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Rabbi Noah Arnow 

Congregation Beth El 
Day 1 Rosh HaShanah 5771/2010 

 
Digital Attunement and Sacred Attunement 

 
The story is told that once upon a time, in the not so distant 

past, a radio station received a most peculiar letter.  The letter read 
something like this.  I am a shepherd, and am out in the fields tending 

to my flock for many months out of the year.  I bring with me a radio 
and my violin as companions.  My violin though, is so out of tune as to 

be useless.  So, on your afternoon radio show on Sunday, would you 
please pause for a moment at 2pm and sound an A, so that I may tune 

my violin?  The radio DJ read this letter on the air, and that Sunday, at 
2pm, he broadcast an A, for the shepherd to tune his violin.   

  

Now this is of course, a lovely story for Rosh Hashanah.  Rosh 
Hashanah is time for us to “sound an A.”  Perhaps it is the sound of 

the shofar; perhaps it is just the time of year, of being here, that 
reminds us that it is time to “retune” our lives.   

  
But what if we were the shepherd?  Would we need to write a 

letter to a radio station asking them to play an A?  Of course not.  We 
could e-mail them.  But would we even need them to play you an A?  

No, because we could get an A on our iPhones.  Unlike this shepherd, 
who has only his violin and his radio, we have our cell phones and 

smart phones, our computers and wireless, and e-mail and Facebook 
and Twitter.  We are never alone.  I’d like to call this digital 

attunement—being in sync with our electronic devices.  But I worry 
that digital attunement is coming at the cost of sacred attunement, of 

being attuned to the sacred in our world.   

 
In myriad ways, the proliferation of communications technology 

is very good.  A few examples.  We are now untethered, to a greater 
degree than ever—from the office.  We can work from home or 

Starbucks or the beach, enabling better time with family, and more 
efficient working—less waiting around the office for something.  Mass 

communication—for politics, for commerce, for public safety, for 
organizing and creating Jewish community—has never been easier.  

And any piece of information is readily available with just a few clicks.  
Looking for the closest Target, the score of the Phillies game, what the 

word “congeries” means, or the Hebrew date of your birthday?  No 
problem.   
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But we are losing something too.  The New York Times has been 

running an occasional series entitled, “Your Brain on Computers.”  
Among the headlines: “Digital Devices Deprive Brain of Needed 

Downtime,” “The Risks of Parenting While Plugged In,” and “An Ugly 
Toll of Technology: Impatience and Forgetfulness.”   

  
A few details gleaned from this series and a few other sources: 

Computer users at work change windows or check e-mail or other 
programs nearly 37 times an hour, research shows.  According to one 

estimate, about 28% of an office worker's time is lost to interruptions 
and recovery time, which translates into about $900 billion per year 

lost because of interruptions.   
 

According to another report, a lawyer was able to negotiate a 
surprisingly good deal for his client during a meeting with opposing 

lawyers. Later, when he was asked how he managed it, he said, "I was 

the only one at the meeting not working on a BlackBerry." 
 

In what was to me, the parent of two small children, the most 
terrifying finding, a study found that parents holding smart phones 

tend to speak many fewer words to their young children than parents 
not holding smart phones do.   

 
Another example.  A woman who works in early-childhood 

development observed a boy who was about 2 ½ years old making 
repeated attempts to talk to his mother, but she wouldn’t look up from 

her BlackBerry.  He says, “Mommy?  Mommy?  Mommy!!”  And then 
he started tapping her leg. And she says: “Just wait a second. Just 

wait a second.” Finally, he was so frustrated, that he screams, “Ahhh!” 
and tries to bite her leg.   

 

Why are we so addicted to our communications devices?  
Checking e-mail, surfing the web, texting, can be addictive.  Receiving 

the notification of an e-mail can actually release a small amount of 
dopamine—a neurotransmitter which stimulates pleasure in the brain.  

One writer started an article about e-mail addiction by writing, “It took 
me six days to write this piece, during which (according to the History 

Tab on my Web browser) I visited 371 websites and checked my e-
mail 213 times. I knew the numbers weren't going to be pretty, but I 

had no idea they'd be quite so ugly.  Let me add, reluctantly, that I 
have two small children whose emotional and psychological well-being 

depends, in part, on my being an attentive parent, which is to say a 
parent who is not actively checking e-mail while bathing them. Which 

reminds me: I need to check my e-mail.” 
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Our multitasking and communication addiction come at the cost 

of attention.  David Strayer, a psychology professor at the University 
of Utah has said, “Attention is the holy grail.  Everything that you are 

conscious of, everything you let in, everything you remember and you 
forget, depends on it.”   

 
It’s not only our own brains that pay the price.  Another 

researcher suggests that the ultimate risk of heavy technology use is 
that it diminishes empathy by limiting how much people engage with 

one another, even in the same room. “The way we become more 
human is by paying attention to each other,” he said. “It shows how 

much you care.”   
 

