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Advance Praise for Beyond the Instant

“A fine and timely read! Written with passion and empathy, Rabbi Wildes’ important book urges young Jews around the world not just to treasure their heritage and history but to recognize why Judaism’s timeless values have much to say in today’s complex world.”

—Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, former Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations of the Commonwealth

“Rabbi Mark Wildes has demonstrated a unique ability to reach out to Jews of all backgrounds and help them find the beauty and relevance of Judaism to their lives. He is a kind of Pied Piper to scores of millennials who gravitate to him on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. This book reflects his wisdom and his kindness. It demonstrates why so many Jews look to him as their ‘rabbi.’”

—Deborah E. Lipstadt, author of Denying the Holocaust and Dorot Professor of Modern Jewish and Holocaust Studies, Emory University

“In Beyond the Instant: Jewish Wisdom for Lasting Happiness in a Fast-Paced, Social Media World, Rabbi Mark Wildes has written a highly readable book with practical advice rooted in the wisdom of religion and ancient writings. Using multiple examples from a wide array of sources, both contemporary and biblical, Rabbi Wildes addresses the pressing questions of our times: the path to enduring happiness, what matters in looking for a life-partner and how to achieve mindfulness in a world filled with distraction and the superficial. I strongly recommend this book to anybody who is interested in achieving a fresh perspective grounded in the deep knowledge that Judaism has imparted to the world over the millennia.”

—Dr. David Pelcovitz, Straus Chair in Psychology and Education, Azrieli Graduate School, Yeshiva University

“Rabbi Mark Wildes has inspired thousands of young women and men in the last two decades to take their Judaism more seriously through his innovative programs, meaningful services, and exciting classes at the Manhattan Jewish Experience (MJE) that he founded and leads. With this excellent book, he now brings his message to an even wider audience who will benefit from his deep wisdom and insight. Blessed with prodigious learning and vast outreach experience, Rabbi Wildes beautifully demonstrates how the age-old wisdom of the Torah is directly relevant to the core issues of twenty-first century living. Clearly written, thoughtful, learned, and practical, this is a book that will interest, challenge and educate novice and old-timer alike.”

—Rabbi Jacob J. Schacter, professor of Jewish History and Jewish Thought and Senior Scholar, Center for the Jewish Future, Yeshiva University

“Mark Wildes is a living legend. His success in demonstrating to countless modern-day Jews the relevance, the beauty and the joys of our ancient faith are unparalleled—and the secrets of how he managed to transform so many lives are revealed in this treasure house of wisdom and inspiration.”

—Rabbi Benjamin Blech, Professor of Talmud, Yeshiva University

“Beyond the Instant is like reading all of Malcolm Gladwell’s books, except this will not only better your life, it will actually nourish your soul. It’s not just self-help. It’s self-fulfillment.”

—Elon Gold, comedian, actor, writer, and producer

“From Maimonides to The Matrix, Wildes shows an impressive ability to seamlessly fuse Torah teachings with pop culture in a manner that makes for an accessible, entertaining, and insightful read.”

—The Algemeiner

“Finally … a Jewish take on wisdom to live by.”

—Publishers Weekly

“[Rabbi Wildes] does not cast guilt—but instead elucidates on the ­beneficial effects of following various commandments and practices.”

—San Diego Jewish World
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INTRODUCTION

One of my students, David, a young practicing attorney living in Manhattan, was in therapy from the time he graduated college until he was twenty-nine. A friend brought him to the Manhattan Jewish Experience (MJE)* for purely social reasons—so he could meet others in the community—but David gravitated to my classes and eventually became one of my most devoted students. As David became more learned in his religious faith, applying the spiritual values he was studying to his own life, many of the issues he had been discussing with his therapist didn’t seem to be as significant anymore. He thought it might be a good time to move on, but he would of course need to first discuss this with his therapist, since “all major life decisions needed to cleared by her.”

David sat down and turned to his therapist. “I want to thank you for your help over the years,” he said. “Your advice has opened my mind and led me to see new alternatives. The one I am now pursuing is my religious faith. In it I have discovered a whole new world of ideas and values that are giving me guidance and really making me happy, so this will be my last session.”

The therapist sat back in her chair and stared back at David with one of those looks to which he’d become accustomed over the years. It was a look which was usually followed by some great insight. The therapist leaned forward, smiled, and said, “David, I’m so glad you brought this up. Now we can both see how sick you really are.”

