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Well it’s official.  Facebook has taken over the world. Everywhere you look you can see that blue F logo, and everywhere you turn someone is talking about something they saw on Facebook.  Last year, for the first time, Facebook ranked #1 among most-visited websites, and when you look at the numbers, they are truly mind-boggling.  Last year, 880 million different people visited Facebook’s site – yes, you heard me right 880 million different people! And when you factor in multiple visits, get this; Facebook registered over 1 trillion page views, a number that we simply cannot fathom.
Plus, many of us saw the movie ‘The Social Network’, the compelling story of Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook founder and Harvard drop-out, and how he conceived of (or stole) the idea for his site late one night in his dorm room.  

And yes, your own shul, Temple Emanu-El, is certainly on Facebook.  We have some 560 friends, members and non-members, some who live in town and others who live far away but want to connect with the shul of their youth.  We post updates about upcoming programming, links to interesting articles about the Jewish faith, and yes – we even try to wish our friends a Yom Huledet Sameach, a Happy Birthday from the Temple Emanu-El family.  

And I got to tell you, Facebook actually works both ways for the Temple. What I mean is that there have been times over the past several years when we as clergy have learned of an illness, an impending surgery, a simcha, a celebration or even a new job because of a Facebook post.  Occasionally I will even get an Instant Message from a religious school kid asking ‘The Temple’ if there will be Hebrew School this afternoon or if we will cancel because of the snow.  (P.S. Miriam Abrams-Stark never cancels school because of snow, She’s from Maine!) In addition, Minyan Hadash, Soulful Shabbat and even our great Temple Emanu-El Purim Spielers have their own group pages linked to our own. Yes, it is a Facebook world – and we are a Facebook shul.

Just out of curiosity, how many of you sitting in the kahal today have a Facebook page?

I thought so, a lot of you, though not all of course.

There are some who are staunchly anti-Facebook.  I don’t want to embarrass anyone, but if I had to guess there are four kinds of people in the world who don’t like Facebook and of course they have a right to.  Here they are:
1. The kid who is dying to have a Facebook page, but their parent won’t let them yet because they are too young (and good for you parents!)

2. The non-computer type.  If you don’t do ‘the’ email, chances are you don’t do ‘the’ Facebook either; and there is something to be said for ‘actual’ friends who send ‘actual’ letters to your house.

3. The yes I use email, but this whole Facebook thing is too complicated for me.  My Grandmother falls into this category – she tried Facebook earlier this year, but then she sent an email to her grandchildren telling us to call her on the telephone instead.

4. And finally, and most importantly for the purpose of this sermon is the fourth group – the I don’t understand why anyone would want to post personal details online for everyone to see, and furthermore, I don’t understand why anyone else cares what someone else just bought, where they are eating dinner, or what their kid just said.

This argument is completely understandable of course, even logical. For all that Facebook has done in terms of connecting people it has severely damaged our sense of what is for public consumption and what is best to remain private.  Furthermore, if we are having dinner with friends and all we can think about is checking the Facebook ap on our phones under the table – then we have lost touch with the meaning of the word ‘friend.’
But I want to put all that aside for a second and say, that while I understand that it doesn’t make much sense to be writing inane and insipid posts onto a ethereal wall, and it probably makes even less sense to be reading them – I do understand the need.  Despite this however, I believe a most profound truth of human existence lies behind the Facebook phenomenon: our desire to be known.  I want people to know that I am spending time with my kids at the zoo; I want them to know when I am angry at how slow the line is a Whole Foods; I want them to know when something joyous, something mundane, and yes, when something tragic happens in my life.  And it is a very human desire to want to communicate these things, and sometimes we will rely on anyone who seems willing to listen.

But I’m not the first person, nor the smartest person to have expressed this insatiable human desire to be known. It was said first, and best by Abraham Joshua Heschel.

