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An Introduction  
 

This book emerges from longing for deeper, fuller sleep. For several years, stresses at work kept 
me restless. Some nights, I would awaken in a cold sweat as if in a fight. I longed to know: How can I sleep 
better? The starting point was reducing the daytime stress and yet, there was so much more that I wanted 
to know about sleep. My interest in sleep is life-long. My children would tease that I would proscribe sleep 
as the remedy for whatever might ail them. When I was a child, my mother would emphasize the 
importance of a good night’s rest to feel good the next day and it stuck as an awareness. 

When I am exhausted, I am unable to fully focus; am too quick to respond impatiently; and make 
careless mistakes in judgment. When our son, Jonathan, was an undergraduate at Cal Berkeley, my wife 
and I attended a lecture during parent’s weekend on the topic of sleep. The researcher, Matthew Walker, 
showed films of sleep-deprived subjects (oh, what undergrads will not do for a few dollars or extra 
academic-points) who as the sleepless hours progressed performed increasingly poorly on mental tests, 
while growing more unaware of their limitations. We collectively laughed at their inebriated-like 
cluelessness, coupled with the recognition that we all too often fail to get our needed rest. 

My yearning for more consistent and fuller sleep is part of a larger trend. For those aged fifty and 
under, Gallup survey reveals that most say that they are getting insufficient sleep.1 Four in ten Americans 
today get less than the recommended minimum of seven hours of nightly sleep compared with the one 
in ten who failed to do so seventy years ago.2 Just in the last decade, we are sleeping thirty-eight minutes 
less on weeknights due to increased demands at work and electronic distractions at home.3 Fifty to 
seventy million Americans suffer from some form of chronic sleep disorder.4 Sadly, as a society we 
systematically undervalue sleep, admiring those who are hard driven and sleepless, and we get use to 
underperforming and living in cranky states. We all to often fail to take care of ourselves, foolishly 
believing that rest is optional.  

I began to research this book several years ago by saving articles and examining Jewish texts. I 
became aware that there were many contemporary Jewish books on dreams, but none that I could find 
on the topic of sleep. And yet, there were stories from the Bible onward about sleep and rabbinic, legal 
statement on the required position for sleep- the side; how many hours- eight; the nature of naps- an 
expectation on the Sabbath; and much on the prayers before and after awaking. I began my investigation 
in earnest before Arianna Huffington published her best seller, The Sleep Revolution (2016). She shared 
that she had begun her investigation of sleep nine years earlier after a dramatic event due to utter 
exhaustion: she had awakened in a pool of blood having collapsed against her desk breaking her cheek 
bone. Aware that she needed to tend to her rest, she also understood that there was a crisis of 
sleeplessness in American life. Her extensive research on the scope of the problem, plus current medical 
research on both the biology and aids to sleep, was a boon to my own investigation.  

How much sleep do we need? Why do we need sleep? What is the impact on our capacities when 
sleep deprived? How could we rest better? Sleep researchers are addressing these questions with 
increasing insight. Before making an important decision, we wisely say: “Let me sleep on it.” We know 
from experience that sleep enhances clarity and a broader perspective. Scientists are demonstrating that 
during sleep we consolidate memory, clear our minds of toxins, and access creative intuition. The ancients 
believed that during sleep our souls accessed Divine wisdom; while modern therapists utilize dreams as 
windows into our hidden needs, yearnings, and fears. Sleep and dreaming sustain health, improve sound 
decision-making, and allow us to see the world more calmly and positively.  