True story.

While this incident is certainly not reflective of most therapists, it does demonstrate the prevailing opinion many today have of religious life. We’re turned off to religion and so we ignore its teachings. Whether it’s all the blood spilled in the name of religious faith, the perception some have of God as angry and punishing, or the now widely held belief in relative morality, religion—and anything associated with it—is seen as primitive, backward, or just irrelevant. As such, religious teachings have become the last place people will look to find the kind of meaning, purpose, and direction so many are seeking in their lives today. There are of course other sources and places to find this kind of life direction. From our therapists to what we study in school to where we work to the apps on our phones. These choices can be exciting—but how many of them produce long term satisfaction, beyond the instant?

Advances in science and technology have given us opportunities and conveniences of which our grandparents could have only dreamed. Information is instantaneously available to us at our fingertips. Communication with people anywhere and everywhere, as well as traveling across the world, have become commonplace. This technology and information revolution has made our world smaller and so much easier to navigate. Diseases to which previous generations succumbed have been cured, and people are living longer and healthier than ever before. The typical Westerner lives a life of relative affluence, and yet most recent studies confirm we are less happy.

Despite all the benefits we have received from these advances; despite our ability to freely choose from countless options for our lives; despite the easy access we have to ideas and philosophies both old and contemporary; despite our ability to know more about each other and to easily be in contact with one another—our generation is starving for a sense of connectedness and a lasting value system like no generation before.

The instantaneous nature of our world has paradoxically deprived us of the very activities and lifestyle that produce dedication and loyalty, values necessary for sustaining meaningful relationships. There are no longer constraints on the kind of mate we choose or how we date and pursue relationships. Moral relativism, now religiously taught on college campuses, has left us on our own in terms of how we make ethical decisions. In the end, we do what feels right to us or simply adopt the ever-changing mores of our society, but both leave us questioning whether our lives have any real guiding principles. We don’t want to be told what to do or what to believe in, but the sensitive among us know something is missing.

We are proud of the freedoms we enjoy and are privileged to live in an open society, but because we lack a higher wisdom to tap into for moral and spiritual direction, we feel trapped. We’re trapped in the open with too many options, the only guiding value being our freedom to choose. But what should we choose? What are the values and principles that will truly fill our lives with purpose and meaning, and enable us to lead happier and more fulfilled lives?

Too many of us have relegated the wisdom of our religious faith to the past and locked it away. We view the Bible as a relic, an antiquated artifact that loses its relevance after one’s Confirmation or Bar/Bat-Mitzvah. I have spent the last twenty years reconnecting young men and women to the teachings of the Hebrew Bible and the Jewish Sages, and I have devoted myself to this enterprise because I believe these works provide timeless wisdom for the very issues young people, and really all of us, struggle with in our contemporary society. It’s a unique kind of spiritual wisdom which brings about happiness beyond the instant, which can help sustain relationships for the long run. It’s an approach that I’ve seen build confidence, character, and sense of self like nothing else can.

To me, no system of thought and action is more relevant and helpful to the issues and challenges facing Americans and Westerners than the philosophy and heritage of Judaism. Nothing speaks more to the modern issues of consumerism, materialism, lack of meaning, and fulfillment then does the Hebrew Bible and the wisdom of the Jewish Sages. Their principles and values can afford modern men and women not simply a way to worship, but a way to live.

This book represents my humble attempt to demonstrate how much contemporary relevance there is to Judaism and, ultimately, how its teachings, if studied and applied, can fill our lives with the kind of purpose and meaning so many of us seek. I have been privileged to personally witness the transformative impact Jewish thought has on people, and how its profound insight and wisdom give the kind of meaning and direction so many young people are looking for today.

Ours is a generation skeptical of religion. Its teachings are viewed as primitive and outdated, and so we’ve turned to psychology and works of self-help to find a guide. There is certainly wisdom to be found there, but why not also consult a system that has withstood the test of time and from which the great monotheistic faiths have emerged? Why let our religious cynicism deny us a perspective that has provided meaning and direction for billions of people for close to four millennia?

