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The Personal is Public 
 

I am old fashioned and have always believed private things should categorically not be public.  
For example, the idea of holding a camera at arm’s length only to point it back at myself seems uncouth, 
if not self-absorbed. I don’t imagine anyone cares what I am eating for dinner, and my resistance to this 
posting-updating neurosis has been a point of pride.  

Now it seems like all I do is point the camera back at my zoom-self: family, school, church, and 
work all via video. Everything seems upside down. The other day I came to work on the “B” shift, which 
for me lasts from 12 p.m. to 7 or 9 o’clock at night. I’d never known my department had B shifts. But I 
enjoyed a very normalizing B-shift conversation with a co-worker who revealed how difficult it has been 
for her to personally monitor her children’s learning while maintaining a professional exterior. I was 
relieved to hear her struggle because I am also attempting to homeschool six children before reporting 
to work. Another nurse strategically planned her lunch break in order to help facilitate a son’s video 
conference with his physics teacher. I have seen professional people onscreen with dogs and in living 
rooms and I was pleasantly surprised to see one journalist reporting from her kitchen with dirty dishes in 
the sink. These personal signals in a public world are important.  I am somehow heartened by these little 
peeks into people’s lives, to know they are human too.   

 Much of society has slipped into a hyper-privatized reality at the hands of i-technology. Now 
with a threatening virus, we are pushed even deeper into our respective physical bunkers. I even write 
this behind a mask and face-shield barrier with the hollow reverberation of my own voice. These items 
protect but they also make it hard to hear and to speak to others outside my little echo chamber. I am 
thirsty like never before for human contact, even if it means some selfie-type behavior. For example, I 



felt this tech-enhanced human connection when I helped a recent COVID patient to see their spouse 
through video phone. It was precious, deeply personal, and a privilege to bear witness.   

Dutch theologian Henri Nouwen might have it right: “(T)he most personal is the most universal, the 
most hidden is the most public, and the most solitary is the most communal. What we live in the most 
intimate places of our beings is not just for us but for all people.”   

I still don’t quite believe a person should air their dirty laundry, but something good is happening here. 
It has to do with our renewed longing for something beyond the sterility of compartmentalized 
professional personas or hyper-controlled Facebook pages. Seeing the personality quirks, the dishes in 
the sink and the cat walking across the keyboard, connects us at a human level.   

 

 


