Holiness Turned into Law: 
Kabbalistic Customs and Sexual Abstinence in Hasidism

Contents:

Introduction: The Normative World of Hasidim as a Historical and Theoretical Question

Part One: Hasidic Customs and Halakha — Five self perceptions

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

Conclusion: Ethos, Custom-in-the-making, Custom Halakhah-in-the-making, Halakhah: Normative Categories of Jewish Religiosity
Holiness Turned into Law: 

Kabbalistic Customs and Sexual Abstinence in Hasidism
Benjamin Brown

Table of contents

Introduction: The normative world of the Hasidism as a historical and theoretical issue

1. Section I: Hasidic Custom and the Halakhah: Five self-perceptions 
2. Hasidic custom as a hyper-halakhic voluntary norm: The early R. Shneur Zalman of Lyadi and R. Hayim Halberstam of Sanz

3. Hasidic custom as a communal norm: R. Moshe Teitelbaum of Uyhel

4. Hasidic as a full-fledged halakhic norm: R. Yitzhak Isaac Safrin of Komarno and R. Ya'akov of Keydan

5. Hasidic custom as a custom: R. Avraham Yitzhak Sperling and R. Shalom Perlov of Koydenov

6. Hasidic custom as a legitimate divergence from the Halakhah: The "Seer" of Lublin and R. Tzvi Hirsch of Liszka

7. Hasidic custom and Jewish Law: an interim summary 

Section II: Kedushah: sexual abstinence of married men in three contemporary hasidic groups.

8. Kedushah in Gur: The ordinances of R. Israel Alter, the Beys Yisroel

9. Kedushah in Slonim: morality of aspiration

10. Kedushah in Toldes Aaron: the milder version

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

12. Halakhic and ethical background (2): The dos and don'ts of conjugal life

13. Hasidic background: Sources and trends from early Hasidism 

14. Kedushah in its theological context (1): the Beys Yisroel of Gur

15. Kedushah in its theological context (2): the Nesives Sholem of Slonim

16. Kedushah in its theological context (3): the Rebbe of Toldes Aaron

17. The Kedushah Polemic

18. Kedushah in its Historical Context:  Why the Twentieth Century?

19. Kedushah and modern hasidic identity: an interim summary and conclusion

20. Epilogue: Ethos, evolving custom, custom, evolving Halakhah, Halakhah: normative categories of Jewish religiosity.

Appendices

Appendix 1: A list of instructions for the first night, presumably written by R. Daniel Frisch:

Appendix 2: “The Wedding Day Letter” (Mikhtav yom hahupa).

Appendix 3: "The Three Months Letter" (Mikhtav shlosha hodashim)

Preface

This study primarily concerns Hasidism, custom, Halakhah, and everything in between. However, parts of the discussion may appeal to those interested in general legal theory, comparative religious studies, or sociology of religion. At times, the discussion may invoke detailed halakhic principles which lie outside the purview of those unfamiliar with the halakhic literature or lifestyle. I have endeavored to briefly explain the relevant basic terminology in the footnotes. While these explanations will allow for an understanding of the general discussion, they are not exhaustive. The conversant reader may ignore them.

I would like to thank all those who helped me===
The names of books and individuals mentioned in this study are transliterated in accordance with their pronunciation in Modern Hebrew. However, when referring to individuals by their name commonly in use amongst hasidim, these names are spelled in accordance with the accepted Yiddish pronunciation. Locations are referred to by their accepted Yiddish names, while at times I included in brackets the name presently used in their respective countries. 

Introduction: The Normative World of Hasidim as a Historical and Theoretical Question

In many religious traditions the law dictates the norms of holiness: it decides which people, objects, times and places are holy, and what is required of the individual in order to treat those holy entities properly. If the law is more or less uniform, it determines what we may call, to use the terminology of Albert Baumgarten, the standard bar of holiness in a given religious tradition. 
 In Jewish culture, this bar is determined by the Halakhah and the local or other collective customs are validated by it. There are, however, individuals and groups who aspire to reach a higher bar. In religious cultures that have a strong emphasis on law and legality, this aspiration is often attained by adopting different normative standards. Sometimes they do this by breaching the law (antinomianism), but more often they do it by posing additional, more demanding normative directives (hypernomianism, in one sense of the word).
 In some cases, they adopt both methods at the same time.
 

Rudolf Otto described the holy as "the wholly other" (das ganz andere), something that belongs to a realm transcending our earthly lives,
 but, as Mircea Eliade qualifies, it does, after all, enter our lives in some form: "Man becomes aware of the sacred because it manifests itself, shows itself, as something wholly different from the profane."
 For the religious man, Eliade argues, the world is imbued with holiness, and so –

[T]he principal physiological functions can become sacraments. Eating is a ritual, and food is variously valorized in various religious cultures. […] Sexual life […] is also is also ritualized and hence also homologized to divine acts.

If this is true for the standard bar of holiness, the raised bar will be expected to involve more intensity in the same fields that the traditional religious law has already ritualized. In the history of Jewish mysticism, this expectation has been fulfilled time after time, and early Hasidism, as the last great mystical movement in Jewish history, was no different.
 

In contrast to its popular image, that has influenced quite a few scholarly works, early Hasidism did not stand for halakhic leniency or permissiveness. To the contrary, Hasidism added hundreds of customs and practices, the vast majority of which are more restrictive and more demanding than the ordinary Halakhah.  The hasidim often quoted the saying of the Zohar: "What [person] is a pious (hasid)? – One that shows loving kindness (hesed) to his Creator."
  This "loving kindness", they explained, means doing more than what the standard law requires. "For hesed comes from the capacity of love, meaning that he [the person] shows loving kindness [to God] and acts out of love beyond the letter of the law (lifnim mishurat hadin)."
 Some of the norms adopted "beyond the letter of the law" were personal choices made by the individual hasidim, but most of them were general norms, that were transmitted to them by the tzaddikim – the holy men that the hasidim accepted as their leaders. The goal of the hasidic service of God was to "draw holiness unto each and every organ, until they all become seats unto Holiness."
 A hasid, says another tzaddik, is a person who "has subdued all his faculties and capacities unto Holiness."
 The paragons of these achievements were the tzaddikim, as they were conceived and portrayed by their adherents. These alleged qualities gave them the legitimacy to lead – as well as to establish new customs and practices.

At first glance, the phenomenon seems familiar: A new religious movement introduces new customs; the new customs differ from the prevailing religious law (including widespread traditional custom); the majority of these customs establish norms more demanding than the existing law--but sometimes also include norms which constitute violations of the existing law; the new movement comes into conflict with conservative opponents faithful to the existing law, and ultimately succeeds in overcoming difficulties and establishing itself; the deviant customs become legitimate norms, and in certain circles — even obligations. While the story of hasidic custom follows this pattern and meets all of these criteria, it also contains additional elements which complicate the picture, transforming it into a more compelling story. The principal element I wish to expand upon, is the “institutional” nature of hasidic customs. While legal and anthropological literature speak of custom as a popular phenomenon arising “in the field,” lacking textual basis and at times lacking a clear source, the new customs introduced by Hasidism were for the most part practices originating in kabbalistic literature, revered and sanctified by traditionalists. These ideas were turned into hasidic norms by virtue of the authority of the tzaddikim, the "holy men" who led the hasidic movement, whether they offered explicit instructions or were merely being imitated. While hasidic communities would eventually accumulate further customs which did not have a kabbalistic basis, preserved through the group’s living traditions, these were generally supplementary regulations, of a secondary nature, appended to the original, primary customs.
The hasidim never seriously considered seceding from the wider Jewish community. Older literature on the movement presents Hasidism as a revolutionary, potentially antinomian force, withstanding the temptation to break down boundaries.
 More recent studies, however, have implied that the core leaders of the hasidic movement were conservatives, far closer in spirit to the “Old Hasidism” (that is, to the ascetic kabbalistic circles active at the beginning of the 18th century) than was previously thought.
 The revolutionary aspects of the hasidic path were the central place afforded to mystical experience and the leadership status of those who merited such experience — the tzaddikim. These tenets were formulated very early on, with Hasidism’s initial emergence and, to a large degree, were unique to the movement. Nonetheless, these innovations were not necessarily meant to detract from the movement’s halakhic character. As noted, the hasidim never seriously contemplated becoming a separate sect and, even when the struggle against them was at its most intense, preferred convincing the establishment of their loyalty to the tradition over separating from “The Entire Jewish People” (Klal Yisrael). Their loyalty to the traditional Halakhah was not mere lip service or compromise: the hasidim were wholly at peace with traditional beliefs and values, and identified completely with the kabbalistic worldview which sees the commandments as a means of rectifying the supernal realms and humanity. Moreover, from its very beginning, the movement could boast of Torah scholars who stepped forward to defend its ways based upon classical rabbinic and halakhic sources.

It is particularly for these reasons that hasidic leaders needed to provide, for themselves and for others, an honest accounting of the relationship between their new customs and traditional Halakhah. A thorough survey of hasidic customs will probably reveal that, contrary to older perceptions of Hasidism as a movement that arrived to relieve the masses of the stringent rulings of the rabbis,
 a majority of those customs were additions to the requirements of Halakhah rather than served to reduce them. However, even as additions these customs were likely to be problematic, not just because Halakhah does not normally allow for the introduction of new commandments, but primarily because the addition of new norms of kabbalistic origin contradicted the dominant tenets of the Ashkenazi halakhic literature up to that point. It was even clearer that norms which sought to subtract from the halakhic requirements were problematic — most prominently the hasidic tendency to delay the time of prayer and not to wear tefillin during hol hamo'ed (the intermediate period of the holidays). As such, hasidim were compelled to answer, for themselves and for others: are the new customs part of Halakhah? At first glance, it was hard to argue that they were, since the established halakhic practice of the time did not observe such norms. If so, did they in fact go against the Halakhah? This too could not be easily claimed by the hasidim, for they valued Halakhah and had no desire to rebel against it. Did hasidic customs, then, constitute a distinct category of normative obligation?  And if so, what was its scope and source of authority? In response to these conundrums, hasidic leaders — particularly in the 19th century — proposed many answers, which I  investigate in the present study.

Over the course of the 19th century, Hasidism underwent a transformation, which may be referred to, in a variation on Mendel Piekarz’s term, as “the heteronomous turn”:
 As mystical ideals weakened, more traditional ideals rose to take their place. Some hasidic groups developed their identity around values bearing some connection to past mystical ideals that served in practice as “substitutes for mysticism,” while other groups developed their identities around more amorphous "atmospheres" (I shall clarify these terms in greater detail further on). From the 1860s onward, hasidic leadership became dynastic and only on rare occasions — primarily in the region of Hungary — did new dynasties form. The hasidic movement became institutional, more conservative, and was well-integrated within the broader array of Orthodox forces combating the threat of modernity. While some have interpreted these transformations as symptoms of “degeneration” or “decline,” it is possible — and more accurate — to view them as signs of maturation and responsibility, particularly in the face of crisis. It was thanks to these changes that the hasidic movement came to be recognized as a legitimate stream within Judaism. While some may have disagreed with its customs, these were internal disputes of negligible importance in light of the larger crisis confronting all Orthodox groups: the crisis of modernity.

It was specifically during this period, during the first half of the 20th century, that a literature of hasidic customs began to develop. At times, this literature included not only details of the customs themselves, but also explanations and defense of the practices under discussion. The style and historical context of these books indicate that they were not written for polemical purposes, but rather for internal consumption by the hasidim themselves. In fact, the literature served several purposes: preserving customs for those who may have forgotten them, explicating aspects of hasidic identity, and possibly also defending an older generation of hasidim against the unease of their progeny, who had already been integrated within the melting pot of Jewish Orthodoxy, and had difficulty accepting certain problematic practices. Lastly, we cannot discount that these books were an exercise in intellectual scholarship, a traditional practice that Torah scholars enjoyed engaging in throughout the generations. All told, however, this body of literature remained modest in scope until World War II. Only after the Holocaust did this phenomenon of books devoted to customs begin to flourish, as every hasidic group sought to document the customs of its rabbis and communities, in literature accompanied by extensive sourcing and explanation. It appears that this act of compilation, a codification of norms which had hitherto been transmitted orally within a living tradition, is yet another expression of the transition from a “life tradition” to a “book tradition” in post-Holocaust Judaism.
 Without a doubt, the motivation to produce compilations of old customs derived, to a large degree, from a desire to preserve and memorialize, following the destruction of Jewish communities in the Holocaust and the relocation of hasidic centers away from their countries of origin. 

Alongside the attention to traditional practice, a set of new customs, focused on the ideal of kedushah (holiness), developed within certain hasidic groups. Within these groups, the ideal of kedushah has become a codename for sexual abstinence, specifically in marital life. This principle is accompanied by additional norms aimed at creating a distance between husband and wife; a distance which, it was hoped, would neutralize the sexual attraction between them. These ideals, were not formed in a vacuum. Hasidism famously sought, from its inception, to sanctify physical bodily life and cultivate a mode of worship within that physical world. However, contrary to widespread perceptions, not all hasidic tzaddikim understood these ideals as indicating a positive and moderate attitude towards physical life. Already from its earliest beginnings, Hasidism contained two distinct competing trends of more or less equal influence, which at times, paradoxically, even coexisted. One trend understood the sanctification of physicality in accordance with its popular meaning: as an affirmation of material existence as it is, which recognizes its own divine dimension. The other trend understood the sanctification of the physical to indicate an ascetic focus, claiming to achieve holiness by overcoming material existence and finding its divine dimension through its subjugation within the physical. It is beyond the scope of this study to determine which of the hasidic forefathers were inclined towards which trend. That being said, it is clear that none of the 19th and early 20th century hasidic leaders known to us established clear rules regarding the frequency or manner of sexual intercourse, nor did they enforce them amongst their followers. As far as can be determined from the available sources, several tzaddikim regularly exhorted their followers to overcome their sexual drive and encouraged them to “elevate themselves” in this area. Amongst these were two of the most incisive and radical tzaddikim of the 19th century, Rabbi Moshe of Kobrin [Ко́брынь] and Rabbi Menahem Mendl of Kotzk [Kock]. However, neither constructed a social framework to enforce, directly or indirectly, their demanding norms in this regard. This being the case, it is difficult at this time, leading up to the conclusion of World War II, to view these norms as “customs” in the ordinary sense of the word. 
In fact, even as the norms of kedushah became institutionalized, it remains difficult to view them as “customs” in the ordinary sense of the word. The hasidim themselves do not refer to them as customs — a term reserved, generally speaking, for practices relating in some way to Halakhic ritual. It seems, therefore, that we are dealing here with a unique type of hasidic practice, strongly resembling custom in its essence, yet remaining distinct from it. These two categories, “custom” and kedushah, together form a broader category of “ethos.”

The first to develop the idea of kedushah as a defining ideal for his followers appears to have been Rabbi Ahrele Roth, founder of the the Shomer Emunim circle, first in Romania and later in Israel. However, kedushah as an ideal began to gather momentum only after the Holocaust, through his successor, Rabbi Avraham Yitshak Kohn (Avrom Yitshok) of Toldes Aaron. During the same period, Rabbi Yisrael Alter was crowned as Rebbe of Gur. Alter implemented harsh norms of kedushah, which were disseminated and enforced by the marriage guides (madrikhim) of the Gerer hasidim. Several years earlier, Rabbi Shalom (Sholem) Noah Berezovsky, the popular son-in-law of the uncharismatic Slonimer rebbe, Rabbi Avraham Weinberg III (known as the Birkes Avrom), had become head of the Slonimer yeshiva “Beit Avraham.” Rabbi Sholem Noah succeeded in greatly reinforcing the commitment of the yeshiva’s younger students to Shmirat Brit Kodesh (lit.: guarding the holy covenant – refraining from masturbation), while encouraging married students’ commitment to the ideals of kedushah. Upon assuming the position of rebbe in 1981, these values became institutionalized among the group. Thus, over the course of slightly more than thirty years, three different groups which were formed within the State of Israel elevated the value of kedushah to a supreme religious ideal, a central expression of the hasidic way of life and a means of shaping their group identity. 

In addition to making far more stringent demands than Halakhah, the ideal of kedushah also conflicts with it. The Halakhah stipulates that one of the husband’s marital obligations to his wife is 'onah, regular sexual intercourse scheduled in accordance with the husband’s profession. Even more so, Halakhah traditionally views sexual intimacy in marriage as something positive. Therefore, decades after the debate over hasidic customs had died down, kedushah has once more stirred up questions regarding the relationship between hasidic norms and Halakhah.
 Highly regarded rabbis in the Litvish community have attacked the new practices. Two senior members of the Gur community responded in defense, thereby clarifying the Gur understanding of the position of these customs in relation to Halakhah. 

These developments are of great importance in understanding the complex normative world of the hasidim, but they do not suffice. As I have stressed, Hasidism remains part of Halakhic Judaism, and thus, the existence of an additional normative-religious system within or alongside the broader system of Halakhah may be able to teach us something about the nature of Halakhah, or “Jewish law,” itself. Moreover, if we were to analyze this case with sufficiently developed theoretical tools, we would recognize that it challenges our general normative categories. Halakhah is not a legal system in the ordinary sense of the word, nor is the hasidic array of customs a customary system in the ordinary sense of the word (folk, spontaneous, without written sources): the interaction between the two is certainly not the standard interaction between law and custom. Hasidic norms — both their customs and the ethos of kedushah — seem to invite a theoretical analysis, which can refine and advance the prevalent terminology of legal theory. 

That, indeed, is the goal of this book — to study the relationship of hasidic tzaddikim to their customs and ethos in light of their relationship to Halakhah; all of this from their own reflective viewpoint. The intention is not to catalog the seemingly countless  accumulated hasidic customs, nor the multiple hasidic ethos. Instead we will select several prominent customs and one primary ethos that will be analyzed in order to learn how hasidic leaders and authors have understood their normative status. Having provided an overview of this issue, we will be able to continue to a more abstract step, in which these questions will be examined within the broader context of the relationship between Halakhah and the various religious norms operating alongside it. 

Before I proceed to the full analysis, I would like to present an introduction that is necessary for the discussion which follows. I view hasidic life, in the normative sense, as composed of concentric spheres.
 The first sphere is, of course, that of Halakhah, which is commonly kept by all observant Jews (to the exclusion of hasidic deviations from Halakhah, which shall be discussed below). The next sphere, encompassing that of Halakhah, is that of standard Ashkenazi custom. In our discussion, it is generally viewed as a part of Halakhah, for it too is a general, not specifically hasidic, category. The following sphere, surrounding the two Halakhic spheres, is that of narrow hasidic custom. By this I refer to how the hasidim themselves understand the label hasidic custom, which is also how we use it in this book. By the term “custom,” I refer to any practice relating to the observance of the strictures of Halakhah: practices of prayer, customs of Shabbat, festivals, slaughter, and so forth. This book addresses customs shared by most hasidim, although the principles discussed apply to the particular practices of each individual group. Beyond the narrow understanding of hasidic custom, broader hasidic customs include all hasidic practices which have a clear normative dimension, yet—because they are not strictly speaking part of Halakhic life—are not defined as customs. This category includes such things as the means of communication between the Hasid and his rebbe (How is the tish
  conducted? How do they write kvitlakh [notes to the rebbe]?); and within each particular hasidic group it includes the core values of the group, the emphases in their religious worship, the instructions of the rebbe which are formally implemented, and perhaps also the manner of dress which has become sanctified over the passage of the generations. These two outer spheres, the narrower and the broader senses of hasidic custom, together form the hasidic ethos
 (although I shall occasionally use the term ethos to address customs in the more general sense). These spheres are surrounded by further practices, generally of lesser, nearly inconsequential normative weight, which may be understood essentially as identifying practices. These are almost exclusively concerned with the particular hasidic identification of each group. Such practices include the group’s traditional melodies (niggunim), the veneration of previous rebbes, as well as reverence for the reigning rebbe (as expressed through the display of their pictures, buying their books, ascribing sanctity to their personal possessions, and so forth). The ethos (their customs, both in the broad and narrow sense) and identifying practices together form the “hasidic atmosphere,” meaning the collective factors which each create a particular hasidic group’s identity. This, in my opinion, is the key to analyzing the various distinctions between hasidic groups, both in the present and in the past. 

This book contains two sections (in addition to the introduction and conclusion): The first section examines five distinct hasidic conceptions of hasidic customs; the second section, part of which has been published as an article in the journal Jewish History, 
 focuses on three hasidic sects that have developed the ideal of kedushah, as well as their various means of explaining it. Having considered these two subjects, we come to the conclusion, where I identify the principal modes of thought emerging from the detailed discussions. 

