difference if I break the rules in the privacy of my home, versus in the 
middle of Suburban Square.  That’s what the first law of the entire Jewish legal code, the Shulchan Aruch, teaches us:  
[SHULCHAN ARUCH TEXT]  The implication is that sinning in public shows not only a moral failure, but a 
disregard for the society and its rules, overall.   
 
Nowadays, people put a LOT of things out there b’farhesya, in the public view – online, on social media.  Personally, 
I tend to be pretty cautious in what I post – but there are plenty of things I see on Facebook that I wished *I* didn’t 
see – let alone people’s potential employers (who DO check these things).  Based on what I see online, the way people 
present themselves to the world, share highly personal, emotionally-charged information, pictures, milestones, 
tragedies, embarrassments – I’m not sure that shame and public approbation have the same power that they once 
did.   
 
But in the Middle Ages, when these texts [SHOW SHEET] originated, shame was a strong emotion.  And still today, 
at certain times, shame, the concern of what others will think, does guide our actions, our correctives, even our 
teshuvah (our repenting for past bad acts).  I think of the #MeToo movement, calling out sexual harassment and sexual 
assault:  It took too long to reach the break-point, but once a few women had the courage to go public, it gave incredible 
voice to an alliance of those suffering silently, intimidated.  Bringing it into the light re-affirmed workplace 
propriety and policy – to the point where now the procedures and presumptions necessary for investigation are racing 
to catch up. 
 
But I also think (as we discussed in here yesterday, and we’ll cover in the Girsh on Yom Kippur) of failures to call out 
anti-Semitism, on both political extremes – and how that has emboldened Jew-hating rhetoric and acts to come out 
of its dark, ugly corners of society, into the public view. 
 
If a wrongdoing is public, then, it can provide a check, a deterrent, against continued wrongdoing – both by legal 
court processes and public shame – provided that the public and the legal system condemn the act.   
 
And nowadays, is there even such a thing as privacy?  How many of us are confident that what we do and say, (as 
the Talmud says) af b’chadrei chadarim– even in our innermost, windowless rooms of our home, is truly private?  I 
was recently with someone in leadership in the synagogue, and we were discussing how best to help a family who is 
connected to the shul – and the next day, that synagogue leader came up to me, terrified, and said, “My phone was 
listening to us!  Right after I left your office, I looked at Facebook – and that person we were discussing, for the first 
time ever, out of the blue – Facebook recommended I friend that person!  My phone is listening!” 
 
Our lives are increasingly (perhaps disturbingly) transparent.  Now, I certainly believe in the blessings of 
technology, to connect us to loved ones far away, to heal us, to bring education and culture to the four corners of the 
earth.  But even in Silicon Valley, the people most comfortable in the high-tech world, regularly recommend a low-
tech “fix” of putting a piece of tape over your laptop camera – because it can be turned on remotely.  It’s nothing new; 



Second Day Rosh Hashanah 5780 Sermon:  Public or Private? – Rabbi Eric Yanoff       3 of 4 

twenty years ago, Sun Microsystems CEO Scott McNealy said (to the horror of society) back then, “You have zero 
privacy anyway.  Get over it.”  Are we living in a post-privacy age? 
 
And yet, this online world has the same self-governing rules of shame and conscience as the classic Talmudic 
definitions of public sinning, b’farhesya:  Google CEO Eric Schmidt has said, “If you have something that you don't 
want anyone to know, maybe you shouldn't be doing it in the first place."   And Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg said: 
"People have really gotten comfortable not only sharing more information and different kinds, but more openly and 
with more people. That social norm is just something that's evolved over time.” 
 
Is that a good thing?  Are we resigned to it – “get over it,” as the tech industry would say?  Nowadays, data breaches 
are headlines; are we headed to a point when we just assume that our social security numbers, our photos, our secret 
proclivities, how we vote – it’s all just… out there?   
 
And if so, if PRIVACY no longer exists, then according to Rashbam’s definition of the need for God to intervene in 
the private stuff, with admonitions or curses – is that no longer relevant, either?  Do we need God LESS, to govern 
us, if there is no privacy?  Is God a collateral-damage victim in the death of privacy? 
 
