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There is a new language out there. It includes terms like “TTYL,” which means 

“talk to you later,” and “LOL,” which stands for “laughing out loud.” Are you familiar 
with the following acronyms: PRW, POS, KPC? All three are a form of shorthand that 
has become popular among teenagers that want to keep their parents unaware of all the 
details of their conversations. PRW stands for Parents Are Watching; POS = Parents 
Over Shoulder; KPC: Keeping Parents Clueless. Text messaging has become this 
generation’s version of Pig Latin. Some 75% of 12-17 year-olds have their own cell 
phones. Half of all teens send 1,500 texts each month, and one in three sends more than 
3,000 texts a month. 15% of teens who are texters send more than 6,000 texts a month!  

 
Text messaging has its benefits and drawbacks. Parents like the fact that through 

text-messaging, they can always contact their children and know how and where they are. 
On the other hand, parents are leery of the fact that through texting, teens can basically 
hide in plain sight. An article on the subject recounted a story of a father driving his 
daughter and her friends to a show. During the drive, the father heard his daughter 
punching the keys on her cell phone- she was text messaging. The father reminded his 
daughter that it was rude to be texting while her friends were right there in the car, to 
which his daughter replied “But Dad, we’re texting each other; I don’t want you to hear 
what we are saying.” 

 
Every era has its generation gap- the feeling of distance and disconnect that exists 

between children and their parents. Generation gaps can be caused by historical events, 
social and cultural changes, as well as technological advancement. Case in point: 
Microsoft Word’s spell checker doesn’t consider “texting” to be a real word.  

 
 Over the last year or so, a phenomenon has come to light in the Orthodox 
community that is raising concerns over just how serious the generation gap may be. It is 
the concept of “Half Shabbos,” and it features teens sending text messages on Shabbat. 
Recently, The Jewish Week published an article that has generated much discussion in 
the Modern Orthodox community about this topic. The article described educators 
grappling with the issue and what such behavior means for the state of Orthodox Jewish 
education and the state of our community. Responses ranged from blaming the spoiled 
kids, the indulgent parents, the clueless teachers, or the unavoidable allure of technology. 
Dr. Scott Goldberg and Dr. David Pelcovitz noted that a study was recently 
commissioned by YU to examine the religious attitudes of teens in the Modern Orthodox 
community. It showed that when a representative sample of some 1,200 Modern 
Orthodox high school students were presented with the statement “I text message on 
Shabbat,” 220 students, or some 17.7 percent, agreed. 853 students, a full 68.8 percent, 
completely disagreed. At the same time, the study found that 13.5 percent of Modern 
Orthodox youth are using cell phones on Shabbat and 15.5 percent are surfing the web. 
Additionally, of those who claim to be fully Shabbat observant, 12.2 percent still admit to 
texting on Shabbat. 
 
 Some may find comfort in the fact that most Orthodox teens aren’t texting. Maybe 
this is all just part of growing up. Some feel this may be an unprecedented breach of 
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tradition. In some ways, though, the Half Shabbos trend represents a generation gap that 
we’ve seen before. 
 

After Miriam’s death, the Jewish people complain bitterly over their lot and not 
having water. (Bamidbar 20:2-3)  

  :'הְגַוע ַאֵחינּו ִלְפֵני ַוָּיֶרב ָהָעם ִעם מֶֹׁשה ַוּיֹאְמרּו ֵלאמֹר ְולּו ָגַוְענּו ִּב :ַוִּיָּקֲהלּו ַעל מֶֹׁשה ְוַעל ַאֲהרֹן 
The people gathered together before Moshe and Aharon, and they fought with Moshe 
saying it would have been better to die than suffer from thirst. Moshe and Aharon walk 
away in shock and disgust, falling on their faces. What is going on? Rashi quotes the 
Medrash Tanchuma that at this point, the entire generation of those who left Egypt had 
died out during their years of wandering in the desert. This entire congregation was the 
second generation- those who would be entering the Land of Israel. How can we best 
describe the generation gap that existed between the first and second generation – 
between those who left Egypt and those who would be entering Eretz Yisrael? It is a 
matter of communication. 
 

There are two primary methods of communication today. There is the 
transmission method of communication and the exchange method of communication. 
Traditionally, teachers, executives, and those wishing to deliver a message would use the 
transmission method of communication, where they speak to the audience and expect 
everyone to listen. This is the method used when a CEO will lecture his employees, 
possibly making use of a Power Point presentation or a video to convey information that 
the audience must absorb as presented.  

 
In recent years institutes that specialize in leadership training have found that the 

transmission method of communication is not as effective. Today, the preferred method 
of communication is generally through exchange, where instead of speaking to the 
people, the presenter speaks with the people. Conversations and brainstorming sessions 
are far more effective than lectures.  
  

