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Section II:

Kedushah: The Sexual Abstinence of Married Men in Three Contemporary Hasidic Groups

Hasidism is often presented as a movement that opposed asceticism.
 This characterization has recently been shown to be only partially accurate.
 The traditional ascetic piety of the kabbalists did survive into eighteenth-century Hasidism, at least in some quarters, although much of it seems to have been attenuated or abandoned over time. One ascetic value, however, was maintained by some in the course of the nineteenth century. This was the value of kedushah (literally, holiness, in this context connoting sexual restrictiveness) whereby – in a number of hasidic groups, married men were instructed to limit to the minimum the frequency and modes of sexual intercourse with their wives. However, at that time, this ideal was posited only in abstract terms, and we have no evidence that the hasidim were adopting it as an obligatory standardized practice; at most, they took it to be a personal directive issued to individuals, as in the hasidic communities of Kobrin [Ко́брынь] and Kotzk [Kock]. 


Today there are three hasidic groups, Gur [Góra Kalwaria], Slonim [Сло́нім], and Toledot Aharon (commonly pronounced and henceforth referred to as Toldes Aaron, in Ashkenazi Hebrew) that take this ideal to extremes by imposing it on the community as a whole, thus turning what had been an elitist practice (i.e. addressed to the virtuous few) into a universal norm and a banner of group identity. In the present section I intend to explore this phenomenon from both the theological and the socio-historical perspectives, tracing the reasons why the ideal of sexually restrictive kedushah began to be promoted as a norm in second half of the twentieth century. Notably, the present-day hasidic community is extremely reticent about this topic, holding it to be highly sensitive and keeping it out of its public discourse. I shall therefore rely on documentation that is not readily available to outsiders, and on oral testimonies I was able to obtain personally.

It should be noted at the outset that in one form or another, the supererogatory ideal of kedushah is common to almost all hasidic groups, and in many of them it manifests itself as sexually restrictive behavioral norms. These often include instructions designed to limit intercourse to the minimum necessary for procreation, and to refrain from “animal-like” behavior aiming at sheer physical pleasure. The famous “hole in the sheet” mode of intercourse is probably practiced by no more than a small minority,
 but similarly restrictive methods are not uncommon. In many of the hasidic texts that relate to the restrictive sexual norm of kedushah, these methods are presented in terms of the old hasidic ideal of “worship in corporeality” (avodah begashmiyut), namely, the investment of physical acts with holiness by surrounding them with numerous restrictions. Notably, this interpretation of the ideal is at odds with the one most commonly ascribed to it in academic scholarship, where “worship in corporeality” is understood in the sense of utilizing the proper holy intention as a means of sanctifying and affirming rather than restricting physical acts. It is not impossible that the old value has been charged with new meaning in recent generations, but it may well be that even early Hasidism was more stringent in this respect than scholars have assumed under the influence of romanticized notions of Hasidism. It seems that the whole question requires re-evaluation, a task that lies beyond the scope of the present work. In what follows, I shall present only the three hasidic groups – Gur, Slonim and Toldes Aaron - that have turned kedushah, specifically in the sexually restrictive sense, into one of their central values, limiting the frequency of sexual intercourse between husband and wife beyond what is prescribed by the halakhic commandment of onah (the husband’s legal obligation to perform sexual intercourse),
 in order to reduce it to the bare minimum. In all of these three groups, the value of kedushah in marriage life is closely related to the value of shemirat haberit (or shemirat brit kodesh), which is a strict prohibition on masturbation (shemirat haberit) and on anything that may cause a temptation to it, but this latter value is preached almost exclusively to young unmarried men, and is often elusively referred to as "sins of youth", while our discussion in this work will focus on kedushah within marriage life. 
1. Kedushah in Gur: The ordinances of R. Israel Alter, the Beys Yisroel
Gur Hasidism is a historical offspring of the hasidic groups of Pshiskhe [Przysucha] and Kotzk. Even though Kotzk had its own ideal of abstinence,
 there is no indication that this was fostered by Gur until after the Holocaust and certainly not as a norm for the entire community. It was the fourth Gerer Rebbe, Israel Alter (1895-1977), known as the Beys Yisroel (after the title of his collection of homilies, the Beit Yisra’el, spelled in Ahkenazi Hebrew as Beys Yisroel), who brought about the change when he re-established Gur Hasidism in the newly founded state of Israel. Shortly after his nomination as Rebbe in 1948, he inaugurated the Ordinances on Holiness, known in short as the takanot, and commonly pronounced takunes.
 They have never been published nor, in all probability, ever formulated systematically. He communicated them to some of his senior hasidim, who later became the community’s first marriage guides (madrikhim), and they passed them on to the community as “oral law.”
 The ordinances are known to many, even outside Gur, and, as I was able to verify in conversation with a number of Gerer hasidim, they consist of the following:

· The couple shall have sexual intercourse only once a month, on leil tevilah (the night after the wife’s immersion in the mikveh at the end of her halakhically prescribed menstrual period).
· The coitus should take place in complete darkness.
· The couple shall refrain from sexual intercourse from as early as the seventh month of pregnancy.

· After the wife has given birth, the couple shall refrain from sexual intercourse for a further period of six months.

· During intercourse, the couple shall aim to minimize physical contact. The husband shall wear some of his clothes, including his tsitsit (considered a segulah – supernatural remedy – against the sexual drive) and will not hug or kiss his wife, or engage in any behaviour that is not required for the performance of the act of intercourse itself.

· The husband shall direct his thoughts as far away as possible from the sexual act.

Besides these ordinances, the couple’s conduct in everyday life is governed by certain additional norms that relate to the ordinances without fully belonging to them. For instance, the husband should never walk alongside his wife in public but must always keep a distance of at least four cubits (about two meters) between them; the husband should not address his wife by her first name; the husband does not sleep at home during the day; the husband would usually take his shower at the mikveh rather than at home; and more.
 

Notably, the ordinances are all addressed to men. In Gur, only men are full-fledged hasidim, and the hasidic religious endeavor (avodah, commonly pronounced avoyde) is their duty alone. Ironically, Gerer women were traditionally known to pay close attention to their external appearance and to dress more fashionably than most other hasidic women. When a few years ago the current Rebbe first imposed some limitations on women’s dress, this was received with consternation in anonymous Gerer forums on the internet.
There are individuals who serve as marriage guides, either for men or for women, in all haredi communities,
 but under the impact of the ordinances, the men’s guides in Gur play a much more dominant role in the young couple’s life. Usually they prepare the bridegroom for his wedding night, and continue to accompany him during his first months or even years of marriage. Often they advise him on marital problems, but above all else, they are authorized to introduce him to the ordinances. One of the older madrikhim, R. Avraham (Avrom) Yosef Irenstein, is considered a supreme authority in matters of kedushah. 
The ordinances do not function as rigid norms. In rare individual cases even the Beys Yisroel himself would allow minimal divergences from them, and after his passing they became even more flexible. In particular, the length of the period of abstinence following childbirth is subject to variation. The Beys Yisroel had recommended a whole year, but the limit he actually set was six months. His brother and successor, R. Simhah Bunem (the Lev Simhah, 1896-1992), lowered the bar to three months. He also allowed the hasidim to have sexual intercourse not only on leil tevilah but also on the subsequent Friday night. He also gave more permits on individual basis to diverge from the standards.  The next Rebbe, their half-brother, R. Pinhas Menahem (the Penei Menahem, 1926-1996), recommended that the limit be shortened to six months, and the present Rebbe, R. Yaakov Aryeh (born 1939), the Lev Simhah’s son, has again tended toward relative leniency. There are also special circumstances in which the marriage guides allow and even suggest certain leniencies to the young couple. A Gerer hasid has told me that when he traveled with his wife to the United States, his guide instructed him to increase the frequency of sexual intercourse, because America is “a country of promiscuity.” 

The ordinances have had far-reaching social implications. By presenting the Gerer avrekhim (young married men) with a demanding religious challenge, they have raised their collective pride and enhanced their sense of group identity, distinguishing them from other hasidic groups. On the other hand, the ordinances have had a detrimental effect on the demand for Gerer bachelors in the haredi matchmaking market, and there are Gerers who complain that the ordinances are too stringent or even question the need for them. Consequently, from time to time, rumors spread that the ordinances are to be revoked or attenuated, although this may reflect wishful thinking rather than the Rebbe’s actual intention. Recently, it was rumored that the Beys Yisroel had addressed the ordinances only to an elite group of virtuous men and not to the entire community, but all the reliable sources point to the contrary. This is a typical attempt to re-write the past in order to gain legitimacy for tendencies or aspirations emerging in the present. In truth, it is likely that no Gerer rebbe would ever be able to revoke the ordinances, as they have become something of a Gur “trademark.” 

2. Kedushah in Slonim: Morality of Aspiration

Another hasidic group that adopted an ideal of marital abstinence is Slonim. Here we find no ordinances. The Slonimer rebbes only preach the ideal of kedushah as a religious value, leaving it for each individual to decide to what degree he is able and willing to fulfill it – kol had kefum shi‘ura dileih (each according to his own [spiritual] degree). In Lon Fuller’s terminology, the ideal of kedushah in Slonim is not a “morality of duty” but rather a “morality of aspiration.”
 This does not mean. However, that the ideal is left for the individual's free choice. A strong social pressure is exerted upon the hasidim to raise their level of kedushah, and undertaking the aspiration on themselves is itself a duty. The rebbe's talks and personal guidance, the educational system and the social conventions of the community, most of which is concentrated in a few haredi cities, are all mobilized for this goal.
Slonim is a historical offspring of the hasidic groups of Lekhovitch [Ляхавічы] and Kobrin, where some elements of the ideal of kedushah may have been fostered, though probably with different emphases and to a lesser degree than in present-day Slonim. R. Moshe Palier (1783-1858) of Kobrin, one of the wittiest hasidic rebbes of the 19th century is quoted in sharp sayings in favour of the oppression of the body, some of them clearly hinting at the sexual desire (see below). It is clear, however, that as a leader of a small and scattered community he did not have the means to promote it beyond preaching. The practice of sexual abstinence within marriage apparently began – though it is impossible to establish this with certainty – with the third Slonimer Rebbe, R. Avraham (Avrom) II (1884-1933), known by the title of his homiletic work, Beit Avraham, as the Beys Avrom. At that time, Slonim was a relatively small hasidic group, and there is no way of knowing how effectively he was able to control it. Subsequent Slonim rebbes have tried to instill the value of kedushah, with varying degrees of insistence. 

The most impressive figure in the history of modern Slonim is R. Shalom (Sholem) Noah Berezovsky (1911-2000), known by the title of his major work, the Netivot Shalom, as the Nesives Sholem or, in short – the Nesives. He was the son-in-law of R. Avrom III (1889-1981), known as the Birkes Avrom, and as such was nominated in the early 1940s to be head of the Slonimer yeshivah in Jerusalem. In that capacity, he played an important role in the restoration of Slonim in Israel, preserving and publishing its oral traditions, and advancing Torah learning within the Slonim community. He also maintained a relationship of mutual appreciation with the Beys Yisroel of Gur. When his predecessor R. Avrom III was incapacitated by illness and near the end of his life, the Nesives was crowned the next Slonimer Rebbe by the majority of the hasidim. This was exceptional and in terms traditional hasidic ethics even outrageous.
After the passing of R. Avrom, a minority that refused to accept the leadership of the Nesives followed R. Avrom IV, husband of the late rebbe’s granddaughter, who established his court in Bnei Brak. The group that followed the Nesives, known as Slonim Vayse (Weisse - The White Slonim), is considered more liberal than its rival, known as Slonim Shvartze (Schwarze - the Black Slonim), but their liberal approach is mostly confined to their attitude to modernity and Zionism, while on matters of kedushah, the Weisse are as strict and perhaps even stricter than the Schwarze. Even though the Nesives was otherwise relatively moderate and even open-minded, in regard to kedushah he had a strong urge to revive and even radicalize the old values of the past. Still, when addressing the topic in public, he used the most abstract and elusive language, trusting his audience to understand the internal codes, and he was even more careful in this respect in the published version of his addresses to the hasidim.
Kedushah in Slonim was never promoted as a set of formal ordinances, and the rebbes did not set any fixed standards of abstinence. The only rule has been to refrain from sexual intercourse on the Sabbath. Both Slonim and Gur place a theological emphasis on the sanctity of the Sabbath, but the practical implications of this for each group are different. In Gur, the Sabbath is the day when a second monthly sexual intercourse is allowed, while in Slonim it is forbidden, as if the crude physical act of intercourse would defile the spirituality of the holy day. There is even a Slonimer saying that a man who has sexual intercourse on Friday night is not allowed to recite the Nishmas (shorthand for nishmat kol hai) – a paragraph in the Sabbath morning prayer, considered one of the high points of the Sabbath service in the Slonim tradition. The Slonimer rebbes have encouraged their followers to dedicate Friday night to hasidic communions that often end late at night. Besides the value that Hasidism normally places on such communions, it is quite clear that they are also designed to encourage the men to stay away from home during the hours in which they are most liable to be sexually “vulnerable,” and perhaps even to create a tacit mechanism to ensure compliance with the kedushah goal of abstinence.

The fact that the Slonimer rebbes have not standardized the kedushah restrictions as ordinances does not mean that they have treated them lightly. The Slonimer hasidim can be very radical in their practice of sexual abstinence, and some of them avoid intercourse for very long time-spans. According to current rumors, some hasidim complain that the very proximity of their wives is a distraction from the endeavour to attain the desired goal, but we may assume these cases to be unusual. 

3. Kedushah in Toldes Aaron: The Milder Version

The third hasidic group that adopted the kedushah norms of marital abstinence as a major banner of group identity is Toldes Aaron. Reb Aharon Roth (1894-1947), known as Reb Ahrele, was born in Hungary and came under the influence of the rebbes of Belz [Белз] and Blozhev [Błażowa]. He immigrated to the Land of Israel in 1925, returned to Hungary, and in 1939 finally settled permanently in Jerusalem. While still in Hungary, and subsequently in Jerusalem, he established small groups (havurot) of hasidim who adopted high standards of religious observance. In particular, he called for the investment of great effort in prayer, mutual assistance, and modesty. The latter, in contrast to the Gur norm, entailed an emphasis on women’s dress and on men’s duty to refrain from looking at women (kedushat ha‘einayim). Reb Ahrele also emphasized the attainment of kedushah in other spheres of physical activity, such as eating. He, too, issued ordinances for his hasidim. The printed version, published shortly after his death, does not refer to sexual intercourse, but we may assume that he did issue directives on sexual matters, which probably circulated orally. As far as we can judge from the texts that have reached us, during R. Ahrale's lifetime the value of kedushah in the sexual life of his married hasidim did not have a central role in the ideology and life of his small sectarian group. The above mentioned values of intense prayer, modest dress and communal solidarity seem to have occupied much more of his attention. 
Shortly after R. Ahrele’s death, his hasidic following spilt into two groups: a minority followed his son, R. Avraham (Avrom) Hayim (1924-2012), who later settled in Bnei Brak, while the majority followed his son-in-law, R. Avraham Yitzhak (Avrom Yitzhok) Kohn (1914-1996), the Rebbe of Toldes Aaron, in Jerusalem. Surprisingly, R. Avrom Yitzhok was a former disciple of the Satmar Rebbe, who had come into conflict with his father-in-law, R. Ahrele, in Hungary. He brought to the group some of the robust characteristics of Satmar, including a stronger emphasis on the anti-Zionist stance. Toldes Aaron Hasidism soon became a symbol of ultra-Orthodox extremism and social enclosure. 

The Rebbe of Toldes Aaron, too, urged his hasidim to observe the norms of kedushah, and apparently did so much more than his predecessor, but the standards he set were somewhat lower than those of the otherwise moderate Gur and Slonim. He permitted sexual intercourse not only on both leil tevilah and leil Shabbat (Sabbath-night, i.e. Friday night),
 but also whenever the wife expressed her desire for it (never overtly but rather by subtle indications such as self-adornment or the use of perfume). Moreover, the Rebbe permitted the moderate expression of physical affection between husband and wife. Hugs and kisses are allowed, and during intercourse are even recommended. No directives to distract the thought from the act were given. He even published a short pamphlet entitled Divrei kedushah, based on his talks addressing this issue. The outer cover of the pamphlet contained the warning: “Intended for married men (avrekhim) only; bachelors (bahurim) are not permitted to read this text.” Divrei kedushah does not issue any detailed instructions, but the basic rules can be read between the lines, and the language is certainly more explicit than that used by the Rebbes of Gur or Slonim. On account of the relative openness and leniency of the kedushah discourse in Toldes Aaron, Gur and Slonim hasidim often scorn it as being crass, but this is probably part of the generally condescending attitude of all Polish and Lithuanian hasidic groups toward Hungarian Hasidism. 

At some stage, the Rebbe appointed Rabbi Daniel Frisch (1935-2005) to be the official Toldes Aaron marriage guide. Rabbi Frisch was a renowned kabbalist, the author of the voluminous commentary on the Zohar, Matok midevash, who commanded a great deal of prestige in his community. His function was to seclude himself with every young bridegroom immediately after his hupah, at the peak of the wedding excitement, in order to explain to him in detail what he should expect and do on the first night of his marriage. The explanations would be very explicit – “only pictures were missing,” as one of my informants added with a smile – and quite shocking to many of the young men, who were being exposed to the facts of life for the very first time. Some would even receive a short written document with very explicit practical instructions.
 Often they would need guidance even after the first night, if they had failed in the task of consummation or just wished to relieve their anxiety about it. Evaluations of Rabbi Frisch’s personality by renegade Toldes Aaron hasidim vary: some describe him as the “horror of the bridegrooms” while others portray him as a considerate person who did his best with the unprofessional tools at his disposal. 