On the contrary – we need God more.  (You didn’t think I’d let that rhetorical question just sit there – “Do we need 
God less?” – did you?...)  There is an irony in the technology-driven death of privacy:  We know so much more 
about people.  We share more about ourselves.  Nothing seems private – we’re “out there,” an open book – and yet, 
with all the breaking down the walls of privacy, study after study has 
demonstrated that this sort of over-sharing does not make us know each other 
more, but rather we feel less connected to one another. 
 
[TMI – Too much information/isolation?]  Because everyone knows our 
“everything,” we are more emotionally guarded and suspicious.  Because we have 
thousands of online “friends” and “followers,” we recoil at real contact.  Because 
nothing is ever lost or forgotten online, we are less committed to the idea of 
remembering names, numbers, faces, moments, mental images – the building 
blocks of human relationships – because it’s all up there in the cloud, right? 
 

The Torah predicted this, amazingly:  Let’s go back to that line in the Torah, that 
is quoted on these High Holidays, and that gave Rashbam his original concern over 
public versus private wrongdoing:  It reads, “Ha-nistarot l’Adonai Eloheinu – our 
private moments, acts, fears, loves – these are for God to discern with us.  V’ha-niglot, 
lanu ul’vaneinu ad-olam – but the public, transparent things – this is between us, 
those with us now, and our children, who are affected by how the public sees us.”  
But if you look closely – in the Torah, there are dots over the letters of the words 
“lanu ul’vaneinu.”   
 

Those dots are a scribal tradition, in the writing of a Torah.  Many scholars think those dots are to indicate that an 
earlier version wanted to leave out those words (but we never “delete” the Torah – so they just marked it instead).  If 
so, let’s read the verse without those words:  “Ha-nistarot l’Adonai Eloheinu – the private stuff?  That’s between 
us and God – we settle it, we do teshuvah, we atone, we don’t need to put it out there.  V’ha-niglot ad olam – once 
it’s out there, public – it’s ad olam, forever – never to be re-captured, controlled, contained, or fixed. 
 
That’s the pillow-feathers story:  [DO IT!] The sage who was approached by a contrite person, who had maligned 
the sage in public, now asking for forgiveness.  The wise man said, “Okay, but first, take a pillow, slice it open, and 
leave its feathers to the wind.”  The man did so, and returned, expecting forgiveness.  “Okay,” said the sage, “but first, 
collect all the feathers.”  “Impossible!” said the man.  “Exactly,” said the sage.  “Can you collect your public words, 
with private repentance and forgiveness?” 
 
The public nature of our lives nowadays may make the work of teshuvah, that is so much part of these Days of Awe, 
near-on impossible.  And yes, if teshuvah is a return, a re-affirmation of our connection with God on these days – 
then yes, the public nature of our lives nowadays, the death of privacy, IS affecting our ability to relate to God… 
and to one another.  That’s why the prophet Micah asks so little of us:  He says [MICAH TEXT]  “What does God ask 
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of us?  First, try not to sin – do justice, love goodness.  But (if things get off the path), hatzne’ah lechet im-Elohecha 
– walk modestly with God.” 
 
Modesty is the place where private and public life meet – how, knowing we are public and open and transparent, 
we seek a proper, if tense, relationship with that publicity, by drawing lines and having humility, and yes, even 
productive shame.  If you do this, the prophet says, then Adonai will be your God – we will be able to connect better 
with God. 
 
If sinning – or for that matter, praising and doing good – in public leads us to greater connectivity and greater good 
because of our conscience, our fear of punishment, and our awareness of the opinions of others – then great.  But 
let’s not assume that such transparency is always good; a glass house can make us feel quite fragile, insecure, and 
suspicious of others, and [SIGN] isolate us even more.   
 
I pray that, as technology sprints forward, faster than we as humans and society can evolve – that, in a world that 
has not yet figured out where to land on these issues, we hold on to the timeless roots of God, of our personal, 
private connections to God and to one another – to anchor us when we may feel adrift in the chaos of the storm.  
Keyn yehi ratzon – So may it be God’s will.  And let us say:  AMEN.  