Section I: Hasidic Customs and Halakhah — Five Self Perceptions
Upon examining the Jewish religious texts published over the past few decades, one notices a substantial number of books dedicated to hasidic custom. In point of fact, nearly every self-respecting hasidic group is sure to have at least one volume documenting its customs and traditions. This is a relatively new genre, its origins traceable back to the end of the 19th century. However, unlike the genre of systematic works dedicated to documenting them, the hasidic customs themselves were already extant in the earliest days of the movement. From polemical writings and other sources, we learn that by the last third of the 18th century, and perhaps even earlier, the hasidim had adopted customs derived from Kabbalah
 and from the ethos of the “older hasidim” preceding the Ba'al Shem Tov (Rabbi Yisrael ben Eliezer, 1700?-1760, founder of Hasidism). Some well-known examples include frequent immersion in a mikve (ritual bath) (in accordance with a decree attributed to Ezra the Scribe, which had previously been repealed), delaying the time of prayer, laying tefillin of Rabbenu Tam in addition to the ordinary Rashi Tefillin, using the Sefard version in their prayers,
 not donning their tefilllin during hol hamo'ed, instituting a complete ban on trimming or shaving the beard, ritually slaughtering animals with polished knives, reciting the leshem yihud formula before performing commandments, and prohibiting the wearing of woolen garments. (As noted earlier, the hasidim also developed “customs” of a more general sort—such as their manner of dress, niggunim, and means of communication between the rebbe and his followers—but I do not consider these to be customs in the halakhic sense, that is, customs which relate to the performance of commandments).
 Many of these customs encountered fierce opposition because they deviated from the established customs of Eastern European Jewry. However, these protestations ultimately did not deter the hasidim, who viewed their customs as not only legitimate, but also as embodying the most preferable mode of worship. Aaron Wertheim, amongst the first to research hasidic customs, described this aptly when he wrote, “The laws and customs which spread among the disciples and Hasidism of the Ba’al Shem Tov in the first half century of the hasidic movement consisted of an oral tradition, one which had not been written down or printed, and represented a new level of development of Halakhah in Jewish law.”

Although the majority of hasidic customs are derived from Kabbalah,
 the issue of their standing differs from the classic question regarding the status of Kabbalah within Halakhah. After several centuries of deliberation, one position stood out as dominant amongst the majority of halakhic authorities, according to which kabbalistic norms were not obligatory and were not to be enforced upon the community. This stance was comprised of rulings by Rabbis Elijah Mizrahi (the Reem; 1435-1526), David ben Solomon ibn Abi Zimra (the Radbaz; 1479-1573), and Hayim Benveniste (the Knesset Hagedola; 1603-1673), and summed up succinctly in an oft-cited formulation by Rabbi Abraham Gombiner (1637-1682) in his Magen Avraham:

The Knesset Hagedola writes in his section on decision rules: In any matter in which the kabbalistic masters and the Zohar differ from the ruling of the Talmud, one must follow the Talmud and later halakhic sources (Radbaz 1:49 Sefer Hayuhasin, R. Y Halevi §41, and Beit Yosef here). However, if the kabbalistic masters are more stringent, one should be stringent in accordance with them. And any matter which does not appear in the Talmud or later halakhic sources, even though it may be mentioned by the kabbalistic masters, cannot be enforced (Reem 1:1).

Despite this very principle, the author of Magen Avraham did not hesitate to incorporate kabbalistic sources into hundreds of his rulings.
 That being said, these inclusions were balanced and moderate, and they certainly did not transform the lifestyle of the ordinary Jew into that of the kabbalist, laden with mystical rituals and kavvanot
. It may be said that until the appearance of Hasidism in the 18th century, no prominent halakhic authorities gave Kabbalah a binding obligatory status in their rulings, let alone granting it precedence over the Talmud and later halakhic sources. Even R. Binyamin Solnik (1530-1620), the author of Maset Binyamin, who in a famous responsum inflated the authority of the Zohar and is frequently cited as an extreme advocate for it  ("If all the other works were on side of a scale, and the Zohar alone on the other side, it would still prevail”
), actually made nearly no mention of the Zohar in his responsa aside from this one famous sentence. The only groups who conducted their lives in accordance with the strictures of Kabbalah were the kabbalists themselves, an elite, anomalous stratum whose different religious conduct was tolerated by the broader Jewish community. The ascent of Hasidism’s “Kabbalah turned ethos” (in the words of Martin Buber), disrupted the prevailing order. Various kabbalistic norms were now shared by the masses and, as is often the case in such circumstances, the change in quantity created a change in quality. The practices which halakhic authorities had sought to impose sparingly now became widespread norms which shaped the lifestyle of many people, at times even supplanting deeply entrenched halakhic practices and customs. Faced with such a situation, the hasidim needed to conduct a reflexive examination of the halakhic status of these new-old customs.
Generally speaking, Hasidism was a religious revival movement, that is, a movement which sought to raise the bar of “holiness” above that of standard halakhic Judaism. In this sense, Hasidism may be termed as an “extreme” religious movement, in accordance with the classic characterization of Albert Baumgarten
 In the writings of the Hasidism’s opponents (mitnagdim), the hasidim are referred to (based on Isaiah 66:17) as “the self-sanctifying and self-purifying”
 meaning, those who pretend to be holy and pure. For hasidim, however, this was not a superficial pretension but rather a sincere aspiration. The hasidic customs were born out of a desire to approach, as closely as possible, the religious devotion of the kabbalists. Despite the suspicions which surrounded it, and particularly in the wake of the Sabbatean movement, Kabbalah continued to enjoy great esteem as the foremost esoteric doctrine within Judaism, while its practitioners were considered individuals who had reached high levels in the service of God. The mystical experience towards which the hasidim aspired was also almost always explained in kabbalistic, or kabbalistically-inspired, terms. It comes as no surprise, therefore, that the hasidic aspiration to attain elevated religious standing manifested itself in the adoption of kabbalistic customs, which promoted the very ideals of sanctity and purity which the hasidim sought.

As the hasidic movement grew in strength, its customs multiplied into manifold and diverse forms. By the end of this process, individual hasidic groups had developed distinct practices reflective of their particular ethos and group identity, within the larger framework of general hasidic custom. Wertheim, himself the descendent of a dynasty of rebbes, wrote in his day: “For the individual Hasid, the traditions handed down within his own Hasidic court are far more important than specific laws in Shulhan ‘Arukh.”
 Such was the case in many places, but not all. Even at this early stage, there were hasidic groups who diligently observed their customs (Belz hasidim are one, although not the only example), while the customs of other groups were of a more amorphous and flexible normative standing. In any case, hasidic customs, both those widespread and those that were more specific, were respected and supported. The question of interest is: to what degree were these customs considered binding halakhic obligations, and what was their normative status in relation to the commandments themselves?
By the third generation of the movement, hasidic groups began to produce “rabbi-rebbes,” figures who served as both hasidic tzaddikim and active halakhic authorities. As we shall see below, these rebbes were also concerned with this question, and it would be worthwhile to examine it from their perspective. A review of the topic through the prism of 100 years of hasidic literature—roughly concurrent with the 19th century—reveals that at least five different models for understanding hasidic custom developed over this period: (1) the hasidic custom as a hyper-halakhic voluntary personal norm; (2) the hasidic custom as a halakhic obligation, by virtue of being a communal norm; (3) the hasidic custom as a halakhic norm in the strict sense; (4) the hasidic custom as merely a convention, that is, a relatively weak halakhic norm. The fifth and final model is not a model in the same sense as the preceding ones, for it only relates to one custom in particular—delaying the time of prayer. Nevertheless, it is worthwhile to examine it within the framework of our discussion: (5) the hasidic custom as a legitimate deviation from Halakhah ('averah lishmah - “a sin for the sake of Heaven”). In the following chapters, I examine each model according to its own internal logic and chronological development, and, subsequently, draw a number of conclusions regarding the general development of legal-religious norms within a socio-religious movement.

1. The Hasidic Custom as a Hyper-Halakhic Voluntary Personal Norm: The Early Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liady and Rabbi Hayim of Sanz

During its early years, the hasidic movement was frequently accused of deviating from traditional customs. Indeed, such accusations were already leveled in the generation of the disciples of the Ba'al Shem Tov. A story is told about Rabbi Nahman of Kosov, a confidant of the Ba'al Shem Tov: One day, upon arriving at the town of Zholkev (Żółkiew), he led prayers in the hasidic prayer-version. Upon concluding, “all of the congregants pounced upon him, saying, ‘How dare you lead prayers without permission, changing the prayer-version to one which our forefathers and ancestors, great ones of their generation, never used!’ Rabbi Nahman answered sharply, angering his audience, ‘And who says that they reside in Heaven?’”
 According to a different, apparently independent, version of the story, he replied, “When people ask you, ‘Why did I not see my father and grandfather carry out these hasidic practices?’, it is proper to respond to them, ‘And did your father bring the Messiah?’” He even interpreted the verse, “Do not turn to necromancers [ovot],” (Leviticus 19:31) as meaning, “Do not turn to the forefathers [avot].”
 Hasidic custom was perceived as a deviation from Halakhah not just by outsiders, but even by the hasidim themselves. In all likelihood, this is why the movement’s first “rabbi-rebbes”—Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liady, Rabbi Moshe Teitelbaum of Uyhel [Sátoraljaújhely], and Rabbi Hayim of Sanz—were hesitant to grant the hasidic practices the status of full-fledged custom, let alone as Halakhah.

One of the first “rabbi-rebbes” was Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liady (1745-1812), founder of the Habad hasidic group. However, it is doubtful whether he fulfills the criteria for this status, for he wrote a very limited number of responsa. His primary halakhic output was his Shulhan ‘Arukh, known as Shulhan 'Arukh Harav,
 which is a systematic halakhic codex based primarily on the order of Rabbi Joseph Karo’s (1488-1575) original Shulhan 'Arukh. Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s sons record in the book’s introduction that their father began working on it in his youth, while a member of the court of the Maggid of Mezeritch,
 that is, before he had ever served in a rabbinic post. Most importantly, it was during this period, that he composed the Orah Hayim section (laws of daily living) of his book. In this section, more so than in the other parts completed many years later, Kabbalah and hasidic customs might be of relevance.
 In his later years, Rabbi Shneur Zalman planned to rewrite Orah Hayim. We do not know whether he completed this project, but in any case, only four chapters are extant today, corresponding to the first four chapters of Orah Hayim and covering the laws concerning arising in the morning. These are included in the printed editions of Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav under the title “Second Edition.”

Two small sections of Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav were published in the author’s lifetime.
Most of the book’s chapters were destroyed in the fires which ravaged Liady during Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s final years,
 and the surviving chapters were only published following his death.
 The book swiftly became a primary halakhic reference within hasidic circles, and with time, its influence extended to the broader Jewish community as well.

In addition to this seminal halakhic work, Rabbi Shneur Zalman published the Siddur (prayer book) which bears his name in 1803.
 This Siddur aimed to consolidate the hasidic prayer-version, which had not yet received a definitive form, alongside halakhic rulings derived from hasidic custom. Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s two works contradict one another in quite a few respects, contradictions which were noted and addressed by many rabbis and Torah scholars, apparently even within the author’s lifetime. Rabbi Avraham Hayim Naeh (1890-1954), author of Piskei Hasiddur, presents the various places where the Siddur differs from Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav, and summarizes the differences as follows:

In general, the differences between Shulhan ‘Arukh and the Siddur can be attributed to the following reasons:

The Shulhan ‘Arukh is based upon the Ashkenaz prayer-version […] while the Siddur is based upon the prayer-version of the ARI, i.e. the Sefard prayer-version. 
The Shulhan ‘Arukh is based upon the rulings of the halakhic authorities, while the Siddur is based upon the opinions of Rabbi Isaac Luria […];

In the case of an uncertainty regarding whether to recite a blessing, the Siddur is extremely stringent, such that while in Shulhan ‘Arukh he [Rabbi Shneur Zalman] rules that one should recite the blessing—he retracts his ruling in the Siddur and says that one should not recite the blessing, out of concern for those prior opinions which state that a blessing does not need to be recited […];

The preponderance of halakhic rulings in the Siddur are more stringent than the rulings presented in Shulhan ‘Arukh, which balanced and arrayed the Halakhah in order to fulfill the stringent opinions as well, […] and only on rare occasion does the Siddur rule more leniently than that which is written in Shulhan ‘Arukh.

As can be seen in Rabbi Naeh’s informative summation, the halakhic rulings of Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav do not in any way reflect hasidic custom, which is primarily derived from Kabbalah. Thus, for example, regarding the practice of wearing tefillin of Rabbenu Tam, Rabbi Shneur Zalman ruled that, “the predominant practice is in accordance with Rashi and his supporters [and not Rabbenu Tam], and such is the practice accepted by the public.”
  Following the precedent set by Rabbi Joseph Karo in his Shulhan ‘Arukh, he rules that that the wearing of Rabbenu Tam tefillin is merely considered a meritorious practice, and that “not everyone who wants to pass as a scholar may do so, and one should not [wear Rabbenu Tam tefillin] in public, unless one is already known for one's piety.”
 Regarding the practice of immersing in a mikveh every day before morning prayers, he notes that in the past, individuals followed the decree of Ezra mandating daily immersion prior to prayer and Torah study “in order that Torah scholars not be [sexually active] with their wives like roosters.” Immediately afterwards, however, he emphasizes that, “this decree did not spread throughout Israel, and was later completely nullified, for it brought about a cessation of Torah study and a cessation of procreation. They ruled that even one who is impure due to a seminal emission may study Torah, recite the passages of the Shema', and pray, without immersing himself or bathing in 9 kab of water. This is the common practice.”
 Lastly, regarding the proper time for morning prayers, Rabbi Shneur Zalman ruled, like his predecessors, that one should ideally pray at sunrise, with the latest time being after one third of the day has passed. “Therefore,” he writes, “one must take care in the winter months to wake up and pray before one third of the day has passed,” and, “if one erred and did not pray until after one third of the day has passed, up until noon—one has fulfilled one's obligation to pray, but not one's obligation to pray at the proper time.”
 As Rabbi Naeh pointed out, even with respect to the prayer-version—a prominent indicator of hasidic identity—Rabbi Shneur Zalman employed the Ashkenaz prayer-version, the very prayer-version renounced by the hasidim. In other words, Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav understood hasidic custom as separate from Halakhah rather than a part of it. However, commentators on Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav agree that, throughout the work, Rabbi Shneur Zalman ruled in accordance with the ahronim (post-16th century halakhic authorities), relying particularly upon the rulings of the Magen Avraham.
 While the Magen Avraham did integrate kabbalistic sources into his rulings, he employed relative restraint (particularly compared to Kabbalah-inclined halakhic authorities and hasidic custom), and generally in his rulings on socially inconspicuous matters.

Rabbi Shneur Zalman sided with the Magen Avraham in his fundamental stance towards integrating Kabbalah with Halakhah, and writes in one paragraph of his Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav:

In any matter in which the kabbalistic masters and Zohar are at odds with the ruling of the Talmud, one must follow the Talmud or the later halakhic sources which follow it. And in any place where the kabbalistic masters are more stringent, one should be stringent in accordance with them, although we cannot force the community to be stringent. And anything which does not appear at all in the Talmud or later halakhic sources—even though it may appear in Kabbalah—we cannot force the community the community to practice.

As can be discerned, he follows, nearly word-for-word, the directives of Magen Avraham in the parallel paragraph in Shulhan ‘Arukh.
 Indeed, the Halakhah conveyed in Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav, i.e the rulings which should be communally enforced, excludes kabbalistic norms, with the exception of those which willy-nilly entered the halakhic discourse. Hasidic norms are not enforceable, but rather adopted willingly by the individual who chooses to follow a stringent path. The fact that these norms are not part of Halakhah indicates that Rabbi Shneur Zalman understood them to be a type of “midat hasidut” (pietistic virtue)—a hyper-halakhic stringency— which should be adopted by the individual who is considered to be a “hasid” (pious). As Rabbi Avraham Hayim Naeh pointed out, many of the differences between Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s Siddur and his Shulhan ‘Arukh are due to the Siddur’s kabbalistic, generally more stringent, character. In other words, the Siddur reflects what later came to be referred to as “the hasidic custom.” This custom was understood by Rabbi Shneur Zalman, therefore, as a hyper-halakhic norm, which may be adopted by the individual at his discretion. 

A similar line of reasoning is revealed in the rulings of Rabbi Hayim of Sanz (1797?-1876; "the Divrei Hayim"), as analyzed by Iris Brown.
 Rabbi Hayim was also amongst the first “rabbi-rebbes”, but his halakhic authority extended beyond the hasidic camp. Brown designates Rabbi Hayim’s approach a “model of separation,”
 i.e., he draws a clear distinction between the fully binding duties of the Halakhah and the ones recommended by Hasidism. It seems that this description is also appropriate for the rulings of Rabbi Shneur Zalman in Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav (although we shall see below that several Habad commentators had reservations about this understanding of his rulings). The “model of separation” views Halakhah and hasidic custom as two distinct spheres, the first being obligatory, while the second, although highly recommended, lies beyond what can be expected from the broader public. In a similar manner, Rabbi Shraga Feivel Mendlowitz explains the dissonance between the relatively lenient halakhic ruling of Rabbi Hayim of Sanz, which permits trimming of facial hair, and his stringent approach towards growing a beard in his hasidic conduct:

Although it is well known that the Divrei Hayim [Rabbi Hayim of Sanz] was very stringent about having a fully-grown beard, and would never permit any of the hasidim to even slightly trim their “holy beard,” in accordance with the teachings of Kabbalah—when addressing other types of people who stood no chance of leaving their beard as is, he did not hesitate to inform them that it is permitted at the outset to shave one’s beard, provided that it is done in a manner accepted by Halakhah.

According to a later source, Rabbi Hayim even avoided reciting the “Leshem yihud” formula which the hasidim were accustomed to saying, out of the concern for the ruling prohibiting it by Rabbi Yehezkel Landau (an anti-hasidic rabbi!) in his responsa Noda’ Biyehudah.

At first glance, this explanation distances hasidic customs from the sphere of Halakhah and drawing it closer to the realm of musar (religious ethics) instead. However, this is a rather problematic categorization. While musar at times consists of suggested, and hence non-obligatory, behavioral norms (alongside other norms which, while obligatory, lack definite standardization),
 Jewish ethical literature is generally comprised of over-arching principles or values, whose individual rules merely serve to elucidate them. Hasidic customs, in contrast, are almost always concerned with proper rules, whether as conveyed through their essential character or in their terminological expression. These rules are intimately connected to the practical observance of Halakhah. Consequently, it is more accurate to view them, in this conception, as halakhic stringencies and, on rare occasion, leniencies which, although highly recommended, are principally a matter of individual choice.

When contradictions arise between Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav and the Siddur, it is customary in the Habad tradition to side with the Siddur. Two underlying explanations have been offered. Rabbi Avraham Haim Naeh and others have claimed that the Siddur postdated Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav, and consequently conveyed Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s final position.
 According to this claim, the later Rabbi Shneur Zalman altered his approach, and in his last years viewed the hasidic customs (and consequently kabbalistic sources) as an inseparable part of Halakhah. Support for this position is alluded to many years later, in the writings of Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s grandson, Rabbi Menahem Mendel, known as the “the Tzemah Tzedek” (1789-1866), as well as in the writings of Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s disciple and future grandson-in-law, Rabbi Nehemiah Birekh Ginzburg of Dubrowna, known as the “Divrei Nehemiah” (1788-1852). Both note that in his later years, Rabbi Shneur Zalman came to regret what he saw as[image: image1.png]


 his excessive commitment to the rulings of Magen Avraham.
 This position is further supported by another claim, which asserts that at the end of his life, Rabbi Shneur Zalman sought to write a new edition of Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav, which would be less reliant upon Magen Avraham and grant more authority to kabbalistic sources in his halakhic rulings. This tradition was also cited by Rabbi Avraham David Lavut (1805-1890), amongst the foremost commentators of Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav, even as he perplexingly sought to discredit the claim that Rabbi Shneur Zalman retracted his earlier position.
 Furthermore, according to Rabbi Lavut, the older Rabbi Shneur Zalman believed that, “it could not be that the kabbalists were at odds with the Talmud,”
 while in Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav he referred explicitly to the possibility “that the kabbalistic masters and Zohar argue with the Talmud.”
 It can be assumed that the four extant chapters of the “second edition” are in fact the beginnings of this revisionary undertaking, as claimed by Habad tradition.
 If this tradition is indeed correct, the later Rabbi Shneur Zalman abandoned the “model of separation,” instead adopting a different model—one of combination, or integration, between Halakhah and Kabbalah, and consequently between Halakhah and hasidic custom.
An alternative explanation, however, is that the Siddur has greater normative weight specifically amongst Habad hasidim. According to this explanation, Shulhan 'Arukh Harav was written for the broader Jewish population, while the Siddur was intended as a guidebook for hasidim, particularly Habad hasidim, and therefore is obligatory to a greater extent for this latter population. This interpretation is cited by Rabbi Avraham Hayim Naeh as the opinion of “many” (“Many say that the Rebbe wrote Shulhan ‘Arukh for the entire world, while the Siddur was written just for his hasidim”),
 but, in fact, it is difficult to find such a distinction expressed in the work itself. Mondshine claims—correctly in my opinion—that such a distinction is implied in the comments of Rabbi Hayim Elazar Shapira of Munkács, (1871-1937).
 According to Shapira, Shulhan ‘Arukh is a halakhic work, and as such follows the opinion of the halakhic authorities, while the Siddur, as a hasidic work, rules in accordance with the kabbalists. This is the reason why Rabbi Shneur Zalman ultimately instructed his hasidim to act in accordance with the Siddur. This approach supports the “model of separation,” and, if correct, does away with any need to claim that Rabbi Shneur Zalman underwent a shift in his position regarding the relationship between Halakhah and Kabbalah. 

