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 We are living in miraculous times.  We can instantly access information 

from around the globe.  With a computer and a modem and a telephone wire we can 

communicate with people thousands of miles away very inexpensively.  We can 

browse through libraries in California, we can examine portraits in museums in 

Europe, we can listen to any piece of music we wish, performed by anyone who ever 

recorded it, at any time of day. 

 

 But this poses a problem for us.  We can easily gain access to anywhere we 

wish.  We can, as it were, be anywhere we want to be, at any time.  The question is, 

can we be where we are?  Are we ever where we are, in the here and now? 

 

 Let me explain what I am talking about.  On the cover of the May 8, 1995 

issue of the New Yorker, there is a wonderful drawing of two lovers.  They're sitting 

at a candlelit dinner table, in a romantic restaurant, being serenaded by a violinist in 

a tuxedo as the sun sets behind palm trees.  They're holding hands with each other.  

It is really a lovely, romantic scene, with just one hitch:  each, with his or her free 

hand, is talking on a cellular phone.   

 

 On the one hand, this couple is with each other; on the other hand, they 

couldn't be further apart. 

 

 It seems that the more we gain the ability to connect with some place else, the 

less we value where we are, the less we are truly living in the here and now. 

 

 How many of us have had that uncomfortable, resentful feeling when our 

meeting with someone is interrupted by the telephone.  "It's long distance, please 

excuse me!"  Isn't that an irritating thing to hear?  And I'm sure we've all been on 

both ends of that, haven't we?   

 

 What are we saying, when we say, "Sorry, it's long distance."  We're saying 

that long distance is more important than short distance.  Now our society certainly 



2 
 

puts a higher price tag on it, yet how we should value it may be something entirely 

different.   

 

 This is not a new problem.  Societies have always valued technological 

advances which seem to bring us closer together.  But so too have there been people 

who have wondered whether we were really gaining very much. 

 

 About a hundred years ago, as engineers were heralding the construction of a 

cross-country telegraph wire, Henry David Thoreau -- who, as we may know, lived 

by himself in a cabin near here at Walden Pond for over a year -- wasn't so sure it 

was as exciting as many people thought.  "We are in great haste to construct a 

magnetic telegraph from Maine to Texas," Thoreau observed, "but Maine and Texas, 

it may be, have nothing important to communicate. ... We are eager to tunnel under 

the Atlantic ,,, but perchance the first news that will leak through ... will be that the 

Princess Adelaide has the whooping cough!"    

 

 (Just substitute "Princess Di" for Princess Adelaide in that quotation and you 

can understand that we're still dealing with the same issues today.)  

 

 Despite our great ability to communicate with one another, it seems that we 

are as isolated as ever.  Do you how much time parents actually spend talking with 

their children?  According to a recent survey, on average, parents spend about 40 

minutes a week in meaningful conversation with their children, while those same 

children spend, on average, 1,680 minutes per week watching TV.  Now it would be 

one thing if families gethered around the TV set to watch the same shows.  But 

studies have shown that they don't.  An article in the April 6, 1995 Boston Globe 

[entitled:  "Tuning In Is Tuning Out:  Family members spend more time watching 

television ... alone."] reported that the members of most families watch television 

alone.  Television, which could bring us together, actually is an isolating presence 

in our homes.   

 

 Max Frankel, the New York Times columnist is a fan of the Internet.  He once 

wrote [NY Times, November 13, 1994] though that the danger with the Internet is 

that "You can make hundreds of new friends in one night and lose sight of your 

family for weeks."   

 

 Is this what we want?  To lose sight of our families for weeks?   

 

 As Thoreau tells us, this is not a new problem.  Maybe we should look at some 

old approaches. 
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 We could turn away from the modern world altogether, like the Amish do, but 

this is not a Jewish approach.  We Jews have always recognized that technology can 

bring us wonderful things.  We have been at the forefront in developing and utilizing 

technological advances.  But we are also aware that technology can be alienating.  It 

has the danger of becoming our master unless we put it in its place.   

 

 How do we do this?  How do we take advantage of technology without 

allowing it to isolate us from one another? 

 

 Our tradition gives us the answer:  once a week, to move back from the world 

of commerce and industry and technology into the world of the spirit.  Away from 

instrumental relationships with employers, clients, partners, and into loving 

relationships sustained for their own sake.  One to one relationships. 

 

 I am talking, of course, about Shabbat. 

  

 You know, in the V'Shamru, which we chant before Kiddush on Shabbat 

morning, it says of God not only that He stopped working after the six days of 

Creation (shavat) but it adds, "vayinafash" (and he was refreshed). (Exodus 31:17).  

A striking anthropomorphism!   

 

 Rashi, in his commentary, tells us that of course God doesn't need to rest, but, 

he says, the text uses this language, vayinafash, "he refreshed himself", to empower 

us, to teach us a lesson.  If God, who doesn't need rest, pauses for refreshment after 

six days of work, how much more so must we?  

 

 You know, one of the striking things about Shabbat observance is the 

conscious decision to turn away from technological devices as much as possible.  

Not because they aren't useful, or time-saving.  They may be.  No, it is because they 

can also be alienating.  They can stand between us and others around us.  Much like 

those cellular phones in that New Yorker cartoon. 

 

 We learn a very important lesson from this discipline:  we learn that we can 

live without many of the things we have come to rely upon.   