 

 



 

 

Look – Who’s Watching? 
Privacy in an Increasingly Transparent, Public World 

 
Rabbi Eric Yanoff 

Adath Israel ~ Second Day of Rosh Hashanah 5780 ~ October 1, 2019 ~ ב' תשרי תש"פ 
 

כל הארורים שנים עשר ...וכולם עבירות שרגילים להיות בסתר, הם כמו שאפרש בכולם הוא משנים שרגילים  - "ושם בסתר"
שעל עבירות שבגלוי לא באו  ”בסתר,“ומכה רעהו. ולכך פירש בשניהם  להיות פעמים בגלוי ופעמים בסתר והן עבודת גילולים

הוא יקח נקמה מן הנסתרות,  -לקלל, כי בית דין יענשוהו על הגלויות, כמו שכתוב בסוף כל הקללות: הנסתרות לה' אלהינו 
 שהרי נתקללו בשם הקב"ה, אבל הנגלות לנו ולבנינו עד עולם לעשות את כל דברי התורה הזאת

There are a total of twelve admonitions (“curses”) …all of the sins mentioned in them being of the type that one commits 
in private, when one is unobserved and no witnesses are present… There are only two of these which are sometimes 
committed in private and sometimes in public. These are idolatry and striking one’s fellow Jew. This is the reason that the 
Torah mentions the word b’seter (“in secret”) specifically in connection with these two sins that are listed here. The reason 
is that for sins committed in public there is no need to utter a curse, as people sinning in public are not frightened of the 
curses either. Not only that, the court has a chance to deal with crimes committed in public. This is the message in [the later 
verse, Deuteronomy 29:28] “Haniglot lanu – ul’vaneinu – we are forever obligated to deal with publicly committed offenses. 
Only when crimes are committed in secret do we leave punishment of the sinners to God, i.e., “ha-nistarot – secretly 
committed sins are left to God to redress.”        - Rashbam’s Commentary on Deuteronomy 27:15 

 
ׄיׄנּו֙ׄ ת ינּו ְוַהִּנְג�ֵק �-אֱ  'הת לַ ִּנְסָּתרֹ הַ  ֙ ֵנׄ ָבׄ ׄנּׄו ּׄוְלׄ ם ַלֲעׂש ָל֤ׄ את׃ַעד־עֹוָל֔ ֹֽ ה ַהּז י ַהּתֹוָר֥  ֹות ֶאת־ָּכל־ִּדְבֵר֖

Private acts concern [us and] Adonai our God; but with public acts, it is for us and our children to apply the teachings of 
this Torah.                      - Devarim (Deuteronomy) 29:28 
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כי אין ישיבת האדם ותנועותיו ועסקיו והוא לבדו בביתו כישיבתו ותנועותיו ועסקיו והוא לפני מלך גדול ולא דבורו והרחבת 
ביתו וקרוביו כדבורו במושב המלך כ"ש כשישים האדם אל לבו שהמלך הגדול הקב"ה אשר מלא פיו כרצונו והוא עם אנשי 

 'כל הארץ כבודו עומד עליו ורואה במעשיו כמו שנאמר אם יסתר איש במסתרים ואני לא אראנו נאום ה

For a person’s way of sitting, one’s movements and dealings while alone at home, are not like how one sits, one’s movements 
and dealings when one is before a great king; nor are one’s speech and free expression as much as one wants when with 
household members and relatives like one’s speech when in a royal audience. All the more so when one takes to heart that 
the Great Sovereign, the Holy Blessed One, Whose glory fills the earth, is standing over and watching one’s actions, as it is 
stated: “‘Will a person hide in concealment and I will not see him?’ - the word of God” (Jeremiah 23:24). 

- Shulchan Aruch Orach Hayyim 1:1 

 

 י�׃ �ֶק -ּדֹוֵרׁש ִמְּמ� ִּכי ִאם־ֲעׂשֹות ִמְׁשָּפט ְוַאֲהַבת ֶחֶסד ְוַהְצֵנַע ֶלֶכת ִעם־אֱ  'הְל� ָאָדם ַמה־ּטֹוב ּוָמה־ִהִּגיד 

He has told you, humankind, what is good, And what Adonai requires of you: Only to do justice and to love goodness, and 
to walk modestly with your God.                               - Micah 6:8 
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