ItIs Not Good forlHumansToBeAlone
Kol Nidre 5768

My wife, [Michele, couldnotbe morelprecious/toime. [Shelisimyllife’s
partner,the foundation(ofithefamilythat/welare(creatingtogether,
trulytheepicenteriofimy(universe.TAnd(shelhas(discovered/anew
tricklwhen(she’s[talking'toime.[Shellearnedlit/from/a/friendwhose
husbandlislequally(distractible(and(preoccupied. TAssumingthatl
neverlhearithelfirst'halflofiwhat'she[says/tolmelanyhow, Micheleinow
uttersisentencesithatigolsomethingllikethis:[(“Blah,blah, blah, blah,
blah,blah,blah, couldlyoulpleaselchangeMia’'sdiaper?”’ She’s
decidedtolstop/wastinglactual'wordsonmyiallfoo often
impenetrablelears.

It'sinotithat(I'malparticularlylinsensitive (oricallous(person, atlleast(l
hope(thatI'm(not. tlis[Simplythat(l, likelmany(others,[amioftenlostlin
thought, ‘attention(diverted toltheimundanematters/at’hand/=Imy
mind(sidetrackedby(responsibilitiesback(attheoffice.

Butldistractionland(busyllives(surelylaren’tithelonly(contributors(tolthe
wallsiwelerectbetweenlourselvesandothers.llfiwelarehonest,then
wemusticonfessithatlitlisisometimesmorelexpeditious/andlless
taxingtolavoidimeaningfullinteraction.WWhenwe(repeatedlyoptfor
smalltalkoverisubstantive(dialogue, welcanlinadvertentlyfind
ourselveslinlalcocoon/madel(forione.[lThislhaspromptedisome
studentsioflhumanibehavioritoldubloursia“cultureloflloneliness.”
People, peopleleverywhere,[andnotan(earitollistennorianieyeio
bear(witness.

Ourslisinotithefirst(generationtofacethe/challenges/ofiinterpersonal
alienation.[Thel(storylofour(forefather,[Joseph,lis,/in(fact,[a[narrative
oflestrangementlandlisolation.

Theldramalbegins:[“Onelday, Josephiwentlinisearch oflhisbrothers,
who(were[pasturingthe(flocklin[Shechem...When(Josephlarrived
there,[anunknownman(foundhimwanderinglinthe(fields.[Theman
askedhim,“Whatlarelyoullookingfor?”[Josephireplied, “llamiseeking
mybrothers.””
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Our(forefatherlislalmanlin(personallcrisisihere.[He hasbeen[having
disturbingldreams, whichlhelattemptstolshare (with(hisbrothersionly
toldiscoverithatthey/areenragedbyhisvisions.[Josephlisanloutcast
inthisfown(family,landhelfinds'himselflalone. TOurltradition(has
alwayslviewed thislaslanunacceptablestate(of(being.

As/GodIcreatedithelworld, \welread that/thelend(ofleach(daybrought
aldeclaration(ofthe goodness!ofithatiwhich hadbeen formed.
Everythinglfrom(thellightland(seas/tothe/creepy(crawly(thingslareall
declareditolbelgood.*Tltlisnecessarily(jarring, then, when we(seela
dramaticishift[from(theseregularireflections/on(all'thatlis(positive
abouticreation(to(God’s firstlidentificationof(Something/whichlis
unpleasant/anditroublinglinouriworld.

“And God(said, ‘Itlis[not/good forithe(man(tobealone.”[Even
thousandsl(oflyearsiago, our(sacred(textrecognizedione ofithe
fundamentallexistentialrealities(of(beinghuman...inthe/words/of
philosopherMarc(Gafni, “[Welarelall'drivenby]laldesireto/movefrom
loneliness(tolconnection,fromiloneliness(tolloving...Nothinglisimore
important to/us than(the needto/sharelourilives withanother...”*

AlmorelcontemporaryJewish(tale:Tltiwas[Yom Kippur,@and/thetown'’s
retired(rabbildecided(that/hewas(takingthislyearioff from(the(day’s
solemnlobservance.lHepretendedtobelill,[sent hisfamilyto
synagoguelandpromptlymadelhisiwaytolthe(golficoursethreetowns
over.[[Puttinglalmost(alllof(his[guilt’aside,helteed(upbyhimselfion
theffirstihole,[grabbedithe(driverfrom(hisbag, and(prepared/tolbegin
hisround.

Thelangelslinlheaveniwerelaghast/atthe(sight/ofithis(spiritualleader
playing(golfilonYom Kippur.IGod/joinedthem(as(theyllookedonlin
horror,landwithlalsmile.comingacross(the(Divine(face,(God[said,
“‘Watchithis.”

