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I was in high school when I first read George Orwell’s novel, 1984. For those who 

may not have read it, the novel describes a world in which privacy, individuality 

and freedom are threatened, a world in which “Big Brother” is always watching 

everything you are doing. One particularly disturbing feature of that world was 

those special television sets that existed in everyone’s homes. They were two-way 

television sets. You would think that you were watching TV, but it was the TV that 

was watching you. Orwell drew an ominous portrait of a world in which 

everything about everyone was known. 

Well, we’re way past 1984 today. Think about it: It isn’t just Big Brother; 

everybody knows everything about us now. The details of our lives are much more 

accessible to the world than we could ever have imagined. Much of that 

information is provided voluntarily. Most of us allow our smartphones to track our 

locations at all times. Facebook and the other social networking sites thrive on our 

desire to put ourselves out there. And put ourselves out there we do. 

The only problem is that what we might not mind people knowing about us one 

day, we might wish they didn’t remember the next. It’s not so much access to our 

present that bothers us; it’s access to our past. 

For example, four years ago, a young woman who was a teacher in training in 

Lancaster, PA, in the heart of Pennsylvania Dutch country, was just about ready to 

graduate. But her dean happened to see a questionable picture of her on her 

MySpace page. In the picture, the student was wearing a pirate hat and drinking 

from a large plastic cup, and the photo was captioned, “Drunken Pirate.” 

That picture did her in. Her dean accused her of unprofessional behavior and 

promoting underage drinking and, days before graduation, refused to grant her a 

teaching degree. (By the way, she sued, claiming that her first amendment rights 

were being violated. She lost.) 
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That student teacher took down her MySpace page, yet somewhere out there in 

cyberspace, that Drunken Pirate picture is still floating around. 

The problem isn’t so much that that woman had a wild evening one night, or that 

she let everyone know about it. The problem is that in the world of MySpace, 

Facebook and YouTube, there is no forgetting. As Jeffrey Rosen pointed out in a 

recent article (“The End of Forgetting,” The New York Times Magazine, July 25, 

2010), our pasts remain indefinitely exposed before anyone with a computer and an 

internet connection. 

This can be very useful. For example, for those who are in the dating scene, there 

is an iPhone app called Date Check. Currently, it offers what it calls, “sleaze 

detection.” It lets you investigate people you’re thinking about dating. It not only 

checks out their criminal histories; it also provides you with a summary of their 

social-networking profiles. Sounds OK so far. 

But soon, Date Check will become even more sophisticated, because it will give 

you a measure of a person’s “social desirability.” The company intends to use 

minute social measurements, easily acquired using cell phones and Bluetooth, like 

how often a person is approached or avoided by others at parties. And from this, 

they’ll get a ranking! [Imagine what it would be like if we used that here in shul? 

If, say, at the end of Shabbat Kiddush, we would rank people based on their 

sociability? (“Forget about that fellow; he spent too much time at the gefilte 

fish.”)] 

Eventually, all of the data describing our habits, our likes and dislikes, how we 

have ever presented ourselves in any digital medium—all of this data is ultimately 

going to be available to advertisers, to employers, to friends, … to everyone. [Or, 

to quote a verse that recurs in the Yom Kippur liturgy, “ha-niglot lanu u’l’vaneinu 

ad ‘olam”—“revealed to us and our children for ever and ever.”] 

The problem is that too often the first thing that people learn about you is the worst 

thing about you. What if we have things in our past that we’re ashamed of, that 

we’d just like not to be revealed to everyone—like Drunken Pirate episodes? What 

recourse do we have? 

Not much. Once something is on the internet, it’s tough to eliminate. For a fee, an 

organization called Reputation Defender will contact websites and ask them to take 

down offending items. Such companies can also bombard the Web with positive or 

neutral information about you, which will tend to bury the more offensive material. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/07/25/magazine/25privacy-t2.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/07/25/magazine/25privacy-t2.html
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Jonathan Ziltrain, a cyberlaw expert, says that the law should permit people to 

declare “Reputation Bankruptcy” every ten years or so, wiping out certain 

categories of personal information online. And other researchers are trying to 

develop a technology called “Vanish” that makes electronic data self-destruct after 

a specified period of time. 