To sleep sweetly as if without a trouble in the world is hard to achieve. The Bible states, “A 
laborer’s sleep is sweet ( מתוקה שנת העובד ), whether he has much or little to eat; but the wealthy man’s 
abundance does not let him sleep” (Ecclesiastes 5:11). Perhaps the quote idealizes the efforts of a manual 
laborer. In my case, my work is largely mental. My mind is busy during the day addressing responsibilities, 
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vulnerabilities, and conflicts that continue to percolate during the night. Although I usually fall asleep 
quickly, I too often awaken in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom, with my mind mulling a 
tension from the past days, or anticipating a problem ahead. This book is an attempt to increase my sweet 
sleep and yours, too. 
 When the sages looked at the statement from Ecclesiastes, they focused on material possessions 
and considered what hinders the wealthy man during sleep.  Rashi, the premier traditional commentator 
(France, 11th century) cautioned, “the greater the wealth the greater the fear of losing it.” As Hillel had 
already warned in the first century, “more possessions, more worries” (Pirkei Avot 2:8). Bertinoro 
(Obadiah ben Avraham, 15th century, Italy), an important commentator on the Mishnah, added that with 
possessions, we fear the physical dangers of robbery. Tiferet Yisrael (Israel Lipschutz, 19th century, 
Germany) identified ownership with worries over declining prices, unpaid bills, and the jealousy 
of others. 
 Money continues to be a widespread source of worry and stress. Studies show that the number 
one cause of marital dispute is over finances.5 Most of us have financial concerns that impinge on rest, 
but our more immediate worries are usually over tensions in relationships, meeting the needs of our 
employers, turmoil among family, and our health. And yet, the greatest reason for lack of sleep in our day 
is failing to value sleep enough to prioritize it. We too often are “too busy”: staying up later to do work, 
watching television or engaging with our electronic devices, while getting up earlier and earlier to answer 
e-mails, text messages, check our Facebook page, or to workout at the gym before work.  

Contemporary researchers are making steady progress in revealing why sleep is essential to our 
physical, mental, and emotional wellbeing, and how we may manage our tensions more effectively and 
sleep more deeply. I seek to share those findings with you. As a student of the Jewish tradition and religion 
generally, I also observe that the human quest for a meaningful life, forging relationships, and primal 
human needs, such as sleep, are a constant. I invariably gain context and inspiration by engagement with 
the ancient insights of the sages. The wisdom of the past provides a foundation for exploring the nature 
of the night and how to ritualize both falling asleep and awaking with enthusiasm for a new day. 

This is a bedside companion, offering reflections on the nature of sleep and dreams and aids to 
increase your rest and wakefulness. The goal is for you to read and reflect on just one entry at night, 
usually about two pages, to prepare for sleep. The rabbis of the Talmud said that, “Going to sleep is like 
setting out on the road” (Pesachim 110a). Sleep is an adventure, offering both renewal and deeper 
awareness. Join me in the quest to befriend sleep: enhancing more consistent rest and drawing more 
reward from the inner path traversed when our eyes are shut. 

 
Reflections:  
What keeps you up at night?  
How much of it is financial worries? Work? Relationships? 
 What is one act that you might you do to sleep more soundly? 
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1 http://www.gallup.com/poll/166553/less-recommended-amount-sleep.aspx 
2 http://www.gallup.com/poll/166553/less-recommended-amount-sleep.aspx 
3 Maria Konnikova, “Goodnight. Sleep Clean,” New York Times, January 11, 2014: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/12/opinion/sunday/goodnight-sleep-clean. 
4 Josna Adusumulli, Harvard neurologist and sleep medicine physician, quoted by Maria 
Konnikova, “The Walking Dead,” New Yorker, July 9, 2015, 
http://www.newyorker.com/science/maria-konnikova/the-walking-dead 
5 The following are some articles on how financial disagreements are the primary focus of 
couple’s disagreements and the greatest predictor of divorce: 
http://www.cnbc.com/2015/02/04/money-is-the-leading-cause-of-stress-in-relationships.html; 
http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/new-survey-reveals-money-number-one-cause-of-
conflict-for-engaged-couples-newlyweds-and-new-parents-167025135.html; 
https://www.institutedfa.com/Leading-Causes-Divorce/. “Financial impotence” is a phase 
coined by author Neal Gabler to describe 47% of Americans who cannot come up with $400 if 
needed for an emergency- 
http://www.npr.org/2016/04/24/475432149/could-you-come-up-with-400-if-disaster-struck 
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