Thelrabbildrewbackhis[clublandswung, strikingthe[ballperfecitly.
Withithelangelsilookinglon,Godigrabbedthe balllinimidlairland

*[Genesis Chapter (1
*[Genesis2:18
*Soul Prints, Marc Gafni, Simon land Schuster, New Y ork, 2001, pp4(5
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guided!it/directly/into/theholelonthefirstigreen.IThelangelsicried
out,"Whatlonlearthlarelyouldoing?!?You’relrewarding him(for(this
awfullbehavior?”[*Justiwatch,”replied [God.

Thelrabbi’s[facelbeamediwith(joylas/helraised[hishandstriumphantly
in'thelair.THeturned tolthelrighttolsharelhis[glorious(feat/with
someone, butlonlytheltreeswerethere. [Thelrabbiturnedioltheleft
butfoundionlylalwaterholelandlalsand/trap.Hisface became(sullen
aslhelrealized[thathelwouldnever(belableltotelllanotherisoul’about
thisimoment.

Welhavelan/innate needtol[communicatelourlaccomplishmentsiand
our(defeats,ourljoyandiourisorrow,ourexcitementandlourfear, with
thoselwholsurround(us.IThelopeningchaptersiof Genesisimay,lin
fact,limply(thatlalllof(God’s[glorious(creationlisionly/goodto/the(extent
thatiwelcanisharelinlitiwithlonelanother. [fltlis[not/goodforihumansto
belalone.”

“Whatlarelyoullookingfor?”askslJoseph’simysterious(guide. fllam
seekingmybrothers...[IIneedimy(brothers].” WelarelJoseph,
requiringthe(closenessiandattentiveness(offriendslandlovediones,
alsmiling(face,allisteninglear.Yet,[aswelknow,thislisinotwhat
Joseph(findslinithe fieldsiofiShechem.TPlaguedbyljealousyland
animosity, (hisbrothers(casthimlintolalpit,(sell’himtotraders(en(route
tol[Egypt,[andifake his(deathfortheirifather. IOhwhatapainful fate
welsufferiwhen,linfaltimelofineed, welseek/outthose(closetolusionly
tobelignoredioricasuallyldismissed. [A[piece ofthesoulldoes,
indeed, [experienceldeathlini[suchlaimoment.

Inlourlown(daywe havelseenthelimpactiofisuch(socialrejection
resonatepowerfullylinithellivesiofiouriteens. TAtlanlagewhennothing
islas/important/asione’snetwork offriends, manyladolescentsifind
themselves(pusheditowards/themargins,unabletofind(their(niche,
and(therebyllackinglalsenselof(stability, [Security,[andpurpose.
Responses/tosuchlestrangement(canlincludel(depression,adopting
unhealthyhabits,andleven(violencetowards/oneselflandione’s(peers.
And(whilelwe[continually'seek(ways tolcreatesaferenvironments(for
ourteens, welshouldlalsolrecognize(thatladults(donotlbecome
magicallylimmuneltothelpainiofisociallisolation[upon/turningleighteen
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orlgraduatingfrom(college.[Weltoolare[susceptibletolthehurtland
thelsorrow/whichistemfrom(profoundiloneliness.

Josephimakes'his/wayfrom(prisoninmate tolhigh(officiallin(Pharaoh’s
court.[[His[brothersunexpectedlylappearbeforehim,sentbytheir
fatherlinisearch(of(food, foritherelis'alffamineliniCanaan.fWhen
Josephisaw/hisbrothers,”itheltext/teaches, “helactedllikela stranger
towardithem...ThoughlJosephirecognizedlhisibrothers, they(did inot
recognizehim.”

Havingbeenlhurtioncebefore,Josephlisiunderstandablyreticent(to
revealhimself,[tolopen/uplandimakehimselfivulnerablelyetagain.
So,he“actsllikelalstranger’[toward his(brothers.TAnd/itiworks...they
do/notlevenlrecognizelhim.TlLikelJoseph, weltoomayforgolgenuine
humaninteractionliniordertolavoidithe[vulnerability thaticomes with
openinglupltolanother.We'velalllbeen(there...tryingtolputon(aniair
ofistrengthlin(thefacelof(financialltroubles,liliness,orlloss.[[fFine,” we
reply,(when(otherslaskhow(welare.[llt'seasiertolactllikealstranger.