In the meantime, though, it seems as though we’ve entered a world in which our 

pasts lie revealed for all to see. 

Some are concerned that this threatens what has always been the hallmark of 

America, namely, the ability to reinvent yourself, to start over, to move on. No 

matter where you move, no matter what new personality traits or qualities you try 

to acquire—no matter what about yourself you’re trying to move beyond—

somewhere, somehow, someone is going to be able to find out all about you—and 

remind you and others who you were. You will not be able to escape your past, 

which, some claim, is essential to reinventing yourself. 

I look at it differently. 

Actually, the world we’ve entered is a very familiar world, a world that we know 

about because we experience it each and every Yom Kippur. It’s the world of one 

of the most vivid of our liturgy’s images, that of the sefer ha-zichronot, the book of 

memories, on which is written all of our deeds, both good and bad. This is the 

ultimate data base in the ultimate celestial cloud. According to our mahzor, that 

book lies open, and everything within it is revealed before God. As we recited just 

a few minutes ago, and as we’ll recite again tomorrow several times, 

You know the mysteries of the universe, the secrets of everyone alive. You probe 

our innermost depths, You examine our thoughts and desires. Nothing escapes 

You, nothing is hidden from You. (p. 407) … 

And as we said on Rosh HaShanah: 

All thoughts are revealed to You, all secrets since the beginning of time. Ein 

shich’cha lifnei kisei k’vodecha. Before You, there is no forgetting; from You 

nothing is hidden. 

Yes, in our tradition, we believe that God sees and knows all. God is the zocher kol 
ha-nish-ka-khot—the One who remembers all that would otherwise be forgotten. 
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But God is not Big Brother. God is on our side. And the purpose of this divine 

involvement is character development. The purpose is for us to learn from our 

mistakes, from our blunders, from our pettiness, from our cruelty. The only way to 

do that is to look at ourselves and our past behavior honestly. Think about it: It 

wouldn’t make sense to say that we are “standing before God”—which we seek to 

do on this day—if we knew we were concealing from ourselves and from God 

certain things about ourselves. As it says in the Torah, “ha-nistarot l’adonai 
eloheinu,”—“the hidden things are for the Lord our God.” 

We have a name for this process that begins with looking honestly at ourselves. 

The word is teshuvah, which means “response” or “return,” and hence, 

“repentance.” 

Our tradition starts with a reasonable assumption: we have the potential to do 

wonderful things in our lives, but we’re definitely going to make some mistakes. 

We’re definitely going to do some things that we will later regret, that we should 

later regret, and be ashamed of. But rather than condemning us to remain mired in 

defeat and embarrassment, rather than leaving us wallowing in guilt with no means 

of expiation, Yom Kippur celebrates the possibility of change, of evolution, of 

moving beyond our bad behavior, and our guilt as well, and eventually becoming 

someone other than who we have been. 

It isn’t so easy, of course. It takes work. I’m reminded of a New Yorker cartoon 

that just appeared last week. A guy is in a bar, drowning his sorrows, and he says, 

“I suffer from accurate self-esteem.” We believe that accurate self-esteem is a good 

thing. Accurate self-esteem is critical to doing teshuvah. 

We may shy away from this. We may think that the simplest, the best way to 

address embarrassing things from our past is to push them aside, to ignore them, or 

to deny them, and that by doing so, we can escape our past. That is a tremendously 

appealing fantasy—but that’s all it is. 

I was a real fan of the TV series Lost during its first season. I confess that I lost 

interest soon thereafter, so I have very little knowledge of what came later, but 

what I found so appealing about that first season was the way that the show played 

with the idea of starting over. Imagine if you found yourself in a place where your 

former life were totally unknown, where no one knew you, and where, therefore, 

you could be who you really wanted to be at that moment, not who you have been 

all along up until then. I loved learning the characters’ back stories. I loved 

learning about characters like John Locke, a man who, on the island, is a 
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resourceful, adventurous outdoorsman—but who we later learn had been confined 

to a wheelchair in his previous life; or Kate Austen, an intelligent problem-solver 

who, we later learn, had been a fugitive prisoner being brought to justice by a 

federal marshal on the very plane that brought her to the island. What a terrific 

fantasy! 

But the message of our mahzor, the message of our tradition, is that you don’t get 

to where you want to go through denial. 

