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Remember when Amazon was just a rainforest in South America?  Remember when “we” was spelled w.e. and not w.i.i.?  Remember when birds weren’t angry?  Remember when dell was where the farmer hung out?  Remember when the net referred to something in the middle of a tennis court?  Remember when ram referred to the Shofar?  Remember when a mouse was something that caused a lady to grab a rolling pin and jump on a chair in cartoons?  Remember when windows were something you washed or joked about something you didn’t “do?”  Remember when an apple was just an apple?  Remember when a web was something spun by a spider?  Remember when a keyboard wasn’t wireless or compact or ergonomic and actually caused those metal prongs to move?  Remember when the laptop was the top of your lap and the desktop the top of your desk?  Remember when the recycle bin was something you put bottles, cans, and newspapers into?  Remember when files were something you physically put into folders and into a squeaky metal cabinet?  Remember when face and book were two different words and the former was something you saw in the mirror every morning and the latter was something you actually picked up to read?  


Technology has not just changed how we live our lives and the speed at which we acquire and disseminate information, but it has changed our whole way and manner of thinking and talking.  We have developed an entire new language and new words and acronyms are being created almost daily.  As with all new technologies, there are inherent benefits and dangers.  Every thing has the potential for good or harm and in most cases it all depends upon how it is used.  Today’s technology is no different.  The computer, cell phone, and Internet have opened up the entire world and virtually connected every person on earth.  We now have instantaneous information at the speed of light in the palm of our hands.  We can find our way with GPS, find our high school classmates with Facebook, and find out almost anything about anything with Google and Wikipedia.  But there is a downside to all this information.  Along with webcams and cell phone cameras, Facebook and Twitter and YouTube, there are potential dangers, and our news is filled with stories of how technology and the use of technology has led to identity theft, child abuse and abduction, murder, and suicide among many other crimes.  With a few clicks of the mouse, I can get your financial history, your residential and work history, your criminal record, and find out virtually anything I want to know.  And if I can do it, so can anyone else, most especially those without a moral compass or good intentions.  

Now worse than what is available online through public records and freedom of information is what people, particularly our children, teens, and young adults, willingly post about themselves for all the world to see.  I get it; I’m no prude.  I understand the appeal of sharing your entire life – pictures, stories, thoughts, and opinions – with your friends and family.  I know that it’s fun and exciting to have the power of a television station at your fingertips.  What concerns me is that the technology develops long before the etiquette, rules, and self-discipline is established.  And the pace of technological development far outruns the ability of those who establish those limits.  As Jews, we look to our tradition for guidance.  We use our values and teachings as a scaffold around which to build and live our lives.  So when it comes to technology and its uses, we should not do the same?  Now, of course, the computer, cell phone, and internet are not mentioned in the Torah or Talmud or anywhere else in our classical Jewish texts, but there are teachings from our tradition that are still relevant today and that can give us some guidance as we try to make our way in the modern world.  Two fundamental ideas I would like to focus on today are privacy and modesty – not modesty with respect to what we wear, but modesty in terms of how much of ourselves we willingly expose and divulge to the entire world.  