To conclude, it is difficult to decide which of the two explanations is correct, but it is nevertheless worthwhile highlighting the points of convergence and divergence between them: both positions agree that the young Rabbi Shneur Zalman, as expressed in the first edition of Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav, adhered to the rulings of the halakhic authorities, indicating that he did not view kabbalistic and hasidic customs as part of Halakhah. The disagreement is only in regard to the later Rabbi Shneur Zalman: Rabbi Avraham Hayim Naeh reasoned that he changed his position, while according to “many” others he maintained a consistent stance for the duration of his life. At first glance, Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s intentions in setting forth to write a new edition of Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav appears to support Rabbi Naeh’s explanation. However, an investigation of the four extant chapters of the second edition reveals that the kabbalistic-hasidic dimension within the work remains quite subtle, and as such, it is difficult to identify a distinct shift away from the orientation of the first edition.

I would like to propose at this juncture a third intermediate possibility, according to which Rabbi Shneur Zalman viewed hasidic custom as “Halakhah-in-the-making.” My interpretation has no source in any tradition, internal or otherwise, and the text I wish to draw upon—a letter by Rabbi Shneur Zalman from Elul 5571 (August-September 1811)—is not entirely unambiguous. It is, therefore, an explanation which hangs by a thread, and by no means presumes to be decisive, and yet seems to me to be deserving of mention as a possibility. 

Thus, we turn to one of the hasidic customs which stood at the heart of the dispute between the hasidim and their opponents: the custom of conducting ritual slaughter using polished knives.
 This dispute has already been thoroughly studied by several rabbis and scholars,
 and has been analyzed with particular clarity by Shaul Stampfer.
 To avoid going into excessive detail, suffice to say that the polished knife which the hasidim employed was indeed sharper and, in this regard, finer. However, by the same token, it was more susceptible to becoming dulled, and thus required more constant and attentive care. As a consequence, the opponents of the hasidim—who regarded the use of such knifes as problematic— banned hasidic ritual slaughter and even considered meat slaughtered with such knives unfit for consumption. Other analyses argue that these opponents were not troubled by any actual halakhic difficulty, and that the conflict was a socio-political development within their broader opposition to Hasidism.

Rabbi Shneur Zalman did not address this issue in the chapters of his Shulhan ‘Arukh devoted, in part, to the laws of ritual slaughter (Yoreh De'ah). However, it should be mentioned that this section of Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav is extremely disjointed, and there are many gaps in the discussion of laws of ritual slaughter, likely due to many parts of the work having been destroyed by fire. Nonetheless, he does address this topic in several of his letters. In an undated letter to his followers in Vilna, the stronghold of the opponents of Hasidism, Rabbi Shneur Zalman defines the practice of conducting ritual slaughter with polished knives as “a great and tremendous mitzvah, which our saintly teachers maintained and for whose sake they truly sacrificed themselves.”
 Should the reader now imagine that he thereby endorsed the practice as part of Halakhah, the passage is immediately followed by an important qualification: 
However, if on occasion one finds themselves gathered at a festive meal together with their fellow townspeople—heaven forfend that they should separate from them to mark the others as consumers of improperly slaughtered meat, do not even mention [such a thought]! Nor have I withheld from using their vessels, even those used that very day.
 The full content of the issue cannot be elaborated in a letter, but I have conveyed what I have to say onto our friend Mr. M., the bearer of this document […]

This brief letter implies that from a halakhic standpoint, meat slaughtered with an unpolished knife is kosher, for otherwise the instructions given to the hasidim to eat meat slaughtered with these knives in order to avoid communal strife are inexplicable. That being said, in their private lives the hasidim were expected to follow the practices which Rabbi Shneur Zalman considered to be most proper—the hasidic norm. Note that he does not state that ritual slaughter conducted with an unpolished knife is forbidden, but rather that ritual slaughter conducted with a polished knife is a “mitzvah.”

An important point: this letter is not dated, and therefore cannot be used to extrapolate Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s later position. Rabbi Shalom Dovber Levine, the polymath Habad researcher, estimates that it was written between the years 1803 and 1809, but its date nonetheless remains indefinite.
 However, there is another letter by Rabbi Shneur Zalman on this topic, one that does have a date: Elul 5571 (August 1811), a year and a half prior to his death. This letter, of greater length and detail than the aforementioned one, appears at first glance to support the same position, but a more careful reading between the lines reveals another, slightly different, approach. The difficulty lies in the fact that, particularly in the key paragraph, Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s uses somewhat cryptic language that conceals as much as it reveals, in what may be assumed to be deliberate ambiguity. 

Rabbi Shneur Zalman first carefully reviews the two halakhic positions, presents the advantages and disadvantages of each, and concludes that polished knives are preferable; but then he adds an important note:

Far be it for us to speak disparagingly of those regions which are lenient and rely upon the authorities who are lenient regarding the measurement of a nick on the blade of the knife. And far be it for them to not tolerate those regions which are stringent and follow the opinion of the authorities who rule stringently regarding the measurement of a nick on the blade of the knife. We have found many laws which are subject to such disputes amongst the authorities, whether medieval or post-medieval. In the preceding generations, our forefathers were accustomed to follow the lenient opinion, while in the present generations those who adopted the stringent norm have multiplied greatly, such as in the cases of hadash (newly harvested grain which is temporarily forbidden), the proper time for the evening prayers, and numerous other such cases.

The first part of the letter reiterates the position which we saw in the previous letter: those who advocate for using unpolished knives are presented as the “lenient,” wholly legitimate, opinion, while the stringent position is generally viewed as “pious behavior.” While the stringent position is part and parcel of halakhic discourse, many hyper-halakhic norms are regarded as mere stringencies in the modern age, that is to say, practices espousing the more stringent opinion within a given halakhic dispute, while the “regular” Halakhah either adopts the more lenient opinion or leaves the question undecided.
 From this part of the letter alone, one might think that it is discussing a hyper-halakhic voluntary norm, which one may choose to observe. However, the conclusion of the section cited above has a different tone: on the one hand, the lenient path is that of “our forefathers,” implying a continuation of the tolerant note sounded above; on the other hand, though, Rabbi Shneur Zalman asserts that fewer and fewer people hold that position nowadays, and compares the stringent halakhic position on ritual slaughter with polished knives to the normative halakhic prohibitions of hadash and evening prayers. These last two are examples of commandments which were obligatory in principle, but, became fully binding after being accepted by the entire Jewish people. It is clear that Rabbi Shneur Zalman would not tolerate violations of these laws, and would not forgivingly view such individuals as merely following the practices of their forefathers. How can the tension between the two passages be resolved? 

I do not have a definitive solution, but the most reasonable interpretation appears to be that Rabbi Shneur Zalman—who does not generally display a historist approach to Halakhah—is hinting to his disciples that they are in the midst of a process of change, confidently moving in the proper direction towards stringency. Today (that is to say, in his times), the persons practicing ritual slaughter with polished knives have merely "multiplied greatly" but still do not constitute the entire Jewish people, not even its great majority, but the course of history is moving in that direction. As such, those who follow this practice demonstrate proper observance of the Halakhah, but a forgiving attitude should still be displayed toward those who follow the existing practice, until the stringency has been fully accepted.

This is by no means a conclusive explanation, but, if correct, it may shed light on the later Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s attitude towards hasidic custom in general. That is to say, he views it as “Halakhah-in-the-making.” When I say “Halakhah-in-the-making,” I do not mean “custom-in-the-making,” (a term I shall discuss in detail in the last chapter), but to actual, formal, Halakhah which should be taught to the entire Jewish people. If this is the case, the differences between Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav and the Siddur, or between the two editions of Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav, are not due to a change in Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s fundamental position, but rather simply reflects the Hasidism’s success in transforming communal practice over that period of time. Since its proponents "have steeply multiplied," there was now a greater (How much greater? We cannot tell) likelihood of integrating hasidic custom into the formal Halakhah. 
My hypothesis is supported by Levi Cooper’s recent paper about Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s position on the prohibition against consuming matzah soaked in water (gebrokt) on Passover, which is a hasidic stringency rather than a formal halakhah. As the paper demonstrates, in Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav, Rabbi Shneur Zalman also rules leniently in accordance with the established Halakhah. 
 However, in a separate responsum (which Cooper estimates postdates Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav), he instructs that one should be stringent and not consume such matzah, in accordance with Kabbalah and hasidic custom.
 Cooper writes:

As befits the literary class of halakhic works, Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi adhered to the well-known rules of Halakhah and ruled that there is no concern whatsoever that soaked matzah may further leaven. The norm is presented here in a straightforward manner, without considering extra-legal factors such as Lurianic Kabbalah, nor bearing in mind the actual process of preparing matzah at that period in time.

As time passed and hasidic identity began to coalesce, the hasidim began to view the practice of refraining from eating soaked matzah as proper for all to observe, and not just the punctilious. Such concern had indeed existed as a known, if not widely observed, halakhic possibility. The developing movement gave precedence to Rabbi Isaac Luria, who supported “observing every stringency on Passover,” in the words of Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi. […] The theoretical Halakhah remained in place, but for all practical purposes, Rabbi Shneur Zalman encouraged abstaining from eating soaked matzah on Passover.

Cooper refrains from pronouncing definitively that at the end of his days, Rabbi Shneur Zalman viewed the prohibition against consuming soaked matzah as a proper behavioral norm for the entire Jewish people, that is to say, as a full-fledged halakhic requirement. He appears to assume that Rabbi Shneur Zalman viewed the practice as an obligatory norm only for hasidim. However, the process described in this illuminating paper could just as well serve as a foundation for another possible interpretation, whereby the issue of soaked matzah is an example of “Halakhah-in-the-making,” in the full sense of the word "Halakhah." If this is indeed the case, we see that here too, Rabbi Shneur Zalman sought to integrate hasidic custom within the formal Halakhah.

As for the later Rabbi Shneur Zalman, the uncertainty remains: it could be that at the end of his life he viewed hasidic custom through lens of the “model of separation,” as unrelated to Halakhah; it may be that he viewed it as an integral part of Halakhah; and it might be that he viewed it “Halakhah-in-the-making.” We cannot conclusively resolve this question. All we can confidently state is that the younger Rabbi Shneur Zalman embraced the model of separation, meaning that he viewed hasidic custom as a hyper-halakhic voluntary personal norm. Rabbi Haim of Sanz, a member of the next generation of hasidic tsaddikim, can also be included in this camp. 
2. Hasidic Custom as a Communal Norm: Rabbi Moshe Teitelbaum of Uyhel
The first full-fledged “rabbi-rebbe,” that is, an author of a book of responsa, appears to have been Rabbi Moshe Teitelbaum (1760-1841) of Uyhel [Sátoraljaújhely], commonly known as “the Yismah Moishe.” Teitelbaum established the Uyhel-Sziget dynasty, whose descendants would later come to include the Satmar hasidic group. He served as the town rabbi, only assuming the position of rebbe in 1815, following the death of his teacher, the Seer of Lublin. Although Hasidism had reached Hungary several decades earlier, Teitelbaum is deemed one of the forebears of Hasidism in the region, and in his lifetime, was considered the unofficial regional leader of the movement. Much of his time was spent distributing amulets to the masses who thronged at his doorstep, including non-Jews. His homiletical writings on the Torah, collected in his book Yismah Moshe, are not formulated in the classic style typical of a hasidic tzaddik, but rather are more similar in style to the homiletics of the itinerant preachers of that era, who did not stray far from the biblical text’s simple meaning. Teitelbaum’s oeuvre also includes a commentary on the book of Psalms, Tefilah LeMoshe, as well as a number of smaller works. Following his death, his responsa were collected in the book Heshiv Moshe (1861), which deals primarily with practical halakhic questions. This volume was moderately influential and was cited on occasion in the broader halakhic literature, even outside of Hungary and other areas under hasidic influence. Furthermore, the Yismah Moishe apparently composed additional halakhic writings, but many have been lost.

The Yismah Moishe was related through marriage to Rabbi Hayim of Sanz, connecting the two prominent “rabbi-rebbes” dynasties of Hungary and Galicia.
 Such marital bonds between the two families would continue for many generations, and also encompassed the Dinov (Shapira) dynasty, which similarly produced many “rabbi-rebbes.” These dynasties represented the “rabbinic lines” of Galician and Hungarian Hasidism,
 which generally adopted a mode of inflexible and ultra-conservative Orthodoxy in these regions. It is worth noting that the Yismah Moishe himself—in contrast to his portrayal by his descendants as a leading figure of religious zealotry in Orthodox Judaism—did not actively participate in the struggles against the Reform movement in Hungary, nor did he reveal an overtly zealous stance in his writings. 
The “rabbinic” character of the Yismah Moishe emerges from his descriptions. Later rumors, whose veracity require further examination, testify that he had expressed doubts about the hasidic custom of delaying the time for prayers (he himself prayed at sunrise), and a well-known, although dubious, folktale reports that this was the subject of a dispute with his son-in-law Rabbi Aryeh Leib Lifshitz, known as "the Aryeh Devei Ilu’o".
 In his writings, the Yismah Moishe only addressed two concrete cases of hasidic custom: the prohibition against wearing woolen garments, and the wearing of tefillin during hol hamo’ed. The first of these customs attracted an indirect response from Rabbi Moshe Sofer (1762-1839), known as the Hatam Sofer, the greatest Hungarian rabbinic authority of that generation. 

 
One of the older hasidic customs forbids wearing woolen garments, out of concern for violating the prohibition of Sha'atnez. While the biblical Sha'atnez prohibition  only proscribes the wearing of a garment containing both linen and wool, the hasidim were concerned that any wool garment might contain a thread of linen, and therefore refrained from wearing wool altogether. Testimony to the observance of this custom amongst hasidim dates back to the 1770s, in the book Birkei Yosef by Rabbi Hayim Yosef David Azulai, known as the HIDA.
 According to a responsum by the Yismah Moishe, a certain hasidic community, whose identity is unknown to us, vigorously observed this custom and its members customarily forbade individuals wearing woolen garments to lead services unless they changed their clothes. Around 1833, a member of this community corresponded with the Yismah Moishe, asking if such a practice was indeed permitted. He responded:
There is indeed a great concern regarding woolen garments, that they may contain linen threads, for this is very common, as is known. Blessed be the man who is careful in this matter and does not wear woolen garments. In the land of Poland, all who bear concern for God in their heart do not wear woolen garments. And even in this country [Hungary], since I came here many have ceased wearing woolen garments, may a blessing come upon them. However, we do not have the authority to force the masses not to wear woolen garments. 
Regarding one who leads prayers while wearing woolen garments: if indeed he is wearing Sha'atnez, that is to say, his cloth contains linen thread, even if unknown to him—this has a greatly damaging effect upon the prayers. For aside from the fact that he is violating a prohibition of the Torah, such a garment also involves the forces of impurity. The sages who interpreted the Torah by different meanings of its words (dorshei rashumot) stated that Sha'atnez is comprised of the letters Satan 'az [powerful Satan],
 for the power of Satan, mighty and very strong, is present in the person who wears the cloth that contains it. And the word 'az [powerful] is also [of the same letters as the word] 'ez, the goat-demon, as in “And there shall satyrs dance.” [Isaiah 13:21]. How could one possibly arouse mercy upon the community while wearing the strong power of the Sitra Ahra [Evil Force]?!
Now, if the community wishes to issue such a regulation [takkanah]—namely that even though they themselves do wear woolen garments and are not concerned about the possibility of a mixture, they nevertheless insist that the prayer leader, being their emissary to arouse heavenly mercy, take greater caution and not wear woolen garments,—this is certainly a fine regulation and blessing should come upon them. Now if the entire congregation is not concerned about this matter, for the majority of them and all of the householders wear woolen garments and only one individual seeks to protest—it does not appear to me that this is legally tenable. If in that synagogue they pray the Ashkenaz prayer version and not the ARI's, an individual does not have the right to enforce [a regulation against wearing woolen cloths]. But if they pray according to the ARI's prayer version, which is the version of the hasidim, then the law is certainly on the side of the concerned individual. For it is well known that all who pray in this prayer version have accepted upon themselves to flee from 99 paths of permission in order not to impinge upon one path of prohibition and its impure consequences, heaven forfend, and do not wear woolen garments. If an individual wearing woolen garments would enter the synagogue, one should probably not chase after him. But to lead prayers in a congregation which prays according to the ARI's prayer version while wearing woolen garments—such a thing has never been heard, for his prayer and his clothing contradict one another, and he is liable to arouse a great accusatory force, heaven forfend. Therefore, if they pray according to the ARI's prayer version, one should not lead prayers while wearing woolen garments which arouse concern.

An examination of the Yismah Moishe’s responsum is informative: while the concern about violating the prohibition against wearing Sha'atnez is very serious and the letters of the word Sha'atnez represent the might of Satan, the prohibition against wearing woolen garments is fundamentally a hyper-halakhic stringency, and is not contained within the prohibition against wearing Sha'atnez. Therefore, without making explicit mention of the principle of Magen avraham, which Rabbi Shneur Zalman and other authorities espoused, he rules that the norm may not be communally enforced, in accordance with this very principle.
 The kabbalistic, apparently hyper-halakhic, norm is the personal voluntary choice of the individual. However, in this instance the Yismah Moishe sets a new stipulation: “If the community wishes to issue such a regulation [takkanah] […]—this is certainly a fine regulation.” The implication is that, even if this norm is not enforceable within the regular rules of Halakhah, it may still be enforced as a sort of “secondary legislation”: Halakhah authorizes the community to issue its own regulations, often referred to as "communal ordinances" (takkanot kahal), which may be enforced. If the community issues regulations prohibiting the wearing of woolen garments—they are no different than any other ordinance. As such, these regulations are as obligatory, and enforceable, as any other Halakhah.
Although the issuing of regulations is an official procedure, the Yismah Moishe here reveals a lenient approach. He does not require such a legislative procedure, but rather is satisfied by an informal act of legislation: “If they pray according to the ARI's prayer version, which is the version of the hasidim, then the law is certainly on the side of the concerned individual [so that he can enforce this norm], for it is well known that all who pray in this prayer version have accepted upon themselves not to wear woolen garments.” In other words, there is no need for a formal legislative procedure. The very act of praying according to the ARI's version, that is, the Sefard version, is indicative of the hasidic character of the community, which has accepted upon itself—even without a formal procedure—an assortment of stringent norms, including the prohibition against wearing woolen garments. This communal “secondary legislation” is recognized as having the power to create prohibitions within hasidic communities. Rather than being instituted through a formal issuance of ordinances, these prohibitions are established through an informal, though no less obligatory, process of communal acceptance.
 In this manner, the Yismah Moishe used communal acceptance to transform hasidic custom into an obligatory norm. The same question was addressed again several decades later by Rabbi Shlomo Yehudah Tabak (1832-1907), the Rabbi of Sziget (from 1858 onwards the center of the Teitalbaum dynasty), who similarly viewed the issue as a question of interpretation of communal ordinances.

