








‘the outside world.” But then she
found a cell phone in her fifteen-
year-old daughter’s drawer.

“When she examined the

text messages that her innocent

daughter had been exchanging over the

phone, she learned that the teenager had been

communicating with a more modern boy who lived across

the street. The relationship was very advanced at that point, and

there wasn’t much the mother could do to stop it. Her daughter is

now married — at age seventeen. Needless to say, this was not the
shidduch she had envisioned.”

Not always is it the parent who intercepts a child’s descent into
the technological netherworld. One of Rosenthal’s most disturbing
calls came from a young girl who heard his presentation for
teenagers. “Once she woke up in the middle of the night to use the
bathroom. Walking down the hall, she saw a light coming from her
father’s office. As she passed his open door, she witnessed him in
the midst of an online discussion, with webcam, with a woman. I
assisted her in trying to get her father into counseling,” Rosenthal
concludes, “to no avail.”

During his presentations, he makes an effort to drive home the
point that no one is immune to the lures — not even our society’s
best and brightest.

Questions are deferred until the lecture’s conclusion, with
parents asked to use the pens and notepads he provides to jot down
their questions. A lengthy question-and-answer session typically

follows — ending with a crush of parents descending on the
lecturer requesting private consultations.

“The most common question is, ‘You’re telling us to look over
their shoulder. Isn’t that an invasion of privacy?’ ” Rosenthal says.
“I always answer, ‘There are three billion people on the Internet. If
there are three billion people watching your loved one and knowing
what he or she is doing, why shouldn’t you know?’”

Somebody who learned that he should know was Ron
Mandelbaum, an active twenty-two-year member of the
Minneapolis fium community. Walking out of a Rosenthal

Parents must find th
line straddling respe
communication and
Rosenthal in his ho

presentation this past January, Mandelbaum felt like he had just
woken up. “Wow — I better be doing something different for my
kids, and for myself, at home and at work,” says Mandelbaum of
his impression.

Of Impulses and Bans To prevent teen addiction to
technology, parents must first understand that technology. But
more importantly, parents must understand teens and the lives they
live in this era of high technology — and, most importantly of all,
how to parent tech-savvy teens in this era of high technology.

Rosenthal likes to remind parents that when he was a teenager,
his home had a single phone line with only two extensions, one in
the kitchen and one in the master bedroom. “I would talk to my
friends for ten minutes,” he remembers, “after which my father
would go to the bedroom, pick up the phone and say, ‘Get off the
phone!””

Today, he notes, instant-connection technology has virtually
eliminated the separation that once existed between individuals.
“In today’s times, we don’t write letters — we send e-mails. Kids
don’t talk — they text each other.” He also mentions recent studies
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On a recent trip to England, Rosenthal delivered his
popular seminars. Pictured at left is Rav Chuna Halpern

showing that kids will text the kids sitting next to them, rather than
talk to them, on the bus or carpool.

In psychological terms, the urge to call, text, or otherwise
use technology to communicate with others is called an impulse.
The nature of the technology allows that impulse to be instantly
satiated. And when it’s repeatedly instantly satiated, it can quickly
become an unbreakable habit — an addiction.

“It’s that impulse control — they don’t know how to turn it
off,” explains Rosenthal. “You’re plugging in constantly to all this
instant information, instant gratification six days a week. It’s hard
to go cold turkey Friday afternoon for twenty-five
hours — very difficult to do that!”

That’s why, unfortunately, one of the things
Rosenthal reports is that many teens are desecrating
Shabbos. “They can’t go pick up a telephone and call
somebody; someone will hear them. They can’t get
on the computer and start typing because you’ll hear
clickety-clackety,” he informs Mishpacha. “But a
kid can get up from the Shabbos table and say, ‘I’'m
really tired. I had three tests this week. I’'m zonked.

wearing pink shoes! I want to wear black shoes!” And then there’s
a clash [between parents and children]. And then, along comes all
this technology, and they want to be cool and fit in, and parents are
afraid.”

