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According to a recent article in the New York Times,1 China is investing heavily 

in surveillance cameras, facial recognition software and artificial intelligence.  

The results have been dramatic.   

 

Not too long ago, in one Chinese city, Zhengzhou, a police officer wearing facial 

recognition glasses scanning a huge crowd at a train station was able to single 

out one particular person who was wanted by the police. In Wuhu, a fugitive 

was identified by a camera as he bought food from a street vendor.  

 

At a busy intersection in the city of Xiangyan, cameras photograph jaywalkers 

all day, and their faces and names and government I.D. numbers are posted on 

large billboard-size displays.  The shame that this is designed to create is 

intense and has led to a steep decline in jaywalking.  
 

The Chinese have also discovered something; something that we Jews in our 

own way have known for centuries: even if people don’t know that they’re 

being observed, even if they only think that they might be observed, they 

behave better.   

 

It turns out that although China does have a lot of visible surveillance devices, 

it doesn’t have its act together when it comes to analyzing the data.  In a lot of 

places, the government puts on a big show of watching people, but in fact, it 

doesn’t yet have the capacity to actually identify everybody that goes by.   

 

Nonetheless, where there are surveillance cameras—even if they’re not on, or 

no one is monitoring them, or no one is analyzing the data—people definitely 
                                                
1 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/08/business/china-surveillance-technology.html 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/08/business/china-surveillance-technology.html


2 

behave better anyway.  Why? Because people know that there’s a risk:  if 

there’s a camera, you might be observed; if you’re observed, you might 

be caught; and if you are caught, you might be punished. 

 

The word, “panopticon,” refers to a kind of circular prison designed by Jeremy 

Bentham in the 19th century.  It’s a prison in which one guard can look into all 

of the cells. No prisoner ever knows in which cell the guard is looking, and 

because “the inmates cannot know when they are being watched, … they are 

motivated to act as though they are being watched at all times.” 

 

 

 

One Chinese analyst describes China as turning into one gigantic panopticon, a 

place where “people will follow the rules precisely because they don’t know 

[for sure] whether they are being watched.” 

 

That appears to be the premise of some of our High Holiday liturgy.  Again and 

again, the liturgy reminds us that God can see into our very souls. It’s trying to 

inspire ourselves to behave better by doing teshuvah: that is, repenting for our 

sins, and vowing to sin no more.   

 

And that, apparently, makes a difference. 

 

Some of us, I’m sure, enjoy solving crossword puzzles. I happen to be a fan of 

the daily New York Times crossword puzzle.  I like it because it’s structured:  
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Monday is easy, and it gets a little harder each day.  Wednesday is tough; 

Friday, for me at least, is rarely possible.   

 

Now, once upon a time, when these puzzles were solved with pencil and 

paper, if you didn’t understand a clue, what could you do?  You might get out a 

dictionary; you might look into an encyclopedia. It was cumbersome and time 

consuming. 

 

Today, of course, it’s a cinch.  If you don’t understand a clue, all you have to do 

is to google, and you’ll undoubtedly, within seconds, be better able to fill in 

those boxes.   

 

There was a recent cartoon in the New Yorker magazine.  (May 21, 2018; p. 

84) A person goes up to heaven and is about to enter the pearly gates, when 

the doorkeeper says, “I see that on Sunday, June 7, 2009, you Googled the 

answer to 16 Across -- a five-letter word for the ancient capital of Assyria.”  

Presumably, that person is not entering crossword puzzle heaven.   

 

Now, admittedly, googling a crossword puzzle clue isn’t quite a sin -- at least 

not in my book it isn’t -- but that cartoon captures something, doesn’t it?  

Imagining that we might be watched does in fact worry us; if we’re doing 

something wrong, it embarrasses us. In order to avoid that feeling of 

embarrassment in the future, we may be led to correct our behavior.   

 

Why do we sometimes behave in ways we may later regret? 

 

If I were a classical Freudian psychotherapist, I might say that we have 

warring tendencies within us:  we have an id, which represents our unbridled 

impulses; we have a superego, which represents our conscience; and we have 

an ego, which is the realistic tendency within us, which seeks to make peace 

between our id and our superego.    

 

Now, obviously, that’s just a model; no one has ever seen or measured an id or 

an ego or a superego.  But it’s a useful model. It can help us understand why 
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we sometimes behave in ways that we later regret.  The id is very powerful, 

and it is hard to defeat.  However, when someone is threatened with shame or 

public embarrassment, he or she can sometimes summon up the strength to 

do that. 