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, one of the most preeminent Jewish thinkers and theologians of the 20th century, lived, breathed and of course wrote about creating holy relationships with God through the unique lens of our Jewish tradition.  And although Heschel died in 1972, his thoughts and his words live on through his books, his writings which adorn the pages of our New Mahzor, and in ironic twist, through a Facebook page and a Twitter account called “Rabbi Heschel,” where an anonymous administrator posts a Heschel quotation every few days.
But of all of Heschel’s theological quests – it was the quest towards a more meaningful prayer life which drove his religious philosophy, and in particular, creating the space for prayer in the modern world was of the utmost of importance to him.

About prayer Heschel writes:

“Prayer is not a soliloquy. But is it a dialogue with God? Does man address Him as person to person? It is incorrect to describe prayer by analogy with human conversation; we do not communicate with God.  We only make ourselves communicable to Him.  
Heschel continues:

Prayer is an emanation of what is most precious in us toward Him, the outpouring of the heart before Him. It is not a relationship between person and person, between subject and subject, but an endeavor to become the object of His thought.”

“The purpose of prayer,” says Heschel, “is to be brought to His attention, to be listened to, to be understood by Him; not to know Him, but to be known to Him. . . . To live “in the light of His countenance,” to become a thought of God – this is the true career of man.”
What Rabbi Heschel strives to teach us then is that prayer is not meant to be a dialogue with God.  For many of us, this should come as some relief – after all, I have never experienced a dialogue in my own prayers with God; in fact it is sort of like talking to the dial tone, one should not necessarily expect a prompt or eloquent response.  Instead, the act of prayer is meant to be a vehicle towards being known by God, the experience of revealing ourselves to God; not for want of intervention, but for want of intimacy. 
And maybe the reason why we as moderns have so many problems with traditional prayer life is because we choose to interpret the need for prayer from the perspective of the centuries of our tradition, as opposed to the newfound wisdom of our twenty-first century experience.

And so this morning, as we sit in shul, just like we have every year, I want you to join me in imagining a twenty-first century prayer life by asking the question: what if our prayers became more like our Facebook profile? What if instead of having 560 friends, we had one: One friend with a capital ‘F’. Do you think we could learn to be as open and honest with our God as we are with our internet friends?  Do you think we could share with God all those experiences we choose, and indeed feel the need to share with the world? Instead of being known by the world – wouldn’t it be nice to be known by the Author of the world?

What might it look like?  Here are some posts that I, or any one of us could offer up to our One, True Friend in this coming year, and indeed even today as we sit in shul.
“God – I fell so grateful that you have blessed the Phillies with such a fine pitching staff, I feel fortunate that you are such a fan.”

“God- I’m at the supermarket today and all I am thinking is, whatever happened to actual food?  Did you create maltodextrin? I’m guessing it’s one of our ideas.  I hope that we will learn to cherish produce more than we cherish processing.”

“God- why is it that every company gives you an instruction booklet for your new purchase, but you never gave us one for our daughter? I am at a loss – how am I supposed to be a good parent?”
“God- I love your world, but why is it that I find myself hating my fellow human beings in my heart?  I wonder is it them, or is it me?”
“God- sitting in shul on Rosh HaShanah, I am sorry but I find this stuff to be such a bore, so I thought I would just let you know how I am feeling instead – and frankly God, things aren’t too good.”

“God- I am scared. I just got the diagnosis yesterday, and I don’t know what I am going to do.”

“God- I am angry at You. I don’t even think I believe in You, but I do know that I don’t like You.  Why is it that my life is in shambles?  Why can the world be so difficult?”

The truth is, that if any of you offered up these Facebook prayers to God this morning, they would be some of the holiest prayers ever uttered.  More than our presence here this morning, more than these words we say, these rituals we maintain, these books we open –more than all of this, God wants our honesty.