Rabbi Frisch wrote a number of books and pamphlets on Jewish laws, customs, and ethics (musar), of which one became particularly influential: Kedushah utzeni‘ut (Holiness and Modesty). First published in the 1970s, the book ran into many editions, growing larger and more comprehensive from one edition to the next. Except for the introductory chapters, it is, in fact, a selective anthology of quotations from standard books of ethics, kabbalah, and Hasidism – a strategy adopted as a defense against potential critics of the book. It is also furnished with a large number of endorsements (haskamot) by prominent rabbis and hasidic rebbes, including the Rebbe of Toldes Aaron. The Rebbe’s own pamphlet, Divrei kedushah, was incorporated in the later editions of Rabbi Frisch’s book. Frisch copied verbatim the warning on the cover of the Rebbe’s pamphlet, pasting it on the front page of his own book. It is available in haredi bookstores, but generally sold only to married men and never displayed on the open shelves (booksellers would pull it out on request from a concealed storage place), which is hardly surprising: Kedushah utzeni‘ut is probably the most explicit hasidic text on the norms of sexual life. While being written in a delicate rabbinical idiom, it refers to almost every aspect of the physical interaction between husband and wife. 

The relatively mild character of kedushah in Toldes Aaron is surprising but may be explained by the socio-cultural background of the group. In Hungarian Hasidism (and possibly in Hungarian-Jewish culture in general), the family is considered a very important institution. Family cohesion is held to be a foremost value in the life of the individual and an important element contributing to the fortitude of the community as a whole. The idea that affectionate relations between husband and wife might interfere with man’s religious “ascent” is almost inconceivable in this culture. 

We will now turn to understand the theological context and justifications of the kedushah norms in Gur, Slonim and Toldes Aaron, but, before we do so, some basic background information on the halakhic, Musar and early hasidic sources on this matter will be helpful. The variety of Jewish attitudes toward sexuality and abstinence have already been presented in scholarly literature by Daniel Boyarin, David Biale and others. I will therefore confine myself in the following sections only to sources that are directly related to the Kedushah discourse in later Hasidism, and which are required for the understanding of this issue in the hasidic circles we discuss here.

4. Halakhic and ethical background (1): The duty of Onah 

In the halakhah, conjugal relations between husband and wife are a mitzvah, i.e. a religious commandment. Based on the verse "Her food, her raiment, and her duty of marriage [onatah], shall he not diminish",
 the mitzvah of Onah (literally: regularity), sexual intercourse, is considered in the Halakhah as one of the husband's duties to his wife. Already in the Mishnah,
 we find an attempt to standardize this duty according to the husband's vocation. Maimonides (1138-1204) codified it in Hilkhot Ishut (laws of conjugal relations), and explained it as follows:

The conjugal rights [onah] mentioned in the Torah are obligatory upon each man according to his physical power and his occupation.  

How so? For men who are healthy and live in comfortable and pleasurable circumstances, without having to perform work that would weaken their strength, and do naught but eat and drink and sit idly in their houses, the conjugal schedule is every night. For laborers, such as tailors, weavers, masons and the like, their conjugal schedule is twice a week if their wotk is in the same city, and once a week if their work is in another city. For ass-drivers, the schedule is once a week; for camel drivers, once in thirty days; for sailors – once in six months; for disciples of the wise [talmidei hakhamim]
, once a week, because the study of Torah weakens their strength. It is the practice of the disciples of the wise to have conjugal relations every Friday night.

It should be noted that the Mishnah and Maimonides speak about the husband's duty, so that the frequency should be read as a minimum standard. Maimonides further rules that "a wife may restrict her husband's in his business journeys to nearby places only" and even prevent him from changing his occupation (but not prevent him from going to learn Torah!) if these might prevent him from fulfilling his conjugal duties or even cause him to lessen their frequency.
 He asserts that a husband may not subject his wife to a vow causing his marital relations with his wife to be forbidden, and if he does so insistently – "he must divorce her and pay her [the money due her by virtue of] her ketubah".
 Note, that in the eyes of Maimonides, following the Mishnah, six months – the schedule of the sailors - is the longest reckonable period of abstinence.
 His words clearly imply that such a condition may occur only in extraordinary cases resulting from constraints not dependant on the husband. Anyway, some later authorities express their opinion that the frequency prescribed by the Mishnah should not be taken absolutely, and that the duty of Onah is determined "according to his [the husband's] power and temperament".
 Some of them recommended to adopt the Onah of the workers – twice a week – but still suggest that talmidei hakhamim aspire to once a week, and that even lay people may adopt this norm.
 

A contemporary of Maimonides, Rabbi Abraham Ben Daud, (Rabad of Posquiers; c.1120-1198), writes that there are three intentions in which sexual intercourse is a mitzvah of great reward and one in which the reward is lesser: It is a greater mitzvah when it is done with the intention to fulfill the commandment "Be fruitful and multiply" (Pru u-Rvu; Gen 1, 28); when it is done during the last three months of the pregnancy in order to make the fetus "light-skinned and diligent"
; and when "she desires him, and he recognizes that she wishes it, and she adorns herself before him to attract his attention, or when he is about to depart from home or returns home".  In this situation, when it is "the wife's need and pleasure", the intercourse is a part of the mitzvah of Onah.
 Intercourse is a lesser mitzvah when the husband feels that "his lust overcomes him, and therefore he restricts himself to his wife in order not to be attracted to [intercourse in] sin". In such a case, Rabad holds, he is also worthy of reward, but not as great as in the case of the first three, as he "ought to suppress his impulse and resist his lust."
 A fifth intention, which Rabad sees as a derivative of the fourth, is of having sexual intercourse for the health of the body.

Sexual intercourse during the pregnancy is basically permitted by the Halakhah. The Talmud recommends it only in the last three months, when it makes the fetus "light-skinned and diligent". The Shulhan Arukh, following Rabad and the Tur, says that if the husband wishes to have intercourse for this purpose, it is "in order".

An interesting controversy was waged on the question of abstinence after delivery. According to the Torah, a woman after delivery has two periods of restriction: in the first period – lasting 7 days for the birth of a male and 14 days for the birth of a female - she is considered as menstruating, and all the laws of the menstrual period apply, including avoiding from any physical contact with her husband. In the second period – lasting 33 days for the birth of a male and 66 days for the birth of a female - she must only refrain from touching holy objects and from coming to the Temple (Lev 12, 1-5). Some readers, apparently Karaites, interpreted the text of the Torah as prohibiting sexual intercourse for the whole periods of forty or eighty days (according to the sex of the child), and their influence infiltrated into Rabbinic Judaism. In view of this, Maimonides writes very sharply against this norm:
There is a custom which prevails in some places and which is mentioned in the responsa of some of the Geonim, whereby a woman who has given birth to a male child may not have intercourse until the expiration of forty days, and in the case of a female child – eighty days, even if she has had a flow for seven days only. This, too, is not a well-founded custom, but the result of an erroneous decision in these responsa. It is a custom in the manner of the Minim, which is prevalent in these localities, and the inhabitants thereof had learnt it from the Saduccees. Indeed, it is one’s duty to compel them to get it out of their minds, so that they would return to the words of the Sages, namely that woman should count no more than seven days of cleanness, as we have explained.

The Shulhan Arukh, too, says that even "if one’s wife is nursing and he notices that she is coaxing him and enticing him and adorning herself in his presence so that he will give her his attention – he is obliged to be intimate with her."
 

As we saw, the Takkunos in Gur prohibit sexual intercourse far more than that – for three months (90 days) to six months (180 days) after the delivery, regardless of the sex of the child. Indeed, the Gerers were not influenced by the Karaites, and were therefore not suspected of heresy, but the conflict with Maimonides' sweeping ruling is evident. The Gerers can find some halakhic support, however, in the words of the leading 16th century Ashkenazi authority, R. Moshe Isserles (c.1530-1572), known as the Rema. In a comment to Rabbi Yosef Caro's ruling stating that the periods of sexual abstinence after pregnancy are one week for a son and two weeks for a daughter, the Rema adds:

However, there are places in which the custom is that [the women] do not immerse [in the Mikveh] within forty days in case of a male [born] and eighty days in case of a female, […] and one may not permit it in places where they adopted this stringency. Yet, in a place where there is no [such] custom – one may not adopt this stringency at all, but rather [follow the ordinary law]: If she had not seen blood, then after seven [days] for a male and fourteen days for a female, she should count [extra] seven days and then she [should immerse and] is permitted to her husband.
 
Among the later authorities, we find some that viewed this "custom" with favour and wrote that one should not protest against those who adopt this restrictive norm,
 while others treated it with reservation.
 Nevertheless, even the Rema speaks specifically only about the custom of a particular locale ("in a place where…"). Indeed, one may think of expanding the ruling to include a broader, non-territorial community, and thus present the Takkunos of Gur as a sort of "Gerer custom". Such an understanding may have some basis in the rulings of the later Poskim, but it is nevertheless not halakhically "smooth", and does not resolve the problem.

In the hasidic groups that developed the ideal of Kedushah, it is claimed that a wife who marries a Hasid of their ranks actually concedes her right for Onah within the halakhic standard of regularity. Such a move, however, is not free of halakhic difficulties. It is clear that if such a concession is formally posited as a condition to the marriage within the wedding act (kiddushin), the marriage is void.
Alternatively, the wife may exempt her husband from Onah,
 but her consent must be given with free will and not as a condition to the act of marriage. Numerous halakhic works indicate that every man may adopt the regularity of talmudic scholars (talimidei hakhamim)
 – but no one mentions a standard below that, certainly not without the wife's consent. Indeed, the Kedushah norms in Gur, Slonim and Toldes Aaron are binding only for the men, and the women in these hasidic groups can theoretically find husbands from other hasidic groups. However, the social reality is obviously different, and women virtually "exempt" their husbands and "concede" their right out of social conformity more than out of free will.

As we will see later, the problematic nature of the hasidic Kedushah norms, especially those of Gur, did not evade the critical eye of non-hasidic rabbis, who sharply condemned these norms. Yet, before we discuss these critiques, we have to examine the extra-halakhic sources on which the hasidic rebbes and their followers often base their conception.

5. Halakhic and ethical background (2): The dos and don'ts of conjugation 

The norms of Kedushah – as the name attests – aspire to attain Holiness. But what is Holiness? Some scholars tried to characterize the term phenomenologically as expressing certain emotions of the person (or the community) toward specific objects. Durkheim, for instance, saw totemism as the source of the notions of sacred and profane;
 Rudolf Otto described the idea of the holy as reducible to the emotions it creates in man, ranging from mysterium traemendum to the fascinans.
 These characterizations do not always fit the Rabbinic culture, where the attitude towards the holy is almost technical, and focuses on the duties and prohibitions related to the holy object.
 However, in the specific context of sexual behaviour, the Jewish Kedushah is quite close to similar ideas in other religions. Already in the Talmud, Kedushah was partly connected to sexual restraint. The Talmud even promises male sons to whoever "sanctifies himself during coitus".
 It seems that the holy object in this context was the Jewish people, and in particular the Jewish body. However, the Jewish concept of holiness was never limited to this sphere alone. In the Talmud, we find a controversy between Abaye and Rava: Abaye says that holy is "whosoever acts in accordance with the rulings of the Rabbis". Rava, however, states that such behaviour is the standard obedience to the law expected from a person that is not "wicked", while the title "holy" should be ascribed to a level beyond the standard. His quasi-definition of holiness is therefore: "Sanctify yourself by that which is permitted to you [B. Yevamot 20a]."
 

These sources are in the background of Maimonides' ruling in the musar section of his Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot De'ot (laws of virtues). The halakhic sexual regularity for talmidei hakhamim that he himself presents in Hilkhot Ishut (laws of conjugal relations) as halakhic duty is presented here as an expression of "holiness" (Kedushah), and that this value includes a few more norms regarding coition:

Although a man’s wife is permitted to him at all times, it is fitting that a wise man [talmid hakham] behave with holiness. He should not frequent his wife like a rooster. Rather, [he should limit his relations to once a week] from Sabbath evening to Sabbath evening, if he has the physical stamina. When he speaks with her,
 he should not do so at the beginning of the night, when he is sated and his belly [is] full, nor at the end of the night, when he is hungry; rather, in the middle of the night, when his food had been digested. 

He should not be excessively lightheaded, nor should he talk obscene nonsense even in intimate conversation with his wife. Behold, the prophet has stated (Amos 4:13): "And He repeats to man what he has spoken." {On this verse} our Sages commented: A person will have to account for even the light conversation that he has with his wife.

[At the time of relations] they should not be drunk, nor lackadaisical, nor tense {neither both of them} nor [even] one of them. She should not be asleep, nor should the man take her by force, against her will. Rather, [the relations should take place] amidst their mutual consent and joy. He should converse and dally with her somewhat, so that she be relaxed. He should have intercourse {with her} modestly and not boldly, and withdraw [from her] immediately.

Following the Talmudic promise, Maimonides continues that 

Whoever conducts himself in this manner [may be assured that] not only does he sanctify his soul, purify himself and refine his character, but, furthermore, if he has children they will be handsome and modest, worthy of wisdom and piety.

Maimonides himself declares elsewhere that these norms are not obligatory by law but are only "pietistic virtue" [midat hasidut). In Hilkhot Ishut, he clearly states the legal norm:

Since a man’s wife is permitted to him, he may act with her in any manner whatsoever [that he wills]. He may have intercourse with her whenever he so desires, and kiss every organ of her body he wishes, and he may have intercourse with her naturally or unnaturally, provided that he does not expend semen to no purpose. Nevertheless, it is an attribute of piety
 (midat hasidut) that a man should not act in this matter with levity and that he should sanctify himself at the time of the intercourse as we have explained in the laws of virtues [Hilkhot De’ot].
  A Man should not turn aside from the normal way of the world and its proper procedure,
 since the true design of intercourse is fruitfulness and multiplication of progeny.

This leads us directly to the controversy between Rashi (1040-1105) and Moses Nahmanides (Ramban; 1197-1270) regarding the biblical decree: "Ye shall be holy" (Lev. 19, 2).
 Rashi interprets it: “Separate yourselves from the forbidden sexual relationships [mentioned in the preceding verses] and from [other] sin.”
 He then proves this linkage by citing a few biblical sources. Rashi does not explain the exact character of this "separation", but according to the plain meaning of his words and of midrashic sources that used the same phrase,
 we may assume that he referred to the sexual prohibitions proscribed by the Torah, and not beyond. Nahmanides, in contrast, sees the prohibition as relating to all spheres of life and emphasizes that it refers to a more restrictive standard than that of the explicit Torah prohibitions:"
The Torah has admonished us against immorality and forbidden foods, but permitted sexual intercourse between man and his wife and the eating of [certain] meat and wine. If so, a man of desire could consider this to be a permission to be passionately addicted to sexual intercourse with his wife or many wives, and be among winebibbers, among gluttonous eaters of flesh,
 and speak freely all profanities, since this prohibition has not been [expressly] mentioned in the Torah, and thus he will become a sordid person within the permissible realm of the Torah! – Therefore, after having listed the matters which He prohibited altogether, Scripture followed them up by a general command that we practice moderation even in matters which are permitted.

Hence, he continues, one should refrain from drinking wine in excess, keep himself away from impurity, guard his tongue from brute eating and brute speech and - in the same spirit – should "minimize sexual intercourse, similar to that which the Rabbis have said
: "So that the disciples of the Sages [talmidei hakhamim] should not be found together with their wives as often as the roosters"
 and he should not engage in it except as required in fulfillment of the commandment".
 The commandment he mentions is that of Onah – the husband's duty to have sexual intercourse with his wife, according to standards set by the Halakhah (see below). 

Nahmanides' approach should be understood against the background of his general view that the Torah can never attain a full standardization of its values in the form of rules. Therefore, it closes the normative gaps by using general principles that convey "the spirit of the law". The person who wants to serve God properly should not stick to the letter of the law, but also to its spirit.  

In a work entitled Iggeret HaKodesh (The Holy Epistle), that was attributed to Nahmanides (but published long after his death), the author focuses on Kedushah in sexual life.
 He explicitly recommends weekly Onah on the Sabbath eve,
 and dwells at length on the importance of eating foods that do not evoke desire and on having holy thoughts and intentions (Kavvanah) prior to and during intercourse.
 He also emphasizes the importance of the wife's willingness. On the one hand, he asserts, the husband should not talk to his wife too much and should avoid futile words; on the other hand, he should tell her words - "some attracting her with words of desire, love and willingness, and some urging her to piety and modesty." Thus, he should tell her about "pious and modest women that gave birth to decent and righteous sons, worthy of the supreme crown, scholarly and god-fearing."
 The man who does that, the author promises, will have "a son righteous and pious, sanctifying the Lord's name."
 
It seems that Nahmanides' approach attained greater influence throughout the ages than that of Rashi, especially in musar books with a kabbalistic orientation. Most of them expanded Kedushah to all the spheres of man's life, with emphasis on his physical actions, and posited demeanors that go beyond the elementary requirements of the Halakhah. Many of them added that kedushah is not achieved only by restrictive deeds but also by mental intentions. One of the books that had great influence upon the Hasidim, Reshit Hokhma by Rabbi Elijah de Vidas (1518-15912) dedicates a whole section (sha'ar) to the achievement of holiness, in which only one chapter (chapter 16) is dedicated to Kedushah in sexual life. However, the author states that the kedushah mentioned in the verse "and ye shall therefore sanctify yourselves and ye shall be holy" (Lev. 11, 44) was interpreted by the Talmudic sages to mean the "holiness of coitus".
 Some of his instructions are quite demanding: The person at stake should take his thoughts away from the physical pleasure and concentrate his thought on God; He should not have sexual intercourse after waking up in a state of erection; When he feels an erection not in times of mitzvah, he should push his fingernails into the ground in order to withhold his impulses; He should have coitus "in humbleness" – i.e. in concealment, in modesty, in (fearful) trembling, in clothing, and, as the Sages phrased it, "as though he were compelled by a demon"
 - and the intercourse must be "face to face". He also recommends a series of "preparations "before the act, such as achieving peace with his wife and citing verses on guarding oneself from evil (shemirah). As for the proper time, R. de Vidas says that the time proper for "emanating holy souls" is "midnight or thereafter for the laymen and Shabbat eve by midnight for talmidei hakhamim."
 Apart from that, he recommends intercourse before and after the husband leaves home for long periods. Actually, these times are the same as the ones prescribed by the ordinary halakhah (as we saw above).