As noted above, the Hatam Sofer engaged with the Yismah Moishe’s responsum on the question of woolen garments. While the Hatam Sofer’s attitude towards Hasidism was negative 
—regardless of a noticeable effort by contemporary hasidic writers to prove otherwise
—it is clear that he viewed the new movement as a part of Jewish orthodoxy and had no interest in launching a campaign against it. His criticism was delivered respectfully, and not too vociferously. It may be that he developed this approach only after having initially incurred the wrath of the hasidim at the beginning of his career. It seems that in 1818 the Hatam Sofer did express his opposition to Hasidism, and the Yismah Moishe, apparently taking his words to be a personal attack, was offended. According to a late hasidic source, the Hatam Sofer’s hostile position was instigated by defamatory remarks related to him by the opponents of the hasidim, claiming that “the Rabbi  of Uyhel has a group of hasidim from whom he accepts kvitlekh, and are themselves unable [do not know] to learn, and so forth.”
 It appears that a student of the Yismah Moishe, Rabbi Yisrael Zeev Horovitz, had arrived at this stage to Pressburg (Bratislava) in order to demonstrate to the Hatam Sofer that the Yismah Moishe was indeed a scholar who had produced brilliant students. Horovitz succeeded in his mission.
 The Hatam Sofer realized that his words had ignited a firestorm, and in October 1818, perhaps in the spirit of the Days of Awe, decided to make amends with the Yismah Moishe. In order to placate him, the Hatam Sofer wrote a letter justifying his behavior. He explained that he had intended no personal insult, but was merely laying forth a point-by-point critique of Hasidism in general. Despite the conciliatory tone of the letter, he did not hesitate to reiterate his criticism while clarifying the points of disagreement between the two of them. In his words, the personal adoption of pietistic practices is laudable, while the urging of their observance by an entire community is problematic.
 Furthermore, he declared that praying according to the Sefard prayer version may be appropriate for those who desire to pray with kabbalistic kavvanot, but for people like himself—alluding to the vast majority of Jews, who do not pray with such kavvanot—the traditional Ashkenaz prayer version, passed down through the generations, is the proper one.
 In the same letter letter, the Hatam Sofer even posed a question concerning Kabbalah to the Yismah Moishe
—one of the rare instances in his writings in which he referenced this wisdom—as if to indicate that his criticism did not derive from any contempt towards the Kabbalah itself. The Yismah Moishe did not respond to this letter. 
When, around five months later, the Hatam Sofer found himself writing a letter to an individual in the community of Uyhel, he noted that while he generally addressed his responses to the rabbi of the community, in this case he addressed the supplicant directly due to the rift between himself and the Yismah Moishe. He emphasized that the latter is a “rabbi and prodigy, a wondrous artisan,” but, “it appears that the [the fire of his] Torah has flared him up on me, and so as to resent on such a small matter,” for he had not responded to the conciliatory letter sent to him during the previous holiday season.
 Although word of the Hatam Sofer’s complaint presumably reached his ear, the Yismah Moishe only responded after an additional five months had passed, in the month of Av [July-August 1819]. At that point, he expressed great respect and praise, and apologized for his delayed response.
 Over the following years, the Hatam Sofer apparently sent the Yismah Moishe several further letters, but the latter did not respond.
 After fourteen years had passed, at the end of Nissan [March-April] 1833, the two resumed their correspondence. The context was a monetary dispute between the hasidim and their opponents in the Holy Land. Both rabbis were asked to resolve the conflict, and the Yismah Moishe penned a warm and respectful letter to the Hatam Sofer. He apologized once more for his lack of response, stating that this was not, “Heaven forfend, due to non-love between us, […] but it is known and revealed before the blessed Creator, that since their [the letters'] arrival, I have found no free time even to read [them], for the whole world was enveloped in sorrow due to the known illness, God save us, and due to the great sorrow and many travails which have since encircled our Israelite brethren, who have turned to me […] to arouse for them great mercy.”
 The reference, it appears, is to the production of amulets, which presumably reached a climax during times of plague. The Hatam Sofer’s response is not extant, but the fact is that the two of them came together to bear the burden of the dispute amongst the kolelim
 and issue a joint ruling.
 Around a month later, at the end of Iyar [April-May] 1833, the Hatam Sofer received, through a third party, the Yismah Moishe’s aforementioned responsum regarding praying in woolen garments. He replied with a letter of his own, in which he once again addressed the question of the status of hasidic custom.

The Hatam Sofer’s approach this time, albeit more affirmative and closer to agreement, still contested the Yismah Moishe’s ruling. He complimented the latter's sagacity and expressed satisfaction that in regards to the halakhic argument—evidently in contradistinction to the kabbalistic one—they were in agreement. “Regarding the legal principle of wearing woolen garments,” he continued, “blessed be the cautious one [who refrains from it] and ‘Holy’ shall he be called, but nevertheless, regarding the majority of Israel who are not cautious—who may take it [their custom] from their hands?”
 To this the Yismah Moishe agreed, as we saw above, where he wrote that the hasidic norm could not be communally enforced. The Hatam Sofer then proceeded to discuss the version of prayer, formulating the claim that, while every version is fundamentally legitimate, it is most proper to adhere to the tradition of one’s family. Here he went on to write, in a typical mixture of praise and sarcasm:
I was astonished by the esteemed sage’s words in his letter, for all of his words are of wisdom, understanding, knowledge, and skill, but regarding what he wrote—that those who pray in the Spanish version [Sefard] have accepted upon themselves to not have a prayer leader who wears woolen garments—[I say that] if they have accepted this, then it has been accepted. However, I have observed that most of those who pray in the Spanish version are exiles from Spain and Portugal who dwell presently in Amsterdam, London, and Hamburg, and their sages wear woolen garments as they pray. If perhaps the esteemed sage intended to refer to the Ashkenazim who pray in the Spanish version, and they are the ones who have accepted upon themselves and their followers for eternity, that all who desire to separate from the Ashkenazic community and pray in the Spanish version are obligated to follow this regulation - then—one must write in some book of regulations at which place and time the issuers of this edict gathered, and all this would need to be written and signed by the supreme authorities of the generation.

The Hatam Sofer initially raised the possibility that the Yismah Moishe intended to form a normative link between praying in the Sefard prayer version and the stringent observance of the laws of sha'atnez. Only afterwards did he propose the correct understanding, that the Yismah Moishe had in mind a defined social group, namely the hasidim. The first possibility need not have been mentioned, whether because it is based on fundamentally flawed reasoning, or because the Yismah Moishe never referred to “the Sefard prayer version” but rather to “the ARI's prayer version,” thereby leaving no room to form a connection to the Spanish Jewish community. As such, the first interpretation may be viewed as nothing more than a rhetorical ploy used to ridicule the hasidim for adopting a liturgy with which they have no connection (or perhaps the Hatam Sofer had a different version of the Yismah Moishe’s responsum?). Upon revealing, as it were, the Yismah Moishe’s true intention, he continued to his central argument: if the rebbe intended to issue an ordinance, such an act of halakhic legislation is governed by certain rules—one must write them down in a particular book, note who the issuers are, and when and how they were issued. Even more so, the Hatam Sofer added, such an ordinance must bear the approval of the “supreme authorities of the generation.”
In other words, the Hatam Sofer accepted the principle behind the Yismah Moishe’s pronouncement, but disagreed with him regarding procedure: a community has the authority within its boundaries to issue ordinances espousing norms more stringent than the positive Halakhah—but not through haphazard “acceptance.” Rather, such an ordinance must be issued like any other, in accordance with the standard legislative procedure. The hasidim did not do this, and therefore, it is implied, their ordinances are null.  
After continuing to criticize the adoption of the Sefard prayer version, a deviation from the trustworthy Ashkenaz version, the Hatam Sofer returned to the subject of wearing woolen garments. Any given individual, he argued, may choose to be stringent and not wear woolen garments, but someone who does so must observe this stringency at all times, and not just during prayers. One who does not accept upon himself this stringency is not considered a sinner in the ranks of “all of the masses of Israel, may God protect them.” But even such a person, the Hatam Sofer entreated, should respect the hasidim when praying in their communities. Despite his initial explanation that their jurisdiction has no power, he concluded by saying:
But for another reason I beseech that when one prays in a hasidic community he should wear linen garments, for the strength of Satan lies in the sin of factionalism much more than in sha'atnez. May God unite all the house of Israel, presently divided into three camps—reformers (hadashim), pietists (kedoshim), and Pharisees (Perushim)—and turn our hearts so as to be united in love and reverence for His name. Therefore, do heed my counsel, and in any case, wear linen or silk garments when praying with them. Not because the law requires it, but in order to engender peace.

At the end of the day, the Hatam Sofer advised respect for the hasidic custom out of an ethical concern and not as a halakhic ruling. No because the hasidim have any actual halakhic authority (“Not because the law requires…”), but rather to prevent conflict and schism.
The focal point of our discussion here is not the Hatam Sofer—for he was not a hasid—but rather the Yismah Moishe. That being said, it is interesting to observe how the Yismah Moishe's essential understanding ultimately made its way into the heart of the great opponent of Hasidism. The two agreed on the principle that hasidic customs are not binding, and in fact deviate from those customs which are, namely those of the Ashkenazic tradition; yet through communal acceptance, without any merit of their own, these customs may be transformed into obligatory norms. It could be that the Yismah Moishe only adopted this halakhic approach as an apologetic strategy to appease skeptics, while arguing within the internal hasidic discourse that hasidic customs are indeed of a binding nature due to their own sanctity and elevated nature, and not just by dint of their communal acceptance. Indeed, in his work on the Torah, Yismah Moshe, he wrote that the obligatory status of a commandment is determined by the personal standing of the individual according to his own rank. Thus, a norm which is considered “pious behavior” for the average person, may be considered a strict prescription by the Torah for the “wise.”
 However, it appears that the Yismah Moishe’s argument only addressed the pietistic practices of select individuals, and not of the community—righteous, average, and wicked as one—which has accepted upon itself hasidic customs. With regards to the broader public, the Yismah Moishe was consistently of the opinion that familial customs remain binding, while hasidic customs are optional. Reading between the lines, it is evident that even without the apologetic concerns, he wished to bestow respect upon the original Ashkenazic custom, the very custom the hasidim sought to replace with their practices. The Yismah Moishe too, like the Hatam Sofer, did not seek to uproot the earlier customs, but merely to prevent conflict between two opposing customs in one location.
This approach also emerges in another, less well known, of the Yismah Moishe’s rulings on hasidic custom concerning the wearing of tefillin on hol hamo’ed. A certain individual addressed a question to the Yismah Moishe , together with his own opinion on the matter: within a single minyan (prayer quorum), there are both men who wear tefillin on hol hamo’ed and those who do not. Is such a situation a violation of the prohibition against factionalism (lo titgodedu)?
 At first glance, the inquirer writes, the answer would appear to be yes, for each group is acting in accordance with a different halakhic opinion. However, he suggests that this might not actually be the case. Seeing as those who wear tefllin on hol hamo’ed only do so as a stringency in order to avoid the uncertainty over whether they are in fact obligated to wear them, they are not adopting a particular halakhic position at the negation of another. Similarly, those who determine not to wear them would not view those who do so as violating the prohibition against adding new commandments (bal tosif). For these reasons, there is no fundamental dispute between the groups, and consequently no violation of the prohibition against factionalism. 
The Yismah Moishe disagreed with this hypothesis. His brief response is translated here in full:
As for the question regarding tefillin, my practice is not to allow those who wear and those who do not wear to pray in the same room, for this is certainly a violation of lo titgodedu. It cannot be compared to bal tosif, for there need not be any intention of adding [to the commandments], as lo titgoedudu is applicable whenever different people are acting according to differing rulings. Whatever each group’s reasoning may be, there is nevertheless a difference in their rulings, as half rule one way, and half rule the other way. As to the claim that the stringent ones are acting only to avoid uncertainty, this nevertheless reflects a difference in ruling. For the lenient are not concerned for this doubt and rule to not worry, while the stringent rule that one should be concerned, and this is clear. And if you claim that this is not a violation of lo titgodedu, you render the laws of lo titgodedu obsolete, for in every matter [in halakhic dispute] one could claim that the stringent act as they do out of concern for an uncertainty [and the lenient are not concerned with it].

Here, it seems, the positions have switched. The hasidic custom of not wearing tefillin on hol hamo’ed is understood as a leniency, while the standard Ashkenazic custom of wearing them is viewed as a stringency aimed at avoiding uncertainty. In this case, the Yismah Moishe is unable to say of the hasidim that they have “accepted upon themselves to flee from 99 paths of permission in order not to impinge upon one path of prohibition and its impure consequences.” Nevertheless, his adjudication remains consistent: the case is one of two communities, each bound to its own, distinct, normative system, which should not mix together. Any mingling of the two communities, even if there is no strife or conflict between them, creates a situation in which two contradistinctive halakhic rulings manifest themselves in conjunction. This, in the Yismah Moishe’s opinion, constitutes a violation of lo titgodedu. Although his discussion does not address legal policy ‒ his explanation of the nature of the prohibition against factionalism is presented through rigid formalistic arguments ‒ it may nonetheless be that his remarks were predicated on the assumption that “good fences make good neighbors,” and that a separation between the groups be would be conducive to communal peace. 
In conclusion, according to the Yismah Moishe, hasidic customs are not part of regular Halakhah. They may be transformed into halakhically recognized obligatory norms if and when they are accepted as communal regulations. As the Yismah Moishe understands it, this not a formal legislative procedure, and a collective acceptance of the ARI's prayer version is a sufficient indication that a particular community has accepted upon themselves the whole gamut of hasidic customs. However, this would only be applicable to the specific community accepting them, by dint of their act of acceptance. For others, there is no demand or expectation that they view themselves as beholden to these norms.
3. The Hasidic Custom as a Full-fledged Halakhic Norm: Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac of Komarno and Rabbi Ya'akov of Keidan

In chapter 1, focusing on Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Lyadi, we demonstrated that while there is a clear picture of approach in his youth, his later years contain multiple, unresolved, possible interpretations. One such possible interpretation is that during that period of his life, Rabbi Shneur Zalman began to view hasidic customs anchored in Kabbalah as halakhic obligations. As we saw, such an interpretation was comprehensibly presented by Rabbi Avraham Hayim Naeh, having already been hinted at earlier by the Divrei Nehemiah, and emerged clearly from the description of Rabbi Avraham David Lavut (even as he made sure to denounce it as erroneous). That being said, Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s later work does not unequivocally reflect such a transformation. We also saw that Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s grandson, Rabbi Menahem Mendel, commonly known as the Tzemah Tzedek, testified that his grandfather came to regret his excessive reliance upon Magen avraham in his youth. The Tzemah Tzedek himself is known for taking the injunction against shaving of one’s beard as an actual prohibition, emphasizing that “there are those who say that it is not just a custom, but a prohibition.”
 However, his responsum is structured entirely on halakhic arguments, and Rabbi Isaac Luria (the ARI) is mentioned only once in passing. It seems, therefore, that Habad did not wholeheartedly embrace the view of hasidic custom as an inseparable part of Halakhah.

Another hasidic source, roughly contemporaneous with Rabbi Shneur Zalman, reveals a similar approach (that is, viewing hasidic custom as part of Halakhah), but it deals with only one specific custom: the recitation of the kabbalistic formula “leshem yihud” before performing the commandments.
 I refer here to the responsum of Rabbi Hayim Tyrer of Tchernovitz [Chernivtsi] issued in response to the scathing criticism of this practice by Rabbi Yehezkel Landau (1713-1793), known as the Noda' Biyehudah.
 Landau was of the opinion that this recitation serves no purpose and is an unnecessary later addition to the rulings of the Sages and the halakhic authorities. He concluded his criticism with the words, “For the ways of the Lord are right, and the just do walk in them; but the pious [hasidim] do stumble therein.”
 Some understand this as disapproval of the hasidic movement of the Ba'al Shem Tov,
 while others are of the opinion that this refers to the “Old Hasidism” which preceded that of the Ba'al Shem Tov.
 The debate has been thoroughly analyzed by Louis Jacobs
 and, thus, I will not discuss it at length here. For our purposes, however, it is important to note that Rabbi Hayim of Tchernovitz sought to persuade his readers that the recitation of “Leshem yihud” is an inherent part of the obligation to perform commandments with intention,
 and is a necessary condition for their fulfillment.
 Moreover, he claimed, the recitation is included in the obligation “of the Talmud to not perform commandments like an automaton [golem], to do them only because they have been commanded. Rather, [the intention means] to pay heed and understand their inner [i.e. kabbalistic] explanation.”
 Rabbi Hayim continued at great length in an attempt to prove that performing commandments while cognizant of their kabbalistic underpinnings is an essential and inseparable component of their fulfillment, and that the recitation of “leshem yihud” advanced this goal. In conclusion, he rules that, “aside from its other praiseworthy qualities, through it[s recitation], one has greater love and awe in the performance [of the commandments], which is the primary purpose of fulfilling the Torah and commandments.”
 This principle may not be an accepted halakhic norm, but it remains fundamental in his opinion; indeed, the responsum further expounds at length upon the importance of performing commandments in a state of rapture. However, as already alluded to above, it is difficult to identify a definitive perception of hasidic custom as an inseparable part of Halakhah in this responsum. It only addresses a specific custom, and the arguments about its importance are relevant primarily to that custom. Thus, Rabbi Hayim of Tchernovitz can hardly be said to have even gone half way towards complete “halakhazation” of hasidic custom. Indeed, he barely even initiated such a process.

In contrast, the rebbe Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac Yehuda Yehiel Safrin of Komarno (1806-1874; “The Komarner"), amongst the most fascinating, mystical, and enigmatic figures of later Hasidism, did succeed in realizing this objective, thanks to great strength and creative imagination.  . Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac, who documented his mystical development in his work Megillat Setarim, records that he underwent his first mystical experience at age two,
 and at a certain point ascertained that his soul was rooted in those of the ARI, Benaiah son of Jehoiada, and the zoharic protagonists Rabbi Hamnuna Saba and his son.
 He perceives the Ba'al Shem Tov as his teacher,
 despite having been born some 46 years after his death. Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac succeeded his uncle and teacher, Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch of Zidichov [Zhydachiv], and took his uncle’s demands to an even further extreme, requiring his followers to study works of Kabbalah, particularly the Zohar. He wrote that every child should be taught the Zohar beginning at age seven, and the writings the ARI beginning at age nine.

Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac’s literary output was diverse and multifaceted. In the field of Halakhah, his work Shulhan Hatahor, composed according to the chapters of Shulhan 'Arukh—although itself a comprehensive original work—is particularly well known. Shulhan Hatahor is accompanied by a book of commentary, Zer Zahav, also written by Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac, which explains the legal arguments put forward in each subchapter. The Komarner never completed this work, which only goes up to chapter 264, addressing the laws of the Sabbath. It is likely for this reason that the book remained unpublished for many years and was preserved in manuscript form by his descendants. It survived the Holocaust in the possession of the hasid Rabbi Avraham Abba Zis, and was published in two volumes in Tel Aviv in 1963 and 1965 accompanied by footnotes and an illuminating introduction.
 The book is known not only for its unique character, blending Kabbalah with Halakhah, but also for its author’s unusual rulings and statements, some of which shall be examined shortly. Many Orthodox Jews, even within the hasidic camp, consider it "weird," not surprising given the eccentric image of its author. It is also noteworthy for its distinctive style, more expressive than the standard halakhic literature, in which the author sometimes engages the reader in a quasi-dialogue.

In his introduction to Shulhan Hatahor, Rabbi Zis provides a fine characterization of the Komarner’s judicial method, citing his work extensively:

The secret of what makes this book, Shulhan Hatahor, so innovative is that it is not merely a Shulhan ‘Arukh of the revealed Torah, nor a Shulhan 'Arukh informed by the Zohar or the ARI, but rather that it is composed of finely formed and clear halakhic rulings, interpreted and elucidated in light of the two Talmuds and the halakhic authorities on the one hand, and in light of the Zohar, the ARI, and the instructions of the Ba'al Shem Tov, on the other. It is true that the latter component prevails, but not because it has been decided to rule according to Kabbalah even when the matter contradicts the exoteric Halakhah, but rather because, “we have nothing in the Talmud, large or small, which stands in contradiction to the Zohar.” [Shulhan Hatahor, 61:1. See in the footnotes that the Vilna Gaon is also of the same opinion]. For even where the contradiction between the two is particularly prominent, the author made every effort to demonstrate that the words of the Zohar and the ARI correspond with those of the Talmud, for “in every place where we equivocate between the words of the Talmud and the Zohar, though the halakhic authorities have not done so, it is only because they were not touched by the radiant sparks of the Zohar, and had they been, they doubtless would have bowed their heads in fear and awe before its words, for they [the halakhic authorities] were holy men. Therefore, the Halakhah follows the Zohar in this case […]” (ibid., 3:2). The author’s underlying assertion regarding the standing and halakhic authority of the Zohar may be understood in light of his unique position concerning the Zohar that, “all which has been elucidated in the Zohar is predicated upon the words of the Men of the Great Assembly, and its language should not be changed one iota.” (ibid. 6:3), and that, “it is appropriate to rely upon the Zohar like one would upon Moses at Mount Sinai.” (ibid., 140:1 at the end).

In other words, the Komarner’s book is meant to transform the rulings of the Zohar into a new “Shulhan 'Arukh”, that is, into an halakhic work obligatory for the entire Jewish people. Note well: Such a stance, which categorically assumes that there are contradictions between the Zohar and the Talmud, was also held by the Gaon of Vilna, as pointed out by Rabbi Zis, but the solutions to this contradiction are opposed: while the Gaon of Vilna would generally attempt to adjust the Zohar to correspond with the Talmud,
 the Komarner determined that in all such cases one must rule according to the Zohar and adjust the Talmud accordingly! Zis continues and explains that the Kormarner evinced a similar approach towards the ARI:
The author [i.e. the Komarner] attributed a similar significance to the word of the ARI, and these are his words: “So did the ARI (Rabbi Isaac Luria) rule, and to disagree with him is to disagree with the Shekhinah.” (ibid., 203:5); “One who wantonly violates his words may be called a sinner, for all of his words, even in a small matter, were not heard from an angel, nor from a seraph, but from the very mouth of God.” (ibid., 260:7). The ARI was held in great esteem by the author, “for the holiness of our teacher [the ARI] was like the holiness of the angels and seraphim, he made no movement devoid of holy acts of unification [yihudim], entreating and hinting to the upper realms.” (ibid; 21 in Zer Zahav); “Our teacher and his court were greater than the court of Elijah the prophet.” (ibid., 37:1); “And his rank was greater than that of the prophets, such high standing has never been seen nor heard, not even in the days of the sages of the Mishnah.” (ibid., 6:2); “Our teacher the ARI could be weighed against the Sanhedrin of Moses, and even exceed them.” (ibid., 240:8).

