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The Pursuit of a “Successful” Life

Of the six traditions discussed in Voices of Diversity, two make a distinct correlation between a disciplined sense of non-indulgence and a “happy” or “good” life. Other religions may advocate living in the “image of God,” or hail compassion, kindness and love as key virtues in the pursuit of happiness. It’s not to say that Jews or Buddhists don’t hold these particular values in high esteem. However, their emphasis on the qualities of temperance and self-control is unique in the grand spectrum of religious tradition. Diana Winston’s “You Are What You Download” (1997) discusses these values within the context of Buddhism and material desire. Michael Medved’s “There’s Nothing Outdated About Keeping Kosher” (1997) celebrates similar virtues from the perspective of a Kosher Jew. While they differ slightly in either method or reason, both pieces offer compelling evidence for the virtue of temperance as a positive force in our daily lives.

Diana Winston’s article discusses the human appetite for material wealth. She describes human beings as finding comfort in “possession.” Buddhists identify the harmful cycle of desire and acquisition we find ourselves locked within as “dependent origination” (p. 80). The process begins when we encounter an object, or any other sort of acquirable item, that arouses our desire. These items induce positive sensations within us that we immediately associate with the object. We wish to become the “owner” of these sensations. 

As Winston puts forth, to lack the objects of our desire is to create a certain sort of pain within ourselves. We strive to possess these objects, hoping to alleviate our pain. However, Buddhism teaches that acquisition is merely a quick fix—capable of soothing our pain to an extent, but only temporarily. What’s jarring about Buddhism is that it teaches us to quell this pain by releasing instead of satisfying our desires. According to this tradition, the man who has no desire will be infinitely more happy than the man whose every material desire is fulfilled. 

This cycle of desire is presented within the modern context of the Internet. According to Winston, the rising prevalence of online spending has only agitated the pain associated with our desire. Technology, she argues, has accelerated our lives to an unprecedented extent. The Internet has given us instant purchasing power and access to millions upon millions of products with questionable value or purpose. The cycle of dependent origination that Winston describes in her article now transpires within seconds. Our fixation with “possession” is increased tenfold. We are far more easily consumed by our own pursuit of material wealth. While it had never been easy, Winston argues that the Internet has made moderating our desire a near impossibility. 

Where are we to find the strength to break the cycle of desire, or the process of “dependent origination?” As in most Buddhist teaching, this strength is drawn from within. Buddhism teaches that in remaining “mindful” of our own thoughts and desires, we can stop the cycle of dependent origination before it begins. By paying attention to our own appetites for material wealth we can identify the singular point within the cycle of dependent origination in which “longing” is born. If we remain cognizant of this process we can actually feel ourselves beginning to want. If we forbid ourselves to succumb to the desire, it will, in time, fade away. Winston asserts that “mindfulness” can free us from the slavery of an “automatic process.” The temperance we learn from resisting needless material desires leads us to a happier, better life.

Like the Buddhist practice of “mindfulness,” the Kosher tradition encourages its followers to resist temptation in pursuit of a good life. Medved’s article deals with the control of human “appetite” in its most basic sense—our need, or desire to eat. Though at first it may seem trivial, his aim is to assure the reader that the Kosher tradition has far more profound implications. Medved emphasizes the fact that being Kosher has little to do with maintaining one’s health, or the “holiness” of the food involved. He sees the self-control fostered by Jewish dietary laws as applicable to all temptations we encounter in life (be they culinary or otherwise). His article serves not only to dispel the myths and misunderstandings surrounding the Kosher tradition, but also to illustrate its true purpose: the development of  both character and self-discipline. 

While the Buddhist concept of “mindfulness” attempts to curb indulgence directly, the rules that limit food consumption within the Kosher tradition are allegorical. The structure of Medved’s article reinforces the notion that keeping Kosher isn’t a way for one to deal with all worldly temptations directly—a key difference between Buddhist and Jewish practices of temperance. Medved’s article follows a somewhat foggy path to its fundamental commentary on self-control. He begins by illuminating the origins and justifications of the Kosher tradition, but does not arrive at his ultimate message regarding the implications of said tradition until the article’s final paragraphs. The discipline to be cultivated by keeping Kosher starts with simple dietary habits, but if practiced faithfully, proliferates among all facets of one’s life. 

