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The history of the Jewish people is powerful and detailed deserving a methodical review. 

Abraham received…(cell phone sounds). 

Oh, it’s me. It’s just a text. Take a second. It’s from Rabbi Wood. From Rosh Hashanah 

Eve. She’s wished me a Happy New Year. Just getting it now. Gimme a second. I’ll just write 

back, “Have an easy fast and a happy new year.” (pause) 

Well, as long as I have my phone out I might as well check my Facebook…You 

Tube…ha ha cats…Twitter…retweet…Email…Be right there …Baseball scores… 

Technology is pretty amazing. We can do almost anything with a handheld computer. But 

the one thing we seem not to be able to do is stay focused on where are. It’s easy to do anything 

but be in the moment. 

How often do you encounter ringing phones in inappropriate places? Watch people text 

during services – maybe even right now? ESPN had a series of commercials praising young men 

who checked sports scores during as a groomsman at a wedding or on a date. Ever watch people 

use their phones when they get to a red light or bump into a lamppost as they use it walking 

down the street? Smart phones are so inviting and can demand our attention away from the world 

right around us. 

One of our Temple members told me she is full out addicted to being connected on her 

phone. She checks Facebook dozens of times a day. If she wakes up in the middle of the night, 

she spends 20 minutes on her phone before she tries to go back to sleep. Her boyfriend 

complains she is on the phone more than she talks to him in person. I asked her why she thought 

she acted that way and she said it was FOMO, Fear of Missing Out. If she doesn’t stay on top of 

her vast cyber world, she might miss something. Cell phone addiction is a real and growing 

dependence that will only become more widespread. A recent study reported 63% of Americans 

would give up chocolate over their phone. One third said they’d give up sex.1 

Having a phone means you can be anywhere…else. At a bat mitzvah lunch, I watched a 

table full of teenagers sitting silently as every one of them stared down at their phones rather 

than engaging with the human being next to them. Except to show them a funny Instagram 

picture. 

As someone guilty of excessive smart phone usage myself, I am challenged to balance 
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the convenience of technology and social media with interactions and experiences surrounding 

me. Rambam taught us, “We are commanded to follow the middle path in life. This is the best  

and most upright way.” Of course, Rambam never tried to get to that next level in Candy Crush. 

 

But it is not just smart phones that keep us from paying attention to the world around us. 

We are a distracted society. Our attention span has dropped dramatically in the last decade. The 

average attention span of a human being is now one second less than a goldfish. Yes, a goldfish.2 

That doesn’t bode well for readings of War and Peace. Yet, somehow, we still can binge watch 

Breaking Bad. 

We get easily sidetracked. A health worry can keep us from focusing on other activities. 

Work emails are checked while on vacation. We lie awake at night with our mind racing with 

thoughts and concerns. Worry, in general, diverts us from the world we are in. We expend more 

time on what might be than what is actually in front of us. “We spend precious hours fearing the 

inevitable,” wrote poet Maya Angelou. “It would be wise to use that time adoring our families, 

cherishing our friends and living our lives.”  

 

This past January, I began a two year program with the Institute for Jewish Spirituality on 

Mindfulness. Mindfulness is most often discussed in terms of things like meditation and yoga. 

But it primarily teaches us to live in the moment. This is a Jewish concept. Over the ark in many 

sanctuaries, you find the phrase “Da Lifnei Mi Atah Omed” “Know before whom you stand.” 

This is a not-so-subtle reminder by that synagogue for people to remember where they are and 

what their purpose is supposed to be. Standing before God, we would want to be fully present. If 

you were having a conversation with God, checking your phone in the middle probably wouldn’t 

go over too well. 

The same is true in interacting with another person. We all know the difference between 

investing ourselves in something and letting our focus wander. When someone is truly listening 

to you, hearing what you are saying and not thinking about themselves, you can tell. Every 

teenager knows how to act like they are listening to their parent, when they are actually miles 

away. And every parent learns the difference between their child standing there only in body and 

the child actually paying attention. 
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When we are not fully present, we glide by without realizing our journey. Have you ever 

had a day where that evening you think, “What did I do today?” You accomplished a variety of 

tasks and interacted with numerous people, but not one stands out upon reflection. That may be 

because you have a really dull job or school and are surrounded by the most uninteresting 

people. Or it’s because you never invested yourself in any one moment, any one person. 

When we aren’t fully present, we drift towards an autopilot that has us stumble 

effortlessly and thoughtlessly from hour to hour. A current commercial for the Infiniti Q50 

shows a distracted driver who is repeatedly saved from accidents by the safety warnings of the 

car. Infiniti’s message is, “Look how safe our car is.” My message is, “You are not a safe driver! 

You need to get off the road before you hurt someone.” 