According to Zis’ synopsis, strongly supported by citations from Shulhan Hatahor, we may confidently conclude that Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac of Komarno is indeed an archetypical representative of the approach seeking to incorporate kabbalistic norms, and the hasidic customs influenced by them, as an inseparable, supremely authoritative, part of Halakhah. Indeed, Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac discussed a significant number of hasidic customs, which he treated in his rulings as full-fledged Halakhah. Thus, for example, he required the wearing of two pairs of tefillin (I shall discuss this further below), unequivocally prohibited the wearing of tefillin on hol hamo’ed,
 and instructed that “it is appropriate to take care to immerse oneself at every moment, that one may purify their being, spirit, and soul, and guard themselves at night from nocturnal emissions, in order that they may be sanctified and made into a new being.”
 Regarding the deadline for reciting the shema, he viewed this prayer as a basic duty (lekhatehilah) and leniently permitted it to be read by the fourth hour of the day (which he identifies as 10:00), and under duress (bedi'avad) until noon.
 In contrast, Rabbi Shneur Zalman, for example, only permitted it to be read ab initio until the third four of the day, and ex post facto until the fourth hour.
 He cites no source or argument for the first, basic duty deadline, while comments laconically on the latter, concessive timing, “Thus have the ahronim [later halakhic authorities] ruled.”
 Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac does not mention by name any of these ahronim and, in fact, the only “ahron” that Rabbi Zis succeeded in identifying as supporting this position and ruling similarly is Rabbi Ya'akov Baruchin, author of Mishkenot Ya'akov
 and a student of the great opponent of Hasidism, Rabbi Hayim of Volozhin and the rabbi of Karlin.
 If were to allow myself to cautiously propose a hypothesis based only upon familiarity with the Komarner’s mode of thinking, but without any explicit textual basis, I would suggest that he uses the term ahronim in reference to to the hasidic tzaddikim who endorsed this practice. Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac assigned the same hours for the latest times for morning prayers, but in this case he made sure to note that, “one who wantonly does not one pray until noon—it is forbidden for him to pray [a compensatory prayer after the afternoon prayers], and his prayer is repugnant.”

As mentioned above, Shulhan Hatahor was only published many years after Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac’s death, but his commentary on the Mishnah was published during his lifetime, in 1861. It appears that this work was well received, for it was reprinted just one year later (1862).
 In his commentary on tractate Berakhot 1:2, concerning the laws of the morning recitation of the shema, Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac writes that, “the latest time for reciting the shema is 09:00, while the latest time for morning prayers and consuming hametz (leaven) is 10:00,” without differentiating between summer and winter.
 While this ruling is more conservative than that of Shulhan Hatahor, it is still decidedly unconventional. Consequently, one of the leading rabbinic figures of that time, Rabbi Shlomo Ganzfried, author of Kitzur Shulhan 'Arukh (1804-1886), sought to oppose him, but was prevented from doing so by the passionate appeal of his colleague Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch Friedman (1808-1874) of Liszka (Olaszliszka).Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch wrote of the Komarner that, “he is truly a righteous man, a scholar and well-known as a God-fearing person, may his kind increase in Israel, sire of the holiest of supreme holy ones, a lion son of a lion, expert in matters both hidden and revealed […], we must take care to not be burned by his coals. Of him and those like him it is stated, ‘Touch not My anointed ones, and to My prophets do no harm.’”

It is both instructive and surprising to find that the very custom which became the leading and most distinctive sign of hasidic identity—adopting the Sefard prayer version—remained outside of the purview of this circle. Although we saw above that Rabbi Shneur Zalman’s Shulhan 'Arukh Harav is based solely upon the rulings of the Ashkenaz prayer version, the only two hasidic codices of the 19th century omitted this most prominent of hasidic customs! That being said, while Rabbi Shneur Zalman adhered to the “model of separation,” which preserves the traditional strictures of Halakhah, Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac’s argument was not predicated on tradition, but precisely on kabbalistic and hasidic reasoning.
 Fundamentally, Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac claimed, there is no reason to switch from the Ashkenaz prayer version (“the order of the Ashkenazim,” or “our order,” in his words), writing, “What do we have to do with the Sephardim? We are the descendants of the Hasidei Ashkenaz [12th-13th century German pietists], whose customs are ours, and whose prayer rite was established by men endowed with Holy Spirit, riders of the divine Chariot.” He proceeds to enumerate the leaders of these early hasidim, “the smallest of whom could resuscitate the dead and create heaven and earth.”
 They “calculated the sum of the letters of the prayers in accordance with supernal secrets and mysteries, and why should we change the custom of our holy ancestors, the sages of Ashkenaz?” However, at some point the ARI appeared, himself of paternal Ashkenazi descent and maternal Sephardi descent, “and by means of the Holy Spirit clarified the order of the prayers, blended from the Ashkenaz and Sefard prayer versions, and other prayer versions, declaring that each [biblical] tribe’s prayers rise through their own gate, through the power of the names and unifications hinted in their different versions. The version of our holy teacher the ARI is the all-inclusive gate, which contains all the others.”
 This remark is an “improved” adaptation of the well-known kabbalistic tradition (surveyed exhaustively by Moshe Hallamish),
 that the Sefard prayer version is the one which enters all the gates of Heaven, or through the “all-inclusive gate.” In any case, Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac presented the claim—itself correct—that the prayer version known as “Sefard”, at times referred to as “Nusah HaARI,” (the ARI's prayer version) is not the liturgy of most Sephardim, but is rather an intermediate version. However, Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac adds, while the ARI would pray in a Sephardic synagogue throughout the year, on the Days of Awe he would pray in an Ashkenazic synagogue, “and not change one letter, nor even one custom,” aside from four places in which he established the recitation of the passage “uvekhen” and the practice of blowing 100 shofar blasts on Rosh Hashana, “which is clearly the Halakhah, as the Ashkenazic custom is wrong[!]”
 Therefore, Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac claimed, none of the ARI's successors in fact switched from Ashkenaz prayer version, aside from accepting a few specific points. It was at this point, that the Ba'al Shem Tov appeared: “Until our master, holy of holies, the man of God, holy and awesome, an angel and saint, our teacher Rabbi Israel Ba'al Shem Tov arose and arranged his prayers in several places according to the opinion of the ARI, and in several places according to our custom, that is, Ashkenazic custom.” According to Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac, despite several places where, “our teacher the ARI counted the letters,” the Ba'al Shem Tov remained faithful to the Ashkenazic custom, for, “the entirety of the Ashkenaz prayer version was established according to supernal mysteries as well.” After investigating the Ba'al Shem Tov’s version of the morning blessings and determining that this version was “transmitted by word of mouth,” he concludes, “therefore I admonish my beloved friends, to not change any Ashkenazic customs, except for what I shall clarify according to the tradition of our teacher the Ba'al Shem Tov, of blessed memory.”
 It is unclear what chain of tradition the Komarner had access to in 19th century Galicia, nearly 100 years after the Ba'al Shem Tov’s death, and whether this was indeed a earthly tradition or one transmitted through his mystical connection with the Ba'al Shem Tov’s soul. 

Since a significant portion of our work has already been carried out by Zis, all that remains for us to do is to examine Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac’s methodology by way of an example, which  is particularly informative in my opinion. I have in mind Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac’s best known ruling, concerning the wearing of two pairs of tefillin.
 As is known, when addressing the dispute between Rashi and Rabbenu Tam, the Shulhan 'Arukh ruled according to Rashi,
 but instructed that it is appropriate for the “God-fearing” to wear two pairs of tefillin.
 That being said, he explicitly notes nearby, “No one should do this unless they are well-known for their piety.”
 According to all the commentaries, It is very clear here that the reason for wearing two pairs of tefillin is "to be on the safe side," as is the case regarding many stringencies.
 Many halakhic rulings concerning the wearing of two pairs of tefillin accordingly indicate that the wearing of Rashi tefllin is the primary commandment, while the wearing of Rabbenu Tam tefillin is solely a stringency. The Kabbalists adopted this practice, and the wearing of two pairs of tefllin was commonplace in their circles.
 The practice was similarly widely accepted in Sephardic communities, which tended to towards kabbalistic rulings.
 Following the example of the kabbalists, the hasidim were also accustomed to wear two pairs of tefillin, and this practice became one of the better known hasidic customs. In the following discussion of this law, Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac forcefully resolved:

Any Jewish male who has any Judaism within him is obligated by the Torah to wear two pairs of tefillin, those of Rashi and Rabbenu Tam, and one who does not wear those of Rabbenu Tam is an arrogant fool. If he deliberately and contemptuously does not do so, he is sinning with his body, and becomes "a skull that has never worn tefillin".

While the reader of this excerpt is liable to be taken aback by the stringency of the ruling, as well as by its harsh wording, Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac devoted a lengthy explication of it in Zer Zahav. The argument, powerfully stated and no less startling, sheds a brighter light on his views, whether one accepts them or not.
 The discussion confronts the entire question of disputes in Halakhah, the method of their resolution, and incidentally addresses the standing of Kabbalah and custom in the process. It is, to my mind, an extraordinary text, though others may understand it differently than I do. It would be proper for me to first present the original text and only afterwards my interpretation, but the text is several pages long. Therefore, I present only my interpretation and urge the readers to examine the original text themselves.

The pivotal question underlying Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac’s discussion (though not not stated explicitly) is quite simple: how can there be disputes in Halakhah? While small divergences may be attributable to a lapse of memory, how could any uncertainty arise about a physical object such as tefillin? From a traditional point of view, the process of making tefillin has been passed down through the generations from the times of Moses. This being the case, there should be a clear and continuous tradition, for it is impossible that a lie or fabrication entered the chain at any point. If so, how could two clashing opinions emerge so suddenly? This bewildering conundrum, identified through a sharp critical sense combined with simple faith, was not widely discussed by the ahronim. A similar problem, which Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac stated more explicitly, concerns the talmudic principle of “Both are the words of the Living God.”
 In this case, the question is much simpler: how could it be that two opposing views both represent the will of God? Generally speaking, readers accept the paradoxical nature of this statement as a given. Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac, however, refused to accept it so easily, and sought to resolve the difficulty with an original solution: He posits that the rabbinical scholars never dispute the law itself, and that all their disputes are about questions of fact (“reality”, in rabbinic terminology)—the opposite of the prevailing methodological assumption. The authority that resolves the dispute on a practical level is the prevalent custom, which reflects the souls of the given generation. His argument may be structured as follows:

A) According to Kabbalah, differences of opinion are rooted in the supernal worlds, in the roots of the disputants’ souls: some souls are derived from the attribute of judgement (din), and others are formed of loving kindness (hesed) and mercy (rahamim); but the source of the Divine lights is one, as all are absorbed in the light of the Infinite (ein-sof, the formless, primeval divine light from which all the attributes flow). For as long as the Sanhedrin was in existence, it was able to represent the root of the souls of Israel as a whole. However, the Sanhedrin disbanded, and since then permission was granted to Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai to maintain their dissenting positions, each according to the root of their respective souls. This accounts for the mutual tolerance these two schools demonstrated towards each other: despite their relentless disagreements, neither side understood its antagonist to be deserving of the death penalty (the punishment prescribed for sages who ruled against the consensus of the Sanhedrin at its time), or its children to be illegitimate (since their parents' marriage might be considered void by the opposing faction). Rather, each side understood that the other was issuing halakhic rulings in accordance with the distinct root of their soul, and that one school’s ruling was as correct for its adherents as the other side’s ruling was correct for its own members. 

B) Which halakhic ruling is applicable for an individual or group is determined not only by the root of their soul, but also by the spiritual state of their generation. As an example, the ARI cites a dispute in the Mishnah between Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Akiva, where Rabbi Eliezer stated that one may violate the Sabbath even in order to prepare for a commandment, while Rabbi Akiva disagreed: “R. Eliezer said further: One may cut timber to make charcoal for manufacturing iron” (M. Shabbat 19:1), but the Sages disagree (the text of the Mishnah attributes this position to Rabbi Akiva, but Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac cites the Sages). A baraita (non-mishnaic rabbinic text cited in the Talmud) testifies that “In R. Eliezer's locality they used to cut timber to make charcoal for making iron on the Sabbath...”
 Obviously the Sages would not have considered those acting in accordance with the opinion of Rabbi Eliezer to be violating the Sabbath. Why is that so? Because the two sides do not argue, but rather agree that the law depends upon one’s spiritual standing: “It is certainly clear that if one performs the commandments with light, joy, and devotion (devekut) […]—then this would certainly supersede the Sabbath, like the fire in the temple [in Jerusalem], the fire of Heaven.” In contrast, Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac writes, “If the commandments are performed in a routine manner, circumcising the foreskin like slicing bread, in a hurry and without intention—why should we allow more preparations to supersede the Sabbath?” In other words, there is consensus regarding the law, but a difference in the perception of the facts of the case: Rabbi Eliezer is of the opinion that the community in his locale is of an elevated spiritual standing, while the Sages, “saw that the generation was unable to bear this.” Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac clarifies that this is the rule in any dispute:

This is so in every case of something being prohibited for a certain group, but permitted for another. Both rulings are the will of God, for that which was fair before the Sin—the nakedness of Adam and Eve--became foul after it. If so, both the fair and foul, each in its respective time, are the will of the Living God. The Sages never differed over whether to permit the raven or forbid the dove. Over what did they argue? Over matters whose two sides are both true and justified, but in seeking a practical ruling, each side is able to explain why the public should follow their opinion. The prohibition and permission are both true, and the courts shall stipulate which of them is proper to follow on a practical basis.

C) Now on to tefillin: since a mistake or omission in the transmission of the laws of tefillin is impossible, it must be concluded that, “These two opinions were conveyed to Moses at Mount Sinai and were given to the Sages of each generation to decide which opinion [to follow], like any dispute in the Talmud. For both were given by one shepherd, by one God.”
 Indeed, Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac argued, Moses was given two types of tefillin at Mount Sinai. The tefillin containing parchments “in their sequential order” (in accordance with the positions of Rashi and Maimonides) were intended for people with souls derived from a certain root, while the tefillin containing parchments with “the Vehayah sections in the middle” (in accordance with the position of Rabbenu Tam) were intended for people with souls of a different root. For if this were not the case, we would be compelled to determine that every sage and tzaddik who wore tefillin with “the Vehayah [sections] in the middle” had never properly wore tefillin in their lives, which is unacceptable. (In truth, there are two additional opinions regarding the order of the parchments in tefillin—the opinions of Rabbi Abraham Ben Daud (Ra’avad) and “Shimusha Rabba”—but Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac did not refer to them in his argument).
 Therefore, as long as the prevailing ruling concurred with Rashi and Maimonides, it was also the binding ruling, due to it being in accord with the root of the soul of Israel in that generation. However, this was not the case in later generations:

From the day the light of our holy teacher, the divine ARI, was revealed, all the Sephardim from young to old have adopted the practice of wearing both [pairs of tefillin]; moreover, according to our teacher [ the ARI], they [the tefillin of Rabbenu Tam] belong to a higher root than the tefillin of Rashi and Maimonides; and even the Ashkenazi rabbis and whoever is truly God-fearing all wear both, those of Rashi and of Rabbenu Tam; Then  upon whom  could we rely to discriminate between them [i.e, by what right can we ascribe them different statuses]? For in truth, most of the sages of the Jerusalem Talmud rule explicitly like Rabbenu Tam, and our Teacher has stated that they are holy and more elevated than those of Rashi, and by virtue of his authority, the ruling to wear tefillin in accordance with both opinions has spread to all of Israel. Since the understanding that the tefillin of Rabbenu Tam are holier and the primary opinion has become widespread amongst Israel—[…] according to the law of the Torah we are now obligated to wear the tefillin of Rabbenu Tam and recite a blessing upon [wearing] them.

Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac recognized the problematic nature of this explanation, for the inner logic of his remarks dictates that if the standing of the generation matches the tefillin of Rashi, then those are the tefillin that should be worn; while if the tefillin of Rabbenu Tam are more appropriate, then they should be worn. If so, what is the meaning of the instruction to wear both pairs? Does one generation simultaneously occupy two spiritual rungs? He answers that it was once the case that at certain periods of time the tefillin of Rashi prevailed since they were most appropriate for that generation, while at other times the tefillin of Rabbenu Tam proved superior. This was the case until “the ARI revealed […] and commanded that both be worn, for Halakhah could no longer be decided on the basis of each individual’s soul until a priest arose [to consult] the urim vetumim [i.e. until the redemption]; And so the ruling [to wear two pairs of tefillin] spread to all the rabbinical courts of Israel.”
 On that note, Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac concluded:

Every person is obligated to wear both [pairs of tefillin] and recite a blessing upon [wearing] them, for the primary reason that our teacher Rabbi Yaakov Moelin (Maharil) ruled not to recite a blessing upon the tefillin of Rabbenu Tam was because it was widespread amongst Israel to rule in accordance with Rashi and Maimonides. Nowadays this is no longer the case; the Torah obligates one to wear and recite a blessing upon both of them. One who deliberately and contemptuously does not wear the tefillin of Rabbenu Tam is a sinner, a skull that has never worn tefillin. This should be enough for those who acknowledge the truth, those who study Torah for its own sake, to attach their selves, spirits, and souls to their maker, the creator of worlds.

The above discussion implies that Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac thought that fundamentally there was no dispute over any law, and that the primary task of the halakhic authority is to appropriately match the right law to the right generation. The authorities themselves, however, are not guided by this consideration in their rulings, but rather by a simple understanding of Halakhah. Therefore, the law is ultimately decided by the rulings of those individuals who enjoy divine inspiration, such as the ARI (in this case) and the Ba'al Shem Tov (mentioned in other places)—who delve into the depths of the root of Jewish souls—and by the community, once it has accepted the formers' rulings.
 “The community,” in this case, does not necessarily encompass the entire Jewish people, but could be a small religious elite that serves as the vanguard. These individuals accept upon themselves such rulings and the rest of the community follow in their footsteps. In this case, Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac identifies, “all of the Sephardim […], as well as the ashkenazi sages and whoever is truly God-fearing” as belonging to that vanguard (Indeed, in this case Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac does not exclaim, “What do we have to do with the Sephardim?” as he did in his discussion of prayer versions). From the moment such a practice has been accepted, it is no longer a halakhic obligation for that particular group, but is now the Halakhah for the entire Jewish people, as is evident from the harsh language of his ruling on this topic. According to Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac, this is how hasidic custom was transformed into an inseparable part of Halakhah, binding for the entire Jewish people. The same process also applies to the other hasidic customs Rabbi Yitzhak cited in his rulings in Shulhan Hatahor.

A similar approach to that of Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac, albeit less unequivocal, emerges from contemporary popular book, Matzref Ha’avoda (1858), or, in another version, Vikuha Rabbah (1864). The book was published anonymously, but is widely ascribed to Rabbi Ya'akov of Keidan [Kėdainiai] (dates unknown), a well-respected Habad hasid, whom some identify with Rabbi Ya'akaov Bacharach.
 The book is presented as the record of a debate between a hasid and a mitnagged (opponent of Hasidism)—both literary creations—from which the hasid emerges victorious, successfully defending the hasidic path. A large and prominent section of the book is dedicated to hasidic customs. The discussion proceeds slowly, moving from custom to custom as their details are given in great length, but a general pattern gradually becomes clear. Interestingly, it varies between presenting the hasidic custom as the “correct Halakhah,” which should be adopted by all (much like the approach of the Kormarner), and presenting it as a custom like any other (much like the approach of Rabbi Shalom of Koidanov, to be addressed below). Rabbi Ya'akov apparently took for granted that hasidic customs, or at the very least the primary ones, were introduced by the Zohar and the ARI, and the book contains a fine analysis of six differently models for the relationship between a given custom and the Talmud: (1) the custom corresponds to the definitive ruling of the Talmud; (2) the custom corresponds to one opinion in the Talmud, but is subject to dispute; (3) the custom corresponds to one opinion amongst the halakhic authorities, but is subject to dispute; (4) the custom is linked to a law not mentioned in the Talmud; (5) the custom has no connection to any law apparently referring to a custom which conflicts with another custom that has not been definitively accepted); (6) the custom conflicts with the law (including other customs which have been conclusively accepted).
 Rabbi Ya'akov rules individually on each type, and only afterwards, in the following chapter, does he present an overarching conclusion: The ancients, who were not familiar with the ways of Kabbalah, relied upon their ancestral traditions in the belief that they contained the kabbalistic truth, as the Kabbalists themselves would later teach. However, from the moment that explicit statements were made about these matters through divine inspiration, the clear kabbalistic insights of the ARI overrode this assumption of the ancients. He continues:

Thus, the ARI, who perceived every custom through a bright mirror [aspaklaria hameira], every custom in its form and image in the supernal world—he certainly had the capability to accept or reject customs […]. We too may rely upon him, even though we generally are drawn to the Tosafot and Rabbi Asher ben Yehiel (Rosh). For they never saw the words of the Holy Zohar, as is written in Beit Yosef, and had Rosh seen the words of the Holy Zohar instructing not to wear tefillin on hol hamo’ed, he would not have written what he did. This rule applies to other halakhic authorities as well: perhaps if they had seen [the Zohar], they too would have retracted their position. As Rabbi Yosef Colon wrote: […] In the case a law appears in an ancient work that had not been published—we do not rule like the later opinion in opposition to this source, for it is possible to say that he had not heard of this [unknown source], and if he had, he would have retracted his opinion. Nowadays, in the last generation, as the hidden [esoteric] has become revealed [exoteric]—as Rabbi Hayim Vital wrote in his Etz Hayim, and as the great sage Rabbi Yitzhak Delatash wrote in great length in his ruling on the Zohar—we are commanded to pay heed to the words of the Kabbalah and change the custom to oppose the law.

