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“…Judaism asserts that man, in imitation of God, possess an inviolate core of personality, and that privacy constitutes the protection of this personality core from the inroads of society and the state.”

Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm

It is staggering to think about how many people – people we have never met – hold the keys to our most private information. Technology has created an almost boundless ability to “find” out vital things about us: our names, where we live, our social security numbers, our credit ratings. And the list of information goes on. There appears to be few ways to block this knowledge and make personal choices about what we reveal and what we conceal.


Not so in Jewish law. Privacy is a sacred value. Accounts of the importance of privacy are brought to us just as we begin the story of human life in Genesis. Adam and Eve ate from the tree of knowledge and when they knew they were naked, hid themselves and made primitive coverings. Later, even though God assigned them a punishment, God also provided more protective garments for them. When Noah’s son Ham, only a few chapters later, discovers his father embarrassingly drunk and naked inside his tent, he rushes to tell his other brothers. Rather than gloat over their father, they cover him up, making sure that they do not see him in this state of personal disgrace. When Noah rises, he curses Ham and punishes him and his bloodline eternally for this transgression of personal space and disrespect.


The Talmud chimes in on this theme repeatedly in the recommendations for building houses whose windows should not face each other so that people who live in close quarters can enjoy a small modicum of privacy from neighbor’s eyes. The Talmud learns this from Balaam’s prayer in the book of Numbers, “How goodly are your tents Jacob…” The goodness of the tents was interpreted as a practical reality that the Israelites created by making sure that no tent flap opened facing another opening. Thus, each family was assured a small degree of individual comfort and protection from others in a very crowded living arrangement.


Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm, head of Yeshiva University for many years and a prolific writer and scholar, makes his points about privacy in an article called “Privacy: Law and Theology,” where he discusses the various points of Jewish law about securing privacy, respecting privacy and the conceptual underpinnings of these laws. He argues that privacy is more than a legal right but constitutes a moral responsibility.

In Jewish law, we are forbidden to open someone else’s mail, and even when we see someone doing something which appears to be a transgression of Jewish law, we respect their privacy of action and must shape our own thinking to give such an individual the benefit of the doubt at all times. This emphasis on privacy is especially important in the parent/child or sibling relationship where individuals may feel that their family is “free range” in terms of objects, information, and secrets. Noah’s story assures us that this is not the case. Families, in particular, have to guard each other’s privacy and their own as an outgrowth of respect for the person and to protect the sanctity and dignity of the relationship.


But Rabbi Lamm also adds, in his quote above, an aspect of privacy that we may not have encountered before that goes beyond practical considerations. Intriguingly, he mentions that people should protect privacy in imitation of God. What does this mean? How can an unseeable being require privacy? For Rabbi Lamm, God is knowable and unknowable, transparent and also abundantly obvious in the daily miracle we witness:

As God reveals and conceals, so man discloses and withholds. As concealment is an aspect of divine privacy, so it is the expression of human privacy: the desire to remain unknown, puzzling, enigmatic, a mystery. Judaism does not absolutize privacy; taken to an extreme, it results in the total isolation of man and transforms him into a closed monad. Without any communication or self-revelation, he must suffer veritable social, psychological, and spiritual death. But the other extreme, unlimited communication and the end of privacy, leaves man totally depleted of self – again death.

We cannot be totally isolated, but we cannot be totally open without losing a piece of ourselves. And, every time we respect the privacy of others – in all its various forms - we get a little closer to divinity.

Shabbat Shalom