 

The classical rabbinic typology of impulse and impulse control is also a useful 

model.  According to it, we’re all born with a yetzer ha-rah, an ambitious 

amoral impulse.  That impulse seeks to dominate; to acquire control; to do 

things—whether they’re right or wrong—that bring pleasure.  The rabbis 

believed that sometime between birth and our bar/bat mitzvah, we acquire 

our yetzer ha-tov, our positive inclination.2  That is the inclination to control 

our ambitious, selfish impulses.  In a sense, the yetzer ha-tov is the ego and the 

superego combined. 

 

In our tradition, we recognize that our yetzer ha-rah doesn’t ever go away.  

Each of us retains our tendency to act unethically.  In some of us it’s stronger 

than in others.  We can and we should strive to resist it, but we may fail. 

Maimonides teaches us that we should imagine that if we were to put all of 

our good deeds on one side of a scale and all of our bad deeds on the other 

side, they’d just about balance each other out.   

 

In other words, the average person fails about as many times as he or she 

succeeds—or at least we should imagine that we do.   

 

By the way, we should appreciate just how hard it is for us to accept this.   

Kathryn Schulz, in her book, Being Wrong, writes: 

 

A whole lot of us go through life assuming that we are basically 

right, basically all the time, about basically everything: about our 

political and intellectual convictions, our religious and moral 

                                                
2 See:  https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-birth-of-the-good-inclination/   
  See also: Avot d’Rabbi Natan, chapter 16. 
 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-birth-of-the-good-inclination/
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beliefs, our assessment of other people, our memories, our grasp 

of facts.  

 

Whether we’re as confident in ourselves as Kathryn Schulz supposes or not, 

what are we to do with a moral balance sheet that Maimonides describes as 

being, at best, half-and-half?     

 

Well, we first need to accept the reality that we were not created as flawless 

beings. But we can’t stop there.  We have to try to overcome our temptation to 

do wrong and to try, constantly, to improve ourselves.  

 

In other words, we are called upon to do teshuvah; that is, to repent:  to 

express contrition, to resolve to correct our behavior and to strive to maintain 

that resolution in the future.   

 

We’ve seen that there are negative ways to foster teshuvah:  In China, for 

certain offences and in certain circumstances, a combination of surveillance 

and shame seems to work very well.  

 

Yet, although these can generate the desire to do teshuvah, and in fact, as 

we’ve seen, most of us probably do behave better when we think we’re being 

observed, still, these approaches are problematic.  These negative reinforcers 

focus on certain of our negative qualities.  They do nothing to strengthen our 

inner core; they are not helpful if we’re trying to gather up the courage to 

change our essences.   

 

The rabbis identified two ways that people can be drawn to do teshuvah.3  One 

they labeled “teshuvah me-yirah,” or, “teshuvah inspired by fear.”  This is the 

kind of teshuvah we’ve been talking about up to now.  Constant surveillance, 

the threat of public shaming, … these can be quite helpful at getting us to 

behave “correctly.”  And yet, even if we’ve managed to conform our behavior 

to our highest expectations under such conditions, … how well will we behave 

                                                
3 See: B. Yoma 86b. 
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when we know we’re out of sight of the camera, when we’ll be out of the 

panopticon?  How deep, how well-grounded will be our resolve? 

 

There’s another kind of teshuvah, called by the rabbis “teshuvah me-ahavah,” – 

“teshuvah inspired by love.” The object of the “love” isn’t well-specified in the 

Talmud.  It’s usually assumed to be love of God, as in the familiar passage in 

the Shema, “You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all your 

soul, and with all your might.”  This is fundamental to our religious identity, 

but what does it mean? What does it mean to love God?  It’s hard to put into 

words, but in our tradition, love of God is associated with the love of 

virtue—a desire to do the right thing because it is the right thing, not out of 

any ulterior motive.  Rav Kook speaks of ahavat ha-tov, the love of the good—

a kind of yearning for the good in one’s personal relationships and in our 

society as a whole.   

 

Teshuvah inspired by love is teshuvah we engage in to better ourselves  

because we realize that it is our greatest desire in life—not because we want 

to avoid disdain or punishment.  Teshuvah inspired by love is the kind of 

teshuvah that can pull us along willingly, rather than pushing us in a direction 

that deep down inside we don’t want to go.  