How much do we allow our attention to be divided?  Have we 
ever surfed the internet while talking on the phone?  To a friend?  To a 

spouse?  Have we ever told a child to wait a second while you’re on 

your computer or Blackberry?  Have we ever had a close call while 
driving because you were using the phone or texting?  Or have we 

ever been so absorbed in your electronic device while walking that 
we’ve almost hurt yourself or someone else?  Texting pedestrians are 

one of the major hazards while driving in Manhattan, you should know.  
I have to answer yes to each of these questions.  It’s affecting my life.  

It is probably affecting yours.   
 

One scientist wrote, “I have a colleague who says that I’m being 
very impolite when I pull out a computer during meetings. I say: ‘I can 

listen.’ Maybe I’m not listening so well. Maybe I can work at being 
more engaged.”   

 
We are very good at deceiving ourselves, telling ourselves we 

can drive while listening to NPR and talking on the phone and drinking 

hot coffee and programming the GPS while paying attention to kids in 
the back seat.  Think for a moment.  Are we living safely?  Are we 

listening when you say you’re listening?   
 

Attention and empathy—these are not economic or physiological 
issues—these are moral, spiritual and religious issues.  Let us return 

briefly to the tale of the fiddling shepherd.  The shepherd literally 
needs to retune his violin.  But we need a different kind of retuning, a 

different kind of returning, a different kind of teshuvah.  We are all 
digitally attuned, but what we need, to use the phrase of Michael 

Fishbane, Professor of Jewish Studies at the University of Chicago, 
what we need is sacred attunement.   
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Another story.  One there was a king who sent his son, whom he 

loved, to the hinterlands for some necessary business of the kingdom.  
It was a place where many enemies of the king were found, and since 

the king knew that his son would find danger there at every moment, 
the entire time the son was away, the king thought about his son, and 

worried about his wellbeing in every struggle and difficulty that he 
would be forced to encounter, and he was in constant communication 

with him.   
  

But of course, Jewish stories about kings and their sons are 
never just stories—they are parables.  The king in the parable is 

always God, and the son is usually Israel, or as in this case, the 
individual Jew.  And in this mashal, this parable, there is a nimshal, a 

moral or lesson which consists of retelling the story in its “real” form.   
 

So, the soul of a person, from the perspective of God, by 

dwelling in this world, is in constant danger, since so much of this 
world is considered God’s enemy, antithetical to the idea of Godliness.  

And we are here for a holy purpose.  Because of this, God speaks to a 
person constantly, and a person must know that God is speaking 

constantly in all different ways, and God never lets God’s attention 
wander from us.  The rabbis teach that every day a bat kol, a heavenly 

voice or echo goes out.  According to the Baal Shem Tov, the founder 
of Hasidism, our purpose as Jews, as humans, is to attune our ears to 

the sound of the bat kol and not to ignore it.   
 

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, “Mankind will not perish 
for want of information; but only for want of appreciation.”  Can we 

hear a bat kol if we are listening to our iPods?  Can we hear a bat kol if 
we are texting?  Can we hear a bat kol while checking our e-mail?  A 

bat kol of course, need not be auditory—it can be visual, emotional, 

olfactory, intellectual, tactile.  But we must be open—we must be 
listening.  The important part of the Shema, if you ask me, is not 

Adonai Elokeinu Adonai Echad—the Lord our God, the Lord is one.  The 
important part is שמע ישראל—Listen, Israel!  The reason we say Shema 

twice daily is not because we need to remember God’s unity.  It’s 
because we need to remember to listen, to try to hear God’s voice 

every day, so that when it does come, and it may only come to us 
rarely, but so that when it does come, we are ready.   

 
Last Friday night, I walked out the door of this building to go 

home for dinner after services.  Usually, I walk out the door, 
deactivate the car alarm, jump in the car, and listen to NPR or a book 

on tape for the two minute drive home.  But Friday night, it being 
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Shabbat, I was walking home, and I happened to walk out with Hazzan 

Pomerantz-Boro.  We were chatting in the parking lot for a minute 
before going our separate ways, and we happened to look up and see, 

just after the time of sunset, a glorious sky—with purples and oranges, 
clouds arranged in such harmonious forms, arrayed across the 

heavens above Cherry Hill and Voorhees.  It was one of those 
moments of feeling small and insignificant in the universe, and blessed 

to encounter such beauty.  Keep in mind—this was in the shul parking 
lot facing away from our stunning building—not the place I would 

expect to hear, or in this case see, a bat kol.   
 

My son Caleb, who is three, has reoriented me towards the 
skies.  He is constantly pointing out airplanes and helicopters in the 

sky, or clouds that look like shapes.  He doesn’t know the weather 
from the web; he has to actually look at the sky.   