InthellanguagelofithelgreatiJewish(philosopher, Martin[(Buber,the
brotherslandlJosephlarelrelatinglinlanliltimanner.Ourrelationships,
according/to(Buber,can(takeone ofitwoforms...It, (orl Thou. We
haveanl(lltrelationship(withlourltoasteriovens...it’'slan(objectitolbe
used, tolmakelfoodiwarm, orliinimy(case tobeforgottenabout(until
mybagelimorphslintolal¢charcoallbriquette. W e(canhave Lt
relationships(withilhumansasiwell,though.Thelpersonbaggingour
groceries,[oriservingus(at/arestaurant,orisometimes(even our(col
workers(andfamily...peoplewithiwhom(welarelinteractingbut/with
whomltherelisinolreallopenness,(sharing,oritruelrecognition.

Buberhighlights(the (benefitsof(ll Thoulinteractionsbetween
people...thoselmomentsiwheniwe(can(shareimore(fullylofiourselves,
andlexperiencelanother(withitrulylopenlears,eyes,minds,’and
hearts.[[In[suchlexchanges,arguesBuber,iwenotonlytfranscendour
allltoolnatural(stateloflloneliness, (butiwelalso/encountertheDivine.

Ouripresentidayworld,lhowever,does[notlalwaysilendlitselftothell ]
Thoulmodel(ofirelatingwithlonelanother. ICounterintuitively, the
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bursting(populations(oflurbaniand(suburban(centers(oftenlleavelus
feelinglanonymous/and(secluded.lEven(withinlourlown/homes,the
good/morning(“grunt”(at/the (breakfast/tableor(theperfunctory, “How
was!yourday?Fine.lAndlyours?Fine”[exchangebeforebedhardly
qualifiesiasitheholy[communicationthat[Buberlencourages.

Harvardisociology(professor,[Robert[Putnam, documented/our
nation’s(culturalshift ftowards(aimore(solitaryexistencelin‘his(book
entitled, Bowling[Alone.lIn(this (bestseller,[Putnam(arguesithat/social
capital,thelvalueladded(byfriendshipsiandconnectionsbetween
members(oflalgroup,improves(thehealthlandvibrancylofithelwhole.
Theloverarchingpremiselofithebooklis[that/sociallcapital’hasbeen
on’theldeclinelinltheUnitedStates/for/severalldecadesnow.lSome
keylindicators:[lthellast 25(yearshaveseenla 58% droplinattendance
at/clubloriorganizationalimeetings,(a35%(droplinhavingfriendsover
tolthelhouse,and(al43% (droplinlthe frequencyof familydinners.The
contributing(factorsito/theseltrends?[[Putnam(points(toltelevision, twol |
career(families,[suburban(sprawl,land(generational/changes|in
values.TAndtheldetrimentalleffects/onlourisociety? [Putnam
uncovered correlatingldeclineslinleducational performance,
involvementlinlourldemocracy,linleverydayhonesty,landlevenlinlour
own(healthandhappiness. °Many ofus, [ittwould[seem, [are striving
tolgolitionlourlown,and yet/thevoices/of Torah,[and presentiday
realitylresonatelin(our(ears...“ltlis(not/goodforlhumans(tiolbelalone.”

llwouldladd thelriselinlimpersonalcyber(communicationto(Putnam’s
listiof(socialcapitalldetractors. [Justtoday, FiberOpticlcablewas
installed(atlourlhousetolensure(thatlwe ¢onnecttothecyberiworld
aroundlus(as(quicklylaspossible.[HeavenforbidimylTunes
downloads(shouldtakelalsinglesecondllongerithaninecessary.And
whilelllamboth(excitedand(fascinatedbytheltechnologicallaccessat
ourlfingertips, (llamlaware(that/no/matterlhow fast/ouriconnection!is, it
islalways/virtualat/best.[E [maillis(efficientlanduseful, tobelsure.
Yetwelknow that'somethinglcriticallisllost'when welare(unableto
hearlanother’sivoice, folseelthelother's(bodyllanguage,tollook/into
someone’s(eyeslandbeholdasoul. Colon” =+ [“Hyphen” =+ “Close
Parenthesis”imay(depictalsmilelwhentypediintolaniel|
correspondence, (butliticannot.compare [tfo/thelhealing[power(of(an

6 [Bowling(Alone, RobertPutnam, [Simon and[Schuster, New Y ork, 2000, p. 367
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actuallsmile.[IThe[Torahteachesithat/God/spoketo[Moses panim(el
panim,facetoface, @sonespeakswithialfriend.” [Thislisthelideal
heldlup forius...thelpossibilitylofiengaginglanotheriandthereby
encountering(God.