Look at Adam Neumann, founder of WeWork, one of the top start-up companies (worth twenty billion dollars), who attributes his happiness not to his financial success, but to his turn to Sabbath observance. Mayim Bialik, the Emmy Award-winning actress on The Big Bang Theory (the highest ranked comedy on TV), blogs about how Jewish values and observances bring great meaning to her life. Finally, Senator Joseph Lieberman, nominated by Al Gore for vice president in 2000, consults with rabbis and Jewish scholars for spiritual guidance on the most pressing issues of his life. These high-profile individuals have found personal fulfillment and greater professional success by accessing the wisdom of the Torah, and so can you.

Mining the wisdom of the world’s oldest monotheistic faith, this book will confront happiness and relationship issues and answer the following questions:


•What produces true joy and happiness?

•What should we be looking for in a potential spouse?

•Once we’ve found that person, how can we make the relationship last?

•What is sex really supposed to be about?

•How can I start accepting responsibility and stop shifting the blame?

•How can we learn from our failures?

•How can we take more control of our lives?

•Do you have a mission in life?

•How do we choose values over popularity?

•How can we be more present to enjoy life more?

•Is change really possible?





*A not-for-profit organization I founded to engage unaffiliated/less affiliated young Jewish men and women in Jewish life.





Chapter 1

HAPPINESS
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First Commandment: Thou Shalt Give

I often think of my grandfather when I’m asked questions about happiness. At the age of twenty, he fled Bialystok, Poland, and the pogroms that made life unbearable for Jews during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. My grandfather, Harry—or as we called him, Zaide (Yiddish for grandfather)—married Sarah and settled in a small town called Olyphant near Scranton, Pennsylvania. Like the other Jews in town, they owned a dry goods store. He also peddled goods door to door, had very little money, smoked a cigar, and enjoyed a schnapps after morning synagogue.

When I visited my Zaide in the store, I almost never saw customers. He could always be found studying Talmud in the back room. Whenever he would see me or call on the phone, the first thing he said was always: “which part of the Talmud did you study today?” Then he’d pepper me with questions.

As a proud Litvak (Jew from Lithuania), he suffered no anxiety about living in a state of truth, and sometimes brutal honesty, with others. When a bank error resulted in a tidy sum of money for the synagogue of which he was the treasurer, he insisted the synagogue return every penny. He thought that Jewish stores in Olyphant should close on the Sabbath (in accordance with Jewish law) despite the loss of income this would mean. His happiness was found in his scholarship, piety, family, and his love for all people.

At my oldest son’s Bar-Mitzvah, my father, who is an immigration attorney, shared the following story. Years ago when my Zaide was alive, my father got a call from a colleague in Washington named Ginsberg. Ginsberg said his grandchildren, who lived in Israel, were eligible for citizenship in the United States and he wanted to have them sworn in, but to bring them to America they would need an appointment with an immigration officer.

Ginsberg called my father asking if he could somehow manage to get that appointment within a few weeks so they could spend the holiday of Passover together—otherwise the family would have to be apart for the holiday. My father knew that it takes a year, sometimes more, to get an appointment with the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS), but he figured he’d try.

After ringing the INS, the only person my father could get on the line was someone by the name of Inspector Kowalchick, in charge of deportation matters. Kowalchick told my father that he worked in deportation and had nothing to do with citizenship. My father thanked him for his time, but before getting off the phone, he asked, “Are you by chance from Olyphant? I vaguely remember a Kowalchick from Olyphant.”

Kowalchick answered, “Yes, that’s where I grew up. My mother still lives there.”

“Well,” continued my father, “maybe you can help out a guy from Olyphant?”

Kowalchick replied, “Let me see what I can do.”

The next week my father got a call from Kowalchick. “Are you related to Harry Wildes?” he asked.

My father responded, “Yes, that’s my father.”

“Harry Wildes,” Kowalchick said, “the honest Jew. I spoke with my mother and she told me that for years she bought from a Jewish peddler by the name of Harry Wildes. One time she bought a housecoat from him for $1.98 and gave him a twenty-dollar bill and your father gave her the change. That night, around midnight, there was a knock at my mother’s door. It was Harry. He had gone a long way to hand my mother a ten-dollar bill, a lot of money in those days. He realized he hadn’t given her the right change. She checked and saw he was correct.”

The next week my father got an elated call from his client, Ginsberg in Washington. “How did you do it?’ he asked my dad.

“How did I do what”?

“We just got notice from the INS that our grandchildren’s citizenship interviews are scheduled for next week! How did you manage to pull that off?” asked Ginsberg.