The issue of shidduchim only complicates the picture when
Internet or cell phone abuse hits. Rosenthal insists that the number-
one reason parents do not reach out for help is fear that their sons
or daughters will be stigmatized.

So if the problem is dysfunctional parenting, the solution,
obviously, is quality parenting. Rosenthal insists that good old-
fashioned parenting staples like hugging and kissing daily and
verbally communicating unconditional love are imperatives — as
well as not lecturing kids on misusing the technology if you do the
same yourself.

“After I presented my seminar to a group of parents and
suggested the usual tips, a father called me in panic,” he recalls.
“This particular family had listened to my tips and implemented my
suggestions. As a result, the father had learned that his seventeen-
year-old daughter was chatting regularly with a stranger. Not only
that, she had decided that she was totally committed
to the boy.

“I calmed down the father and we laid out a plan
for an intervention, which thankfully was successful.
The relationship was stopped, and more than likely,
this girl’s life was saved. The ‘boy’ in question was a
total unknown and could have been anyone.

“The best part of this story is that the daughter
is now doing great, and is closer than ever to her
parents.”

I’m going to bed.” They go in the bedroom, close the “I'm passing the That’s not the only heartening story proving
door, pull out their cell phone, turn it to silent, and torch.” Rabbi Dr. what vigilant and empathetic parenting can achieve.
they’ll lie in bed and text-message a whole Friday Abraham J. Twerski, Rosenthal remembers a father who approached him

night! This is the first time in history that we have a
subject matter that our kids know more about than
we do.”

With regards to computers and the Internet, Rosenthal’s
message to parents is: get educated, and fast. At each of his
speaking engagements, he distributes a list of technology rules
for teens. He also recommends not getting rid of the computer
altogether, but rather putting it in a public place where you can
walk by anytime and see what your son or daughter is doing. He
also recommends that parents who must use the Internet utilize the
tracking system developed by the Guard Your Eyes organization,
on whose advisory committee he serves along with Rabbi Dr.
Abraham Twerski.

Most importantly, parents have to understand that teens
engaging in inappropriate use of cell phones and/or computers
are merely responding to an underlying symptom: emotional
pain. “It’s absolutely pain relief. It’s a drug of choice and it’s an
escape, especially for troubled teens who are going through all the
things that teens go through naturally without any help, and it’s an
incredible escape for adults as well,” points out Rosenthal.

He also points out that part of the dynamic is the fact that until
age twelve or thirteen, children never had to make decisions, as
everything in their lives from bedtime to friends to clothing was
decided by their parents. “Now, all of a sudden, they’re confused
about their bodies changing, and they say, ‘Hey, I don’t like
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entrusting Rosenthal
with a new mission

after one presentation. “He told me that his son was
surfing inappropriate websites. He brought the boy
to me for counseling. The teenager is now working
on building his strength to fight this yetzer hara.

“This whole issue boils down to parenting. If we’re good
parents and do what we’re supposed to do, and love our kids the
right way, and trust our kids the right way, they’ll feel comfortable
to come back to us and work with us. But we don’t. All we want
to do is fit them into these little boxes and control them,” asserts
Rosenthal.

One of Rosenthal’s favorite anecdotes is about a young man
who broke out of those boxes, and out of the confines of Judaism,
only to find that his “freedom” was in effect an addiction leaving
him miserable. “The young man in question, newly married with
a child, called me crying. He confessed that his addiction to online
sites had severed him from his wife. He was despondent and felt
worthless. I suggested that he come to me for counseling, which
he did. We worked together for a little over a year. I received a
beautiful Haggadah from him. The inscription: ‘Thank you for
getting me out of my personal Mitzrayim.” ”

Ending the interview on a cautiously hopeful note, Rosenthal
explains that “the world is a balancing act. Things in moderation
can be good; it’s when there is obsessive-compulsive use of it
that things get bad. Built-in limitations, boundaries, and built-in
connections with your kids will build positive adults.” m
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