Thelworldwide webwhichilinks[solmany(mayIdeceiveluslintolthinking
thatiwelare/morelconnectedthaniwelactuallylare. [Socialinetworking
utilities(like(Facebook, areburstinglatithe[seams[with[userslookingto
establishicontact/with/friends(oldlandnew.[Therelis(surelyvalueto
suchlonlineltools, evidencedby(theirrapidlygrowingsubscriber
rates...aslof[August,/onemillionnew(peoplelalweekwereopening
Facebookaccounts.®7And whileimanybenefit fromthese
connections, havinghundreds(of peripheral“cyber(friends”doesnot
always/translatelintomeaningful,[substantive,landenriching
companionship.(llt'shardtolavoidthel ltimode ofirelationshipwhen
my(onlylexperience oflyoulis(filteredthroughlakeyboardand(a
flatscreenimonitor.

Thelopportunity tolexperiencelthell Thoulwith(anotheriis, [quite
possibly, the/greatestibenefitlof(beinglan(active[partioflany(grouplor
civiclorganization,'andlespecially(a kehilah'’kedoshah,alsacred
community[suchlaslours.TAtiShabbat(services,welspeakaloudithe
names|ofithoselwhoneedhealing, solthatiwelalllhavelanlopportunity
tolreach/out/bothitolthepersoniwholis(ailing,[anditothelspeakeriwho
isiconcerned forithatllovedlone.[We(sharelthoseparts(ofiourllivesifor
whichiwelare[thankfulALOUD,becauseas/members(ofiaicovenantal
community, 'welwant(to(celebrate[alongsidelonelanotherlinimoments
ofljoy.Welstand forithelmourner’'s kaddishlin[groups:those/who
havellostlallovedonelinlthepast(7days,thepast30(days, thepast
year, and(thoselobservinglalyahrtzeit, notto(single out(orlisolate
peoplelwholare(grieving. UJustitheopposite! [Doingsolallowsthe(rest
ofluslintheroomian(opportunity[toreachiout, tfo/placelalhandion(a
shoulder, tolstayto talk forlafewmomentsiwhen(services¢conclude.

Thelresult/of(suchimoments,’andhundreds ofisimilariinteractions
whichlregularlyloccurlhere,lislanlincreaselin(the Beth(Shalomfamily’s
social capital.[[Weknow(that/the[smile,thellisteninglear, [or(the (words

"Exodus33:11
¥ “Facebook Grows[Up,” by Steven Levy, Newsweek, [August 20,2007
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oflcomfort'extended(todaywilllcome(backtolusimany(times(overiin
thelyearslahead.lInthelwords(of famed(Jewish(psychoanalyst,
Theodore(Reik,“Tolconnect/one’sllifelin'thoughtsand/deeds with
otherslis(thelonlywaytolmakelitiworth(living.”

Andiso, afteridays of(keepinghisidistance, of puttinglonairsand
pretendingliobelthat/whichlhewas(not, Josephreachedloutlonce
again.[Confidentthatlhe[couldnow/(trusthisbrothers,andisobbing
aloud, hel“saidltothem,‘Ilam[Joseph...Comeltowardsme.’[Andwhen
theycame forward, he(said, ‘llam(your(brotherJoseph...”°[Only
whenlhelwasloncelagainireadyitobelvulnerable,tolbelhuman,could
Josephlreveallhis/truelself,(hisiwholelidentity. TAndonlythen(could
hisbrothersrecognize him,reachbacktowards/him,andlembrace
him.

Thislcouldn’tlhavebeen(easyforlourlforefather.[Evenlinlourlowniday,
societallnorms(often/telllusthatineedinglothers,(desiringsSupport,and
longingforiconnection,arelsignsiofiweakness.[Manylidolizelthe
strengthlofithe(solitary/individual'who(can(golitlalone, the(reallife
actionherolwholrequires/nolother.[TheBaallShem[Tov, founderiof
modern[Hasidism, knewbetter.[Hetaught/that“Therelaretwolways
tolserve(God.Onelis/tolseparatelyourselffrom/peopleland/from/the
world’s(affairs,andto devotelyourselfiwhollytolalstudy(ofireligious
books. Thislisithe[safeway.[IThelotheriwaylis tolminglewith[people,
tolengage (in([thellives oflothers],land, atthe([same(time,toltry(tobe
anlexamplelofigodliness.IThisiway'haslits/[dangers, butlitlisifar(more
worthy.”

Onithisidaylof'Yom(Kippur,iwhen(we(speak(of teshuvah,repentance,
and shuvah,turningand(returning(towards(God, let/usbeblessed
with(thetrue(strengthlrequiredtoturnitowardsionelanotheriwith
openness,(with[honesty, with(allisteninglear,/andlalcaringheart.To
encounterionelanother panimiel panim,facetoface,landiothereby
encounter(Godias(well.

Amen.

°Genesis45:1(4
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