The approach of the Zohar to sexual relations was quite restrictive. Besides general statements about the importance of copulation and its parallelism with the copulation of the divine powers, the Zohar warns against various breaches of Holiness during intercourse. The main purpose of coitus is that of begetting children. However, David Biale asserts that the basic approach of the Kabbalah to sexuality was usually positive.
 We may add that R. Hayim Vital (1542-1620) wrote in the name of his teacher, Rabbi Isaac Luria, the ARI (1534-1572), in favor of hugging and kissing before and during the act. Viewing human actions as symbolizing the motions of the upper worlds, he saw "hugging, kissing and copulating" as evoking the harmony between the "masculine" and the "feminine" sefirot. In his magnum opus, Etz Hayim, Vital writes:   

Always it is the female that has the first awakening, and this awakening is during the hugging, that precedes the kissing and the copulation. Therefore in the beginning she is first to hug the male, then the male hugs the female, and then come the kisses. Since the female was first to awaken in hugs, as mentioned, she is not the first to awaken at this stage [of kisses]. Indeed, there are two ways in kissing: One, that whereas she was the first to awaken in hugs, he shall be the first in kissing, and she shall kiss him back; and the other way is that the kisses are simultaneous, namely, that at the same time that he is awakening to kiss her she is awakening to kiss him. Now it seems to me […] that there are kisses that precede the lowly copulation and there are kisses that are done at the very time of copulation. Thus, in the kisses that precede copulation, he ought to be the first to awaken, as she was the first to awaken in hugging, and after both of them were first, she in hugging and he in kissing, they are equal in the [actions of] lowly copulation and their kisses [amidst it] shall be simultaneous.

Furthermore, the ARI encouraged having sexual intercourse also in periods of pregnancy (without confining it to the last three months), and when nursing. In R. Hayim Vital's Sha'ar ha-Mitzvot we find:

Regarding copulation in the times of pregnancy and nursing: Doubtlessly, in these times as well one must fulfill the mitzvah of Onah, and one should not say that it is in vain,
 God forbid. The point is that up above [in the upper worlds] there are two types of copulations: one to produce souls, which is not regular; and the other, which is regular and incessant, is to nourish and maintain the worlds. Now copulation during pregnancy and nursing is related to the latter [upper] copulation in which there is no creation of souls. Indeed, there is a difference between the two [copulations]: In the regular copulation, that is not aimed at begetting souls, if the man wishes to refrain from it – he is allowed to do so and it is permitted, whereas this type of copulation is done above by itself, without the assistance of the lower ones [=humans]. Yet, this [permission to refrain] is only in the condition that his wife is not discontent about it and concedes it, but if she is discontent – he must fulfill this duty of Onah as well.  However, in the copulation that is not regular, whereas it is not done by itself without the assistance of the lower ones, he may not exempt himself at all, even if his wife concedes it. And the proof thereof is that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob even though their wives were infertile, doubtlessly did not refrain from copulation, for they were aiming at the regular copulation mentioned above. Indeed, I heard from others that according to the signs they knew of my Master, of blessed memory [the ARI], he did not exercise Onah at times of pregnancy and nursing, but it seems to me that it was not so, as I saw other signs upon him.
 
Still, the same Rabbi Hayim Vital wrote in one of his shorter introductions to Etz Hayim that one of the preparations for the study of Kabbalah is that "one sanctify himself during copulation so he does not enjoy [it]."

As we have seen, the approaches to Kedushah in Gur and Slonim cannot fully base themselves on any of these sources because many of them emphasize that Kedushah relates to other spheres besides sexual life, and many of them are more lenient in their demands. None of the earlier sources take the ideal of Kedushah to the extreme degree of the Takkunos, or aspire to reduce sexual intercourse to the very minimum. Moreover, Nahmanides' interpretation of the commandment "Ye shall be holy" seems to be in sharp contrast with any standardization of holiness. On the other hand, the ideal of Kedushah in Toldes Aaron is quite close to some of those sources.

6. Hasidic background: Sources and trends from early Hasidism 
Hasidism perceived itself as a continuation of the Kabbalah, but it is doubtful whether its attitude towards sexuality indeed follows in its path. In his Eros and the Jews, David Biale comments that Hasidism, in contrast to the 18th century circles of Kabbalists that preceded it, clearly tended to restrictiveness, and even to abstinence: "Despite its proper image as a revolutionary movement, Hasidism actually took a conservative position with respect to these radical preachers."
 On the other hand, Moshe Idel found three different models of hasidic approaches to feminine beauty (which also implies feminine erotic attractiveness): One views feminine beauty as stemming from defiled sources, and therefore attaches a negative value to it; the second one views it as a reflection of the beauty of the Shekhinah, and therefore attaches a positive value to it; and the third views it as Holy Sparks that fell into the hands of the powers of Evil, and therefore seeks to return them to the sphere of the Holy.
 Idel refers, however, only to early Hasidism. From the late 19th century onward, it is difficult to find expressions of the more positive attitudes. 

Even before the 19th century, we find that abstinent figures were glorified for their conduct. The Baal Shem Tov himself implied that he assumed abstinence with his wife and that his son was born "by [Divine] Word".
 R. Dov Ber, the Maggid of Mezeritch, commends that the man should love his wife as he loves his tefillin, since "in this world one needs a wife only for the sake of the service of God, to reach the world to come" and in truth he "should abhor her in his mind".
 R. Avraham "the Angel" (1741-1776), the only son of the Maggid of Mezeritch, was named so because, according to later testimonies, he had sexual intercourse with his wife only twice.
 It is possible that R. Nahman of Breslov (1772-1810) refrained altogether from sexual intercourse with his second wife (as Green suggests).
 R. Hayim of Sanz certainly did not assume abstinence - he married four times and had about 15 children – but according to a late testimony, he used to burn his own hands every "leil tvilah".
 In his homilies, he wrote that a man who has sexual intercourse with wife for purposes other than "the continuation of humankind or the fulfillment of the commandment of Onah" resembles an adulterer and is like a beast.

The more Hasidism expanded, the more it returned to traditional, halakhic normativity. The mystical ideals of early Hasidism gradually declined, and some branches of the movement developed "substitutes for mysticism".
 Some of these merely fostered community "atmosphere", but others presented an ethos, sometimes mounting to spiritual ideals that could offer demanding religious challenges for those seeking "ascent". For our purposes, there is greater interest in the rebbes who influenced Gur, Slonim and Toldes Aaron.  

Gur is a Polish Hasidism. One of the founders of Hasidism in Poland, R. Elimelekh of Lizhansk (1717-1787), a prominent disciple of the Maggid, instructed in his famous Tzetl Koton that as soon as a person begins to feel "physical pleasure" during eating or coitus, he must imagine before his eyes a great fire to which he would be prepared to render himself as martyr, and think to himself that even had the Gentiles kidnapped him in the middle of the eating or the coitus and tortured him – he would have been happy to sanctify God’s name and would have felt much greater a pleasure by that martyrdom than he feels now.
 In his book of homilies, Noam Elimelekh, he wrote that the tzaddik has no lustful thoughts, and even during the coitus his mind is in the Upper Worlds.
 His disciple, R. Klonimus Kalman Epstein of Krakow, the author of the influential book Maor Vashemesh, recommends that in order not to have "physical pleasure from her beauty" the hasid should "during coitus imagine the portrait of Tzaddikim of her family before his eyes."
  Among the Polish rebbes of the 19th century, R. Menahem Mendl of Kotzk is certainly one of the most restrictive in sexual matters. The Kotzker is known above all for his witty sayings, the fear he imposed on his followers and his ideal of "Truth", but all of these were means for his main goal: the creation of a hasidic elite that does not give up on the constant aspiration to "ascent". This "ascent" included the "breaking" of human nature and its attraction to this world. Radicalizing the teachings of his own teacher, R. Bunem of Pshiskhe, the Kotzker demanded that his hasidim show contempt for social conventions, for class distinctions, for desires for food, drink and sleep, for clothing – and for sexuality. 

"Thou shalt not commit adultery" says the verse, and Rashi explains: "adultery is said only about [intercourse with] a married woman." The Kotzker gave his own interpretation to Rashi's comment: "about the woman married to the person himself."
 Interpreting Jacob's words to Laban (Gen. 31, 40) in a non-literal fashion, he states that man's religious achievements in the day depend on his being "[as] ice at night". The verse says: "When a man shall sanctify his house to be holy unto the Lord…" (Lev. 27, 14). The Kotzker interpreted the verse as follows: "A man is called holy only when his house [=marital life] is sanctified."
 One of the Kotzker's grandsons testified that he saw an inscription quoting his grandfather to have said: "The Torah portion Kedoshim [Lev. 19, 1 – 20, 27] begins with the words 'Ye shall be holy' and ends with the words 'their bloods are upon them'. [This means:] May it cost you with blood, but be holy." The "bloods" mentioned here insinuate not only the highest degree of sacrifice but also, almost certainly, to the term "boiling of the blood" [retihat ha-damim] that in Rabbinic literature indicates the inflammation of sexual desires.
 The Torah's permission to marry the captive "beautiful woman" (Deut. 21, 10-14), which the Sages interpreted as an outlet for the Evil inclination, was re-interpreted by the Kotzker as room for the man to show that he overcomes his evil inclination out of his own choice, even when the Torah does not mandate it.
 
Biale estimates that the Kotzker was "perhaps the most extreme ascetic in the whole history of Hasidism."
 Even if we can find a few competitors for this title, as we saw above, he was indeed in the first line in promoting the value of abstinence. He urged young hasidim to withdraw from sexual life shortly after they marry. According to hasidic tales, he stopped living with his wife right after the birth of his son, and the doctors saw this conduct as one of the reasons for her death in 1837.

This concept of Kedushah was not in consensus in the Pshiskha tradition. Another prominent disciple of R. Simha Bunem, R. Zusha of Polotzk, wrote – presumably as a criticism of the Kotzker – against those who wish to sanctify themselves "up to the ultimate end", and thus abolish the category of "permission".
 R. Mordecai Joseph Leiner of Izbica (1800-1854) taught that an insurmountable lust is a result of God's will, and one may find solace in that.

After the Kotzker’s death, most of his hasidim followed R. Yitzhak Meir of Gur, the Hiddushei Harim (1798-1866), who was also the Kotzker’s brother-in-law. Even though the Hiddushei Harim rhetorically maintained some Kotzker values, anyone who reads his sayings feels that his approach reflects a great reduction of religious tension after the great storm of Kotzk. Adopting a highly traditionalist approach, he directed the religious energies of his followers to Torah learning, discouraged enthusiastic prayer, emphasized the important role of the Tzaddik over that of the individual, and opened his court to the masses. In all of these, he turned his back on the spirit of Kotzk. He was also much less demanding in the fight against the evil inclination. The same tendency continued with the next two Gerer rebbes, R. Yehudah Arye Leib Alter, known as the Sfas Emes (1847-1905) and R. Abraham Mordecai Alter, the Imrei Emes (1866-1948). All three departed from the demanding ideals and the individualistic approach of Kotzk, and turned to establishing a mass hasidic movement, oriented to politics and power. 

Yet, even if Gur's values were much more moderate and temperate than those of Kotzk, it maintained a nostalgic longing for the stormy days of Kotzk. More than anyone else, R. Yisroel, who succeeded the Imrei Emes, represents this longing. He, too, exhibited "sharfkeit" (=sharpness), demanding norms and imposing fear, and was perceived by many to be reviving the spirit of Kotzk in the Land of Israel.
 However, his adoption of Kotzk was very selective: Unlike the Kotzker, he encouraged conformity to social norms and did not fight against any this-worldly inclination except for sexuality. Thus, for example, he was fond of good wines and good cigars, and shared them with his hasidim. Yet, even if there were some rebbes who talked about the norms of sexual Kedushah before him, the Beys Yisroel was the first to enact these norms in the form of "ordinances" governing the frequency and mode of sexual intercourse between husband and wife. As we saw, this unique "legislation" does not exist in Slonim or Toldes Aaron. Nor does "legislation" of this sort comply with the spirit of Kotzk. The Kotzker ideal of Kedushah was imbued with a strong sense of elitism, and imposed demands on the few virtuous ones, and even for them – in a variable manner, each according to his character. It is quite difficult, therefore, to find a precedent to the Gerer approach in earlier or contemporary Hasidism.

Slonim is a Belarusian Hasidism. As I mentioned before, it perceives itself as a continuation of the earlier hasidic groups of Lekhovitch and Kobrin. The rebbes of these groups wrote no books, so their sayings arrived to us only through later sources, mostly of the Slonim branch. While the texts attributed to the Lekhovitcher rebbes are very few, the texts attributed to R. Moshe of Kobrin are quite numerous, and were recently collected in a comprehensive book entitled Imrot Moshe.
 The collection reflects a rebbe with great religious enthusiasm and far-reaching demands, expressed in concise and sharp sayings. R. Moshe of Kobrin put great emphasis on belief and humility, but also on the repression of "beastly" physical inclinations.
 In Slonim, these sayings are often interpreted as alluding to sexual relations. There is no small probability that these interpretations are accurate, but they may also be anachronistic attributions of later values to an earlier authority. Even so, these sayings were probably addressed to individuals, and were not posited as norms for the whole community, as we do not find any evidence that the Kobriner hasidim assumed such communal norms. R. Moshe's great disciple, R. Avraham of Slonim, the Yesod ha-Avoidah (1804-1884), who was the first Slonimer Rebbe, emphasized the value of Shmirat Brit Kodesh (lit.: keeping of the holy covenant) – refraining from masturbation. This value is well known from earlier Kabbalistic and hasidic books that presented this sin as tremendously grave. Rebbes of Slonim continued preaching against masturbation, especially to Yeshiva students before marriage, and carry on with this message to date. It thus seems that the Beis Avrom's shift to the emphasis on Kedushah in married life is at least to some degree an innovation in this tradition.

Toldes Aaron is a Hungarian Hasidism, and here the picture is a little more complex. Actually, Toldes Aaron does not have well defined sources of inspiration. Lacking a dynastic lineage, it absorbed a lot from almost all the rebbes who influenced Hungarian and Romanian hasidic groups. Some sources, though, are mor predominant than others. R. Ahrale Roth saw himself as a disciple of R. Tzvi Elimelekh Shapiro of Blozhev (1841-1924) and of R. Yissokhor Ber Rokeah of Belz (1854-1926).  R. Ahrale's son-in-law and successor, R. Avraham Yitzhak Kohn, was a disciple of R. Yoel Teitelbaum of Satmar (1887-1979), but was very much influenced by the books of R. Hayim Tirer of Tchernovitz, known as the Be'er Mayim Hayim (1740-1817). As we will see now, all of those hasidic branches embrace the ideal of kedushah, but the branches that influenced R. Ahrele seem to have a mire lenient approach to it than those that influenced his successor.  
Blozhev is an offspring of the Dinov [Dynów] dynasty, founded by the influential hasidic thinker R. Tzvi Elimelekh Shapiro (1783-1841), the grandfather of the Bolozhover Rebbe. He follows in the same moderate line. Re-interpreting the story in Numbers about Aharon and Miriam who spoke against Moses and his wife and were afflicted by God, R. Tzvi Elimelekh explains that Aharon and Miriam complained about Moses' conduct of abstinence from his wife. Indeed, Moses wanted "to purify himself", but they contended that he ought to do it without diverging from "the nature of the world". Indeed, God justified Moses, but only because he was in the uppermost spiritual level, while for whoever "is not Moses – even if he is a prophet of the Lord – the words of Aharon and Miriam are true." He recommends finding the balance between the extremes.
 However, he too writes elsewhere that it is a biblical commandment that a man not even think about his wife at any time other than coitus.
 One of the Ziditchover's greatest disciples, R. Yitzhak Isaac Yehiel of Komarno, instructs that even then, the man should think about the unification of the divine powers. He also suggests that before coitus he recite the quotes from the Zohar designed to expel the forces of evil, and that during coitus he recite the line "Barukh Shem Kevod Malkhutu Leolam Va-ed"
 and other words of the Torah, so that "during the fulfillment of the mitzvah, there is no sexuality, not shame nor abomination."

Another influential dynasty in the areas of Galicia, Hungary and the Carpathians was Ziditchov. R. Tzvi Hirsch Eichenstein of Ziditchov (1763-1831), a Galician rebbe of Hungarian origin who was an in-law of R. Tzvi Elimelekh of Dinov, was quite moderate in his demands regarding the sexual desires. A devout Kabbalist, he interpreted one of the short introductions of R. Hayim Vital to Etz Hayim, and, among other things, referred to the requirement for the study of Kabbalah that "one sanctify himself during copulation so he does not enjoy [it]."
 The Ziditchover neutralizes this instruction. Only a person who already learned Kabbalah and "knows the paths of the union" can thus "shed from himself this brute matter and sanctify himself through thinking of the divine unions in the [heavenly] sources of copulation, in true devotion to the Lord." He quotes his teacher, the Seer of Lublin, to have said that the main value in "the holiness of copulation" is before intercourse: It is then that the man has to "cleave his thought to the Creator", while during coitus itself – "it is impossible that he not enjoy it." In fact, the Sages did not enact a blessing before copulation, as before other "enjoyments", but the Ziditchover testifies: "Indeed I instruct my disciples that even though they [the Sages] did not enact a blessing with mentioning God's name and Sovereignty, but a God-fearing person should express praise [of God] and gratitude for the enjoyment he gave him." Indeed, he reminds, the more a person can keep away from enjoyment – the better, but – and what follows the "but" is the main message – "if you nevertheless feel enjoyment – give thanks unto the Creator for your share, in any language that you speak, and thus shall you return the enjoyment to its owner and will not abuse the Holy."
 