At first glance, this position is at odds with the known halakhic consensus dating back to the time of the Mishnah, which states that halakhic rulings should be made in accordance with the majority, not with divine sources: “That the Torah had already been given at Mount Sinai; we pay no attention to a Heavenly Voice, because Thou hast long since written in the Torah at Mount Sinai, After the majority must one incline’”
 However, Rabbi Ya'akov sets limits to this principle, and quotes from the kabbalist Rabbi Avraham Azulai’s book, Hesed LeAvraham, that the principle of “majority rules” only applies to the “revealed Torah” of the three lower worlds of Beriah, Yetzira, and 'Asiya. “But in the Torah of Atzilut, which is hidden, rulings are not issued by the majority, and we pay heed to heavenly voices.”
 As mentioned above, Rabbi Ya'akov ruled differently in other places, and we shall therefore encounter him again in the next chapter. Here, however, he holds that the Halakhah – the positive law of the entire Jewish people – is decided in accordance with the ways of the Kabbalists.
4. The Hasidic Custom as Custom: Rabbi Avraham Yitzhak Sperling and Rabbi Shalom of Koidanov

Although the dominant approach of the second chapter of Vikuha Rabbah appears to view hasidic custom as full-fledged Halakhah, the tone seems to shift midway through the third chapter: The mitnaged asks how the hasidim permit themselves to organize separate minyanim and thus violate the prohibition of lo titgodedu
 (understood by the Sages as a prohibition against factionalism). In his response, the author distinguishes between different types of factionalism, stating that “regarding customs, lo titgededu is of no concern.” That is to say, divisions born of different customs are not considered to be a violation of this prohibition, because each group acknowledges that the other group has its own customs, “and this is not considered to imply that there are two Torahs.”
 We find that Rabbi Ya'akov, at the least in this exchange of the argument, does not object to different communities adopting differing customs. He views the hasidic community as merely another group with customs of its own, of equal standing and credibility as those of its rivals.
 How does this approach reconcile with that of the previous chapter, where it is stated that hasidic customs should be considered definitive Halakhah, and not just a group practice? On the surface, the two chapters appear to be irreconcilable, and the only explanation for the coexistence of two these arguments is rooted in the apologetic nature of the work: Rabbi Ya'akov of Keidan, like apologists before and after him, adopted the practice of any good lawyer and utilized every defense, including alternative arguments, which could possibly help defend his “client.” Indeed, a comparable phenomenon can be found in Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch of Liszka’s polemical debates with the rabbis of Hungary.

A similar appeal for “pluralism of customs” may be found, surprisingly, in the writings of one of the greatest religious zealots of Hungary, Rabbi Yekutiel Yehuda (Zalman Leib) Teitelbaum of Sziget (1808-1883), known as the Yatev Lev. Teitelbaum was the grandson of the Yismah Moishe, whom we met above, and is largely considered to be his spiritual heir (skipping over his father, Rabbi Elazar Nissan). In his book Yitav Lev, published in Sziget in 1875, he debates an interpretation of Deuteronomy 17 regarding the authority of judiciary to decide interpersonal conflicts. The Yatev Lev explains that conflicts arise between Jews for two possible reasons: “matters pertaining to money, business, and the body,” and “matters pertaining to the soul,” that is, the proper manner of fulfilling the commandments. He provides two examples: an Ashkenazi Jew who lives in the home of a Sephardi Jew wishes to light a separate Hanukkah candle for each member of his family, in accordance with ashkenazic custom. The head of the household objects, demanding that only one candle be lit for the entire family, in accordance with Sephardic custom. What is the law in such a case? The Kenesset Yehezkel rules that the head of the household must allow his guest to light candles as he wishes, in accordance with the Ashkenazi custom.
 A further example: When members of a Sephardic synagogue come to pray in an Ashkenazic synagogue, which prayer version should they use for prayers? The Hatam Sofer rules that even in such circumstances, they should pray according to the version of their ancestors.
 The Yatev Lev cites these sources and claims that in such cases one should follow the teachings of Rabbi Isaac Luria, who stated that differences in custom amongst different Jewish communities, particularly regarding prayer versions, derive from the existence of twelve heavenly gates, corresponding to the twelve tribes of Israel, which each receive the prayers of its respective tribe. This tradition came up time and again in the hasidic-mitnaggdic polemic, and we have seen it in the previous chapter. Rabbi Hayim Vital, Luria’s chief disciple, writes: “He [Rabbi Isaac Luria] said that the gates, and pathways leading up to them, were certainly not the same, but rather each one different from the other, and consequently the prayers are also different; therefore, it is appropriate for each individual to maintain their prayer customs, for he cannot tell from which tribe he descends, and perhaps his prayers only ascend through that particular gate.”
 
An alternative version of this theory, claiming that the Sefard prayer-version is the all-inclusive version for all of the gates, was in fact more widespread in hasidic circles
thereby noticeably reducing support for “custom pluralism,” but the Yatev Lev was faithful to the original formulation. He argues against it by citing the verse, “Judges and officers shalt thou make thee in all thy gates, which the Lord thy God giveth thee, throughout thy tribes: and they shall judge the people with just judgment.” (Deut. 16:18) As noted, these verses pertain to the judicial obligation to resolve interpersonal disputes. The Yatev Lev explains that the judges and officers are teachers of Halakhah, who instruct the Jewish people how to practice the law “in all of your gates,” i.e, “each of the twelve tribes according to its appropriate standard." However, "currently they fight with each other regarding the prayer [version], each arguing against [the version that passes] a tribe-gate different from its own.” He suggests that the verse which states “and they shall judge the people with just judgment,”
 refers precisely to this issue; it is a demand to preserve the plurality of customs – each tribe according to the standard that fits it. While at first the Yatev Lev seems to be speaking about divergent customs amongst Ashkenazim and Sephardim, he almost certainly has in mind hasidic custom. The hasidim in Hungary were called “Sephardim” (because they prayed according to Sefard prayer-version), while the non-hasidic community were always called “Ashkenazim” (because they prayed according to the Ashkenazi prayer-version and maintained the old Ashkenazi customs). Indeed, differences in custom and prayer-version were a frequent bone of contention amongst the Jewish communities of the region at that time. If this is indeed the case, the Yatev Lev was attempting to convince his readers that such practices should be viewed as full-fledged customs, like other communal customs of varying ethnic and geographic origins, and seeking to include hasidic custom within the “custom pluralism” upheld by Halakhah.

The majority of the discussions we have encountered up to this point were by ranking halakhists who authored legal works. One treatise, Vikuha Rabbah, was a polemical work. The genre of hasidic custom books did not exist until the end of the 19th century, though the hasidic movement did produce quite a few collections detailing the practices (hanhagot) of well-known tzaddikim. These practices, however, cannot be defined as customs, which are concerned with the performance of the commandments, but rather as points of ethical guidance and emphases in worship. The first work to be called a custom book appears to be Mishmeret Shalom, authored by Rabbi Shalom Perlov (1851-1925) of Koidenov (Dzyarzhynsk), the rebbe of a small hasidic community with roots in the intriguing Lekhovich (Lyakhavichy) hasidic group. However, this book was preceded by another popular book that is not generally considered a specifically hasidic work: Ta’amei Haminhagim Umekorei Hadinim by Rabbi Avraham Yitzhak Sperling (1851-1921).

Ta’amei Haminhagim was published in Lemberg (Lvov), in Galicia, in 1894. Sperling was an ordinary Olesk Hasid, neither a rabbi nor a rebbe, who worked as a ritual slaughterer. Over the course of many years, he gathered and clarified various customs, eventually organizing and publishing the material as a book, using the acronym A.Y.S. SHUB (ritual slaughterer) in place of his name. The book was a surprise success and was republished six times during the author’s lifetime, including in a Yiddish edition. Following his death, his sons published a new expanded edition, while strangers printed unauthorized versions. The book remained popular after the Holocaust, and at one point was a very common Bar Mitzvah gift. However, despite its great popularity and influence, I do not know of a single study of this book. A small portion of the customs discussed in the book are of hasidic origin, yet the fact that the author included them together with other older customs indicates that he viewed them as full-fledged customs, just like those of any other community or locale. Moreover, in the compendium at the end of the book, Sperling included a lengthy appendix on the subject of “Forsake not the law of thy mother” (Prov. 1:8), which was interpreted by the Talmud as an obligation to preserve one’s ancestral customs.
 In this section, he cites many sources, including some hasidic ones, to emphasize the great importance of preserving customs. Amongst these are exhortations by members of the conservative wing of Hungarian Orthodoxy, who taught in the face of encroaching modernity that “the first sign of heresy [epikorsut] and apostasy [minut] is changing one’s customs, and one who does so must be suspected”;
 and, “Do not say, like some of the infidels [kofrim], that the times have changed” (Rabbi Hillel Lichtenstein).
 However, in fact, the times had changed: if at the end of the 18th century the hasidim themselves sought to change established practices and introduce new customs, they now stood at the forefront of the fight to preserve customs. Similarly, their customs—which until recently were themselves considered new changes—were presented as rooted ancient practices deserving of preservation.

While the dimension of time is a decisive component in this discussion, it would be a mistake, and perhaps demagogic, to compare the changes introduced by the hasidim with those introduced by the Reform and other modernist movements. It goes without saying that these changes—their character, the underlying motivation for them, and the community for whom they are intended—are very different in these two cases. So as to avoid a lengthy discussion, it suffices to mention the simple observation that the vast majority of changes introduced by the hasidim were stringencies, while the vast majority of changes introduced by the Reform movement were leniencies.

As noted, the first book (to the best of my knowledge) structured around and exclusively focused on hasidic custom was Mishmeret Shalom by Rabbi Shalom of Koidenov, published in Warsaw in 1901. Similar to Shulhan Hatahor, the book is comprised of concise halakhic rulings surrounded by commentary written by the author himself. While a number of the author’s arguments somewhat resemble those found in Shulhan Hatahor, any possibility of influence can be ruled out, since Shulhan Hatahor, although written in the 19th century, was only published after the Holocaust.  It is highly unlikely that the book reached Rabbi Shalom in manuscript form, as there were no real connections between the dynasties of Zidichov and Lekhovich. Furthermore, the character and purpose of the two books are quite different: While Shulhan Hatahor is a comprehensive systemic study following the chapters of Shulhan ‘Arukh, Mishmeret Shalom is a list of customs to which the author merely added commentary when he had something to say. Rabbi Shalom concisely summarized the purpose and character of the work in his introduction:

Having already stated the essential nature of the book on the title page, I have now come to apologize, for in a number of places I deviated slightly from the customs of our holy ancestors, their resting place in Eden. I assure you that this is not because I wish to dispute them, heaven forfend, but rather because I follow the way of truth, which is the way of the Torah, as is found written in tractate Berakhot: [The sons of Rabban Gamliel. Who did not follow their father's ruling, asked him]: “Do the Rabbis join issue with you? For if [they do not], where there is a controversy between an individual and a group, the Halakhah follows the group.” (BT Berakhot 9a). We see that facing a majority, they were not concerned about disagreeing with Rabban Gamliel, their father, prince of Israel. On the contrary, Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai would punish anyone who ruled like him against the majority, as is written in the Jerusalem Talmud. We have also found several places where Rabbi Yitzhak son of Rabbi Yehudah argued with his father Rabbi Yehudah, and where Rabbi Elazar son of Rabbi Shimon [argued] with his father Rabbi Shimon. In Tractate Eruvin
 it is written, “Rabbi said, ‘My words are more plausible than those of my father’” (BT Eruvin 32a). For this is the way of the Torah, and there is much to be said about this, but here is not the place. I have not reached such a level that I may disagree with them [my ancestors], of blessed memory, on the contrary I recognize my lowly worth and the fact that I cannot resemble them. As Mar 'Ukva said, “In this matter I am as vinegar is to wine compared with my father” (BT Hullin 105a). Could he truly not do as his father did? Rather, he knew that in this matter he should not follow his father. This is in the spirit of the well-known teaching of the Ba'al Shem Tov: “Many tried to do as Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai did,”—and therefore—“they did not succeed.” Similarly, I heard that they asked my uncle, the holy Rabbi Noah of Lekhovich, his resting place in Eden, why he did not do as his father did. He answered them, “I do as my father, of blessed memory, did. My father did not resemble anyone else, and neither do I.”

These remarks, which certainly would have excited Martin Buber and contemporary spiritual seekers, are of course quite removed from the ultra-conservative rhetoric employed by Sperling; they preserve something of the flexibility and innovation that the early hasidim demonstrated regarding custom. But let there be no mistake: these two sources speak the same language. Sperling and Rabbi Shalom both view hasidic custom as custom, that is to say, as a relatively weak norm within the halakhic hierarchy.
 However, each interprets this frailty differently: while Rabbi Shalom views the weakness of custom as enabling a certain degree of independence, Sperling understands this weakness to be an ‘Achilles’ heel,’ which beckons ’innovators’ to break down the framework of Halakhah, and consequently requires greater defense than ordinary Halakhah.

When all is said and done, there are relatively few places where Rabbi Shalom seeks to deviate from the hasidic custom, and the vast majority of his rulings defend and provide rationales for these practices. There are some places where his tone resembles that of the Komarner, where he appears to be issuing decisive rulings for the entire Jewish people. However, in a great many other places, it quickly becomes clear that he understands hasidic custom to be the custom of hasidim alone, and does not expect others to follow it. While this approach is generally found in the surrounding commentary, at times the concise rulings in the main section also endorse hasidic practices. Curiously, the term “hasidim” does not regularly appear in this context,
 although Rabbi Shalom does use alternative terms, such as “the followers of the Ba'al Shem Tov.”
 It is also possible that terms which during that time referred to the Orthodox in general, such as “haredim” (“those who tremble at His word”)
 and “yereim” (“the God-fearing”),
 may, in certain (but not all) places, refer primarily to hasidim. Far more decisive than these speculations, however, are the continuous references to the Ba'al Shem Tov, his disciple, Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi (citing primarily from his Siddur), other famous tzaddikim, and of course the author’s own ancestors and relatives.

Rabbi Shalom presents a moderate formulation of the custom of immersion in the mikveh: he instructs one to make sure to immerse following sexual intercourse or any other seminal emission, adding that “exacting individuals proceed directly to the mikveh upon arising, and do not utter any holy words before immersing when they need to immerse.”
 Immediately afterwards, he recommends the standard hasidic immersion practice: “I declare that even when one does not need to immerse—it is still a very important thing to immerse in the mikveh before prayers, and many of those who tremble at His word (haredim) are accustomed to not let three days pass by without immersing.”
 This is a relatively moderate demand, for there were, and continue to be, many hasidim, particularly rebbes, who were careful to immerse every day. However, we learn from the surrounding commentary that even the rebbes of the Lekhovich dynasty only took care to immerse every three days, “and a hint to this is: ‘and they went three days in the wilderness, and found no water” [Ex. 15:22].

Regarding wearing two pairs of tefillin, the author writes the following:

Anyone who is literate and assigns time for Torah study must wear the tefillin of Rabbenu Tam. As for the tefillin of Shimusha Rabba, in which the order of parchments follows the opinion of Rashi, but reversed, and the tefillin of Ra’avad, whose parchments follow the order of Rabbenu Tam with the Vehaya sections in the middle, but reversed—should be worn by anyone who studies the hidden secrets of the Torah and observes hasidic practices.

As mentioned, Shulhan 'Arukh, and even Shulhan 'Arukh Harav, established the wearing of the tefillin of Rashi as a baseline requirement, and the wearing of two pairs of tefillin as an elevated obligation only for those who “are established and known for piety [hasidut].” In contrast, for Rabbi Shalom, the wearing of two pairs of tefillin is practically a basic requirement, as it is directed towards “anyone who is literate and assigns time for Torah study,”
 while those who observe hasidic practices, and additionally study Kabbalah (“the hidden secrets of the Torah”), are encouraged to wear four pairs of tefillin. At first glance, he appears to be following the Komarner, for whom the wearing of two pairs of tefillin was a basic requirement. However, this is not in fact the case, since this obligation was ultimately intended only for hasidim, owing to the fact that the entire book was directed exclusively at hasidim and unlikely to be followed by others. As for his elevated demand to wear four pairs of tefillin, this appears to have been aimed primarily at rebbes and hasidim of the highest standing, since very few individuals studied “the hidden secrets of the Torah” in the hasidic world of the end of the 19th century.

On the subject of reciting the Shema', Rabbi Shalom cites the accepted ruling that the Torah obligation is to recite the Shema' until the end of the third hour after dawn, as well as a rejected opinion, relied upon by few, claiming that the Torah requires one to recite it until the end of the day. At this point, he suggests that if the third hour has passed one should recite the Shema’ with the following condition: if it may be recited throughout the entire day, then the recitation should be performed in order to fulfill one’s obligation; if the permitted time for its recitation is only until the end of the third hour, then such recitation should be considered Torah study.
 Rabbi Shalom makes a significant interpretive effort in his commentary on this section in order to defend the rejected opinion and enable this conditional recitation for latecomers. It seems that he sought justification for the hasidim who followed this practiced. Indeed, he notes offhandedly in a later section that the practice of reciting the Shema’ after the fourth hour “is very common these days,”
 perhaps providing a further modicum of legitimacy. In another place, he rules that the Shema’ may be recited with its blessings after noon.

However, the most surprising ruling in Mishmeret Shalom relates to the proper time for the morning prayers. In the main section of the book, Rabbi Shalom still appears relatively conservative:

Morning prayers may be said at the level of basic duty (lekhathilah) until the end of the fourth hour, […] therefore one must take care to at least begin reciting the Shemoneh esreh
 before 10:00.
 If a person was prevented for any reason—whether due to an unclean body or anything else which prevents one from prayer—he may delay his prayer "under duress" (bedi'avad) from after the fourth hour until noon.

At first glance, this ruling does not deviate from the standard Halakhah, as it only permits prayer after the fourth hour in the event of a hindrance preventing prayer. However, the example cited by Rabbi Shalom, the requirement to have a “clean body”—which was understood by the hasidim to mandate lengthy stays in the bathroom until the digestive tract was completely empty—was for many years amongst the primary reasons utilized by the hasidim to justify delaying prayers.
 Furthermore, in his commentary, he exercises a markedly forgiving attitude towards such cases:

In our times, as the generations are very weak, many people in the summer are unable to pray by the proper time as set by Shulhan 'Arukh. A time of need is considered as if it were an established fact (di'avad) and the Torah absolves [a person's sins] when [done] under duress. Therefore, the prevalent practice has developed to be lenient regarding the time for prayers, which themselves are only a rabbinic injunction.

Note carefully: Rabbi Shalom’s justification for delaying the time of prayers does not resemble the defenses of this practice found in the early hasidic literature. There is no concern for purifying the heart for prayer, ensuring a clean body, or any other hasidic preparation. He simply states that in his day “the generations are very weak,” and people do not succeed in waking up early in the morning! He designates this situation “a time of need” or even “duress,”—exceptional situations which allow for halakhic leniencies. Further on, Rabbi Shalom nevertheless calls for people to pray by 10:00, although here too, he gently suggests that the truly obligatory requirement is to pray by noon.
 Nonetheless, he takes a tougher stance against those who pray after noon, discussing in the same section the case of someone who does not pray before noon due to “great duress,” instructing them to avoid appearing as though they are reciting the morning prayers after noon. In such cases, one should not first recite Pesukei dezimra (preliminary verses of praise), followed by the Shema' with its blessings and two Shemoneh 'esreh prayers. Rather, “it is proper to first recite the afternoon prayers, and only afterwards recite Pesukei dezimra, the Shema’ and its blessings, and pray a compensatory Shemoneh 'esreh.”
 In the commentary, Rabbi Shalom explains that those who are accustomed to first recite Pesukei dezimrah and the Shema’ and its blessings, and only afterwards pray the Shemoneh esreh twice, appear to be performing the morning prayers after noon. This, however, is not the case, for their first Shemoneh esreh was in fact their afternoon prayer, while their second Shemoneh esreh was in compensation for their missed morning prayers—and so must matters appear. 