With respect to technology we first have to establish that we have a right to privacy and that we should more often than not exercise that right.  While cell phones and Facebook are not mentioned in the Torah or Talmud, the issue of privacy is quite prevalent in Jewish tradition: Rabbi Ben Bag Bag (one of my most favorite sage names) taught: “Enter not without permission your neighbor’s premises, even to take something that belongs to you.”  Today the boundaries of our neighbor’s premises are no longer clearly defined.  No longer do we keep all our belongings, all our information, all the details of our lives behind closed doors and picket fences.  With social networking and media the world is our and our neighbor’s premises.  So how can we respect the words of Ben Bag Bag?  First, we don’t have to share every single detail of our own lives and if we stumble upon private or embarrassing information about someone else, we certainly do not have to pass on that information to others.  
The Talmud teaches: “Privacy is a right.  Damage by seeing is damage.”  So often today we talk about how our rights are being eroded or not respected.  Here is a right we have that we do not respect ourselves, one that is willingly and purposefully given up, in my mind leading to the erosion of personal relationships and ultimately society.  It used to be that one had to be careful to keep their curtains closed, lest they be caught in a compromising situation.  Today, there are hidden and not-so-hidden cameras almost everywhere recording every word and action which is then posted to the Internet for all the world to see and of course comment on.  And again, worse than that are those children, teens, and young adults that purposefully and intentionally either post or allow others to post what used to be considered embarrassing images and details.  Today sending naked pictures of yourself to a boyfriend or girlfriend may seem fun and funny and garner a lot of attention, but years down the road, colleges and employers will use those pictures as well as others and other information that you innocently posted years before as a means of denying an application.  
In the Talmud, personal privacy is also protected by a law prohibiting construction of any window that commands a close-range view into a neighbor's window.  In other words, we cannot construct our lives so that we are able to pry into the business and personal lives of others, even if they are willingly and openly sharing and showing their personal affairs.  Today that injunction takes on even more importance.  Again, I know that it’s exciting and interesting to discover juicy details about others, especially others with which we have a fascination or interest.  I know that it’s almost impossible to go through daily life without hearing gossip about some singer, TV or movie star, athlete, public figure, or those now that are just famous for being famous.  And certainly those who put themselves out there into the public arena have a much lower expectation of privacy than do others, but just because something is out there doesn’t mean that we have to look at it, listen to it, share it, like it, or download it.  As the Talmud instructs us, we can arrange the windows of our lives to look out at the mountains, at the sunset, or at our beautiful cities instead of at paparazzi photos.  At the grocery store, we don’t have to look at those gossipy magazines and we certainly do not have to bring such nonsense into our homes.  And in terms of what we place in front of our own metaphorical windows to the world, we absolutely do not have to place private, personal, or embarrassing information.  We don’t have to share our opinions or supposed talents on YouTube or post our daily schedules on Facebook.  We don’t have to Tweet what we are eating for breakfast or dinner on Twitter or always speak our minds.  We can, as our tradition would suggest, keep the blinds drawn on the windows to our own lives – not always, not shut the world out, not live behind castle walls, but let’s at least have some sense of common sense, some small measure of decency and humility, some recognizable level of privacy and modesty.  
It is clear that our Jewish tradition is comparable and parallel to American law in protecting the privacy rights of individuals.  The Talmud wants to protect one’s home which is in essence one’s sanctuary, a tabernacle wherein holy as well as mundane activity takes place.  Jewish tradition recognizes a presumption of privacy and vigorously strives to protect that right.  And even though our sages were living and writing thousands of years ago, their wisdom and insight into human behavior and human relations is just as relevant to us today.  Jewish tradition teaches that along with those rights come responsibilities.  Judaism does not give the individual carte blanche to do whatever he or she pleases.  With respect to privacy, the Talmud also teaches: “What is improper in public is forbidden in secret.”  And, “Be chaste in private even as in the open market place, for your walls are witnesses against you.”  The Rabbis wanted to stress the importance of modesty and humility in private as well as in public.  Just because no one is looking or because no one can see you, doesn’t mean every behavior is proper and just.  American law recognizes this as well since criminal activity such as physical abuse or drug use even in the privacy of your own home is not protected under our privacy laws.  Yet even these activities, some people have no shame and no problem filming and posting for all the world to see.  
So today, our holiest of all days, when we stand before God and bare our souls, I am also calling for a reinterpretation of an ancient principle, that of tz’niut, or modesty.  Our tradition is full of statements, injunctions, and mitzvot that lead one to live a chaste, humble, balanced, and modest life.  In contemporary Jewish life, those rules have been interpreted and applied by our Orthodox brothers and sisters mostly to dress and appearance, but they also imply other virtues as well that we can apply to our lives.  My concern is not how our children are dressed or what they are wearing.  My concern is their actions and how those actions make them appear to others – what they put out there to the world says about them, and the images and messages they are trying to convey.  Traditionally, tz’niut refers to not seeking attention by provocative appearance, and historically, the principle applied just to women.  Today, I would like to take this principle and expand it to everyone and apply it far beyond the notion of dress and appearance.  
In the book of Genesis, God presents Adam and Eve with their first garments.  This is the only product of civilization presented to humanity by God.  God did not teach man how to make fire, how to till the soil, or how to build a house.  Adam and Eve and succeeding generations had to discover these all by themselves.  But clothes were divinely provided to Adam and Eve and more than that, as the text says, “God clothed them.”  Thus clothing is not just a social convention but an addition to the work of creation – a kind of second skin given to humanity.  We need to expand and apply this principle to our modern world and especially to technology.  Just as we would not go out in public unclothed, we need to reserve and protect our private lives and personal and private information from public view.  We must understand that God has given us garments to protect not just our naked bodies but our personal information – our name, our likeness, our image, our feelings, and our opinions.  These and more, I am afraid, our children and many adults alike are far too willing to give away and reveal not just to family and friends, but to the entire world, especially those who wish to exploit them for commercial or sinister purposes.  
So I am calling for a Reform version of tz’niut whereby we at least think about the images and information we are revealing to the public.  I know for our Orthodox friends and family, modesty in dress, tz’nius as it is pronounced in Ashkenazic Hebrew, has become one of the mitzvot sine qua non.  It has been elevated to a lifestyle and mark of identification for those who live in that world.  I want to expand this important Jewish principle for Reform Jews and apply it to the modern world.  As we Reform Jews do with so many other aspects of Judaism, we take the old and make it new again.  So before you post those cell phone pictures on Facebook, before you fill out that online survey, before you Twitter away your daily schedule or every thought that enters your mind, before you put yourself and your personal and private information out there for all the world, think about tz’niut.  Establish for yourself and especially for your children some level of modesty in terms of what you share with others, what images and information you allow the world to view.  Remember, every picture, every video, every keystroke on your keyboard or cell phone that is posted to a website remains out there in cyberspace forever.  Once you hit enter, there is no delete button.  
In November, I will present a two-part adult education series on “Judaism and the Internet,” which will delve more deeply into these issues.  I hope many of you will attend and explore with me how our tradition can speak to us today, particularly with respect to technology.  One thing I know for sure: as the world continues to spin, there will continue to be advancement at the speed of light.  Communication and social media will get faster and faster, easier and easier, smaller and smaller.  And unfortunately, the abuse of technology will become greater and greater.  As Jews, we will continue to respond to whatever modernity throws our way.  We will not reject the modern world but embrace it; we will also keep one foot firmly planted and rooted in the past and in our tradition.  We keep our ancient and timeless principles alive when we mold and adapt them to current circumstances and current realities.  Our tradition leads us to a middle-of-the-road approach to life.  We have rights, yes, but we also have responsibilities to ourselves, to others, and to God.  Privacy and modesty are rights and responsibilities that must be protected and taught to future generations.  More than that, we should never be too quick to give them away willingly, foolishly, or flippantly.  Indeed, may we all be written and sealed for peace, health, and prosperity in the Book of Life, but I pray that unlike us, God won’t upload that book to the Internet by posting it on YouTube, Facebook, or Twitter.  
Amen.  
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