 

Now, you might say, teshuvah is teshuvah. Who cares what motivates it or 

what kind it is, so long as we do it?  Isn’t the bottom line that we should 

behave properly, whatever our motive?  But we do want our teshuvah to 

endure, don’t we?  And as we know, although fear can be highly motivating in 

the short-term, once the fear goes away, the motivation can dissipate.   

Whatever is the source of our inspiration, the Hasidic master, Rabbi Nachman 

of Bratslav, gives us some pointers on how to pursue teshuvah inspired by 

love: 
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First, he tells us that it’s important not to judge others harshly. Instead, we 

should give them the benefit of the doubt, and recognize that everyone has the 

potential to be a better person:  

 

ף ְזכּות,  יְך ָלדּון ֶאת ָכל ָאָדם ְלכַּ י ָצרִּ ע, כִּ ף ְזכּות,  ...דַּ ֲעֶלה אֹותֹו ֶבֱאֶמת ְלכַּ ל־ְיֵדי־ֶזה מַּ עַּ

ְתשּוָבה. יבֹו בִּ ֲהשִּ ל לַּ  ְויּוכַּ

You should give every person the benefit of the doubt. … By doing so, you can 

bring them to the side of merit—and that may eventually inspire them to 

repent. 

In the same way, [he writes], “tsarich ha-adam limtzo gam b’atzmo” – “You 

should find a spark of goodness within yourself as well.”  “By doing so,” he 

writes, “you can truly give yourself the benefit of the doubt and turn yourself 

back in repentance.” 

Reb Nachman is encouraging us to inspire others to do teshuvah, and to 

do teshuvah ourselves—not out of fear, but out of love.  If we give 

ourselves the benefit of the doubt, like Reb Nachman proposes; if we reach 

deeply into ourselves and become aware not only of what we’ve done wrong 

but of what we’ve done right, he suggests, it can strengthen us to feel a healthy 

yearning to cleave to the good.   

Being here together on this holy day can help.  Just sitting here, free of 

distractions, listening to the liturgy, and reflecting on our tradition’s emphasis 

on justice and morality—and reflecting on what we’ve done well and what we 

haven’t—can encourage us to want to change.  Again and again, we 

collectively confess our sins—which can encourage us to try to do so 

individually.    

 

One source of inspiration is in the mahzorim, the books in our hands right 

now. Almost any text has the capacity to trigger a response. Take, for instance, 

tomorrow’s haftarah. Think about it for a moment: Isaiah lived over 2,500 
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years ago. And yet his words have such power, even today, to inspire us.  He 

tells us that our fasting doesn’t mean very much unless we think about and 

care about the others around us who may have unmet needs.  That may not be 

what we thought we wanted to hear when we came to shul, but it can have a 

deep impact on us, encouraging us to do more than we’re already doing; to 

help ourselves and our society be more just, more humane, more caring. 

Whatever we call that, our tradition calls that ahavat ha-shem or ahavat ha-

tov: love of God or love of the Good.  

 

I believe that the loving words of Reb Nachman lead us in the right direction.  

 

But what about those images in our liturgy of a God from Whom nothing is 

secret, a God who knows everything about us?  

 

Yes, those images describe divine surveillance, but a loving surveillance, that 

nurtures our better selves.  

 

How do we bless our children on Friday nights?  With the Priestly blessing, 

which we also include in our davening all year round, each and every day.  It 

starts with the familiar words, “Yivarech’cha Adonai v’yishmerecha” – “May 

God bless you and keep you.”  But think about the middle verse. It reads, “Ya-

er Adonai panav elecha v’khunekah.” – “May God’s face shine upon you and be 

gracious to you.”  What does it mean for a face to “shine down upon you”?  The 

late Dr. Mortimer Ostow, a psychiatrist who taught for many years at the 

Jewish Theological Seminary, had a beautiful interpretation of this verse. He 

said that we should imagine this from the vantage point of a baby, looking up 

and seeing its mother or father hovering over its crib, their faces shining with 

love.  

 

That’s the image of a watchful God that I believe our liturgy had in mind: God 

watching over us, in an infinitely loving, parental way.  

 

Let’s recognize the good within us and within the people around us, and let’s 

draw on that goodness to seek to become better, more loving people.  Let’s not 
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be distracted or discouraged from our path by mistakes we’ve made. Instead, 

let’s remind ourselves that, just as we have erred, we have also done better, 

and can do better—much, much better—in the future. 

 

Gmar Hatimah Tovah!  May all of us be inscribed and sealed in a book of 

goodness and good health in the coming year.  Amen! 

 

 

 


