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Balance Bylines
By Ruth Stricker

     Summer has arrived, and with it our increased outdoor 
activity and hopefully less-structured schedules.  Depending 
on the temperature and humidity, we find ourselves in flux 
between being more energetic or more lethargic.  Summer is 
a great time to pay more attention to our “inner observer”, 
to notice the rhythms of our intensity and down time.  
Ironically, psychologists tell us that the best way to reenergize 
and rejuvenate is to stop.  It may seem elementary or silly to 
think of stopping as an activity but in a culture filled with 
rewards for remaining in constant states of busy-ness, it can 
help us center our life and digest what is 
around us with greater clarity and sharpness.
     Oddly enough, today’s advanced 
technology, which makes our lives much 
better in terms of efficiency and freedom, 
also is the culprit in living a serene, connected, well-being 
life.  Technology has created a magnificent new world.  We 
are all in its debt—and we’re never going back—but there 
is a downside!  Edward Hallowell, a practicing psychiatrist 
and professor at Harvard Medical School, suggests that the 
laptop, e-mail, voicemail, the BlackBerry, the cell phone, 
the digital camera, all wi-fism, while necessary, need to 
be balanced with what he calls “the human moment”. He 
defines this as an authentic psychological encounter that 
can happen only when two people share the same physical 
space.  It has two prerequisites: people’s physical presence 
and their emotional and intellectual attention.  To make 
the “human moment” work you have to set aside what 
you’re doing, disengage from your laptop, abandon your 
daydream, and focus on the person you’re with.  It doesn’t 
have to be emotionally draining or personally revealing.  It 
can be a brisk five-minute conversation.  These “human 
moments” must happen on a regular basis for them to have 
a meaningful impact on your life.  For most of us, that’s 
not a tall order—more of a mindfulness of the necessity for 
experiencing human contact—body language, tone of voice, 
facial expression, subtle language, irony and wit.  We must 
not become socially isolated (often called the new poverty).  
Hallowell states, “Your psyche, your brain, just like your 
muscles, actually need rest and human contact to perform at 
its peak.  The irony is that disconnectedness comes not from 

lack of communication but from a surplus of the wrong kind.  
The remedy is not to get rid of electronics but to restore the 
“human moment” where it is needed.” 
     The current Utne Reader has two articles on essentially 
the same subject. Quotes from “Turn Up the Quiet” by 
David Schimke include P.M. Forni, who states, “I believe 
that we use electronic gadgets for the same reason we spend 
hours shopping.  We do not want to be left alone with our 
thoughts.  One of the most disquieting phenomena of our 
times is the flight from thinking, meditating and ruminating.  
When was the last time we followed a thought where it will 
take us without our eyes and ears being pulled away by a 
screen or an artificial sound?  It might be time to sit down 
and have a quiet talk—with yourself.”
     The second article in Utne Reader by Casper Melville, 
discusses the iPod (I have one and enjoy it).  “While it is a 
beautifully designed, convenient and desirable object to make 
our lives better, on reflection, it suggests connection—while 

enforcing separation, it encourages people to 
“tune out” while they’re occupying social space 
with others.”  This is all part of the shift from 
mass media to personalized media—what they 

are now calling 21st century “digital loneliness.”
     A startling study by the Institute of Psychiatry at the 
University of London warns us that “constantly checking 
your e-mail and cell phone messages can make your IQ drop 
as much as 10 points.  That ten points is the equivalent of 
missing a night’s sleep.  Being ‘always on’ is taking its toll.  
Being accessible all the time is a source of stress.”
     I offer this discussion merely to suggest that each of us 
set our own boundaries in balancing technology and human 
moments, in stopping out, in reflecting and ruminating.  
From what I see and hear at The Marsh, you are doing very 
well…but it is good summer pondering. On a lighter note I 
offer you this thought:

You know you’re on technology overload when…
• You enter a password to use the microwave.
• It’s been 10 years since you’ve used a real deck of cards to play 
     solitaire.
• You have an entire page of phone numbers to reach your 
     immediate family members.
• You have a daughter peddling Girl Scout cookies on the Web.
• Your excuse for not staying in touch with others is because you 
     don’t have their e-mail addresses.

Happy July filled with human moments.

“Social isolation... 
the new poverty.”