 

The latter day prophet Bob Dylan famously sang,  
 

How many times must a man look up 
Before he can see the sky? 

Yes, ’n’ how many ears must one man have 
Before he can hear people cry? 

 
Dylan reminds us that a bat kol is not only about beauty.  To quote 

God in the story of Cain and Abel, “Your brother’s blood cries out to 
me from the soil.”  There are cries and tears that our digital 

dependence obscure too.  When we are e-mailing and not seeing a 
person’s face, not hearing a person’s voice, that tremor in a person’s 

voice when they say, “I’m fine,” doesn’t come through.  We never hear 
that tremor that indicates that if you asked, “Tell me about your 

week,” would bring out some much-needed tears.  Perhaps we are 

texting rather than calling, calling rather than meeting in person to 
avoid interactions we worry may be uncomfortable, even though the 

more intimate form of communication might mean a lot to someone 
going through a hard time.  We are more likely to hear news of some 

tragedy or atrocity, and more likely to hear of it quickly.  But we are 
also more likely to forget it quickly too, to have it buried by the next 

day’s news cycle, the next hour’s top stories.   
 

 But we are not only the guilty ones, the perpetrators of digital 
attunement.  If we think about it, we will find that we are each also 

victims.  We know how it sounds when we are speaking and we can 
tell someone else is not really listening.  And worse, we know how it 

feels.  We’ve been the person on the verge of tears whose tone of 



 6 

voice is lost through e-mail.  We’ve been the ones to lose quality time 

with our families because we are all on our laptops.  While on 
vacation.   

 
 So what is sacred attunement?  Michael Fishbane writes, 

“Suddenly something occurs that claims us with an overwhelming 
intensity, and floods our sensibilities without any accompanying 

thoughts of its human meaning.  Rather, the sense of rupture is all, 
and it seems as if primordial energies have burst from the depths and 

ripped the veil normally stretched over things, concealing them in 
blandness.  Such moments may occur within the bounds of nature, as 

with the uprush of some overwhelming vista or sound; they may 
happen in the human world, as with the unsettling impact of sudden 

death or love; or they may happen through the creations of culture, as 
with the capacity of certain compositions to propel us to the edge of 

sensibility.”   

 
 Fishbane calls these “caesural” moments, moments that create a 

pause, a break, a cutting, an interruption.  “If in our ordinary 
experiences,” he writes, “caesural moments seem to happen against 

our will or expectation, and artwork tries, both willfully and 
expectantly, to create experiences of an elemental character, 

intentionally disrupting our normal habitude and common 
perceptions,” then for Fishbane, theology tries to focus and direct us 

towards these moments, to be sensitive to them, and to integrate our 
experiences of them into our lives and our beings.   Says Fishbane, 

“Everything depends on one’s focus or attention.  To lose attention is 
to slip into a mindless habitude that disregards the mystery of the 

vastness.  The loss of attention is more than a deadness to the life-
forms in our world.  It also betrays God.  By cultivating an attentive 

consciousness, theology cultivates the soul and turns it toward God.”   

 
  In this morning’s Torah reading, Abraham sends Hagar and 

Ishmael out to the wilderness.  When their water runs out, Hagar 
despairs, cries, and is reassured by an angel of God.  Then,  	ויפקח אלקי

 God opened her eyes, and she saw a well.  Did the well appear ,את עיניה

miraculously or had it been there all along and Hagar had failed to see 

it?  The midrash—the classical rabbinic tradition—is decisive on this 
point.  The well was always there, but we are in some sense blind until 

God opens our eyes.  Today, it is not God that must open our eyes.  It 
is us who must look up from our screens.  But like Hagar, we don’t 

even realize we are missing something until we are able to see.   
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 So what do we do?  Here are some ways to start.  Unplug.  Take 

a walk without a cell phone.  Designate times of the day to check e-
mail, and times not to.  Make Shabbat or holidays no-screen days.  Try 

to do one thing at a time.  Go outside.  Write longhand (can’t take my 
own advice here, though).  At the very least, try to be conscious of the 

ways that technology is affecting your life, לטוב ולרע, for good and for 

bad.  And try to think about the echoes of God, the bat kols, you want 

to hear but haven’t been able to.   
 

 We will daven the Untaneh Tokef in a few minutes, a prayer 
which speaks of the kol d’mama daka—the still small voice in which 

God was present for the prophet Elijah.  May we open ourselves the 
bat kol, to the echo of that still, small voice, to the echo of God that 

goes forth each day.  I can hear it now.  And I think it is an A.  [Strike 
tuning fork.]  Perhaps if we all hum it together, we can all here that 

bat kol reverberating in this very room.  Hum it with me.   