As I have mentioned, besides the Blozhover, R. Aharele's other teacher was the third Rebbe of Belz. In the teachings of the rebbes of this dynasty we often find statements about the importance of the "Holiness of Joseph the Righteous" (kedushat Yosef hatzaddik) that refer to the value of holiness in sexuality both before and within married life. The second Belzer Rebbe, R. Yehoshua Rokeah (1823-1894), said that observing this kedushah elevates the Jew to the highest degree and brings the Divine Holiness down to this world.
 His son, R. Yissokher Ber, R. Ahrale's teacher, says that it endows the world with life.
 He also said: "The main fight against the inclination is in three lusts: The lust for eating, the lust for money and the lust for women: […] Whoever torments himself in these three lusts and does not indulge to his inclination – 'the gates of heaven are open before him' and he can easily subdue all the other desires confidently"
 We also find in the sayings of the rebbes of Belz the directive to see the sexual inclination as an "enemy" and "sanctify oneself in what is permitted".
 Nevertheless, kedushah in sexual life is not a primary value in Belz. Sometimes it is intermingled with other aspects of holiness, especially with the prohibition against libel and talebearing [lashon hara]. Even when it relates to sexuality, the teachings of the rebbes are given in very general terms, and focus on the importance of the value rather than on practical directives. We may conclude, then, that the hasidic traditions inspired R. Ahrale do not demonstrate a stringent line in its attitude toward kedushah between husband and wife. 
R. Ahrele's son-in-law and successor, R. Avrom Yitzhok of Toldes Aaron, had different sources of inspiration. As a young man he was a student in the Satmar Yeshiva, headed by R. Yoel Teitelbaum, a scion of the the Ujhely-Sziget dynasty. Among the rebbes this dynasty we find short instructions to direct the sexual act to the fulfillment of God's will and to reduce pleasure to minimum,
 but they do not call for reducing the frequency of the act itself. The founder of the dynasty, R. Moshe Teitlbaum of Ujhely (1758-1841), known as the Yismah Moshe, says that the adoption of restrictive norms beyond the halakhic requirements depends on the person's individual level: For "a man of the multitudes" it is not a duty at all, and he won't be blamed for not adopting them, while for "a wise and understanding man" they might become an actual Torah prohibition.
 He interprets the saying "Sanctify yourself by that which is permitted to you" in a similar manner: This postulate, the Yismach Moishe explains, is fulfilled in either of two ways: Sometimes by "despising the permitted matters", but sometimes in the opposite way – "by satiating himself through the permitted matters, so he does not stumble in the forbidden ones".
 Which way to choose – depends on the person’s moral degree at any given moment, and both are considered as holiness if the person’s heart is directed to Heaven. His influential grandson, R. Yekutiel Yehudah (Zalman Leib) Teitelbaum of Sziget (1808-1883), known as the Yitav Lev, quotes his grandfather's saying with consent.
 

However, R. Kohn did not urge his hasidim to read these texts,  but those of R. Hayim of Tchernovitz. The Be'er Mayim Hayim is probably one of the most vehement preachers for a stringent standard of Kedushah in early Hasidism.
 As others, he saw the attainment of Kedushah as pertaining to all the spheres of corporeal activity, especially eating and sexuality. In a long homily on Genesis 2, 7, he develops the idea that the Tzaddik must shun himself from "the paths of the wicked" in each and every act. He achieves this not only by refraining from forbidden and possibly-forbidden acts, but by doing "the absolute opposite" even in those "necessary" acts that both he and the wicked must do. After a series of examples regarding food and money, he arrives at sexuality: He writes that the wicked commit the most terrible sins and allow themselves even women that are strictly prohibited to us Jews. Even the average men of the multitudes, however, did not reach the virtue of "despising this lust in their hearts". Even though they separate themselves from their wives during the menstrual period, in times when intercourse is permitted, they are "by their wives as roosters" and perform coitus itself with "burning lust". When the husband is at home he "peers at her as a beast, […] while the Lord almighty, that the whole earth is filled with His glory, stands upon him inspecting him, and [He] abhors him, despises him and recoils from him, as [it is written that] man hath no preeminence above a beast
." These people ruin their health and lose their powers. The Tzaddikim, on the other hand, do not do so. They, "who love the Lord their God and fear Him, despise their lust in the utmost scorn and loathe it extremely." Not only do they shun all the prohibited intercourse, but even when it is allowed they bear before themselves "the image of their Father" and remember that it is not proper "to defile themselves in such a filth of filths" unless it is for the fulfillment of the halakhic duty of Onah. The tzaddikim observe the Onah of talmidei hakhamim – once a week, on Sabbath eves – and their aspiration is to draw holy souls into this world. The time the tzaddik chooses for it is "late at night, when no one is awake", and even then he "exposes a handbreadth and cover a handbreadth" and thinks only about the holy souls that are expected to come down to the world thanks to this act. When the tzaddik's wife "does not desire it so much at this time – he runs away from her."


As we see, Kohn preferred the stringent source, the Be'er Mayim Hayim, over the lenient sources of his native tradition, as well as those that inspired his predecessor, R. Ahrele. But what is not less important in this survey of sources is the larger picture of the kedushah in 19th century hasidic thought. According to the sources 
we have seen, it is quite clear that the stringent interpretation of kedushah was certainly not in consensus in pre-20th-century Hasidism. What is even more important is that all the texts that did promote a demanding ideal of Kedushah did not view it as a binding norm for the community as a whole, but rather as encouragement for the individual. This interpretation of the theological homilies is also corroborated by the fact that we do not find evidence of any hasidic community before the 20th century that in practice assumed such highly restrictive norms for all of its men. This was an innovation of the 20th century, more precisely of its second half. At this stage, we will therefore turn to the writings – overt and discrete – of the rebbes in recent generations who established the ideal of kedushah as norms for all of their male hasidim. We will try to understand their heological justifications, and then also their socio-historical setting.
7. Kedushah in its Theological Context (1): The Beys Yisroel of Gur
The Beys Yisroel enacted the kedushah ordinances only after he became rebbe in 1948. However, there is some evidence to suggest that his stringent conception of kedushah was developed and implemented even earlier, albeit on a small scale. We know that when he was still in Warsaw (1914-1940), he cultivated a select group of young married men at the Gerer shtibl (prayer and meeting house) on Nalewki Street.
 Here he may have initiated them into his notion of kedushah, for according to at least one historical testimony, the Gerer hasidim of the Nalewki shtibl were observing stringent sexual restrictions as early as the 1920s or 30s.
 In addition, a letter he sent during the same period, from Warsaw to a Gerer hasid in Haifa, instructs the addressee on the practice of kedushah, emphasizing the prohibition on looking at women (kedushat ha‘einayim). Instructions on sexual intercourse are mentioned in the letter only once and very allusively. This is hardly surprising, given that when he subsequently became rebbe, R. Yisroel refrained altogether from referring to sexual restrictions explicitly, both in writing and in his public addresses. The addressee of the letter, Moshe Rosenstrauch, had apparently complained that he was unable to devote enough of his time to Torah study. R. Yisroel assured him that this omission was not too grave, stressing instead what he believed to be a more important challenge:

If at present you do not have enough time for learning, you are not at fault, and the Lord Almighty may yet help you find more time for learning. But those things that do depend on you, you should observe meticulously. Once again, I tell you expressly that I do not mean [abstaining from] things that are done unintentionally or out of real necessity but rather [from] those that are not absolutely essential. You should take care to observe the same standards as a young married scholar (avrekh) six months after his wedding, or as a bachelor who follows the path of Hasidism. You must guard your eyes as much as possible and close them altogether whenever necessary, as it is written: “[He that] shutteth his eyes from seeing evil.”
 By this you would avoid evil thoughts. I ask you not to take the matter lightly, because it is the main thing. […] You should know that in my opinion, the very essence of Hasidism (and even of Judaism) depends on this.
 
There is no doubt that the phrase emphasized above refers to limitations on sexual intercourse within marriage. Even at this early stage of his development, the Beys Yisroel had adopted the idea that kedushah was the essential tenet on which Hasidism, and even the whole of Judaism, depended. In later writings, he often used the term “a fundamental principle in Judaism” (yesod bayahadut) and sometimes even “the fundamental principle of Judaism” (yesod hayahadut). Consequently, Gerer hasidim often refer to kedushah as yidishkeit (Judaism or Jewishness). This rhetoric suggests that R. Yisroel conceived of kedushah as a timeless and immutable value, although a subsequent passage in the same letter implies that he regarded it as particularly relevant to the challenges of his own time:

In our times, when concerns about livelihood are so great, and while hearts and minds are small, the main challenge for a man is to guard himself so as to avoid committing those acts from which it is possible to refrain. Given that it is so difficult to comply with “Do good…,” it is even more necessary to observe “…and depart from evil.”
 This is why I consider this particular point a great principle.

The Beys Yisroel states clearly, then, that his interpretation of kedushah stems from his understanding not only of Hasidism but also of the challenges facing his own generation, a generation which has deteriorated both morally (hearts) and intellectually (minds).

When the Beys Yisroel became rebbe, he stressed these ideas time and again in his discourses (sihot), especially on the Torah portion of Kedoshim (Lev. 19:1-20:27). He often took as his starting point the conflicting interpretations by Rashi and Nahmanides of the verse “Ye shall be holy” (Lev. 19:2). As we have seen, Rashi interprets it as commanding to refrain from sexual relations proscribed by the Torah law, while Nahmanides sees the injunction to be holy as relating to all spheres of life, and emphasizes that it calls for a more restrictive standard than those of the explicit Torah law.
 Warning against being “a sordid person within the permissible realm of the Torah” he stresses that one should refrain from drinking wine to excess, stay away from impurity, avoid gross overeating and coarse speech, and, in the same spirit, “minimize sexual intercourse.”
 In a discourse dating from 1950, the Beys Yisroel typically suggests that the two medieval commentators do not necessarily differ in their interpretation of the verse. Even Rashi, who reads “Ye shall be holy” as referring to no more than the halakhic norms, would admit that in order for these norms to be observed properly, they must be “fenced around” by additional prohibitions. Consequently, quoting the talmudic statement “Sanctify yourself by that which is permitted to you,”
 he calls upon the individual to “sanctify” himself by refraining even from activities that are not sinful in themselves: 
Not everyone is the same. There are great men who do not fear the evil inclination, as their heart is dead within them,
 for they have slain their evil inclination; they can sanctify themselves by that which is permitted to them. But people who are only just embarking on divine service should begin by refraining [not only] from sins [but also] from those things that may induce them to sin, for this would make it easier for them to conquer their evil inclination. Only then would they graduate to the level of sanctifying themselves by that which is permitted to them. […] This is alluded to in reference to the virtuous generation [of the Exodus], about whom Scripture says that “all the congregation are holy, every one of them”, [and yet] they were commanded: “Holy shall ye be”
 [i.e., you must still attain a higher level of holiness], for holiness has no measure [i.e., is an infinite scale].

This statement implies that at this stage of his career as a rebbe, the Beys Yisroel still saw kedushah as the merit of the few, and an ideal to be aspired to by each individual according to his own spiritual capability. Similarly, in his early discourses, the Rebbe stressed that the main aspect of kedushah was “the Holiness of the Eyes,” and that the endeavor to achieve kedushah belonged mainly to “the days of youth” (an allusive reference to the struggle to refrain from masturbation). Yet all these motifs become quite scarce in the Beys Yisroel’s later discourses, where – although he does not directly address the issue of marital abstinence – the most recurrent themes, stressed time and again, are that whoever sanctifies himself “from below” receives assistance from Heaven and is sanctified “from above,” and that one should try to disseminate kedushah to others. Nevertheless, some allusions to the more stringent restrictions on marital sex entailed in kedushah do occur here and there in his collection of homilies. One example is the homily on the Torah portion of Yitro, dating from 1957. According to Scripture, God said to Moses: “Go unto the people, and sanctify them today and tomorrow.”
 Moses, however, said to the people: “Be ready for the third day, come not to your wives.”
 The Sages had already noted that “Moses added one day out of his own understanding,” i.e., at his own initiative.
 The Beys Yisroel interpreted this addition as an example of “Sanctify yourself by that which is permitted to you.”
“Come not to your wives” – [not even] next to [your] wife.
 And the point of kedushah is, as it was written: “Sanctify yourself by that which is permitted to you.” The verse may imply that Moses added an extra day […] even though this had not been commanded [by God]. And this is the point of kedushah, to sanctify oneself beyond what is decreed. The verse “sanctify them today and tomorrow” teaches that the idea of sanctifying oneself by what is permitted refers to all the generations, and that the addition [namely, the requirement to go beyond the halakhah] is the method of attaining kedushah.
 

In this homily, it is clear that the Beys Yisroel is referring to kedushah in terms of conjugal relations, and that he calls for “additions” in this sphere that go beyond the requirements of halakhah. These additions allude to the extended duration of sexual abstinence (as Moses “added an extra day”) and to the avoidance of such actions as do not directly relate but may lead to intercourse (“[not even] next to [your] wife”). A few lines further in the same homily, the Beys Yisroel explains that these restrictions are conducive not only to the attainment of kedushah in the future but also to the atonement for sins committed in the past. Moreover, he is no longer speaking about an individual scale of values but rather is setting a norm for the whole of his flock.
These shifts of emphasis — from “holiness of the eyes” and “sins of youth” to holiness specifically in reference to conjugal relations, as well as from informal individual directive to universal norm — do not necessarily reflect a change in the Beys Yisroel’s stance. While the evolution of his rhetoric should be noted, Gur Hasidism deals with kedushah very discretely, and the Rebbe may well have been deliberately refraining from making explicit reference to sexual intercourse. However, his persistent reliance on the interpretations of Rashi and Nahmanides on this point is not very convincing. His own idea of kedushah is neither Rashi’s nor Nahmanides’. He takes the emphasis on the sexual sphere from the former, and the notion of “sanctification within that which is permitted” from the latter, but at the same time he discards both Rashi’s notion that kedushah is attained through the observance of ordinary halakhic norms, and Nahmanides’ understanding of kedushah as relating also to the non-sexual spheres of life. Both commentators’ views seem quite far from the Beys Yisroel’s idea of standardizing kedushah by way of ordinances. 
8. Kedushah in its Theological Context (2): The Nesives Sholem of Slonim

Rabbi Sholem Noah Berezovsky’s voluminous work, Netivot Shalom (commonly pronounced Nesives Sholem), which is based on his addresses to his hasidim, contains many discussions on the concept of kedushah. He writes that the requirements of kedushah are pertinent in two spheres of activity: eating and coition. Food nourishes the blood, and thus eating “for the sake of Heaven” renders one’s blood holy and pure. Similarly, as sexual desire comes from the “boiling of the bloods,” he who engages in sexual intercourse “not in order to satisfy his lust,” but rather to “elevate his evil desires according to God’s will,” manages to “purify and refine his blood so that it does not boil for sin.”
 Kedushah is very difficult to attain because man is born with the “capacities for lust,” and because, if he fails to “guard the holy covenant” (i.e. engage in sexual sins, especially masturbation), his failure damages spiritually not only the organ that committed the sin but also his entire body. In fact, kedushah cannot be achieved by man alone, without the help of Heaven.

The Slonimer Rebbe often refers to sexual matters as midat hayesod, namely, the human equivalent of the kabbalistic attribute (emanation) of the godhead known as the sefirah of Yesod. This sefirah, the ninth in the order of divine emanations, is symbolized by the male sex organ. The Slonimer Rebbe contends that sins related to this attribute are the main cause of the exile, and therefore the practice of kedushah in respect of the sexual sphere of life is the key to the redemption. This holds true for “the redemption of the collective” just as it does for “the redemption of the individual.”
 Thus the battle against the sexual urge is man’s most important task: 

Just as in a war between adversaries, the decisive battle is fought over the strongest fort, […] so it is in the war against the [evil] inclination: the main battle takes place at this attribute, the attribute of Yesod, which is called the attribute of desire – the gateway to the body, the gateway to all that is corporeal and material, at which the decisive battle is waged between the divine soul, which comes to man from above, and the animal soul. [This determines] whether the divine soul will prevail, so that one would be holy and pure, like an angel from Heaven, or whether, Heaven Forbid, the animal soul will prevail, and one will be reduced to living like an animal.

Against potential moderation in this respect, he reiterates a statement, which he attributes to the Beys Avrom, and adds:

There is no middle way in worldly affairs; [rather, there is] either a commandment or a transgression. As has been transmitted by the true tzadikim with regard to “Sanctify yourself by that which is permitted to you,” you may imagine that something is permissible, but the truth is that nothing is permissible; everything is either an obligation or a prohibition.

Eighteenth-century Hasidism spoke about turning the ego (ani) into naught (ayin), or the nullification of one’s sense of existence (bittul hayesh), advocating what would seem to be an ideal of mystical self-annihilation.
 Later Hasidism, however, took the same terms to denote an ethical ideal demanding the ultimate degree of humility.
 The Nesives invests these terms with yet another meaning: one should nullify one’s material existence, namely, purify it to the extent that it becomes spiritual.
 In other words, one should direct the energies of one’s physical desires to the love and worship of God.


An attitude that allows no room for compromise with the evil inclination is typical of many radical religious movements. But Slonim is not a radical religious movement. The Rebbe is consistent in his view that this uncompromising stance should be adopted only in respect of the one important battlefield – sexual desire – where human nature is least likely to comply with a restrictive discipline.
In Netivot shalom, the Slonimer Rebbe addresses the community as a whole. Personal directives he may have issued to individual hasidim are hardly to be found. This is why I ascribe great importance to two letters he wrote in the years 1956-1957, long before he became rebbe, to students in the Slonimer yeshivah. Neither of the documents has ever been published. They are regarded as confidential by the Slonimer Hasidim, and are given only to “serious” bridegrooms (warnings against delivering them into unauthorized hands appear in both of them). The letter of 1956 is called “The Wedding Day Letter” (Mikhtav yom hahupa), and is handed to them a few hours before their wedding, as part of their marriage guidance, and the one of 1957 is called "The Three Months Letter" (Mikhtav gimel hodashim) because it is given to them after three months of marriage. A few years ago, I managed to obtain copies of these letters, which turned out to be quite abstract, conveying the same ideas as those encountered in R. Sholem Noah’s homilies.
 