“My father was an honest man,” my father answered. “I guess that’s something no one forgets.”

On my Zaide’s tombstone is engraved this rabbinic adage: “Who is wealthy? He who is satisfied with his lot.”1 Although my Zaide was the poorest man I have ever known, he was also the happiest and most content.

In an interesting coincidence, Olyphant is not far from Roseto, Pennsylvania, the location of another remarkable true story about the nature of happiness. The story began in the 1950s. Dr. Stewart Wolf, head of the University of Oklahoma’s Department of Medicine, after delivering a medical talk in the small town of Roseto, Pennsylvania, was having a beer with one of the local doctors. The doctor told Wolf that in his seventeen years of practicing medicine in Roseto, he rarely found anyone under the age of sixty-five with heart disease. Dr. Wolf was in shock. This was the 1950s, when heart attacks were an epidemic in America. Wolf called in some of his colleagues and medical students from the university and began an extensive study of the people of Roseto. They went house to house speaking to everyone over the age of twenty-one. The researchers took blood samples, brought in sociologists, and conducted a thorough investigation of the entire population.2

The results of the study were fascinating. They discovered that in Roseto, most people lived until a ripe old age. No one under fifty-five had died of a heart attack or showed any signs of heart disease, and for men over sixty-five, the death rate from heart disease was roughly half of the rest of the country. Early, sudden, or premature death was virtually unheard of in Roseto, and in the 1950s, years before cholesterol-lowering drugs, there was almost no heart disease in Roseto. There was also no suicide, no alcoholism, no drug addiction, and very little crime. No one in Roseto was on welfare.

Further, the people of Roseto shared the same unhealthy dieting and exercise habits of the surrounding towns. Dieticians discovered that a whopping 41 percent of the people’s caloric intake was from fat (they regularly cooked with lard). Hardly anyone exercised. No one did yoga or jogged every day. In fact, many of those who lived in Roseto smoked heavily and struggled with obesity. Yet the death rate in Roseto from heart disease was half the national rate! What accounted for Roseto’s longer life span and lower rates of suicide, crime, and alcoholism?

Positive Psychologist* Tal Ben-Shahar’s course on happiness was the most popular course ever offered at Harvard University. At least a hundred other American universities offer similar courses today. In 2008, publishers produced over four thousand books written about happiness (compared to fifty in 2000).3 Yet happiness seems to elude our generation. Study after study reveals that Americans consider themselves less happy today than ever before. We have grown sadder and more anxious during the same years that the happiness movement flourished.

The generations of Americans born after 1990 are seeking happiness with greater focus and fervor than others before them. I meet and know many of these young people—they are my friends and my students. They come to MJE and I speak with them about their lives. It seems for many, the more they seek happiness, the more they struggle. They’re not alone.

Although we enjoy a standard of living unimaginable to our great-grandparents, there are more stress-related illnesses in America than ever before. The United States, which is among the most affluent and prosperous countries, is the second highest consumer of the world’s anti-depressants.4 Suicide and depression rates have gone up.

One thing is also clear: there is little or no correlation between money and happiness. The research shows that once one has his or her basic needs met, i.e. food and shelter, money and affluence are not determining factors of happiness.5 As one of my psychology teachers, Dr. David Pelcovitz, put it: The man sitting on a public bus on his way to his blue-collar job is no less happy then the man riding on the road beside him, sitting in his chauffeured limousine on the way to his seven-figured salaried position.

Simcha

If money does not make us happy, then what does?

If we look at Hebrew scripture, the Torah, the word for happiness or joy is simcha, a word always used in the Hebrew Bible within the context of two other phrases: and you shall be happy before God 6and you shall be happy in your holiday.7 The Torah draws a connection between being in God’s presence and celebrating the Jewish holidays, and being in a state of simcha or joy.

In ancient times, when the Jewish Temple stood in Jerusalem (the first Temple stood from 832–422 BCE and the second from 516 BCE to 70 CE), one was considered to have been “before God” on the three Jewish festivals—namely Sukkot, Passover, and Shavuot. During each of these festivals, Jewish families would pilgrimage to Jerusalem and bring special offerings in the Temple. The people would come to the Temple, and there they would stand before God; in that place and time they would fulfill the command of “and you shall be happy in your holiday.”

What created this state of simcha or joy on the Festival?