In fact, it’s the opposite. To engage in teshuvah, we have to first honestly size 

ourselves up. Then, we have to acknowledge who we are. According to Rambam, 

the essence of teshuvah is public confession. A few minutes ago, we were saying, 

“ashamnu, bagadnu, gazalnu.” With that prayer, we were confessing, generally, to 

our sins. To achieve teshuvah, you have to go further and do that with specificity. 

After confessing our failings, we have to resolve to behave differently. And—and 

this is the hard part—we then actually have to behave differently when faced with 

the same temptations. The example Rambam gives in the Mishneh Torah is 

instructive. If our sin was adultery, then we don’t know we’ve completed our 

process of teshuvah until we next have the opportunity, we are next tempted, and 

we then resist temptation. Once we do all of that, and only then, we can, as it were, 

clear our record. 

And forgiveness follows. Immediately. For the purposes of our relationship with 

God, it’s as if what we once did never happened. As it says in our mahzor, “miyad 

tikablo”—“God immediately accepts [us].” Human beings are hardly known for 

such extraordinary and deliberate forgiving and forgetting. As the mahzor puts it, 

“u’mibal’adecha, ein lanu melech mohel v’soleach elah atah,”—“No one pardons 

and forgives us like You.” God, in other words, is forgiving in a way that your 

dean, your employer, even your friends, may never be. 

Once one has done teshuvah, once one has, as Rambam puts it, “changed his or her 

deeds, all of them, to the good,” then, it is as if one has arrived on an island 

paradise. One can then, Rambam says, even change one’s name—as if to say, “I 
am now a different person. I am not the same person who did those deeds.” 

Incidentally, when someone does teshuvah, other people have to treat him or her 

differently. Our tradition forbids us from reminding someone who has done 

complete teshuvah of who he or she once was. We are commanded to follow God’s 

lead and allow someone to make a fresh start. 
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Acknowledging who we have been and moving metaphorically from there to a new 

place with honesty, humility, purpose and conviction—that’s as possible as it has 

ever been, no matter how accessible our secrets are on the internet. 

Our tradition teaches us that we can stop and look at ourselves anytime during the 

year, but that there’s one day in the year that is particularly auspicious for this kind 

of soul-work, and that is today. (See Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Teshuvah 2:6-7) 

Today is the day that, if we haven’t done it yet, we should take stock and tally up 

the pluses and minuses (our “zchuyot” and “avonot” — our virtues and 

deficiencies) and figure out what we have to work on; then, our path will be clear. 

Ultimately, we have to realize that it shouldn’t matter very much what others think 

of us. It shouldn’t matter so much what our “social” desirability is; it’s our moral 

desirability that counts. What counts is how we measure up to God—i.e., our 

conscience, our super-ego, our moral center—however you want to refer to the 

source and standard of our moral sense and discipline. 

[That teaching student in Pennsylvania is now reportedly working in human 

resources. She has moved on with her life. To quote Jeffrey Rosen, “her success as 

a human being who can change and evolve, learning from her mistakes and 

growing in wisdom, has nothing to do with the digital file she can never entirely 

escape.”] 

Yes, the world we now inhabit will be filled with more revelations, and probably 

more public embarrassment, than we might have hoped when the Internet was just 

starting up. Of course, we can all be more discrete about our behavior, and about 

how we represent ourselves on the digital world at our fingertips. 

But we don’t need to be “lost” to find ourselves. In this new, post 1984 world in 

which we live, we can still pursue profound change in our character. We can still 

do teshuvah. We can still reinvent ourselves. Embarrassment at who we have been 

shouldn’t stop us from doing what we know we can and should do. We can hope 

that the people around us will forgive us our flaws, our missteps, our stumbles, but 

even if they don’t, we know how we’re supposed to behave, and we shouldn’t let 

that deter us. 

Our privacy may not be what it used to be, but our freedom to choose our future 

remains. Whatever we choose to put up on our Facebook pages, whatever people 

learn about us—none of that should prevent us from living the lives we want to 

live. We can and should continue to pursue the true, the good, and the holy. 
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And the best day to begin that process is today. 

Gmar Hatimah Tovah! May you and your loved ones be inscribed and sealed in the 

Book of Life, Happiness and Prosperity. Amen. 

 