The trouble is, we always want more.  We want answers, and that too is part of the human condition. We want to know why things happen the way they do, why some are granted life and others death, some health and some illness, some fulfillment and others experience nothing but emptiness.  We would especially love it if God could comment to each of our Facebook posts in incredibly specific ways:

-Joel, of course I’m a Phillies fan, I mean, isn’t that obvious? But there is more to life than baseball.
-Yes I created malto-dextrin, and yes it is bad for you.

-Being a parent isn’t about being perfect, it is about trying to learn from your mistakes, that’s why there isn’t an instruction booklet.

-You aren’t alone in hating your fellow human beings, but the truth is: it is both of your faults, they need to be better people, but you need to learn to forgive.

-I am sorry that things aren’t good in your life right now, but I am glad you are in shul, glad you are sitting within your community, glad you are talking to me.

-I am sorry that you have cancer, and I hope it will be cured, but know that dying too is a part of living.

-And you, who is so angry at me even if you don’t believe in me – I say to you, your anger is proof in your belief, and I am grateful for your honesty.

Wouldn’t that be nice – if every prayer had an answer?
Many years ago now, John Gray published an enormously popular book entitled: Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus. In it, Gray famously explains the differences between the two sexes – and how we can learn to better communicate with those members of the opposite gender.  He makes some pretty famous, and highly accurate generalizations:  Men like to fix things, women like to be listened to.  Men like to work on their own, women prefer to work things out as a team.  Men generally only like to listen if they feel the conversation has a point, whereas women can often listen unconditionally. 

This makes me wonder.  Maybe part of our communication problem with God comes from our confusion as to what kind of listener God should be?  For example, I’ll admit to wanting a God from Mars, not necessarily masculine in the traditional sense, but a fixer, a doer, an answerer.  When I pray to God that my loved one be healed from a disease, when I pray that my children grow to be healthy and strong, when I pray for good fortune and success in my life – I want their to be an answer, and I want that answer to be yes.

But maybe, I am missing the point.  Maybe God is the great unconditional listener.  Maybe God is from Venus: The God who will sit next to me on the couch and listen as I talk about my day; the things which frustrated me endlessly as well as the things which brought me great satisfaction.  When I pray for my friend to be healed – God listens. When I pray for the health, the good fortune, the happiness of my family – God listens.  Always listening unconditionally, but perhaps not rushing in to fix.  And maybe this is what we are truly need in our prayer life – because otherwise we might spend a lifetime waiting for the perfect response from the dial tone.
So, this year, I am going to make my prayer life more like my facebook profile, and I think you should too.  In fact, think about how often our facebook posts are similar to moments of profound prayer.  That picture we take of our ripening tomatoes on the vine.  That picture of you and your partner at the top of Machu Picchu.  The indescribable sadness which overwhelms us upon hearing the news of a loved-one’s passing.  That picture of our child that makes us stop, pause and thank God that something so perfect, so beautiful, so intensely inspiring could ever have come into our lives.  These are moments of Facebook b’rakhot, of blessings to God.  

There are moments in our lives when a tomato ceases to be a tomato and becomes an expression of thanksgiving, barukh atah adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam, bor’ei p’ri ha-adamah. Praised are You God, who creates the fruit of the earth.

There are moments of profound beauty when we reflect on the perfection of God’s world: barukh atah adonai, sh’kakha lo b’olamo. Praised are You God, whose beauty is found throughout Your world.

They are moments of sorrow when we realize how soft and fragile these things we call lives truly are:  barukh dayyan ha-emet.

Praised are You God, who is the True Judge.

And they are moments of triumph and joy when we recognize that there is no greater experience in this life than sharing a profound level of thanks with the Creator of the ever-expanding universe:

Shehechiyanu, Vikeye’manu, V’hig’yanu Laz’man Ha-Zeh,

Who has kept us in life, who has sustained us, and who has enabled us to reach this joyous day. 

For these prayers, God surely presses the ‘like’ button.

May this be the year when all of us experience truly meaningful prayer – along with that indescribable feeling that we all yearn for – the knowledge that the God of Heaven knows exactly who we are.
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