It began with each family making the long and arduous trek to Jerusalem, coming with their offering to the Temple, and it included some other activities, as described by Maimonides, the great philosopher and codifier of Jewish law: Children should be given roasted seeds, nuts, and sweets. For women, one should buy attractive clothes and jewelry according to one’s financial capacity. Men should eat meat and drink wine … When a person eats and drinks [in celebration of a holiday], he is obligated to feed converts, orphans, widows, and others who are destitute and poor. In contrast, a person who locks the gates of his courtyard and eats and drinks with his children and his wife, without feeding the poor and the embittered, is [not indulging in] rejoicing associated with a mitzvah, but rather the rejoicing of his belly.8

Thus, to fulfill the biblical command (mitzvah) of rejoicing in the holiday one buys gifts for their family and enjoys good food and drink. Celebrants visiting the Temple must also be careful to share some of the bounty with converts, orphans, and widows—the poor and embittered. The holiday only becomes a mitzvah of joy when one’s good fortune is shared with others, specifically with those who may be lacking or on the sidelines.

How do these activities somehow result in achieving a state of simcha or joy?

It appears that as far as Judaism is concerned, happiness is created by extending ourselves for others, not for ourselves. In contrast, so much of what our generation does to make ourselves happy seems to revolve around our inner contentment, not our shared responsibility. We book a vacation. We sign up for a yoga class. We pamper ourselves with a massage or we do something else that makes us feel like we are paying more attention to “me.” No doubt these activities reduce stress and provide some semblance of joy, but taking a cue from Maimonides and classical Judaism, these activities produce pleasure, not happiness, and pleasure is fleeting.

This may sound like a superficial example, but I’ve always liked ties, and over the years, whenever I get down, I tend to buy more of them. As part of my work at MJE I do a fair measure of fund-raising, and when I get turned down by a prospective donor I find myself wandering into a clothing store or purchasing a tie from a vendor on the street. Although I’m a decent fund-raiser, I’ve amassed quite a collection! The whole thing is ridiculous, but that quick purchase does something positive for me; yet I know it’s just pleasure—not happiness—and so the feeling quickly fades. Happiness that will last can only come from giving to others and from getting out of ourselves.

The activities Maimonides delineated as ways to fulfill the biblical command of “being happy in your holiday” all have one thing in common: they are all behaviors which remove us from the natural focus we have upon ourselves, and instead involve us in activities which bind us to God and to other people, and ultimately create a sense of community. The trek to Jerusalem, buying gifts for one’s family, and sharing one’s bounty with the less fortunate, all shift the focus from me to the other, and that creates simcha or joy.

Scientific studies tell us the very same thing. We benefit neurologically from giving and helping others. The research shows that generosity, both volunteering and giving charity, benefits people of all ages both physically and psychologically: “The benefits of giving are significant, according to those studies: lower blood pressure, lower risk of dementia, less anxiety and depression, reduced cardiovascular risk, and overall greater happiness.”9

Studies demonstrate that when we think about helping others, we activate a part of the brain called the mesolimbic pathway, which is responsible for feelings of gratification. Helping others releases happiness chemicals like dopamine, an endorphin that blocks pain signals, and oxytocin, otherwise known as the tranquility hormone. Research shows that even just the thought of giving money to a specific charity has this effect on the brain.

Most importantly, doing for others helps produce long-term happiness beyond the instant. Intuition may tell us that giving to ourselves is the best way to be happy, But that’s not the case, according to Dan Ariely, professor of Behavioral Economics and Psychology at Duke University: “If you are a recipient of a good deed, you may have momentary happiness, but your long-term happiness is higher if you are the giver.”10

An online national survey of 4,500 American adults found that people who volunteer have less trouble sleeping, less anxiety, less helplessness and hopelessness, better friendships and social networks, and a sense of control over chronic conditions.11

Science is demonstrating what Jewish tradition has taught for centuries: lasting happiness results from giving, and creates a life in which our attention is turned from the “me” to the “you.” The Torah teaches us that there is a relationship between being in a state of joy and being “before God.” Since God is the ultimate “other,” coming before the Almighty forces us to ask ourselves: What have we done for others? Am I living a life of purpose and meaning? Am I simply looking out for myself or am I also concerned for the stranger, the widow, and the orphan? Am I sufficiently connected to others and do I matter enough to other people?
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