The Wedding Day Letter calls the bridegroom to repent his sins, esp. those of the youth (i.e. masturbation), and prepare himself for the new stage in his life.
 When Jacon was on his way to Laban's house, where he was supposed to marry his wife, God showed him the vision of a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to heaven (Gen. 28:12), to teach him that marriage is an earthly thing but should reach up to the spiritual.
 This, the Rebbe says elusively, is achieved by doing the act quickly and not thinking about it before or after, only during the act itself.
 While this letter is more concise and commanding, the Three Months Letter adopts a somewhat more intimate tone: 

It is against my nature to write about these matters, but I am concerned, and I care about you […], as I have brought you up, fostered and guided you up until now, [showing you how] to be wholesome during the days of your youth [=bachelorhood]. But now that you are a married man, I see that once again, you stand alone, engaged in a raging battle that is even fiercer than the previous one. For in that [first battle, i.e. before marriage], it was prohibited, while in this [second battle, i.e. within marriage], it is permitted. Many have already been slain, and many others will be slain [in this battle]. Only the elect few [yehidei segulah], whom God has preserved and planted in every generation, can emerge from it [unharmed] and gloriously victorious. By virtue of this they go on to illuminate other realms [of life] as well. I pray that you, my beloved, will be among them.

Notably, the picture drawn by the Nesives is quite the opposite of what we usually find in the Talmud and the traditional ethical literature, where the challenge of controlling the sexual drive confronts man before his marriage, while after marriage, he “has bread in his basket” (pat besalo),
 namely, he is able to satisfy his desire lawfully. In the struggle to control the sexual drive, marriage is traditionally presented as the solution, not the problem, and yet here the position is reversed: the most difficult struggle takes place within matrimonial life, precisely because in marriage, sex is prima facie permissible. 

Following previous rebbes in the Lechovitch-Kobrin-Slonim tradition, the Nesives holds that the battle against the sexual drive before marriage, when it is focused on the sin of masturbation, and the battle after marriage, when it is fought on the arena of conjugal relations, are interdependent: “If one keeps the holy covenant [i.e. refrains from masturbation], one attains pure faith, and false thoughts do not confuse one’s mind, God forbid.”
 This idea comes from the Kabbalah, where the sefirah of Yesod, which symbolizes the godhead’s male sexual organ, is connected with the upper sefirot of the godhead’s brains (mohin), a belief which sprang, as Scholem noted,
 from the ancient medical notion that semen originated in the brain.
 

In his letter, the Nesives stresses at length the importance of overcoming the urge to masturbate: “This virtue is greater and loftier than all the merits and virtues that a Jew serving God may attain.” The reason for this is twofold. Firstly, most good deeds are performed in public and can be appreciated by others, while here “no one knows, and it is [performed] for God alone.” Secondly, the struggle against the evil inclination is as all-consuming “as a flame of fire,” and the damage that is caused by masturbation affects not only the sinner himself but also his children. “That is why our Rabbis […] consider the attribute of Yesod [namely, control of the male sexual organ] as the most fundamental principle (yesod hayesodot) in divine service.” As in his more public addresses quoted above, here, too, the Slonimer Rebbe describes the battle against the evil inclination in militaristic terms: Just as in war there are local as well as global victories, so, too, in the war against the evil inclination, total victory is achieved only “after fierce battles [have been waged, claiming] many victims.”
 Here the Nesives turns to the supererogatory value of kedushah. Following Nahmanides, he advocates self-restraint even in regard to acts that the Torah has permitted: “Husband and wife – the Divine Presence (Shekhinah) dwells among them; their home is like a minor Temple […], their table is like an altar, their bed is like the Holy of Holies, and he [the husband] is like the High Priest who enters its innermost part (lifenai velifenim) to offer sacrifices.” By contrast, if the husband simply indulges his sexual urge, he is labeled an adulterer even though sexual intercourse with his wife is permitted by the Torah. “[Physical] contact that is not required [for the fulfillment of the commandment of onah] falls under the prohibition of “thou shalt not approach’” (Lev. 18:6).

How does this understanding of kedushah accord with the religious ideals most commonly associated with Hasidism of earlier times?  The Nesives seems to entertain no doubt that his own view is perfectly in tune with the pietistic ideals and lifestyle of his illustrious hasidic predecessors:
The early hasidim of the previous generation, whom we were privileged to witness, had shed their sweat and blood in the struggle against permitted pleasures, in just the same way as those who struggle [to refrain from] the most strictly prohibited acts. They struggled more to resist a commandment that pleasures the body than [they struggled to resist] a transgression that gives the body no pleasure at all. The Sages had said: “He [should] love her [his wife] as his own flesh,”
 and they [i.e. the early hasidim] interpreted: but not as his own soul. When someone once said to Rabbi Avraham the Angel, who practiced strict sexual abstinence,
 that by this he was bound to lose his [share in] the World to Come, he replied: “The World to Come is worth losing in order to avoid the pleasures of This World.” Some of them would weep copiously every leil tevilah. They would repent the required [and permitted sexual act] just as one repents a grave sin, lest their bodies experience physical pleasure. They feared the kelipah [evil force] of permission more than the kelipah of prohibition. […] and our Rebbe [The Beys Avrom], of blessed memory, told us that R. Mikhl Sofer of Kobrin did not realize that his wife was lame even after three years of marriage. Such was their holiness.  And we – what are we by comparison, whose hearts are weak and whose brains are dull?! For when the heart and the brains fail to function, the liver, where lust dwells, takes hold of the body. The boiling, impure blood overflows, and the evil inclination burns like fire, even among those who are engaged in Torah [study] and mitzvot all day long.

Only sincere and profound fear of God can cure this burning. He who guards the holy covenant by day will remember God by night, when he is vulnerable to the temptation of the sexual drive. God is described as a consuming fire,
 namely, He who consumes fire, because He eats, so to speak, the fire that the Jew sacrifices to Him – the fire of lust.
 The hasid should control himself by all available means. Even when the impulse “burns within him, and he has no escape” – he should first withhold it, then refuse it, then “slaughter” it as a sacrifice to God. But the preferred method of dealing with lust is “to return all of one’s desires to their source [in God], and to invest all the yearnings of one’s soul in one’s love of God, like a son clinging to his father.” One way of achieving this is to inject enthusiasm into one’s prayer. The person who prays with enthusiasm “beholds the beauty of the Lord,”
 and all the desires and pleasures of his animal soul are reduced to naught.
 
Following many musar and hasidic thinkers before him, the Nesives maintains that the challenge of observing kedushah lies mainly in the first year of marriage, the year that determines the husband’s conduct for the rest of his married life: “When Satan sees a young husband who strives to excel in his divine service, he instigates a quarrel between him and his wife, and this enables him to ensnare the husband in whatever he does”.
 The idea is that a quarrel between husband and wife during the day is likely to lead to reconciliation (namely, sexual intercourse) by night, and this is precisely what should be avoided as much as possible; it is even offered as a rationale for maintaining peaceful relations in the home! Moreover, when sexual intercourse does take place, to fulfill the mitzvah of onah, the husband must act “as one compelled by a demon”
 and avoid thinking about his wife for the rest of the day. When he “faces all manner of physical and mental temptations,” while at the same time “having compassion” [for his wife, who is assumed to crave marital intercourse], he should “resist all this with [the dedication of] self sacrifice, for the Torah endures only in him who sacrifices himself for it,
 becoming cruel to himself and to members of his household. Only then […] would his mouth and heart open up with Torah and prayer.”

The Rebbe urges his addressee not to despair, promising him great rewards in this world and the next if he rises to these challenges. However, he indicates that “when confronting the enemy face to face, rational argumentation is of no help. […] One should know how to act as a faithful soldier who is willing to die for the sake of victory, not sparing either his own life or that of his wife and family members. Self-sacrifice, blood, tears and sweat are required, […] for a life of happiness and joy is a life of abstinence and purity.”
 He makes only a few allusions to the practical aspects of kedushah: The frequency of sexual relations is not regulated by a fixed standard; rather, every individual is free to determine it for himself, so long as he restricts himself by constructing various “fences” around the commandment of onah, such as not speaking to his wife during coitus, and generally distancing himself from her in everyday life. And the Rebbe concludes: “Be thou strong, therefore, and show thyself a man
 – a man, and not a woman.”

9. Kedushah in its Theological Context (3): The Rebbe of Toldes Aaron
R. Avrom Yitzhok Kohn, the Rebbe of Toldes Aaron, also invokes the rhetoric of religious “ascent,” stressing the need to guard oneself against the “street,” but he dwells much more on the detrimental outcomes of unholy conduct. His pamphlet, Divrei kedushah, opens with his favorite topic – the requirement to overcome the evil inclination “in youth,” namely, to refrain from masturbation. But he soon arrives at the main issue, quoting a tradition attributed to R. Aharon II of Karlin, known as the Beys Aaron:

The difference between the hasid and the ordinary person is that the hasid says: “That which is forbidden is certainly forbidden, while that which is permitted – I nevertheless do not have to do it.” The ordinary person, on the other hand, says the opposite: “That which is permitted is certainly permitted, while that which is forbidden – I can nevertheless seek permission to do it.” 

And he concludes: “Even that which is permitted requires a great deal of careful attention and prudence in determining how to behave rather than being eager to satisfy one’s lust. And this is what the Sages meant by ‘Sanctify yourself by that which is permitted to you’”.
 

The Rebbe focuses on the destructive consequences suffered by the child who is the product of unholy coitus. By contrast, children conceived in holiness are righteous and better equipped to overcome their own sexual drives. Such children possess the “grace of holiness” and display a better aptitude for Torah and prayer. On the other hand, those who fail to comply with the requirements of holiness and who indulge their physical desires would never truly feel the love of God. Even if occasionally they may be stirred by a certain “liveliness” in prayer, none of it would endure.
 

Kedushah, however, applies not only to sexual intercourse but also to other areas of family life:

It is one of the principles of Hasidism, as well as the rule for our group, that husband and wife do not walk together in the street. Many other hasidic groups also observe this strictly. And if the couple must walk together, as, for example, when they return from their parents’ home, the husband must walk ahead with his wife behind him. Now there are those who not only walk together but almost touch each other, and this is very unsightly and reproachable. […] Some [married couples] take care not to pass [to each other] an object from hand to hand even during [her] days of purity,
 especially if this may be observed by others, because others are not supposed to know at what stage she is in her menstrual cycle. Whoever can act in this manner should do so, although in truth, this depends on one’s own feeling: If he is not affected by this [contact with his wife], and if it makes no difference to him whether he hands her the object or puts it on the table – then, according to halakhah, there is no need to observe such a stricture. However, he who is affected [by such contact] and experiences lust or an erection, God forbid, should take it as an absolute prohibition, as the Sages said “He who brings himself to a state of erection will not be allowed to enter the division of the Holy One, blessed be He” [B. Niddah 13b],
 and this is a very grave sin. And if his wife does not agree to comply with this stricture, he should explain to her the gravity of this transgression.

The Rebbe goes on to emphasize the importance of “holiness of the eyes” (kedushat ha‘einayim), urging his followers to refrain from looking at women, especially “in our times,” when “the streets are full of obscenity and promiscuity, and it is very difficult to guard oneself.” Under these conditions more than ever before, whoever does manage to keep his eyes “holy” is “highly esteemed in Heaven.” 

Even though the pamphlet touches upon practical aspects of kedushah in a language that is much more explicit than that used by the rebbes of Gur or Slonim,
 it nevertheless remains virtually silent about the most important issue, sexual intercourse itself. For the Rebbe’s thoughts on this, we must turn to other sources. 
The frequency of sexual intercourse prescribed in Toldes Aaron for most married men is approximately three times a month: leil tevilah followed by the next two Friday nights – a standard that complies with the halakhah on the frequency of intercourse appropriate for “talmudic scholars” (onat talmidei hakhamim), which, according to later halakhic authorities, may be adopted by laymen as well.
 There are no specific prohibitions on displays of physical affection such as hugging and kissing; all that is required is that during intercourse, one’s thoughts should be holy and focused exclusively on the fulfillment of the mitzvah. But an interesting three-way correspondence from 1977, between the Rebbe of Toldes Aaron, R. Daniel Frisch, and an individual whom, to protect his privacy, I shall call Y, sheds additional light on this issue. The correspondence has never been published, but through personal contacts I was able to obtain copies of the letters written by the Rebbe and by R. Frisch, while the background of the correspondence was explained to me by members of the community who remembered the events described. 
Y was a prominent follower of Toldes Aaron, a member of one of the most respectable Jerusalem-Hungarian families. According to an unverifiable rumor, immediately after his wedding, while R. Daniel Frisch was instructing him on the conduct of his first marital night, he fainted. Some time later, he became acquainted with the Beys Yisroel of Gur, and was so impressed by him – especially by his attitude to kedushah – that he became a Gerer hasid, turning his back on his former hasidic community. He clearly considered the ordinances of Gur superior to those of Toldes Aaron by virtue of being more stringent and more demanding. He was particularly critical of R. Daniel Frisch as the Toldes Aaron marital guide, although the specific points of his criticism remain unclear (at least at some stage in the past the two men were befriended). One of the allegations he leveled was, apparently, against the permission to engage in hugs and kisses during intercourse, acts that are strictly proscribed in Gur. Gur received Y with open arms, while the Rebbe of Toldes Aaron was naturally distressed by his desertion. To appease his former Rebbe, Y wrote an apologetic letter explaining his move, which he sent to the Rebbe via an intermediary – the very same R. Daniel Frisch, of whom he had earlier been so critical. Frisch wrote back to report that the Rebbe was refusing to read Y’s letter, quoting him as saying angrily (in Yiddish): “He [Y] is of no interest to me. He has made a mockery [leitsanut] of me, and a mockery of our whole community, including his own father, as if whoever wanted to be a [good] Jew had to run away from us.”
  R. Frisch also responded to the accusation Y had leveled at him: 

You referred in your letter to me, too, claiming that I was inadequate as a marital guide, and that on account of this, all our young married men are rolling in filth, etc. etc. I really do not understand; for surely, the act [of sexual intercourse] as such may be performed in a lustful and degenerate manner [even though it is a mitzvah], while – with the right intention – it is possible to engage in hugging and kissing [which are not required for the fulfillment of the mitzvah] in a state of holiness and purity.  I know that there are [diverse] views about this among the tzadikim of our generation, but the main thing is to direct one’s heart to Heaven.

To his next letter, R. Frisch attached a letter from the Rebbe, and he offered Y the opportunity to restate his original grievances in more polite terms, so that he would be able show them to the Rebbe. The attached letter from the Rebbe, which is quite long, was addressed to Frisch, but it is quite clear that the arguments in it were addressed to Y. It begins with an expression of concern for Y and for the souls of his children, and then proceeds as follows:
Now let us consider the crux of the matter. Even if, by means of this self-sacrifice, he appears to be committed to maintaining himself in holiness and purity, and his intention [appears to be] good, it is nevertheless clear from the addenda of R. Tsvi Elimelekh of Dinov to the book Turn Aside from Evil [and Do Good …]
 that if a person adopts stringencies and departs from the ways of the world [i.e., strays from the accepted norms of conduct], he draws upon himself accusations [from Heaven] […], and who knows whether he would be able to withstand them. It is explained there that this was the intention of Aharon and Miriam when they spoke against Moses who had adopted the path of abstinence that diverged from the ways of the world. The Lord told them that this [i.e. the ways of the world] applied to other people but not to “my servant Moses” [Num. 12:7]. […] You also know that according to the Zohar,
 this was why [Satan] accused Job, for he had sacrificed only burnt offerings, which are entirely consumed by fire on the altar, and he did not give any share to the sitra ahra [the Power of Evil]. Had he sacrificed peace offerings [which are partly consumed by the sacrificer], then Satan would not have accused him. Now the Lord has given us his Holy Torah, and whoever follows the path of Torah receives Heavenly assistance and protection from above. But he who pursues a path that lies beyond his reach, Satan eventually collects his share from him.

The rebbe adds a homiletic interpretation Exodus 15:9, from which he seeks to demonstrate that to overcome the evil inclination one must “share the spoils” with it, i.e., satisfy it to some degree.

I assume that this unpublished correspondence is the most outright and explicit formulation of the idea underlying the relative leniency of Toldes Aaron regarding kedushah. Although it is apologetic about this leniency, it justifies it in theological terms that conceal psychological sensitivities: the Evil Inclination cannot be suppressed altogether, and any attempt to achieve such a goal is liable to lead to undesirable consequences. Therefore, one should “bribe” the Evil Inclination
 with leniencies, satisfy and placate rather than provoking it to a full confrontation. This approach reflects a willingness to allow precisely those compromises to which the Nesives so staunchly objected.
10. The Kedushah Polemic
The ideal of kedushah as posited by Gur, Slonim, and Toldes Aaron met with opposition within the broader Orthodox camp. Shortly after the Beys Yisroel enacted his ordinances, prominent Litvish (mitnagdic)
 rabbis criticized them sharply both on halakhic and on musar grounds. The polemic eventually subsided, and kedushah, though rejected by many, gradually came to be viewed as a legitimate hasidic norm. However, in Gur itself, the ordinances became a controversial subject. Here no one denied their validity, but the hasidim, especially the marriage guides, disagreed over their interpretation. 

Already in pre-war Poland, a prominent rebbe, R. Moshe Yehiel Elimelekh Rabinovicth (1895-1941) of Lebertov (Lubartów), wrote a short essay on the hasidic attitude to the sexual desire, where he sharply criticizes the stringent approach to it.
  "Torah was not given to the ministering angels", he recites the talmudic saying.
It was given to human beings with corporeal desires, and these are parts of human nature:
If a person does not allow himself the satisfaction of his desires, they defect, God forbid, his ability to receive the Torah, namely, his share in the understanding of the Torah. […] For the unsatisfied physical part [of his personality] sticks to the spiritual part and defiles it all. Sometimes this appears in the form of excessive piety and abstinence. And since his material part is not elevated [but oppressed] – his Torah [learning] becomes contemptuous. […] And for this reason we found many who went astray and transgressed a few prohibitions of the Torah in spite of their great piety and large brains.
  
The Lebertover explains that he does not mean, of course, to full indulgence to the physical desires, which only evokes them further, but only to their satisfaction in the limits of the Torah, for "everything that the Divine Law has forbidden us it has permitted us an equivalent".
 Presenting the "affirmative" hasidic concept of "worship through corporeality" (without using this term), he asserts that "when a person does a profane act with the intention that it is for Heaven's sake – it is a form of Torah".
 And so, a man who satisfied his sexual desire with his wife but has the right intention in mind, fulfiils a mitzvah and his sons will be of good characters, while a person who, during the intercourse, is busy with all the restrictions and stringencies he took upon himself – cannot has the right intention in mind, and begets children of bad character.
 