 

 It reminds me of the story I once read about a family that moved into a new 

home.  An Amish neighbor watched all the appliances being unloaded:  a deluxe 

refrigerator with a built-in ice cube maker, a stereo system, a TV and a VCR, and so 

on.  The next day, he came by with a gift for the newcomers.  As he got up to leave, 
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he said, "And if anything should go wrong with your appliances or equipment, don't 

hesitate to call me."  "That's very generous of you," said the new arrival, "I didn't 

know that you know how to fix these sorts of things."  "I don't," said the Amish man.  

"I'll just tell you how to live without them." 

  

 Thanks to Shabbat, once a week we are liberated from things.  We're reminded 

that we can live without them.  We can't live without people, but we can make do 

without otherwise marvelous machines. 

 

 We say a lot of brachot on Shabbat.  We begin with kiddush, and motzi and 

the meal ends with Birkat ha-Mazon.  It's a day for reciting brachot. 

 

 This has, I think, a lovely subconscious consequence. For, how do brachot 

begin?  With the words, "Baruch atah", "Blessed art Thou," or "Blessed are You," 

or "Praised are You," as it can be translated.   

 

 If you say that enough times to God, maybe you start saying it more to the 

people you live with, the people you love.  With machines, you can't say, "You."  

Only to people.  Maybe in this subtle way we learn to appreciate better the wonderful 

people in our lives. 

 

 But how do you do this if you don't know how?   

 

 We can pick up tips from those who already observe Shabbat.  We can get 

together with someone who observes Shabbat and learn how it's done.  Shortly, we 

will be starting, if there is sufficient interest -- and I believe that there will be -- a 

Friday evening havurah, a group which will get together periodically on Friday 

evenings in one another's homes for davening, food, and fellowship.  Also, this 

December, we will be sponsoring a Shabbat Learning Fair.  This will be a fantastic 

opportunity to learn about how to cook for Shabbat, how to observe Shabbat, how 

to sing Shabbat songs -- how to enjoy Shabbat --  and participants will come away 

with a kit which can help them take what they learn and bring it into their own 

homes.   

 

 Let me also mention that just as the traditional place to be on Friday night is 

around the dinner table, the traditional place to be on Shabbat morning is in shul.  

The centerpiece of our Shabbat morning service is Torah study, and this is open to 

everyone.  We read the portion of the week and discuss it in a non-intimidating and 

hopefully stimulating manner.  (It is, by the way, interactive though non-

technological.)  This is an excellent opportunity to refresh ourselves.   
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 Once someone said to me, apologetically, that Shabbat morning services 

weren't for him.  What was he doing on Saturday morning, I asked.  I know plenty 

of people here in town for whom it is a weekly ritual to go to the dump on Saturday 

morning.  I thought, maybe this is what he does. 

 

 No, he said.  I don't go to the dump.  I play golf.  But not just with anybody, 

he said.  I try to go with my son.  It's the only time I can find to be alone with my 

son with no distractions, no telephones ringing.  Just him and me, alone. 

 

 Wow, I thought.  This man is onto something.  O.K., so he's not in shul, but 

this man is making a choice informed by some of the same values that inform 

halachah.   

 

 Is his a halachic solution?  No.  But is it better than most other things this 

person could be doing on a Saturday morning?  Absolutely.  Is it better than not 

being with his son?  Absolutely. 

 

 We all have choices to make.  It's no excuse to say, "I'm not religious."  That 

just raises the question, "So what am I?  What do I stand for?" 

 

 Observing Shabbat is not easy.  Ultimately, once one has tested the waters, it 

requires commitment.  It may require sacrifice.   

 

 But this is nothing new.  I want to read to you a passage that illustrates this.  

It's not from the Jewish tradition; its from a classic of children's literature, Black 

Beauty [written in 1877 by Anna Sewell].  Black Beauty, for those who have never 

read it, is a horse, and a man by the name of Barker is his master.  Barker is a 

cabdriver who drives people around town for a fee.  At one point he is approached 

by one of his best customers who wants to hire him to drive on Sundays, which is 

his Sabbath day.  Even though he stands a good chance of losing this customer 

altogether if he doesn't drive him on Sundays, he turns it down.  This is what he says:   

 

 I can't give up my Sundays, sir, indeed I can't.  I read that God made man, and 

He made horses, and all the other beasts, and as soon as He made them, He 

made a day of rest, and [told them] that all should rest one day in seven.   

 

*     *     *     *     * 
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 We all need a sanctuary in time, and Shabbat is that sanctuary.  Like God in 

Genesis, we have to step back from our creative endeavors.  We have to get off that 

treadmill after a week of work.   

 

 We have to remind ourselves what it means to be human.  We have to turn 

away from things and turn toward people.  That's the crucial message of religion, 

that people are not things and things are not people.  Shabbat is a precious, sacred 

way of clarifying our priorities and reminding ourselves what our true focus in life 

should be.  By elevating us to the sublime, it grounds us in the here and now, with 

the people with whom we live, work, study and play. 

 

 Let's put down those cellular phones.  Lets unplug those computers.  Let's put 

aside our wallets, and our credit cards.  Once a week, let's refrain from checking our 

e-mail.  Let's turn from external, technological sources of entertainment and turn to 

the people around us.  Real, live, unpredictable but human people with whom we 

can communicate and interact, with whom we can connect.   

 

 Let us renew our souls in this timeless way and let us give ourselves a taste of 

the World to Come. Amen. 

 

 

 

 