The generation gap between those who left Egypt and those about to enter Israel 
expressed itself in each one’s preferred method of communication. The people who left 
Egypt had been slaves. They were used to having other people make decisions for them 
and being told what to do. It is therefore not surprising that they obediently followed 
God’s commands and Moshe’s leadership. Time and again, we read how these Jews acted 
“ka’asher tzivah Hashem et Moshe - as God had commanded Moses.” This generation 
excelled in obedience. Their preferred method of communication was transmission. Tell 
them what to do and they would do it.  
   

In contrast, the second generation of Jews was more compatible with an exchange 
method of communication. No longer did they depend exclusively on Moshe. When they 
felt thirst they did not ask Moshe to give them water. Rather, this time, “Vayikahalu - the 
Jews gather.” They invited Moshe to a meeting at which they presented their claims 
against him and demanded answers. They demanded to be part of the process, and they 
made it clear that they would no longer be dictated to. They had become active 
participants in their destiny and wanted to be treated as such.  
 
 These two means of communication – transmission and exchange – are very much 
a part of how we look to transmit Judaism from generation to generation. We teach our 
children at home and in school the content of Judaism. We transmit the mesorah, the 
sacred tradition. Sometimes it works. Sometimes, though, there is no better way to ensure 
a young person’s compliance than by telling them that non-comformance is wrong.  
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 It is clear, though, that just as with the second generation in the desert, we must 
engage in an exchange with the new generation. Each generation must communicate the 
relevance and vibrancy of our magnificent religion to the next. It just keeps getting more 
and more complicated. Some say this is what we get from being open to modernity. 
That’s just not true. In many ways, this is another example of trying to navigate our 
religious journeys. Every single one of us is confronted with a religious challenge, 
whether it is Shabbat or Kosher or prayer or lashon ha-rah or tzedakah. Judaism is about 
making informed choices. Each generation gap presents the same challenge applied to 
different circumstances. Today, it is technology. Tomorrow it may be something else – or 
more technology. The Half Shabbos phenomenon is the latest generation gap to come to 
our attention. It, too, must be addressed. 
 
 What do we do? There are no iron-clad answers to solve Half Shabbos or any 
other religious challenge. The timeless strategy in confronting it, though, is the opening 
verse of Parshat Chukat: “Zot chukat ha-Torah: This is the rule of the Torah.” What does 
this really mean? Judaism is an eternal religion, and it can meet all challenges in all 
generations. Rabbi Yehudah Aryeh Leib Alter, author of the Sefat Emet and the Rebbe of 
the Gerrer Chasidim, sees this verse as explaining far more than the parah adumah, red 
heifer. A chok is simply translated as a rule without a reason. The root of the word, 
though, is ch-k-k, which means to engrave. “Zot chukat ha-Torah” means that Torah and 
Judaism must become permanently engraved in our hearts and minds. They are much 
more than rules, regulations and rituals to be remembered and performed. Judaism must 
be internalized. 
 

Our Sages teach that the idea of the chok, law without reason, was thrown back 
into the faces of the Jews in a taunting fashion as if to say, “You people actually believe 
that!?” It is not easy to internalize Judaism and make it part of who we are. There will be 
plenty of taunts and questions directed at Judaism in the realm of ideas, behavior, and, 
yes, technology that will challenge our commitment and observance.  
 
 Last week, my five year old daughter asked what is wrong with just getting on a 
bus or subway on Shabbat. After all, you’re not actually driving anything. At her age, I 
can explain away the question by saying that paying to ride is a problem. What happens, 
however, when the questions is about a means of transportation that makes every stop 
regardless of who gets on and does not require payment? I could respond that it is not 
“Shabbosdik,” or engage in an in-depth study of how buses might consume more fuel 
with additional weight. If I did, I might very well end up with a different sort of Half 
Shabbos problem on my hands. Ignoring or side-stepping the tough questions is not 
conducive for a Judaism of “Full Shabbos” – or “Full Kosher” or “Full Menschlichkeit.” 
Our goal is a “Full Judaism,” a Judaism that is engraved upon our hearts and internalized. 
 
 “Zot chukat ha-Torah.” Teachers, parents, really each of us needs to realize the 
delicate balancing act that we are involved in: to give instruction while allowing for a 
sense of independence; to encourage feedback and brainstorming at times, while laying 
down the law at others; to promote dialogue while instilling principles. Judaism requires 
more than just a superficial encounter with religion or ritual. “Zot chukat ha-Torah.” We 
are interested in a “Full Judaism” that can overcome Half Shabbos or any other 
challenge. To accomplish this, we need to create an environment where religion is taken 
seriously, where questions are encouraged, and where the beauty of Judaism is engraved 
– and not just superficially texted - on each of our hearts. 

 