Both authors discuss forces in modern society that have impeded either religion’s method of self-discipline. Where Diana Winston sees the Internet as a major obstruction in the process of “mindfulness,” Medved sees the Kosher tradition as having been muddled by modern misinterpretation and misconception. The article’s impetus lies within Medved’s six-year-old daughter’s decision to refuse a potentially un-Kosher bar of chocolate. When her father could not verify that the chocolate had been prepared in accordance with Kosher specification, she returned it. Medved’s colleague, who offered the bar of chocolate to his daughter, went on to rebuke his parenting for what she saw as oppressive of the young girl’s personal-decision making capacity. As Medved would tell us, his colleague holds the mistaken belief that the Kosher tradition is an empty set of rules based on outdated sanitary concerns. Because of her misunderstanding of the tradition’s origin, she sought to denounce what she saw as stunting the very characteristics that the Kosher tradition, in reality, seeks to foster.

Where Buddhism encourages us to look within our own souls for the power to resist temptation, Judaism imbues its followers with similar virtues through ancient allegorical practice. As Medved explains, each of the “rules” involved in keeping Kosher seek to uphold different aspects of the relationship between ourselves and the “beasts” we consume. These rules serve to “separate human beings from beastly behavior” (p. 48). Here we draw further connection to Diana Winston’s perspectives on indulgence:

Instead of following the way of ravenous animals who eagerly consume whatever is put before them, we make clear distinctions in echo of the Creator who, after all, formed the world with His own series of distinctions (between the waters above and the waters beneath, between dark and light, between earth and dry land, and so forth.) (p. 58)

For this, Kosher Jews cannot consume meat that’s been tainted by another animal’s rummaging, cannot mix meat and milk (conflicting symbols of birth and death), and cannot consume the meat of an animal killed in a manner that bears any resemblance to its death at the hands of another “beast.” As Medved hopes, his daughter’s ability to make these distinctions will have far more profound repercussions in terms of her ability to exhibit temperance in more important matters and life decisions.
The methods by which both Buddhism and Judaism seek to imbue their followers with the virtue of temperance illustrate key differences between the natures of these traditions. The Buddhist practice of “mindfulness” points us to ourselves in search of the strength to deny temptation. The Buddha’s last words reveal a trend in this tradition: “Each of you be a light unto yourself; betake yourself to no external refuge. Hold fast to the Truth. Look not for refuge to anyone besides yourself” (Hagen, 21). From this, we see that Buddhism is very much tied to the premise of “self-guidance.”

The Kosher tradition seeks to foster temperance in Judaism through slightly different methods, indicative of the nature of Jewish tradition and culture. The model Jew studies the Torah constantly. He or she places great faith in the capacity of ancient teaching and tradition to improve his or her life and character. As Michael Medved shows us in his article, the people of the Jewish faith find great spiritual strength and support within their community. By celebrating the Kosher tradition in unity, Jews collectively seek to improve themselves and their lives.

While these two religions hold a few minor variations in the way they deal with self-control, their efforts to do so are rare within the grand scheme of religious tradition. Certainly all major religions encourage their followers to eschew over-indulgence and remain steadfast in their distinction between right and wrong. However, Buddhism and Judaism are certainly among the few religions that offer practicable methods for self-improvement in this respect. Furthermore, they are among the few religions in the world that acknowledge self-control and self-discipline as integral virtues in the pursuit of a “successful” life.

Personal Commentary


In theory, I think anyone could benefit from the practices put forth in either Diana Winston or Michael Medved’s article. Surely I’d imagine few people will become Kosher tomorrow had they not been yesterday, but there’s a lot of character to be built through any form of dietary control. In a country where obesity runs rampant, its easy to tell that food represents a major temptation for a lot of Americans. Food has never represented a major indulgence for me personally, but I have been known on occasion to replace an entire meal with snack food. Perhaps if we were to exercise stronger self-discipline in our eating habits, we  would begin to exhibit stronger self-discipline in other facets of our character. 


I think I already embrace a lot of what Winston puts forth in her article on the urge to consume. I try to remain cognizant of our culture’s unhealthy preoccupation with spending money. Maybe its because my parents never gave me much money to spend that I’ve developed a bit of frugality, but I try to do everything in my power not to contribute to the “problem.” Perhaps the brand of “mindfulness” that I practice isn’t exactly that which Winston prescribes, but I think it bears a lot of similarity.


I’ve arrived at a point in my life where I’m convinced of my need to possess little more than nothing. Flying back and forth from college in Los Angeles and home in New York (losing a lot of material possessions to my own negligence and forgetfulness) has made me realize I don’t really need much to get by, and that I certainly don’t need much to be happy. Of the few belongings I think I really need—maybe my computer, or my clothing—I’m not particularly infatuated with any. I recognize they play an important role in my daily life, but I’m grateful for the fact that I don’t have any enduring desire to trade in or trade up. When I do start to notice any “unnecessary” desires rising within me, my response is usually to distract myself. I’m not sure if you can call this “mindfulness.” I think I’d call my own brand of self-control “forgetfulness.” Thanks to my poor memory, I have a pretty hard time holding on to any trivial desires for more than a few minutes.
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