One of the Lebertover's most prominent hasidim, in some years of his life, was the hasidic teacher and thinker Rabbi Avraham Shimon Engel-Horovitz (1886-1943), known as Reb Shimele Zhelichover. In a letter to one of his newly married former students, the renowned mashgiah (ethical guide) of the rabbinic academy in Lublin (yeshivat hakhemei Lublin) criticized the application of the kedushah ideal in some hasidic circles. The letter was written already in the interwar period, but was not publicized until the 1990s. Indeed,  he, too, acknowledged that “one should take great care to avoid thinking about sexual matters, even in reference to animals or to one’s own wife,” but he sharply criticized those who had taken the ideal of sexual purity to extremes: 
As for sexual matters – I am fully aware that many have fallen into this trap. They broke down on account of what they had read in the books or had heard from their rebbes, which they failed to understand correctly. They believed that if a Jew was not as pure as an angel he was worthless and there was no hope for him. This drove many to despair and desolation, which in turn prompted some to withdraw from the permitted and fall, Heaven forbid, into the prohibited, even though they were virtuous and righteous. […] Even some of our own men have adopted excessive stringencies, [and there is no need to spell out] the damage that they have caused; the Lord Almighty knows the truth.
 
These hasidic voices – which, I assume, were not widely heard - were directed to individuals, not to groups. Even though some hasidic schools adopted the stringent line already in the 19th century, as we saw above, none of them adopted it a standard norm for the entire community. This took place only in the second half of the 20th century, and then, indeed, the polemic went one level up. 

The most famous document criticizing the kedushah norms is a letter by R. Avraham Yesha'ayahu Karelitz, known as the Hazon Ish (1878-1953), who was the most influential haredi leader in the late 1940s and early 1950s. The Hazon Ish himself was a Litvish Jew. On the ideological level, he was anti-hasidic, and according to one testimony he even used to wear his Sabbath dress every year on the date of the excommunication of the hasidim in 1772,
 but never showed any public reservation from them and wished to maintain the pan-orthodox unity with them. In this letter, even though he does not mention any group or person, it is quite clear that he refers to the conjugal norms of Gur. The Hazon Ish does not refer to sexual abstinence as such – he himself is reported to have practiced it, refraining from physical contact with his wife once she refused his divorce proposal
 – but rather focuses on the Gur kedushah norm of “distancing” the husband from his wife in everyday life. The Hazon Ish is particularly outraged by the Gerer hasidim’s adoption of this practice even in the first year of marriage, about which the Torah says: “He shall be free at home one year, and shall cheer up his wife which he hath taken” (Deut. 24:5). He insists that to “cheer up” means “striving to demonstrate affection and intimacy through conversing with one’s wife often and addressing her in placating terms,” since “at times, a formal and respectful attitude can express lack of intimacy.” It is therefore preferable for the husband to adopt “a jocular and light-hearted manner” in addressing his wife, and not use over-respectful language that people use with strangers. He also advises the husband “to tell his wife where he is going whenever he leaves the house, and on his return, to share with her [news on] what he has been doing, and [to discuss with her] other such trivial matters, to encourage and gladden her heart.”
 The Hazon Ish, an exceptionally venerated personality in the haredi public, as not answered during his lifetime.  
The Hazon Ish probably wrote this letter in Bnei Brak, in the early 1950s. At approximately the same time and in the same place, another Litvish rabbi, R. Yitzhak Isaac Sher (1881-1952), the head of the prestigious Slobodka yeshivah, wrote an article entitled Kedushat yisra’el [the Holiness of the Jewish People], which dealt somewhat more bluntly with the same sensitive issue. It is no wonder that his article remained unpublished for many years and has only recently been posted on an internet site.
 

Rabbi Sher begins by drawing attention to an apparent controversy between Maimonides and Nahmanides, the former condemning sexual desire and the latter condoning it as holy. Rabbi Sher concludes that there is no real disagreement between them: sexual desire, like all other physical desires, is natural and should be condemned only if it is indulged by way of excessive pleasures, but it is holy when it functions within the boundaries set by the Torah, namely, in order to fulfill the commandment of onah. He proceeds to analyze the views of Rashi and Nahmanides on the matter, concluding as follows:

One does not observe the mitzvah [of onah] properly if one performs it only in order to fulfill one’s obligation. […] In truth, he who performs coition without ardor violates [the commandment] “her duty of marriage [=onah] shall he not diminish” (Ex. 21:10).
 […] Just as it is prohibited to abstain altogether from the act itself, which is the husband’s duty of onah in respect of his wife, so it is prohibited to refrain from physical intimacy with her, which is what the wife craves – to enjoy her physical intimacy with her husband. This entails desire that goes beyond what is required for [the performance of] the act itself. The husband is commanded to satisfy her desire as she pleases. And see [B.] Yevamot 62 and Pesahim 72, where it is stated explicitly that whenever she desires and yearns for her husband – this is her [rightful] onah, even if it exceeds the prescribed minimum.

Rabbi Sher goes on to attack the hasidic understanding of kedushah:

I have heard that some pretended God-fearing and pious men [mithasedim] take great care to fulfill this mitzvah for the sake of Heaven, without any desire.
 Such a person would busy himself half the night with Torah and prayer […] and only then, after midnight, would he come home and wake up his wife, prattle to her placatingly in order to fulfill this mitzvah. [Naturally,] she allows him to do with her as he pleases, and he is proud of having managed to fulfill this commandment without [succumbing to] the evil inclination, [namely], without any impure lust. He later wonders why the sons he has produced in this way have turned out to be wicked or stupid!
 Surely, the reason is the false belief that it is wrong to perform the commandment [of onah] with desire, whereas [the truth is that] a son conceived without desire turns out to be foolish, as is well known, and when intercourse takes place without the wife’s full consent or desire, that is, when she would rather be asleep and is angry with her husband for disturbing her and doing with her as he pleases rather than as she pleases, then he violates a Torah prohibition, and his sons will possess the nine evil traits
 of the rebellious and sinful.
 
The Children of Israel, he contends, are so holy that they are able to “delight themselves in the Lord”
 through eating and coitus, just as Adam had done before the Sin of Eden.
 For the Lord wishes his children to “delight themselves in His goodness.” This is why they are able to perform physical acts “for the sake of Heaven,” while those who endeavor to shun the physical pleasure of sexual intercourse end up diminished mentally and spiritually. For even if they declare in advance that they intend to perform the sexual act only in order to fulfill the commandment of onah, they know all too well that when it comes to the act itself, they are bound to be distracted from their purpose by the inevitable stirring of their natural desire, and they end up performing the whole act lustfully.
 To convince the hasidim that his understanding of the matter is correct, Rabbi Sher appeals to their view of themselves as heirs to the kabbalistic tradition by adducing a series of quotations from the Zohar to corroborate his position.

As an adherent of the Litvish Musar movement (musarnik), which developed in the Lithuanian yeshivot in the late nineteenth century and called for ethical self-improvement, R. Sher acknowledges that the couple achieve sanctification by ensuring that during coitus they focus on nothing other than the ethical and religious significance of the act. He takes this significance to be (a) the creation of a new human being, which resembles the work of God; (b) the union of male and female in the image of God, by which, “through the power of desire,” they come to resemble Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden; and (c) a means of enhancing their love for each other, which is not only a virtue in itself but also serves to enhance their love of God and of their fellow-humans. He admits, however, that the virtue of love “is not properly developed among us [the haredim]. Those who have claimed in their learned books that marital love is contingent on transient factors (ahavah hateluyah badavar)”
 are wrong. “For surely, this love is natural, and it is a mitzvah to enhance and develop it properly,” which includes the husband’s obligation to satisfy his wife whenever she desires him.
 

It is for this reason, Rabbi Sher contends, that when the couple come together, the husband must address his wife in a way that conveys not only “awe, piety, and chastity,” but also tenderness, affection, and erotic love (agavim). He clearly anticipates the reader’s astonishment at the latter: “The point of erotic love seems difficult to understand,” but he quotes the Zohar and Maimonides to bolster his argument that the husband must speak to his wife explicitly even “about her [physical] beauty.”
 

Without expressly mentioning the Gerer hasidim, he condemns what he calls the bad habits arising from a common misunderstanding of the ideal of kedushah:
As for the bad habits that many of them have adopted in error, believing that in order to maintain themselves in holiness they must refrain from talking to their wives – the rabbis must strive to make them realize that this kind of holiness is the very essence of impurity […] and that the husband must speak to his wife, addressing her with wondrously affectionate words of placation.

Having elaborated on how coition is to be performed by both parties, each according to his or her nature, in order to achieve the appropriate mental state during the act,
 R. Sher admonishes the hasidim (to whom he consistently refers as mithasedim, namely self-proclaimed, sham pietists) who rely on the talmudic statement that the husband should perform the sexual act “as one compelled by a demon.”
 This, he explains, is not meant for ordinary people but only for the small minority of those who are “perfect.” Among the mithasedim, however, the following situation prevails:
With the passage of time, when the husband’s passion has died down and his love has evaporated, he begins to boast about [performing the act in] holiness, as if compelled by a demon. This is a grave error, which gives rise to numerous problems: the wife loathes her “righteous” husband and quarrels with him – about other issues, of course, as she is embarrassed to tell him what really upsets her and what she really misses; there is no family harmony (shelom-bayit), and the children are neglected, deprived of good education on account of the quarrels. May God have mercy upon them.

Rabbi Sher repeatedly criticizes the mithasedim for presuming to perform the sexual act without experiencing any pleasure. In truth, “they are wallowing in lust, like animals, as dictated by nature.” They think that they are fulfilling a mitzvah, while in reality they are committing a sin.
 He calls on all teachers and parents to explain to their young charges that it is a mitzvah to awaken sexual desire, as this is a means of harnessing nature to the service of holiness, through an act that enables man “to delight in the Lord and to sanctify himself with His sanctity.”

What seems to bother R. Sher is not so much the violation of the halakhic norm of onah but rather the imbalance that results from the Gerer hasidim’s practice of kedushah. It creates an unhealthy, self-deluded, unbalanced personality, while also disturbing the balance of the commandments that regulate the relations “between man and God” as against those that govern the relations “between man and man” (to which the commandment of onah belongs). Both these sensitivities are typical of the Lithuanian Musar movement, in which Rabbi Sher was a prominent figure.

Another important document on the subject of kedushah is a letter written by the Hazon Ish’s brother-in-law, R. Yaakov Yisrael Kanievsky, known as the Steipler (1899-1985). The Steipler was of hasidic origin, but he grew up in the extremist Litvish Musar yeshivah of Novardok [Nowogródek] and was very much influenced by his illustrious brother-in-law, the Hazon Ish. After the Hazon Ish’s passing, he emerged as one of the most prominent leaders of the haredi community in his own right. The letter, often titled Iggeret hakodesh (The Holy Epistle), begins with praise for the ideal of kedushah, advocating self-restraint in the realm of sexuality, but it soon turns into a staunch attack on the extreme versions of this ideal:

It is true that to abstain from worldly pleasures is a great merit, […] but this does not apply unless a person fulfills his obligations as prescribed by the Torah. When, as a result of [observing kedushah], he fails to meet his obligations as stated in Torah law, […] his actions become undesirable. […] Even if he imagines that he is thereby ascending higher and higher, it is his arrogance that leads him to deem himself so very virtuous. In reality, he causes spiritual damage to himself as well as to others. Sometimes his actions are exposed as being downright shameful, as eventually he is bound to break an actual prohibition, which I know for a fact to have happened, God save us. Onah is a positive biblical commandment, just like the eating of matsah [on Passover]. He who violates it at the time when his wife is likely to conceive (if she did not forego her entitlement to it truly and wholeheartedly) is an absolute sinner. Such a sin is one of the transgressions “between man and man,” for which even the Day of Atonement or death cannot atone.
 Such a man is comparable to a thief and a robber, as he steals from his wife that which he is obliged to give her. This amounts to killing his wife, as it is known that a woman’s utmost aspiration is to have a loving husband, and when she sees that this is not the case, she is so disappointed that at times her very life is in danger, on account of her great sorrow and grief at being as lonely as a widow while her husband lives.

The Steipler goes on to refer the reader to the halakhic sources for the commandment of onah, reminding him that it should be performed only with the wife’s willing consent, but he then resumes his criticism of the excessive hasidic strictures of kedushah:

If the husband performs the duty [of onah] abruptly [hotef uvo‘el], without intimate contact with his wife, if he withdraws just as soon as the act is over and keeps his distance from her, he may think that he has thereby ascended to a high [spiritual] level, but in reality his lust and his [sexual] impulse have not diminished at all. Rather, they have been fully satisfied and pleasured, while his wife has experienced no pleasure at all. On the contrary, she is distressed and humiliated, weeping in private […] This undoubtedly […] brings down [heavenly] judgments upon him, God forbid, and he deprives himself of the help of Heaven in both spiritual and material affairs. The notion he has of himself as one who ascends to ever higher degrees [of holiness] is illusory and utterly false, for sins and transgressions can only damage and defile, not elevate.

Insisting that physical affection and intimacy – “hugs, kisses, etc.” – are an integral part of the duty of onah, the Steipler promises that so long as the husband offers them “for the sake of Heaven and out of compassion [for his wife], so as not to upset and humiliate her,” he will attain true kedushah. 
Notably, the Steipler acknowledges, at least implicitly, that sexual abstinence represents an even higher degree of holiness. In the next paragraph, he recognizes that “many talmudic scholars and God-fearing men” do practice it in certain circumstances, but he insists that their freedom to do so depends on the full and wholehearted consent of the wife, which she grants only once she has ascertained that her husband “truly loves her, and that he disciplines himself only for the sake of Heaven,” or else when she is so virtuous that she genuinely wishes her husband to attain holiness, or if she happens to be married to an “illustrious tzadik.” Yet he emphasizes again that abstinence is strictly forbidden “if it hurts the wife, who depends on her husband, and if she is not wholeheartedly willing to forego his obligations to her.”
 
We do not have a response to these accusations by any of the prominent hasidic leaders. If they did engage in some form of dialogue with the Litvish rabbis who criticized them – indications of this appear in Rabbi Sher’s letter, quoted above – none of it was recorded. To account for this apparent silence, it should be noted that the haredi community as a whole is not inclined to air intimate issues in public, especially not when they are the subject of intense dispute, and the hasidim for their part do not require public explanations or justifications of their rebbes’ directives, which they are expected to follow without question or argument. We can tell, however, that the Steipler's "Holy Epistle" evoked great unrest among the Ger Hasidim. The Gerers, known for their roughness, probably expressed their discontent to the Litvish rabbi in a very unequivocal manner. This can be seen from a letter that he soon wrote to the person who published of the Epistle, Rabbi Shmuel Huminer (1913-1977) of Jerusalem, that has not hitherto been published:

I suffered much grief and pain from the booklet you published under the title "Holy Epistle". After the emissary has long entreated me, I agreed to publish it only under the double-emphasized condition that I will by no means be connected to that letter. Now you cunningly wrote and introduction about the "prodigy" author who did not want etc. etc. [to expose his identity] […] in order to highlight the point that there is some "prodigy" in the Land of Israel, a "halakhic authority" [who stands behind it]; and as expected, "your friend has a friend"
, and it all became known in my name proper.
I am very strict about not letting and halakhic ruling be issued in my name. I am not a halakhic authority, and I did not write those words in the form of halakhic ruling, but only in the form of arousing [the readers' attention] to what is, to my insignificant opinion, etc. [the right norm]. Moreover, it has now come up that there is a hasidic group who has norms of Holiness (Kedushah) already a few generations, and they are strongly offended by this booklet, and claim that it may also harm their harmonious family life (Shelom Bayit) etc. etc.

Consequently, The Steipler asks Huminer to withdraw the booklet altogether or at least change its subtitle and introduction.
We possess one hasidic response to the Litvish allegations, written by one of the most prominent figures in Gur – Rabbi Nahum Rotstein, current head of the all-hasidic Nezer Hatorah Yeshivah in Jerusalem.
 In view of the hasidic textual silence in this controversy, this document should be taken as a great find. The undated letter, which – in the form in which it circulates is replete with grammatical and typographic errors – was undoubtedly addressed to a Litvish personality during the “reign’ of the Beys Yisroel.

Rabbi Rotstein begins with the declaration that he is not authorized to speak in the name of the Rebbe (to whom he does not refer explicitly even once), and is therefore offering only his “personal point of view”:

I am not authorized to speak, as this [authority] rests with the ship’s captain, who guides his ship in the stormy sea of our difficult times.
 Strong winds are blowing, and the turbulent waters sweep away everything that is good; abysses have opened up, and the boundaries that fend off promiscuity have been breached. Only the very few are holding fast, but their heads are spinning around, and all eyes turn to the captain, who is guiding his ship to a safe haven.

Gur, he contends, does not advocate that path of abstinence [perishut] that calls for abstention from all worldly pleasures, beyond the requirements of the halakhah as set out in the Shulhan arukh: “In Gur one is not required to stray, God forbid, from the path of the Shulhan arukh even by an iota; the only requirement is to maintain and reinforce the path of the Shulhan arukh.” Gur aims to ensure that the hasidim do not conduct themselves like animals or roosters,
 guiding them instead to a life marked by “gentility, peace, and tranquility, family harmony, delicacy, and good manners.”
 This is certainly an apologetic claim, as the values it promotes are alien to the practice and internal discourse of the Gerer hasidim, who disdain all manifestations of what they view as sheer sentimentality. 