“I believe in being fully present,” Morrie Schwartz said in Mitch Albom’s popular book 

Tuesdays With Morrie, “That means you should be with the person you’re with. When I’m 

talking to you…I try to keep focused only on what is going on between us. I am not thinking 

about something we said last week. I am not thinking about what’s coming up this Friday…or 

about what medications I’m taking. I am talking to you. I am thinking about you.”3 When we fail 

to stay in the moment, we fail to truly connect with other people. 

 

But if we are going to know before whom we stand, if we are going to be fully present, 

we have to actively make some changes. I highly recommend a course of meditation, which can 

ground us and help us move past the negative and distracted thoughts that fill our brain. I 

struggle with technique, although I keep trying. 

Maybe we can start by listening. Really hearing what the other person is trying to say 

rather than planning our next response. 

Maybe we can put the camera down. How many photos do we really need of every 

moment in life? How much selfies can someone take and not be considered self-absorbed? The 

camera dominates and controls so many events. It is as if we all decided that watching something 

later is more rewarding than experiencing it live and in-person. 

What about eating? Much of our food is simply background to life. Calories that pass 

through our lips without tasting or acknowledging it. Try eating a meal where you focus on each 

bite. It’s hard to do. Being mindful about our food would help us eat better. In the book The 10-
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Second Diet, the author says if you “count to ten slowly and deliberately…are totally fixated on 

the brownie” you will consciously master your own eating.4 

Phone free meals would also be nice. One way is to do “The Phone Stack.” If you’re out 

to dinner, everyone piles their phones in the center of the table, screen down. No matter what 

buzzes or rings, no one touches their phone. If anyone breaks down and is unable to resist, that 

person has to pay for dinner. I wonder how it’d work with teens? 

We need to make pauses from some of our technology. Meals are a good time and so is 

Shabbat. We’re better off interacting with people, coming to Temple, and going outside on this 

day of rest. Yom Kippur is great. We should be striving to be fully present to God, our 

community, and the people around us – not our digital life. 

When you are with your spouse, parent, child, friend, neighbor – are you truly there, 

present, and in the moment? 

 

Rabbi Eliezer told his disciples, “Repent one day before your death.” His students were 

naturally perplexed. They asked their teacher, “How does one know what day he will die?” 

“Ah,” said Eliezer, “all the more reason he should repent today, in case you die tomorrow.”5 

Such advice is sensible, but ultimately unrealistic. A life lived in anticipation of death 

might encourage a reckless attitude or a despondent tone. And living a life of continual 

repentance would make you a drag to be around. 

For people such as Morrie Schwartz, knowing for sure your death is imminent, it 

becomes a necessity. Directly facing your mortality alters your perspective and you begin to 

adhere to Rabbi Eliezer’s dictum and enhance each precious day. The late singer-songwriter 

Warren Zevon put it differently in his final years: “Enjoy every sandwich.” 

Being present for the people around us, for ourselves, or even for our sandwich is a real 

challenge. It is so tempting to glance at a screen or plot out your errands rather than be focused in 

the moment. But being fully present, standing still, and in the moment can make a real 

difference. Otherwise it is as if we weren’t even in the room. Have you ever been introduced to 

someone and then two seconds later you don’t remember their name? You never really met that 

person because you weren’t really there. Out of respect for the dignity and humanity of others, 

we need to truly be there. 
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A word of caution. There are some people who seem to be incapable of letting others be 

in the moment. Those people are trapped by the past or future and won’t let you stay in the 

present, even at the most wonderful events of your life. There’s the woman in the nursing home 

who is so lonely that when her son comes for a visit, her first words are “When are you visiting 

me again?” The reporter who during the champagne celebration in the locker room asks the 

joyous championship team, “So, do you think you can repeat next year?” Those who insist on 

saying to the beautiful bride at the wedding reception, “When are you going to expand the 

family?” And those same people who at the baby naming ask, “And when are you going to make 

a little brother or sister?” Because they are narrowly focused on the past or the future, they are 

unable to appreciate that this moment has its own validity that needs to be savored and enjoyed. 

They won’t celebrate with you in the now. 

 

We can’t live our entire life “in the moment” or “fully present” – or even most of it. But 

we can do a lot better. We can focus on where we are, who we are with, and not let our 

technology and our cluttered minds take us somewhere us. The one decision we can always make 

is about what we are doing right this second. Cartoonist Bill Watterson said it so well, “We're so 

busy watching out for what's just ahead of us that we don't take time to enjoy where we are.”  

Living in the moment enhances us. It builds and expands relationships. It helps us better 

enjoy and succeed at each thing we do, each person we meet. It makes us safer and it is often just 

simply more polite. Make this new year of 5775 one where we divert from our rote patterns in 

life, slow down, listen, be fully present to others, and focus on what is before us right at that 

moment, live and in person. Know before whom you stand, appreciate them, and begin to 

uncover the world actually around you. 
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