Rabbi Rotstein claims that the path of Hasidism belongs not only to those who call themselves hasidim but is “the most fundamental principle of the Holy Torah, as Scripture has it: ‘Holy shall ye be for holy am I, the Lord your God’.”
 He interprets the verse, following Nahmanides, to mean that the explicit commandments of the Torah refer only to what is appropriate for everyone at all times, while extra norms may apply at certain times to certain individuals or to particular generations. It is the duty of the spiritual leaders of each generation to decide which extra norms are applicable at what time and to whom. If they see that the standard of their own generation has deteriorated, they must apply stricter norms by adding certain limitations to “fence around” the basic, universally applicable commandments. Thus, the extra limitations or fences that have attracted criticism are not new but have always formed part of the commandment “Holy shall ye be.” If a person does not know with which norm to comply, he should consult an authorized leader.

In a language that is reminiscent of the Slonimer Rebbe’s pronouncement on the same topic,
 Rabbi Rotstein refers to the “early hasidim” who feared the days on which marital sexual intercourse was permitted more than they feared the days on which it was prohibited. He also quotes the statement attributed to the Kotzker that “there is no such thing as permission; everything is either an obligation or a prohibition.”
 
According to Rabbi Rotstein, the norms of kedushah should be explained to women “gently and agreeably,” to “win them over to the paths of Torah.” He elaborates at length on how the husband should convince his wife that the kedushah restrictions are beneficial to their mutual spiritual growth.
 He even develops a quasi-platonic, noble ideal of marital love, suggesting that when the couple are united physically, their union is “animal-like,” they are “immersed in fleshly lust,” and their love is conditioned by transient factors, whereas if their love is based exclusively on the common spiritual goal of fulfilling the commandments, the bond between them is profound, permanent, and unbreakable. Thus they are able to invest with holiness the crude and unavoidable physical act that is entailed, by dint of their “created nature,” in the commandment of onah, so long as they fulfill it only “for the sake of Heaven, just like all the other commandments of the Torah.”
 
Anyone familiar with the Gur ethos is bound to look at this text with some amusement. The Gerer hasidim are known for their rough, brisk manner – in their dealings with family members at home just as much as in other areas of life where displays of tender feelings, which they deplore, might be expected of them. The notion that they distance themselves from their wives in order to love them better would seem to be absurd. It is no wonder that the idea was ridiculed by a number of haredi internet surfers on the Israeli Hyde Park website in 2009.
 
Rotstein goes on to explain that only the person who has reached the highest degree of spirituality is allowed to follow the practice – associated with Isaac Luria, the “holy Ari” – of hugging and kissing his wife during intercourse,
 since only such a refined person can “raise” or restore to their divine source the “holy sparks” that have fallen into the “lowly” domain of corporeal sexuality. For the ordinary person, on the other hand, “corporeal acts are very dangerous, as it is extremely difficult to transcend [the domain of] materiality, and very great care is required to avoid remaining in it.”
 With these claims R. Rotstein is effectively inverting the conventional view, advocated in all the traditional halakhic sources, whereby those who are permitted physical intimacy with their wives are the ordinary men, while members of the intellectual and spiritual elite are allowed to refrain from it!  Rotstein corroborates his conclusion with what he presents as the lesson of experience: “The person who does not follow the path of Torah, and who expresses his love [for his wife] physically – even though he does his utmost to display the intimacy between them outwardly, and even if, as he does so, he imagines that nothing in the world is more precious to him than his wife, nevertheless, you find that in most cases, sooner or later, he becomes bored with his wife, betrays her, and turns to other women, God save us. This shows that his displays of intimacy never expressed his true love for his wife but rather [his love] for himself, as all external manifestations [of love] are not genuine and do not reflect the state of affairs as it really is.” Thus a man may delude himself that he is fulfilling a commandment, while in fact he is doing nothing other than satisfying his lust. The only way to escape this is to “arduously learn books of musar and Hasidism, and to totally submit oneself to a tzadik.”

How does this comply with the commandment of onah? R. Rotstein acknowledges that according to the Shulhan arukh, marital intercourse should normally take place on leil tevilah and on Friday night, but “if there is a circle of married men” who abstain from it “in compliance with the guidance of a spiritual leader, not only are they not contravening the law of the Shulhan arukh, they are actually observing it!” This is because, unlike other violations of halakhah, this violation is not driven by the urge to satisfy “the body’s needs” but rather the opposite – it is clearly motivated by genuine “anxiety” at God's Word and represents the “fences and restrictions” that surround the actual commandments in order to make it harder to violate them, especially when the generation is as promiscuous as the current one is. Fences and restrictions that go beyond the law should not be taken as breaches of the law.
 Furthermore, even if a person takes such restrictions upon himself without being instructed to do so by a spiritual leader, he may still be complying with the law, so long as he genuinely feels that he cannot fulfill the commandment [of onah] in the proper mental state, i.e., with “awe and fear,” without physical pleasure, and while focusing all his thoughts on the fulfillment of the mitzvah for the sake of Heaven.
 As for his wife – if she agrees to marry him knowing in advance that he is committed to performing onah less frequently than is required by the general norm, she is effectively giving him her willing consent and approval.
 Finally, R. Rotstein reminds his reader that the frequency of onah prescribed for talmudic scholars (talmidei hakhamin) in the halakhic sources is not a rigid standard and may change in a variety of circumstances.
 He also justifies the practices that are associated with “this particular circle”– the Gerer hasidim – of “distancing themselves from their wives by not walking alongside them in the street or in the market place,” and of never referring to their wives by their first names, by arguing that these are not new norms, and skillfully finding earlier sources in which to anchor them,
 even though they have never been adopted by the leading halakhic authorities.

Rabbi Rotstein concludes by calling on his readers not to challenge these exacting norms but rather to strive to adopt them, and to admire the Gerer hasidim (“this circle”) for managing to guard themselves against the pitfalls “of our times.” For “not only do they battle internally with their own [evil] inclination, and struggle to obtain the cooperation of their households [namely, their wives], they also have to cope with external opposition dressed in rabbinic garb, purporting to defend the honor of the Shulhan arukh while in fact aiming to break their spirit and to provoke their households [wives] against them.” In recognition of all this, anyone who honors the Torah should honor these men for their “supreme heroism” and help them persevere with their efforts.

Another book preaching for the Kedushah norms was published (in two editions) in the 1980s by Rabbi Yedidyah Bransdorfer, a former hasid of Toldes Aaron who became a Gerer hasid. The book, Kedushat Morasha, is addressed to young hasidim who begin their marital life. The style of the book is not polemic at all, and the author even ends each chapter with a poem, but between the lines one can find both apologetic arguments in response to the Hazon Ish's criticism of the 1950s and an interior hasidic arguments aimed against the relatively lenient concept of Kedushah of his former alma mater Toldes Aaron.  Bransdorfer, who had extensive knowledge of Kabbalah, explains that human conjugation reflects processes of unification in the uppers worlds, and therefore "when one does it in holiness (kedushah) according to the will of the Torah, one rectifies the upper worlds and evokes joy and bounty in all of them', while 'if one brings evil lusts into his heart – one thereby destroys all the upper worlds and causes damage that is much greater that the destruction caused by Nebuchadnezzar and Titus in the earthly Temple".

The evil inclination, Bransdorfer teaches, tempts us step by step, until we cannot overcome it. Therefore we should beware of the category of "permission". "When a person begins with the permitted act that seems to him necessary, the evil inclination tries to increase his enjoyment only slightly, just a little bit more than he needs, and then a little more, until he becomes habituated and shows him that […] there is nothing to be deterred from and nothing to abhor".
 This way the fresh husband loses his "innate gentleness" and becomes convinced that that he should "make use of the permission to the ultimate end", until he becomes "trapped and preoccupied with that thing, with no ability to quit".
 The "permitted" must therefore be seen as forbidden.
 Just as a person is told not to try smoking in order to avoid addiction, a man entering marriage life should be told to resist the temptations of the evil inclination (or lust) and not "get entangled in a net of impulses that deprive the person of all self restraint, God forbid".
 
The tacit polemic part comes in chapter 5, which deals with the family harmony (shelom bayit). As we have seen above, most of the critics of the hasidic Kedushah contended that it harms family harmony: Rabbi Sher wrote that under the Gerer norms "there is no family harmony and the children are neglected, deprived of good education on account of the quarrels" between the husband and the wife.
 The Hazon Ish was very much reserved towards the distance and excessive respect between the man and his wife, especially in the first year of marriage, in which he has to be close to his wife in order to fulfill the commandment “He shall be free at home one year, and shall cheer up his wife which he hath taken” (Deut. 24:5).
 Bransdorfer does not mention these critics by their names, but it is clear that he knew their arguments very well and responds to them. Family harmony, he insists, is achieved by "concession and patience",
 not by indulgence to lust.
 First, he claims, experience shows that quarrels and divorce are much more widespread among "people of the mob, who are habituated to satisfy their desires" (the secular Jews) than in "our circles" (the haredim); second, he adds, indulging to lusts only brings forth more lusts, and so on and on until one reaches the gravest sins, which are contrary to happiness and harmony.
 The Kedushah norms grant "gentleness" to the Jewish home, and therefore increase unity, peace and harmony among the couple.
  As for the first year, the words used of the Torah “He shall be free at home" should be understood according to the interpretation of "our holy masters" (the hasidic rebbes), who said that "in the first year one's duty is to build a clean (=pure) home, free of obstacles of all sorts, and pave the path of purity and holiness to it".
 Bransdorfer explains that the fresh wife has to understand that her husband's behavior does not reflect distance but rather his gradual entrance to the new form of life. "Shunning this entire issue [close relations with a woman] is still marked in the blood of the young  married man (avrekh), and by necessity he cannot go abruptly through such a radical passage, but has to make his way slowly, until he is learns through time the new style of living".
 Therefore the relations at home should be "as the Torah sages mandated to us, with great respect and politeness".
 This means that the wife treats her husband as he master, not as her friend, and it would be impolite of her to try to know his "interior matters",
 and adds – doubtlessly insinuating the Hazon Ish – that this is "in contrast to him who wrote that in order to attain unity with her husband the wife has to know all his inner realm and her husband may not conceal anything from her".
 
These valiant defenses notwithstanding, the Gerer hasidim are well aware of the damage the kedushah ordinances have caused to their standing within the haredi community. Gerer bachelors often find it difficult to secure a marriage, as even young women brought up within Gur prefer to marry other hasidim in order to escape the strictures of the ordinances. From time to time there are rumors about men who have failed to comply with the kedushah norms, or about marriage guides (madrikhim), who are being called to resolve complex marital crises. Indeed, the kedushah norms have attracted not only external censure but also internal disapproval and some dissent. Following the fluctuations in the norms prescribed by the Gerer Rebbes who succeeded the Beys Yisroel, an internal debate erupted among the community’s marriage guides. Some called for greater flexibility in the implementation of the ordinances, while others insisted on maintaining the more traditional stringent line. The debate continues to the present day, conducted within the closed confines of Gur’s inner circles, without allowing any of the arguments to circulate in writing. Nevertheless, in 2003 one of the community’s more lenient marriage guides, Rabbi Avraham Mordekhai (Avrum Mordkhe) Roshetzky, anonymously published a hasidic musar book in which he alluded to his position on the subject. The book deals with a variety of topics and expresses systematically and vividly the basic tenets of mainstream contemporary Hasidism. When it comes to kedushah, which occupies only a very small proportion of the book, the author has this to say:

Apart from [the ordinary commandments], the Holy Torah ordered us, as the Sages put it: “Sanctify yourself by that which is permitted to you” (B. Yevamot 20a). […] This requires a great deal of insight and prudent caution. [One has] to grant the body what it needs without becoming inflamed, swept by or attached to the permitted material excesses. [How to go about] this is up to the discernment and consideration of anyone who seeks the proximity of the Lord. This applies to all the other commandments that are to do with cleaving to God, which have been given to us without setting precise standards.
 

To the outside observer, this text may seem to be harmless and even banal, but in the internal Gerer discourse, it is almost subversive to suggest that the norms of kedushah are not determined by fixed standards, and that they may be adapted to the needs of every individual to suit to his own character traits and particular circumstances. R. Roshetzky seems to suggest that the individual is free to determine the standards for himself, although elsewhere in the book
 he emphasizes the great importance of the guidance provided by a tzadik in every sphere of life. 

In fact, Roshetzky was preceded in this by Bransdorfer. He, too, writes that the commandment "Ye shall be holy" "does not have any rules nor any fixed customs, but all is determined according to one's spiritual stature".
 The rule that does exist, though, is that "the time and conduct of the conjugation are determined according to the husband, […] since by nature man has more difficulties in these matters [of overcoming the sexual desires] than woman".
 The man, however, has to decide on his conduct by consulting a "an authorized and reliable friend who knows his character and temper" and thus will be able "to decipher the concealments of his inclination, separate him from that which is not good for him and guide him in the path that truly suits him".
 Later on he explains that this intimate consultant should be his rebbe or his marriage guide, and no one else.

The flexible, non-standardized concept of Kedushah embraced by both Bransdorfer and Roshetzky should be understood against the background of the developments in Gur after the passing of the Beys Yisroel (1977).  As we have seen above, his brother and successor, Simha Bunem, not only eased the general norms, but also increased the number of individual permits to diverge from them. Even the marriage guides had varying interpretations of the Kedushah norms, reflecting dofferent conceptions of their level of rigidity. 
In 2004, R. Nuhem Rotstein, the Gerer head of yeshivah whom we have seen defending the takkunes against the Litvish rabbis, wrote similar things. The Torah did not give clear cut standards for the commandment of "sanctify yourself in that which is permitted to you" because it's a relative norm, "an individual commandment for each person according to his nature and temper and for each period" according to its religious level.
 But he soon pushes the individual relativity aside, and put the emphasis on the generational relativity: Our morally decadent generation is morally weaker than other generations and therefore requires "safeguards and fences" (gedarim usyagim). The standards of those safeguards and fences are to be determined by the religious leaders of each generation, and "our holy masters […] the judges of our time, decided to fence us in more fences, according to the state of our time and our weakness against our inclinations".
 Hence, Rotstein stresses, the individual may not say to himself that these norms, being relative, do not fit him, nor trust himself that he can overcome his inclinations without them or nor decide for himself to follow the more lenient norms of earlier periods, for our Sages told us: "Believe not in thyself until the day of thy death."

A much more public dispute about the kedushah ordinances erupted in the Israeli arena at least three times between 2009-2016, when hasidic and ex-hasidic women presented their marital relations in a hostile way. The first of these, Sarah Einfeld, appeared in a short documentary film entitled in English Shrew (in Hebrew Soreret). During the filming she decided to desert Gur and to adopt a secular way of life. In her blog, she reported on the “repression” of women in Gur and in the haredi community as a whole, highlighting the suppression of sexuality and intimacy under the regime of the kedushah ordinances.
 Among other details, Einfeld described how a female marriage guide had suggested to her that whenever she felt the desire for intimacy with her husband, she should find solace in chocolate, which had a similar effect on the brain. As is typical for Israeli mass culture, Einfeld soon became a media star. Israeli journalists, most of them secular and anti-haredi, presented her as a heroine who had fought bravely and overcome the forces of darkness.
 But she attracted at least as much interest within the haredi world, where many took it upon themselves to denounce her as a renegade talebearer on numerous websites.
 Within a few days, thousands of comments and talkbacks accumulated over the internet, many of them addressing the issue of sex life within the haredi community, and they sparked a debate on the question whether or not the marital sexual act was to be performed among haredim through the proverbial “hole in the sheet.” Einfeld, who used the phrase as the title of her blog, insisted that it was,
 while other haredi women testified that it wasn’t.
 Be that as it may, Einfeld contended that her bitter experience was shared by many other hasidic women, who did not dare to take the radical step she had taken. Even if she may have exaggerated the extent of the women’s discontent, we may assume that the Gur ordinances, and the sexually restrictive norms adopted by other hasidic groups, are controversial even within the hasidic community.
This fact burst out between 2012-2014 in the haredi blog Beolamam shel Haredim (In the world of the Haredim), written by the provocative journalist Hayim Shaulson. Shaulson is often considered unreliable, but his blog attracts haredi Jews from all over the world. In November 2012 he published a letter presumably written by a Gerer woman, who harshly accuses her husband's madrikh, Avrom Binyomin Zilbeberg, for ruining her family and damaging her health.
 More than 200 talkbacks were written to this post, many of them claiming that the letter is fake (which is not an implausible possibility), others blaming the Gerer woman herself for her agonies, but no few blaming Zilberberg and the takkunos for the detrimental results. Not much later, in April 2014, a new sensation broke out when rumors about protests in Slonim-Schwarze (often nicknamed "Slanim")
 were spread.
 In June 2014, and then again in August the same year, Shaulson posted the ordinances (takkunos) of Slonim-Schwarze.
 Once again allegations were made that the document is fake, but the discontent with the kedushah norms in the small hasidic group, that hitherto had almost been forgotten in the discussions on the kedushah, came out to daylight.
The peak (so far…) was in 2016: A woman by the name of Esti Weinstein committed suicide and left behind her a letter and a manuscript of a book. Weinstein was a Gerer woman, a relative of the famous madrikh Avrom Yosef Irenstein, who, like most of her friends, married at an early age. In her book she describes in great detail how her husband began with strict implementation of the takkunes but ended up with unconventional sexual desires, for which he saw his wife as means. She cooperated, allegedly because of her wish to fulfill her husband's will, and even had relations with an alien man, at the request of her husband. To her surprise, her husband declared the other day that because of these relations they may not remain together any longer! After a few more stages of deterioration as well as failed suicidal attempts, she decided to leave her home at once, leaving her seven daughters behind. She became secular, and active in organizations working for helpings ex-haredim to integrate in the secular society. After a long effort to reunite with her daughters, only one of the seven joined her and adopted her secular way of life. The others refused to any contact with her, blaming her not only for abandoning religion but also for abandoning them. Even though Weinstein seemed to succeed in her new life and even find a new partner, her mental condition became worse. At the end of June 2016 she disappeared, and after six days of intense searches, her body was found in a car by near the Ashdod beach.
 

Very soon, he Weinstein affair became the hottest issue in Israeli media. Once again, the takkunes were under attack. Harsh accusations were leveled against Gur, this time not only by secular and religious-Zionist voices, but also by haredim and even by hasidim. Weinstein's funeral was covered by numerous journalists. Weisntein's daughter spoke with great pain about the desertion that she and her sisters felt, but at least some of the reporters presented it as apologetics. The quiet and noble behavior of the family was appreciated mainly in haredi websites, and only in them did the family's version receive some exposure. In a few months, Winsten's book was printed by a well-known publication,
 and a prominent Israeli playwright expressed his intention to write a play based on it.
 
It seems obvious that the kedushah norms – especially in Gur but also in the other hasidic groups that have adopted them – no longer serve their original purpose. They were initially conceived as a means of injecting fresh rigor and spiritual vitality into a hasidic community that had faced near-extinction and was struggling to re-establish itself in an unfamiliar post-War environment. But the ordinances soon gave rise to new problems, placing the entire community under strain. The more institutionalized they became over time, the more they came to be viewed as a burdensome duty rather than an invigorating challenge, and the more they proved to be unfit for universal implementation. However, the rebbes of the hasidic communities that adopted these norms in the first half of the twentieth century are no longer able to revoke them. Most persist in the rhetoric of religious “ascent,” to which they presumably continue to subscribe, but it is no longer possible for them to abandon the practices that have become group-identity banners for their followers.
11. Kedushah in its Historical Context:  Why the Twentieth Century?
Sexual abstinence within marriage is not a hasidic invention. In the Christian tradition it was the framework that eventually became known as “spiritual marriage” – a controversial institution promoted in Late Antiquity by the Church Fathers Ephrem of Syria and St. Augustine of Hippo but ardently opposed by St. John Chrysostom.
 
In her comprehensive book on the topic, Dyan Elliott shows that in the early middle ages, the practice of spiritual marriage was fostered as an ideal mainly outside the institutional church, which strove at the time to fortify the notion that celibate clerical careers or monastic status were the only means of achieving the ideal of a chaste life. However, spiritual marriages continued to occur, and, since the twelfth century, were often attributed to the saints in hagiographic works. Although Elliott sees spiritual marriage as an outlet for feminine spirituality, she claims that it was quite often dominated by the male elites, and featured as a means of establishing masculine “sanctity” as part of the medieval phenomenon of remitting sexual intercourse within marriage. 
The usual doctrinal justification for spiritual marriage was that it provided the challenge of abstention from sex precisely where sex was readily, legitimately, and freely available. This was comparable to the ascetic practice of fasting for the entire forty-day period of Lent while keeping food and water constantly within reach. The chaste couple (and at times one man with several female companions) would share a house and even a bed in order to prove that they were able to resist the temptations of carnality.
 Abstinence was thus viewed as the means to the attainment of a higher spiritual level – holiness, if you will – within the marital state. Some scholars suggest, however, that spiritual marriages were based on mutually beneficial practical arrangements: women needed men to protect them and to look after their property, while men required the domestic services that women were able to provide.
 This view, however, has been challenged on the grounds that it sprang from the critique of spiritual marriage,
 although it cannot be denied that at times, the institution presented itself as a solution to practical problems arising from poverty or illness.
 Another explanation is that spiritual marriage provided a substitute for the monastic life in regions where there were no monastic communities.
 In addition, it functioned as a de facto solution to the problem confronting married couples wishing to separate but unable to divorce, as the Catholic marriage bond was unbreakable. There were, however, couples that mutually undertook a vow of sexual abstinence as an act of piety, often following many years of normal conjugal relations, and having previously produced any number of children.

Spiritual marriages have survived into the modern era, as is evidenced by the case of Luigi and Maria Quattrocchi-Beltrame (1880-1951 and 1884-1965 respectively), who contracted such a marriage and were beatified by the Catholic Church in 2001, becoming the first married couple to attain this status.
 The relevance of the issue is also manifested by the fact that the Church was forced to deal with the question whether such unconsummated marriages were legally valid.
 
Might this Catholic institution have inspired the kedushah ethos of Gur, Slonim or Toldes Aaron?
 Given that the three hasidic groups originated in diverse geographical regions, each with its own version of Christianity and distinctive cultural tradition, this seems most unlikely: Gur emerged in Catholic central Poland, Slonim in the predominantly Russian-Orthodox region that is now Belarus, where local Catholics were a minority, and Toldes Aaron in Jerusalem, where all the Christian Churches were represented. Even if the twentieth-century boundaries between Orthodox Jews and their Christian neighbors were more permeable than we think, the three hasidic groups could hardly have encountered in the three respective regions of their provenance an identical version of Christianity, or indeed, of spiritual marriage. Nevertheless, the rhetoric of kedushah in all three groups is quite similar to the rhetoric promoting the analogous Christian institution, inasmuch as it expresses the aspiration to transcend carnal desire. Admittedly, unlike some of the Christian champions of spiritual marriage, the hasidic rebbes do not advocate abstinence within marriage as being more testing and therefore more rewarding than life-long celibacy, but they do state that it is an even greater challenge than the sexual trials of youthful bachelorhood. However, the Christian rhetoric also reflects the Platonic-Pauline notion whereby freedom from carnality is the key to the attainment of a noble, spiritual ideal of pure love. Such an ideal of love does not feature in any of the hasidic rebbes’ pronouncements on kedushah, and when it finally does appear in Rabbi Rotstein’s defensive letter,
 it is clearly apologetic and designed to appeal to what the author presumes to be the critical reader’s modern romantic sensibilities. 

Hasidic kedushah is quite distinct from the Catholic notion of spiritual marriage in terms of the role it ascribes to women in the religious life. As I mentioned above, Dyan Elliott claims that spiritual marriage was one of the outlets for Christian female spirituality during the Middle Ages,
 and that women often played the more active part in constructing this model of chaste matrimony. Her analysis may find resonance in Foucault’s claim that the Christian ideal of abstinence and chastity – in contrast to the Greek ideal of sexual temperance – did not center on men’s ability to control their sexual desire but rather on women’s virginity and their purity.
 Foucault’s characterization of the Greek ethic of sexual restraint in contrast to the Christian ethic is illuminating in this context:
[T]his [Greek] ethic was not addressed to women. It was not their duties or obligations that were recalled, justified, or spelled out. It was an ethic for men – an ethic thought, written, and taught by men, and addressed to men – free men, obviously. A male ethic, consequently, in which women figured only as objects or, at most, as partners that one had best train, educate, and watch over when one had them under one’s power, but stay away from when they were under the power of someone else. 

As we saw, the hasidic ideal of kedushah is closer to the Greek approach, not only because it does not idealize virginity, but also because in all the three hasidic groups that subscribe to the ideal of abstinence within marriage, the kedushah ordinances are directed exclusively at men: the obligation, the challenge and the reward are all theirs, as is the blame for any violation of the norms. All that is expected of the women is that they help their husbands in their endeavor to “ascend.” In short, men are the subjects of the kedushah norms while women are their objects.

The counterpart of kedushah for men is tzeni‘ut – modesty – for women, especially with regard to clothing and head covering. In recent years this value has become a central and defining norm for all haredi circles, but at the time when the Beys Yisroel first issued his kedushah ordinances, it was only one out of many other religious values that were being mobilized in the struggle to keep modernity at bay. In Toldes Aaron, the rebbes were advocating tzeni‘ut as if it were a key concept that had marked the community since its earliest beginnings, and the ideal of kedushah for men was promoted alongside the ideal of tzeni‘ut for women, so that married couples were conceived as partners in the common enterprise of keeping the community “pure.” In Gur and Slonim, by contrast, tzeni‘ut did not become a central issue until relatively recent times. Up until then, the Gerer women – especially during the Beys Yisroel’s period – were regarded as being better-dressed, more inclined to cultivate their physical appearance, and more independent than most other haredi women.
 Even today, some Gerer women have professional careers of their own, not least in such modern fields of employment as design and computer technology. But this may be the result of the fact that the Beys Yisroel had alienated the female members of his community by taking no notice of women and never addressing them as an integral part of his constituency.
 When the present Gerer Rebbe promulgated the new ordinances on tzeni‘ut, some Gerer hasidim in anonymous internet forums expressed their shock at the prospect of having to talk to their wives about their style of dress,
 as Gerer men have always been known for being totally indifferent to such matters. Consequently, while tzeni‘ut is now becoming an established norm for women even within Gur, kedushah is by no means an expression of their spirituality. And even if tzeni‘ut is regarded by some as a comparable spiritual value for women in contemporary Judaism (a questionable notion, to my mind), kedushah, especially in Gur, is decidedly man-centered. In this respect, too, it differs from the Christian ideal of spiritual marriage. 

In view of all this, the development of kedushah in all three hasidic groups would seem to be primarily an internal-Jewish, and probably even an internal-hasidic, dynamic. If any Greek or Christian ideas underlie the hasidic practice of abstinence within marriage, they would have penetrated the early Jewish sources that inspired the hasidim rather than influencing them directly.
 
One way of accounting for the emergence of kedushah as a norm is to view it as a response to modernity, especially to modern permissiveness in sexual matters.
 This is often adopted by scholars as a default explanation for virtually every recent development within Jewish Orthodoxy. Admittedly, in the case of kedushah, this explanation is not implausible: almost all the rebbes who set kedushah as a norm referred to permissiveness as a characteristic of our times, deploring the promiscuity one constantly encountered “in the street,” and Rabbis Frisch and Rotstein, who also addressed the same issue, advocated the suppression of sexual stimuli as the only defense against such modern promiscuity. 

Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to reduce the kedushah ideology to a mere strategy for coping with the perils of modernity. The themes that feature most prominently and consistently in the hasidic kedushah rhetoric are the aspiration for spiritual ascent and closeness to God. Anti-modernist sentiments give a certain edge to this religious quest but they are probably not the real driving force behind it. Admittedly, a foucaultian analysis may give rise to the argument that kedushah is part of a more general system that empowers certain groups of men who are at risk of losing such power as they once enjoyed, by providing only them with the opportunity to attain “holiness” – the most highly prized ideal within their community. However, for such an analysis to be convincing, it must demonstrate that the hasidic groups that have embraced the ideal of kedushah have been more vulnerable to the perils of modernity or more militant in their opposition to it, which is not the case with the three hasidic groups under discussion. In reality, the mildest version of kedushah has developed in Toldes Aaron – the most staunchly anti-modernist of the three groups, while the harsher and more rigorous versions of kedushah emerged in Gur and Slonim, both of which are considered mainstream and even moderate in their attitude to modernity – the secular world, Zionism, and even, as we have seen, the role of women in society.
 In all spheres of religious life other than kedushah, the Gerer hasidim are not particularly stringent by comparison with other haredi groups, and according to R. Moshe Sternbuch (b. 1926), current chief rabbi of the Haredi Congregation (ha‘edah haharedit) of Jerusalem, the Beys Yisroel had explicitly told him that he objected to the imposition of excessive strictures on his constituency, except in matters relating to kedushah.
 Resistance to modernity can therefore serve as a partial but by no means a full explanation of the emergence of kedushah as a modern hasidic norm. 
I suggest that the rise of kedushah stems from the combination of three major factors. One is indeed how to cope with modern permissive culture. The other is the overall tendency to stringency (humra) in contemporary Jewish Orthodoxy, which has been analyzed in the scholarly literature and is often viewed as a response to modernity.
 The third, and perhaps the more important in this context, is the development in later Hasidism of what I propose to call “substitutes for mysticism.”

Hasidism originated as a movement whose central ideal was the religious experience often referred to as devekut – mystical union or communion with God.
 It was full of spiritual vitality and charged with mystical energy that, for various reasons, began to dissipate within a few decades, so that by the mid-nineteenth century it had effectively disappeared from the great majority of hasidic groups.
 I would like to suggest, however, that mystical energy may be thought of as subject to a law similar to that which governs the conservation of physical energy. In other words, when a great mystical force appears to be exhausted, it does not actually vanish but is rather transformed. In these terms, it is possible to argue that the high mystical tension that marked Hasidism at the start was gradually transformed in the course of the nineteenth century into a range of “substitutes for mysticism” – a variety of new directions into which the religious energies of the movement were now being channeled. Thus Habad, for example, channeled its energies into theological inquiry, and later into messianic fervor; Ziditchov [Żydaczów] focused intensely on learning kabbalistic texts;
 Pshiskhe focused on rabbinic learning and the attainment of individual authenticity; many Hungarian hasidic groups fostered a militant anti-secular and anti-modernist stance, while Kobrin and Kotzk concentrated on combating the body and its appetites, such as food and sex.
 These values helped to shape the hasidic ethos of these groups. In many hasidic groups, however, the mystical tension was replaced by something even fuzzier than an ethos, which we may call "atmosphere" based on communal life around the rebbe at his court or in the local shtibl, where songs, dress, and numerous other customs invested each group with its own distinct identity and sense of solidarity. 

It seems to me that kedushah can be viewed as yet another manifestation of the mysticism-substitute dynamic. Those twentieth-century rebbes who felt that a fresh religious ascent was called for and who hoped to capture the enthusiasm of the young by demonstrating that Hasidism was spiritually vital even after the mystical path of the founders had been blocked challenged their followers with the demand that they concentrate their spiritual energies on the struggle to subdue their physical nature by the practice of sexual abstinence within marriage. In fact, even Nietzsche, who described the suppression of sexuality as the suppression of human vitality,
 admitted that in some people – in particular those with power-denying or vitality-denying personalities, whom he despised – the suppression of sexuality may actually generate vitality and power. Such people, he contended, may derive a therapeutic benefit from sexual abstinence, which frees “these sportsmen of Sanctity,” as he disdainfully calls them, from their innate tendency to depression.
 When viewed in these terms, the capacity of kedushah to generate vitality and to empower may well account, alongside the Beys Yisroel’s personal charisma, for his remarkable success in attracting to the ranks of Gur significant numbers of orthodox young men from the Litvish yeshivot and even from Religious Zionist/Modern Orthodox circles, some of whom were subsequently to emerge as part of the backbone of Gur’s reconstructed community in Israel. The same can be said of the Nesives, who established the Slonimer yeshivah in Israel, and who was apparently engaged in similar recruitment activities. The empowering challenge of kedushah was capable of endowing each one of the three groups with a proud sense of its own identity against the background of proliferating hasidic communities that were becoming virtually indistinguishable from each other. 
12. Kedushah and modern hasidic identity: an interim summary and conclusion

We can now summarize our findings and put them in perspective. The ideal of kedushah – holiness - is deeply rooted in the talmudic-rabbinic tradition. It often signals an ascetic orientation emphasizing the suppression of sexuality, and more often also the suppression of other physical needs, especially food and drink. However, the ideal of ascetically tinged holiness within marriage was balanced by the halakhic commandment of onah (sexual obligation toward one’s wife) and the ethical postulate of striving to avoid causing distress to one’s fellow-man, understood in this context as one’s wife. Various thinkers have placed varying emphases on each of these competing values, but throughout the history of Jewish tradition, the norm of ascetically-oriented kedushah has always been aimed at the individual, or the virtuous few, and not at the entire community. The same is true of early Hasidism. Only in the twentieth century do we encounter three hasidic groups – Gur, Slonim, and Toldes Aaron – adopting sexually restrictive kedushah as a banner, and turning it into a norm that would be binding on all male members of the community. Of these three groups, Gur produced a version of kedushah that was the most restrictive, and the only one to be formalized as a set of ordinances, while Toldes Aaron’s version was the most lenient of the three. The requirements of the kedushah norm are taught to the hasidim in general terms by their rebbes and in more elaborate detail by their authorized marriage guides.

The rationale for these norms has never been aired in public, as the Orthodox world considers it immodest to treat sexuality as anything other than a strictly private matter, but the rebbes have addressed the topic in their homilies, and have elaborated on it in their personal letters, some of which are quoted and discussed in print for the first time in the present work. Alongside the promised rewards of sexually restrictive kedushah, such as the birth of righteous children, and the presentation of kedushah as a fence against the moral decrepitude of secular culture, the main theme of the rebbes’ pronouncements on the subject is the claim that the norm of kedushah has been fundamental to Hasidism from the outset, as the means of attaining spiritual ascent and proximity to God.
 

The kedushah norms have given rise to controversy and dissent. Prominent Litvish rabbis have pointed out that they were at odds with the halakhah while also being offensive to women and harmful to men’s mental and moral wellbeing. Rabbi Y. I. Sher even accused the hasidim of hypocrisy.  Most of these criticisms have been directed at Gur – the largest hasidic community in Israel and the most restrictive in its application of the kedushah norms. The Gerer hasidim have not responded directly, but R. Nahum (Nuhem) Rotstein’s letter contains a long list of arguments in defense of the Rebbe’s ordinances. Some of his arguments, especially those that advocate kedushah as a means of establishing a more permanent, faithful, and purer bond of love between husband and wife, are clearly apologetic and cannot be taken to reflect the true motivation for kedushah. In reality, the Gerer hasidim are well aware of the damaging consequences of the ordinances for family life within their own community, and their negative impact on the standing of Gur men within the Orthodox community as a whole. This has given rise to internal debate, often beneath the surface but sometimes more openly, among the marriage guides as well as the ordinary hasidim. The ideal of sexually restrictive kedushah, which was meant to facilitate and enhance the religious ascent of the entire community, has proved to be both inappropriate for universal application and sometimes detrimental to family life.
Why this style of kedushah should have emerged in these three particular hasidic groups, and why specifically in the twentieth century, is not entirely clear, but the three most convincing explanations are as follows. (a) The inherent hasidic quest for spiritual renewal, which in time generated a range of supererogatory mysticism substitutes; (b) the overriding Orthodox tendency toward halakhic stringency; (c) The hasidic struggle to resist the promiscuous sexuality of modern society which prompted the rebbes to construct defensive fences even around that limited sphere of sexual activity that is permissible within the boundaries of halakhah. That these stringent sexual norms emerged in these particular groups may be ascribed to the fact that all three viewed the ideal of kedushah as part of their own hasidic heritage. This is especially true of Gur and Slonim, which strove to rehabilitate themselves after the destruction of their Eastern European centers in the Holocaust. They hoped to achieve this revival not only by reconstructing their old courts but also by generating new spiritual tension and energies that would attract to their ranks a new generation of virtuous young men. One of the best ways of realizing this aspiration was to renew the old battle against the traditional enemy – the sexual drive - a battle which seemed timely now more than ever before.
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