It is of interest to note that Rabbi Shalom’s interpretations were not made in a vacuum. It turns out that other hasidim also attempted to justify saying the morning prayers after noon by arguing that their first prayers, which the hasid understood to be his mornings prayers, were in fact a timely recitation of the afternoon prayers, while his second prayers, which he understood to be his afternoon prayers, were actually a compensation for his missed morning prayers. One person who advanced this argument was Rabbi Menahem Mendel Hayim Landau (1861-1935) of Chekhenov (Ciechanów), a grandson of Rabbi Avraham of Chekhenov (1784-1875), a renowned scholar known within hasidic circles for praying according to Ashkenaz prayer version, at dawn no less. Relating that in his youth Rabbi Avraham acted like the other hasidim, praying according to the Sefard prayer version later in the day, his grandson sought to justify the latter practice. Like many hasidim, he relies upon the baraita which recalls that “The first hasidim would linger for an hour, pray for an hour, and once more linger for an hour.”
 
Rabbi Menahem Mendel Hayim also cites the weakness of the generation as grounds for delaying, noting:

Indeed, the early ones were able to [make do with one hour], but now that the generations are weak, they need much more time. Furthermore, in order to reach deep levels of thought they must sanctify and wear themselves out in the study of Torah, which brings sanctity and purity to man.
 

In light of these reasons, he first proposes that the delayed morning prayers of the hasidim be considered afternoon prayers, and the afternoon prayers considered a compensation for the missed morning prayers, as long as they have not shown a different intent. Indeed, the fact that the hasidim recite the Pesukei dezimra and the Shema’ and its blessings before the first Shemoneh esreh, could indicate such a different intent, but Rabbi Menahem Mendel Hayim contests this assumption, arguing that the recitation of Pesukei dezimrah is an independent commandment, and not specifically a part of the morning prayers.
 Indeed, someone who deliberately misses the deadline for the morning prayers is not allowed to recite a compensatory prayer, and we saw above that the Komarner declared that the prayer of one who does so “is repugnant.”
 However, the Komarner also explained that the tzaddikim who were accustomed to pray late “thought they were acting under duress, in accordance with their understanding of prayer—that it is an act of powerful attachment (devekut), through holy and pure thoughts, with the blessed Eternal One.”
 Nonetheless, in spite of this explanation, Rabbi Menahem Mendel Hayim remains uncomfortable with seemingly ignoring the proper time for morning prayers, and makes an impressive interpretive effort to demonstrate that the Sages prioritized properly intentioned prayer over timely prayer. Following these lengthy arguments, he nevertheless concludes with an admonishment that this approach is not meant for the masses, nor even the hasidim, but only for great tzaddikim. In his words: “I have written all this in order to provide justification for those individuals whose every action is for the sake of Heaven and do not engage in any worldly activities prior to their morning prayers, but not to teach this practice to people who have not reached this level, Heaven forfend.”
 We don’t know whether Rabbi Shalom of Koidanov saw this work, but it does appear that he was familiar with this argument and sought to refute it: morning prayers are for the morning, afternoon prayers are for the afternoon, and missing the latest time for morning prayers is not considered to have occurred under duress. 

These are but a number of Rabbi Shalom of Koidanov’s rulings which systemize and halakhically justify hasidic customs, presenting them as regular customs like those of any other community or locale. A similar, though slightly different, approach may be found amongst the next generation of hasidim, in the writings of Rabbi Hayim El'azar of Munkács, author of Minhat El'azar, who has been exhaustively studied by Levi Y. Cooper.
 According to Cooper, “Rabbi Hayim Elazar’s primary halakhic activity concerned custom in its various forms.”
  This encapsulation refers to both “regular” Ashkenazi customs and hasidic customs. Cooper convincingly presents the various motives behind this activity, amongst them fortifying the position of orthodoxy against a modern secularizing society, and the strengthening of hasidic identity. As far as Rabbi Hayim Elazar’s defense strategies are concerned, Cooper claims that there are no meaningful differences between the ways he defends mainstream Ashkenazi customs and the ways he defends hasidic customs. At times, he even attempts to demonstrate the halakhic superiority of hasidic customs. However, Cooper discerns, at times by reading between the lines, that for Rabbi Hayim Elazar there is not one single rule governing these two types of customs: ultimately, he views Ashkenazi custom as binding for the entire (Ashkenazi) community, while hasidic custom is only obligatory for hasidim. Even more so, deviating from hasidic custom is judged less harshly than deviating from mainstream Ashkenazi custom. In other words, the Munkácser understands his primary mission in defending hasidic custom to be demonstrating that they are legitimate, but not necessarily obligatory. This is particularly evident when there is tension between a custom and the halakhic sources.

It is to be expected that such an approach, in which hasidic custom overturns Ashkenazi custom, to arouse the mitnagdim. This is particularly so in the case of delayed prayer, where hasidic custom stands in direction opposition to the Halakhah. Three generations earlier, Rabbi Hayim of Volozhin predicted that the hasidic practice of delaying prayers, which originated from the aspiration to purify one’s heart (and the body) for prayer, would swiftly turn into a standard practice “until it will consequently be like a license for you to violate the time for prayer or other commandments, even as you find yourself idly occupied with wasteful activities, […] and you will be left with neither a timely performed commandment nor any good thoughts.”
 Surprisingly, Rabbi Shalom received a letter of approbation from the very same Rabbi Hayim’s great-grandson, the Litvak par excellence, Rabbi Hayim Soloveitchik of Brisk. He received an additional letter of approval from Rabbi Eliyahu Hayim Meisel, the rabbi of Łódź and an alumnus of the Volozhin yeshiva, who was not considered a supporter of Hasidism (he was named after the Eliyahu, the Gaon of Vilna, and Rabbi Hayim of Volozhin).
The approach presented by Rabbi Shalom in his book Mishmeret Shalom, and perhaps even more so the response it elicited from the Litvish rabbis, teach us something about the effects of time. At the beginning of the hasidic movement, its practices were considered a deviation from the ancestral custom, for the hasids’ parents and elders did not observe them. Now, several generations later, there were people in Eastern Europe whose parents, grandparents, and even great-grandparents had been hasidim. For these individuals, the hasidic custom was considered their ancestral custom, which they were commanded to not forsake. The unstated assumption is that individuals are not expected to investigate the authenticity of their ancestral customs, but rather are obligated to follow them merely by merit of their ancestors having observed them. Therefore, just as a mitnaged would not question the authenticity of his ancestors’ customs, neither would a hasid be expected to do so. Just as different ethnic groups, locales, communities, and even families have their own customs, all of which are recognized and respected—and at times even given normative standing—by Halakhah, at the end of the 19th century a similar place was made within Halakhah for hasidic custom. An individual who was not raised in an environment which observed these customs would not be obligated to follow them, but an individual who was raised in such a setting certainly would.

Nevertheless, even after many generations have passed, there remained Litvish rabbis who held that hasidic custom was one long continuous deviation from Halakhah, which time had failed to rectify. According to an accountciting the name of the Hazon Ish (Rabbi Avraham Yesha'ayahu Karelitz, 1878-1953) in a later source, he was asked by “a descendent of hasidim” if it was permitted for him to change his prayer version from Sefard to Ashkenaz. The Hazon Ish responded that “since his ancestors changed to Sefard, he may revert to Ashkenaz.”
 The editor cites this account anonymously, but support for it may found from other stories and reports which criticize the hasidim for having deviated from their ancestral customs (“they are the ones who changed!”)
 Indeed, there are also differing rumors mentioning the Hazon Ish, but these appear to have derived from ex post facto considerations of personal circumstances, rather than from his principled stance expressed in the statements cited above.

Regardless, we may conclude that by the end of the 19th century, hasidic custom was at last placed in the category most "natural" to it—as a custom. 

5. The Hasidic Custom as a Legitimate Deviation from Halakhah (Averah lishmah): The Seer of Lublin and Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch of Liszka

By now we have seen a spectrum of opinions ranging from those which understand hasidic custom to be legitimate according to Halakhah (the early Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Lyadi and Rabbi Shalom of Koidanov), to those which view hasidic custom as actually mandated by Halakhah (the Komarner and the Yismah Moishe). Were there any hasidic thinkers who admitted that hasidic custom was prohibited by Halakhah? The answer is of course no, but at least one interpretation does come close. This view considers the hasidic custom of delaying the time for prayers to be an “averah lishmah,” that is, a sin for the sake of Heaven. However, it must be emphasized that this approach is not applicable to all hasidic customs, but rather only the specific practice of delaying prayers past their proper time. The reason for this is quite clear: most hasidic customs introduce practices more stringent than the standard Halakhah (such as wearing the tefillin of Rabbenu Tam, immersing in the mikveh frequently, prohibiting the wearing of woolen garments, etc.) or, at the very least, practices neither particularly stringent nor lenient (such as adopting nusah Sepharad). In fact, the proper time for prayers is one of the relatively few areas in which the hasidim sought to be lenient. Surely, the hasidim would claim that this is not a leniency, but rather a stringent demand to properly prepare oneself for prayer. However, they could obviously have achieved this goal without impinging upon the proper time for prayers, were they to make an effort to wake up earlier in the morning. 

The concept of “Sin for the sake of Heaven” appears in two places in the Babylonian Talmud, once in tractate Nazir and once in tractate Horayot:

Rav Nahman bar Yitzhak said: Great is a sin [performed] for the sake of Heaven, greater even than a precept [performed] for one's own benefit. But has not Rav Yehudah, citing Rav, said: A man should always occupy himself with the Torah and [its] precepts, even though it be for his own benefit, for the result will be that he will eventually do them for the sake of Heaven? — Read then: [A sin performed for the sake of Heaven is] as good as a precept performed for one's own benefit, as it is written, 'Blessed above women shall Jael be, the wife of Heber the Kenite [who, according to the Talmud, had forbidden sexual intercourse with Sisera in order to save Israel]. Above women in the tent shall she be blessed'. And by 'women in the tent', Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah are meant.

Rabbi Yohanan said: That wicked wretch [Sisera] had sevenfold intercourse [with Jael] at that time, as it says, At her feet he sunk, he fell, he lay; etc. But she derived pleasure from his intercourse [and thus her sin was also for her own benefit]! — Rabbi Yohanan said: All the pleasures of the wicked are displeasures to the righteous.

Since Rav Nahman bar Yitzhak’s words were first uttered, many have debated the doctrine of “Sin for the sake of Heaven,” some minimizing it, others expanding it. As is known, the doctrine witnessed its most extreme application during the time of the Sabbatean movement, which utilized it as the basis for its wildly antinomian behavior. In contrast, the hasidic movement opted for a more conservative application. As Tzippi Kauffman has noted, the early hasidic masters did not use the concept in a particularly innovative or extensive way. That being said, it is worth noting that the idea was mentioned frequently during the early days of Hasidism, particularly during the 18th and early 19th centuries. As the hasidic movement assumed a more traditional and orthodox form during the course of the 19th century, the concept of “Sin for the sake of Heaven” came to be used less frequently. Somewhat paradoxically, the same doctrine remained alive and kicking in the very regions most affected by the formation of orthodoxy and religious zealotry: Galicia and Hungary.

When reading hasidic texts, one is tempted to ask: which transgressions did the hasidim permit themselves to commit in accordance with the doctrine of “Sin for the sake of Heaven?” A thorough study of numerous hasidic sources from the 18th and early 19th centuries reveals an interesting phenomenon: in nearly every hasidic discussion of “Sin for the sake of Heaven,” the hasidic thinker makes only broad or vague use of the term, or, in the context of discussing a specific transgression, attributes the application of the principle to a biblical character from the past. This phenomenon makes it difficult to determine the actual contexts in which the doctrine was used. However, several isolated sources connect “Sin for the sake of Heaven” to a relevant transgression: delaying the time for prayers.

The earliest source for this application appears to be the book Darkhei Yesharim,
 although the references in it are either vague or alluded to obliquely, and may be subject to several possible interpretations. More explicit usage of the principle, in relationship to prayer, appears in the writings of Rabbi Ya'akov Yitzhak Horowitz, known as the Seer of Lublin (1745-1815). The Seer distinguishes between one whose worship of God is motivated by fear, and one whose worship of God is motivated by love.
 The level of love is higher than that of fear, but “there are fools who do not wish to forsake fear, for love does not always lead to exacting stringency, etc.”
 Then he adds:

This is like the second chapter of Pirkei Avot. Rabbi Yose, who was called “hasid” (pious) said: “All of your deeds should be done for the sake of heaven,” (Mishnah Avot 2:12) and Rabbi Shimon ben Netanel, who was called “yere het” (afraid of sin) said: “Be careful in the reciting of the Shema' and the prayers, etc.” (ibid., 2:13) At first glance, this [latter admonition] is a greater act of hasidut than Rabbi Yose's! However, in truth things are different. For hasidut is an act of love with one’s entire being, even if one’s life is being taken, as has been stated above. Such a person is not concerned specifically about reciting the Shema' and the prayers. Namely, if he happens to miss the proper time if, due to his great love for God, he is too preoccupied, engaged in cleaving to God [devekut] or praising God; or if it appears to him that it would give God greater satisfaction if he did not recite the Shema' or the prayers, even though the evil inclination rebukes them [telling him that he should pray]—this individual has no fear of punishment for his great love for God and his desire to fulfill His will even more. For in truth, God is desirous of the heart, and great is the sin for the sake of Heaven, and this is the meaning of “All of your deeds should be done for the sake of Heaven.”

Take note: if the evil inclination usually tempts a person to sin, in this case, the Seer thinks the evil inclination “seduces” a person into following Halakhah! The Seer seeks to dismiss such reprimands coming from the evil inclination. If a person’s action is committed “for the sake of Heaven” [lishmah]—intending to fulfil God’s will—then it is the proper thing to do, even if it a transgression. The final clause of the passage suggests that a person’s every deed must be done for the sake of Heaven—even sins.

These arguments were unequivocally rejected by the great misnaged, Rabbi Hayim of Volozhin. His book, Nefesh Hahayim, is one of the key sources for references to the doctrine of “Sin for the sake of Heaven” in discussions regarding, amongst other things——delaying the performance of commandments (though it does not refer specifically to prayer). After remonstrating at length that “far, far be it for us to give up any details from amongst the components of the action [required for the fulfilling of a given commandment], nor a fine minutia of rabbinic origin, and all the more to change their prescribed time, heaven forfend, in order to achieve purity of thought,”
 he warns the hasidim, “Your evil inclination may disguise itself by telling you that the key principle of religious worship is that one’s actions be committed for the sake of Heaven, and a sin or transgression may be considered to be a commandment if committed for the sake of Heaven in order to bring about a certain rectification, and God is desirous of the heart, and great is a sin for the sake of Heaven, and many similar arguments.”
 We see, then, that in Rabbi Hayim’s experience too, this principle was cited by hasidim within the context of altering the time for performing commandments.

There is an extant alternative version of several of the “intermediate chapters” between the third and fourth sections of Nefesh Hahayim. These chapters contain the most explicit and direct attack on Hasidism and did not appear in the book’s first edition (1824). The alternative version, which contains longer and more detailed formulations of the arguments presented in the printed edition, appears to have been an early draft of these chapters, which was then intentionally concealed; although it is also possible that it was authored by an associate of Rabbi Hayim.
 These alternative chapters were published only in 1999, and for reasons that are unclear, have not yet received their due scholarly attention. Rabbi Hayim’s argument is more elaborate in this text,: 

Some of them fall into the mistake of saying "it is permitted," since they declare that the key principle of religious worship is that it be committed for the sake of heaven, and a sin or transgression may be considered to be a commandment if committed for the sake of heaven, in order to bring about a certain rectification, and "God seeks one's heart", and "great is a sin for the sake of Heaven", and many things like this […] You should see with your eyes that all of their foundations are shattered, for they have nothing to rely upon, not even a thin, crushed stalk to lean upon. Woe to those who see and do not know what they see, for the truth is evident, […], that such a mode of worship was only practiced prior to the giving of the Torah. But since Moses came and brought the Torah down to earth, it is no longer in Heaven. Even if all the prophets and sages of every generation were to be gathered together, they would not have the authority to introduce anything new, big or small, that is opposed to the Torah of Moses our Master, neither to add nor detract.

At this point, Rabbi Hayim refers to an argument he had with a hasid:

I argued with several of them [hasidim], and they responded that everything [they do that is at odds with the Halakhah] is done for the sake of Heaven, and great is a sin for the sake of Heaven. I told him [=one of them], “If so, according to your reasoning, you would be permitted to deliver… [a married woman]
 to the nobleman of the city, who was a bachelor, in exchange for an abundance of produce to be distributed to all the poor residents of the city." For that year the prices were exorbitantly high, and the residents were nearly swollen from famine, God save us. "For our Sages taught us that great is a sin for the sake of Heaven, and the case of Jael and Sisera resembles these circumstances.” He responded that he certainly would have done so, were he to know that this outcome would be attained. We have already demonstrated and clarified this above […],  in reference to the story about Hezekiah and  Isaiah,
 that it is forbidden to alter any aspect of the Lord’s commandments, even if one’s intentions are for the sake of Heaven, lest disaster ensue [from it]. This applies even to passively refraining from action,
 for a person is not authorized to abstain from a commandment, Heaven forfend, since the rationales of the commandments have not been revealed.

Here too, the discussion focused on the issue of delaying the proper time for the performance of the commandments, which appears to have been the primary context in which the hasidim used the doctrine of “a sin for the sake of Heaven.” The other, far graver transgression, which Rabbi Hayim goaded his interlocutor into endorsing remained a rhetorical, unfulfilled proposal.
 Indeed, upon reading R. Hayim's words it is clear that the Seer of Lublin was not alone, nor likely original, in turning to the doctrine of “a sin for the sake of Heaven” for the specific purpose of justifying delaying prayers past their proper time. These chapters show that this justification was prevalent in hasidic circles at the end of the eighteenth century and beginning of the nineteenth century, when both the Seer and R. Hayim wrote their works.

As noted above, the next hasidic thinker to mention “sin for the sake of Heaven” in the context of delaying prayers past their proper time was Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch Friedman of Liszka, a disciple of the Yismah Moishe, and thus, a second generation follower of the Seer of Lublin, whose remarks were cited above. This rebbe confronted the topic in two letters: the first was addressed to Rabbi David Deutsch of Yarmut [Balassagyarmat],
 who was well-known for his struggles against the Haskalah (Jewish Enlightenment movement) and modernity. In this letter, Rabbi Friedman appears to carefully avoid mentioning explicitly the loaded term “sin for the sake of Heaven.” The second letter, already briefly mentioned above, was the “letter of defense” sent to Rabbi Shlomo Ganzfried
 in support of the Komarner, where the term is explicitly used.

The Rebbe of Liszka begins his letter to Rabbi David Deutsch with the background that led to its writing: “I have heard rumors from many that the esteemed rabbi disagrees with the hasidim, and believes their worth to be like a peel of garlic, they and their rebbes alike.”
 Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch expresses his concern that Rabbi David had been influenced by the misnagdim’s depiction of the hasidim, and that “perhaps we may appear in his eyes like grasshoppers, like chicks which have not yet opened their eyes, and it seems to him that we waste our days in vanity and emptiness, Heaven forfend, and that our ways are new, and unfathomed by our fathers, and that one must pursue us and all who follow our customs in order to teach wisdom to the mistaken; indeed, many of our people do believe this.”
 Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch proceeds to put forth his arguments: the hasidim are a shield against modernity, as has been demonstrated in Poland; they do not disparage the Torah, and there are Torah scholars among them; their method of Torah study—in local study houses and not in yeshivot—is preferable to that of the misnagdim; their visits to tzaddikim elevate their standing “in holiness and purity, and they have reverence for their teacher, their fear of their master is like the fear of Heaven, nor will they fall subject to physicality.”
 Moreover, Poland, the cradle of Ashkenazi Torah study, had long recognized the worth of Hasidism, and the vast majority of its Jews have become members of the movement; The Yismah Moishe—a man “worthy of receiving the presence of the Shekhinah, who was like an angel in all of his ways”—was responsible for bringing Hasidism to Hungary.
 The hasidic path is derived from Kabbalah, and therefore, he insinuates, their deviations from the tradition may not be equated with the changes wrought by the Reform movement and the like (“shall not our perfect Torah be as their idle talk!”
). As a rule, Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch argues, not every innovation is invalid:

In this world, we see new things all the time. This must certainly also be the case in our religious worship, and our manner of worship constantly assumes new forms. This is what is meant by: "Moses was shown what an assiduous student would later innovate.” The ARI has already noted that from the day the world was created, there has never been a day similar to another.

Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch now goes on to address the question of hasidic customs specifically. He states that he can explain these customs, and that he is prepared to travel to meet Rabbi David for this very purpose, so that no question be left unanswered. He devotes particular attention to the practice of delaying prayers past their proper time. His explanation develops gradually from an argument of the first order down to the second order (based on his rival's rejected premises) and so on. Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch first claims that this practice is no transgression, but on the contrary, is an exemplary performance of the commandment:

As for those Torah scholars who cry out against the custom of the hasidim to delay their prayers past their proper time—I wonder what they [the critics] are thinking. How could it occur to anyone that people who prepare themselves for prayer from the moment they rise from bed, whether through ensuring that their body is clean, or through purifying themselves in the mikveh—particularly in winter when the water is cold—or through Torah study prior [to prayer], do not fulfill the commandment to recite the Shema'?! Are they not engaged in accepting upon themselves the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven? As for those individuals who race to the synagogue and merely utter the words of the Shema' in their proper order—[how could it be said of them] that they accept upon themselves the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven, but not those who actively fulfill the passage of "And thou shalt love the Lord thy God" [the first section of the Shema'] from the moment they rise from their bed?!

Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch’s second argument is less relevant to our discussion, but his perception of the boundaries of the mitzvah is of interest on the legal-theoretical level (in this regard, it brings to mind somewhat the Komarner’s understanding of the dispute between Rabbi Eliezer and the Sages, cited above). In his opinion, the preparation for a mitzvah is part of the fulfillment of the mitzvah itself. This may be demonstrated by the significance attributed to eating on the day before Yom Kippur, which the Sages considered to be part of the Yom Kippur fast itself. Therefore, the hasidim’s preparations for reciting the Shema' and prayers are themselves a part of the fulfillment of these commandments, and thus they should be considered to be fulfilled from the moment the hasidim begin preparing for them.

This argument is followed by an even more interesting proposition:

If you claim nevertheless that they are behaving unlawfully because they need to orally recite all of the sections within the proper time, and their preparations should be done before daylight—it is known that the proper time for the evening recitation of the Shema' is after nightfall, and yet the old Jewish custom was to recite it before the day’s end. The rishonim deliberated extensively in tractate Berakhot attempting to explain this behavior, but not one of them sought to condemn those who followed it or spoke disparagingly of them to say that they were acting unlawfully. Now, why is this recitation of the Shema' [too early] any better than that recitation of the Shema' [too late]? Thank God, all of the hasidim recite the evening Shema' at its proper time and miss only the proper time for the morning recitation, for the reasons cited above.

And he adds:

If you nevertheless persist in claiming that they are acting unlawfully—let this be the [only] fruit of their sins. Indeed, in all other matters they follow Halakhah. And the four things that merited our ancestors’ redemption from Egypt—that they did not change their names nor their language, did not inform on each other, and upheld sexual morality—may all be found in every person who is called a hasid.

The first two arguments admit that the hasidic custom is opposed to the law. Practically speaking, the third argument claims that custom overrides the law: when the Jewish people are accustomed to a practice contrary to the law, their custom becomes the law. In such cases, the halakhic authorities need not condemn them but rather, on the contrary, should seek out legal justifications for that practice (this is essentially what Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch does in his early arguments. The present argument casts those earlier arguments in a new light, implying that they are weak legal defenses intended to provide ex post facto justification for a widespread practice). This third argument is somewhat problematic; hasidic customs were not formed spontaneously; rather, they were intentionally introduced by the leaders of the new movement who endorsed these deviations. The fourth argument agrees that the hasidic custom is a transgression, but argues that this should be kept in its proper proportions. Even if the hasidim commit one transgression, the rest of their deeds are nevertheless praiseworthy. In other words, even if this is a violation, it is possible to live with it. 

With the exception of the second argument, Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch’s claims assume that hasidic custom is a violation of the commandment to recite the Shema' and the prayers at their proper time. While the latter two arguments provide the most explicit admission that a transgression was committed, it appears that it is specifically the first argument which comes closest to the doctrine of “sin for the sake of Heaven. Here, Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch claims that one must distinguish between the formal commandment, reciting the Shema', and its fundamental purpose, accepting upon oneself the yoke of heaven and loving God. Of the two options  ‒ realizing the purpose of the commandment while violating its formal performance or carrying out its formal performance while missing its purpose ‒ the former is preferable. This mechanism is extremely similar, if not identical, to the underpinnings of the doctrine of “sin for the sake of Heaven.” The single difference is that in the case of the recitation of the Shema' and the prayers, the transgression is committed for the sake of the very commandment being violated (i.e. submitting oneself to the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven), which is not necessarily the case in other instances of “sin for the sake of Heaven.” 

If this was not a sufficient indication that Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch had implicitly based his defense on the doctrine of "sin for the sake of Heaven," his second letter, to Rabbi Shlomo Ganzfriend, and made explicit use of the term. As mentioned above, this second letter focuses exclusively on the Komarner’s ruling that endorsed delaying of the recitation of the Shema' until the end of the fourth hour, which he identifies as 10:00 in the morning, as the standard norm (lekhathilah). Rabbi Shlomo Ganzfried opposed the Komarner's ruling publicly, while Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch, seeking preemptive action, came to the Komarner's defense. We have already seen one of his arguments above, but the following argument is of particular importance for our purposes:

This halakhic ruling which he wrote is filled with the reverence and love of God, and Heaven forfend that it lead someone astray. On the contrary, in the very place where he writes that according to the Zohar one has until 09:00 to recite the Shema',
 he exhorts and encourages that it should be recited, unless otherwise necessitated [lekhathilah], between 06:00 and 07:00. As for his writing that according to the Zohar one may recite the Shema' until 09:00—what sin is there in defending the Jewish people against the charge of violating the proper time for reciting the Shema'?! He himself is careful that the Sabbath and fast days be calculated according to proportional hours (sha'ot zemaniyot) [which is the halakhic convention, in contrast to his ruling on the time of Shema' where he uses the international time]. Indeed, there is nothing new under the sun, for the Ashkenazim and Sephardim [hasidim] were embroiled in the same dispute regarding the recitation of the Shema' and the prayers, these ones rising early and those ones staying late. Several years ago, I saw written in the book Panim Yafot (I forgot the exact reference) that one should not resent the tzaddikim regarding this matter.
 Truthfully, how good and pleasant it is to pray in a pure place with a clean body, particularly for an individual in need of this. This falls under the Sages’ declaration that great is a sin [performed] for the sake of Heaven, greater even than a precept [performed] for one's own benefit. As is written in ’Asarah Ma’amarot, we have found that God has committed a sin for the sake of Heaven, creating damaging things in order to discipline humanity. On the other hand, we have not found that God performed a commandment for an improper sake, for such a thing is not part of creation.

Here too, the argument is comprised of several stages. Initially, Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch once more commends the role of the halakhic authorities for defending the common practice, even when it deviates from the standard ruling (the third argument of the previous letter); afterwards, he presents the differences between hasidic practice and the standard Halakhah as a dispute between two Jewish practices of equal standing, each one preserved by a different group—the “Sephardim” (that is, the hasidim, who pray according to nusah sephard) and the “Askhenazim” (that is, all other European Jews, who pray according to nusah ashkenaz). Only after presenting these two arguments does he offer his third claim: delaying the proper time for prayer in order to pray with a clean body is a sin for the sake of Heaven.” However, the arguments do not end here, and the latter half of the letter—which I have not cited here—is a lengthy attempt to demonstrate from within the halakhic sources themselves that the hasidic custom does not constitute a violation of Halakhah, as it can be justified through formal halakhic sources.

The texts presented above demonstrate that several figures within the hasidic camp, as well as the anonymous hasidim referred to by Rabbi Hayim of Volozhin, understood the hasidic practice of delaying prayers past their proper time to be a transgression, justified by the doctrine of “sin for the sake of Heaven.” The question must now be asked: in light of this fact, what is the status of this practice within Halakhah? In other words, what is the status of the principle “great is a sin [performed] for the sake of Heaven” in halakhic terms: is it a halakhic principle or an extra-halakhic one? It is possible to view it as a halakhic principle governing certain exceptions to otherwise violations of the law? Or, may it also be viewed as an extra-halakhic principle declaring that certain values, which reflect the divine will, transcend the precepts of Halakhah? This distinction bears a number of important ramifications: if the first option is correct, the individual committing the act under question would not be subject to punishment, since, after all, he did not violate the law; however, if a sin for the sake of Heaven” is a halakhic violation—as its name implies—the possibility exists that transgressors would be subject to punishment, even though they acted in accordance with the divine will. A straightforward reading of the talmudic source text suggests that the first alternative is correct. But the Seer’s position, as reflected in the text cited above, clearly supports the second possibility, since he declares the transgressor’s readiness to suffer punishment for the sake of his love for God.
 Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch of Liszka, on the other hand, appears to embrace the first possibility, since he presents such a transgressor as fulfilling the commandment in an exceptional manner, and even calls upon the halakhic authorities to justify the “transgressive” practice. One way or the other, it is doubtful whether the participants in this debate were themselves fully aware of these finer distinctions.
6.  The Hasidic Custom and Halakhah: Intermediate Summary

We have seen five perceptions of the relationship between hasidic custom and Halakhah: 

(1) Hasidic custom as a hyper-halakhic, voluntary, personal norm;

(2) Hasidic custom as a communal norm, recognized by Halakhah as obligatory;

(3) Hasidic custom as a full-fledged halakhic norm;

(4) Hasidic custom as custom, i.e. a relatively weak halakhic norm;

(5) Hasidic custom as a legitimate deviation from Halakhah (“sin for the sake of Heaven”)

Further on, in Chapter Twenty, we shall examine these perceptions from a theoretical legal perspective, but at this stage it will suffice to observe the facts we have gathered through the prism of their historical development. 

During the first stage of Hasidism, in the 18th century, the question of the relationship of hasidic custom to Halakhah was not tackled directly, even though hasidic customs had already spread and become the hallmark of a defined group. The two earliest figures whom we have seen address the topic were Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Lyadi and the Seer of Lublin (the latter only with regards to delaying prayers past their proper time), both students of the Maggid of Mezeritch. The common denominator of their two approaches is that both understood hasidic customs as norms which lie outside the purview of formal Halakhah. Halakhah is confined to formal legal rulings, which in the Ashkenazi context include an additional layer of Ashkenazi customs (in the most basic understanding of the term), and all other conduct is not considered halakhic behavior in the straightforward sense: it either adds to Halakhah or deviates from it. Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Lyadi, the first “rabbi-rebbe” of the hasidic camp, understood hasidic customs to be stringencies, primarily individual in their nature, which an individual was not obligated to observe. As such, he denied the fundamental innovation of Hasidism, that is, the application of these norms on a collective scale. Because he understood them to be stringencies, he did not address situations in which hasidic customs deviated from the formal Halakhah, such as delaying prayers past their proper time. He clearly viewed them simply as transgressions. In contrast, the Seer of Lublin did not concern himself with stringent hasidic customs, but rather with their deviation from the law. Unlike other hasidic leaders, he made no effort to justify the delaying of prayers past their proper time using rabbinic or legal sources, but rather stated unequivocally: it is a transgression, liable for punishment; but it is a transgression committed for Heaven's sake. As we learn from the words of Rabbi Hayim of Volozhin, this assertion was not entirely his own and was, in fact, widespread amongst the various hasidic camps.

In the next generation, following the deaths of Rabbi Shneur Zalman (1812) and the Seer (1815), we find an interesting split. On the one hand, Rabbi Hayim of Sanz maintained a position similar to that of Rabbi Shneur Zalman, seeking to clearly distinguish between Halakhah and hasidic custom; possibly even more so than Rabbi Shneur Zalman himself, who appears to have shifted from this position at the end of his life. On the other hand, the Yismah Moishe sought to confer binding legal status to hasidic customs. Since he too was unwilling to define them as Halakhah proper, he categorized them as products of human legislation, recognized and enforced by Halakhah. Even if this was a position was presented in the context of a public debate, and the Yismah Moishe privately viewed hasidic custom as a matter far loftier than communal ordinances, this nevertheless remains an interesting perspective, one which elevates the obligatory status of hasidic custom beyond that accorded to it by Rabbi Shneur Zalman.

Yet another generation later, following the death of the Yismah Moishe (1841), we encounter an even more extreme position. The Yismah Moishe’s student, Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch of Liszka, directed a multi-front campaign: on the one hand, he sought to demonstrate that the hasidic practice of delaying prayers past their proper time was legitimate according to Halakhah, and on the other hand, he was willing, if only as an alternative argument, to admit that this practice did in fact constitute a transgression which could be defended with the claim of “sin for the sake of Heaven.” This doctrine, which at this stage appears to have been forsaken by most Hasidim, was still alive and well in Hungary and Galicia. The most interesting development during this period, however, was the attempt to present hasidic custom as actual Halakhah, obligatory for all Jews. This approach emerged from the polemical writings of Rabbi Ya'akov of Keidan, but reached a particularly impressive pinnacle in the halakhic enterprise of Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac of Komarno. This was undoubtedly a significant elevation of the obligatory standing of hasidic custom within Halakhah. This promotion reflects the self-confidence enjoyed by the Hasidim at that stage of their history, as well as their degree of normalization. If earlier generations of hasidic leaders were satisfied with their customs being recognized as legitimate and not invalid, they now they dared present them as the correct Halakhah, and to invalidate—albeit rather gently—the halakhic approach of non-Hasidim. 

It is only at the next stage that we encounter what would appear to be the simplest claim: hasidic custom is a custom. According to this logic, Halakhah recognizes the development of different customs in various geographic, ethnic, and even family groupings. If so, it should surely recognize the development of customs within a social-religious group, namely Hasidism. While this position was part of the argument put forward by Rabbi Ya'akov of Keidan, it came to full fruition primarily in the hasidic custom-books which began to appear at this time, first and foremost Mishmeret Shalom by Rabbi Shalom of Koidenov. And why did this happen only then? The answer is simple: a custom is what a person observes amongst his/her predecessors. During the first generations of the hasidic movement, the hasidim were accused of breaking down the boundaries of custom, for “our fathers did not tell us about any one of them who had done this, [i.e.] who had changed even one practice, or even half a practice.”
 It was only at the end of the 19th century, that the Hasidim were able to respond to their detractors: “This is what I saw my father do, this is what I saw my grandfather do, and I cling to my ancestors’ practices just as you, the misnagged, cling to those of your ancestors.” Indeed, loyalty to one’s ancestral customs is both a dogmatic and relativistic phenomenon. It is dogmatic in its blind submission: first one accepts as faithful and binding the transmission of the tradition of one’s father and grandfather, and only afterwards does one seek to justify it ex post facto. It is relativistic in that an individual who unquestioningly follows his own ancestral customs must also respect his fellow’s corresponding attachment to his own ancestral customs, even though they may be different, or even opposed, to his own. However, in order for such respectful relations to be become a reality, custom must be accepted as an ancestral heritage. The archaic splendor of far-off times is certainly an important factor contributing to the legitimacy of customs, as well as to the aura of sanctity accompanying them. The full coming of age of this approach, which ultimately became dominant in hasidic circles, finds expression in the abundance of hasidic custom-books which continue to be published on a near-annual basis.

Perceiving hasidic practices as custom may be viewed as a moderating approach, or a lowering of the obligatory status of the hasidic custom, from the point of view of the hasidim themselves. However, one should examine this issue not from an abstract normative perspective, but rather from the perspective of the sociology of Halakhah. The Komarner’s position—which seemingly sought to impose hasidic custom upon the entire Jewish people—did not represent a substantial school of thought which stood a chance of widespread acceptance, and it remained fairly anomalous. In contrast, perceiving hasidic practice as custom was much easier for the mainstream establishment to accept. Jewish tradition is aware of, and readily accepts, so many different sets of customs, that it may easily recognize one more group (containing many subgroups of Hasidic communities) as a further component within its rich mosaic. Indeed, this is how hasidic customs are usually perceived even by those who do not follow them. If this argument is correct, then the recognition of hasidic customs as legitimate practices by the rabbinic establishment, as well the non-hasidic public in general, grants them a greater and more obligatory social weight from a “positive law” perspective than the “normative law” of the Komarner, powerful as it may be in the abstract level but lacking any chance of public acceptance.

In addition to hasidic customs, both particular ones and those shared by all hasidic groups, there are certain other practices which should be included in this discussion. I have already mentioned (in the introduction) other practices observed by hasidim in their daily life, which have normative weight but are nevertheless not generally considered to be part of the hasidic custom. These are customs in the broad sense of the term, which, together with the ordinary customs, comprise the hasidic ethos. By the 18th century, and certainly in the 19th century, we encounter hasidic groups each developing their unique ethos. While in the 18th century these ethoses were closely bound to the mystical ideals of the movement—at times as means of achieving mystical experiences, and sometimes as a result of such experiences—by the 19th century, when the mystical ideal receded as a central characteristic in the decisive majority of hasidic groups—as the movement underwent its “heteronomous turn”—these ethoses were transformed into “substitutes for mysticism,” which contributed significantly to the consolidation of the identity and unique approaches of specific hasidic groups.
 Not all hasidic groups followed this path; many formed their identities around characteristics of lesser normative weight, such as their “atmosphere.” However, those groups whose approaches were more consciously developed constructed themselves around more-or-less fully formed values, which crystallized into ethoses and effectively served as substitutes for mysticism. 

As I have written elsewhere,
 my use of the term “substitute” is not meant to suggest a functionalist explanation. Hasidism was not “in need” of substitutes for mysticism in order to fulfill a particular lack. In fact, there were a number of hasidic groups which did not develop such substitutes—unless one views their various “atmospheres” as forms of modest substitutes. The present argument is “thinner”: for a variety of reasons, which cannot be detailed here, the great fire of early Hasidism, the fire of mystical experience, could not continue to burn.
 Only in small, obscure branches of Hasidism, such as Komarno, did the flame survive. In some realms of hasidic life the flame was extinguished entirely, while in other areas it was redirected in other ways, such as new ideals presented by rebbes to their followers as means of achieving a more elevated religious standing.
 

No fewer than thirteen such religious ideals may be presented. Shaped by various hasidic leaders beginning in the end of the 18th century and up to the beginning of the 20th century, these ideals are, in my opinion, substitutes of the aforementioned type. Not every ideal is comprised of a single value; at times they are comprised of a “bundle” of values combined together. Nor did every group abandon its mysticism instantaneously; we frequently find eras in which the mystical and the substitute ideals coexisted, until the substitute ideal prevails. That being said, it nonetheless appears that the vast preponderance served as replacements for the mystical ideals of the Ba'al Shem Tov and his followers. They are:
(1) Wonders and “material tzaddikism”—the magical ideal of Lizhensk, Lublin, Kosov-Vizhnitz and many others; 
(2) Learning the “doctrine of Hasidism,” or Kabbalah—the intellectual ideal of Habad and, differently, of Ziditchov;
(3) The struggle against the “hindrances”—the existential ideal of Breslav;

(4) Talmudic acumen—the intellectual ideal of the Yehudi of Pshiskha, R. Isaac Meir Alter (RIM) of Gur, R. Tzadok of Lublin and others;

(5) Halakhic meticulousness and strictness in fulfilling the commandments—the nomocentric ideal of Ropshitz, Dynów and Sanz;

(6) Anti-modernist zealotry—the radical-religious ideal of Hungarian Hasidism;

(7) “Understanding,” “introspection,” “truth” and personal responsibility—the existential ideal of R. Bunim of Pshiskha;

(8) Constant doubt and amor fati—the quasi-quietist ideal of Izbica;

(9) “Holiness” and the suppression of the body—the ascetic ideal of Kobryn, Kotzk and their successors;

(10) Wealth, splendor and “royalty”—the bourgeois ideal of the Ruzhin Hasidic group;

(11) “Belief” and “drawing the light”—the tempered experiential ideal of the Sfas Emes of Gur;

(12) Self-engulfment into to the entirety of the Jewish nation—the ideal of the Alexander Hasidism;

(13) Political activism—the down-to-earth ideal of the “Imrei Emes” of Gur.

During the second half of the 20th century, the ideal of kedushah—number (9) on the above list—underwent a normative upgrade of sorts amongst certain hasidic groups. Specific ideals of marital relations between husband and wife, and gender relationships in general, have become strongly-defined norms—in one case even being formulated as ordinances—subject to strict social enforcement. Nevertheless, not one of these hasidic groups has categorized these norms as falling within the purview of custom or Halakhah. Even more tellingly, certain variations of these norms exist in strained opposition to the formal Halakhah and the widespread practices of the haredi [ultra-orthodox] community. How might one describe their normative standing? We shall grapple with this subject only after we examine the ideal of kedushah, its development, theological justifications, and the debate surrounding it. This shall be the subject of the following section.
Section II: Kedushah: The Sexual Abstinence of Married Men in Three Contemporary Hasidic Groups

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


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 carry this ideal to the extreme, imposing it on the community as a whole and turning what was once an elitist practice (i.e., expected of a virtuous few) into a universal norm and a symbol of group identity. In the present section, I explore this phenomenon from both theological and socio-historical perspectives, tracing how and why the ideal of sexually restrictive kedushah began to be promoted as a norm in second half of the twentieth century. The present-day hasidic community is notably reticent about this topic, regarding it as highly sensitive and abstaining from engaging with it in its public discourse. I shall, therefore, rely on documentation that is not readily available to outsiders, as well as on personal oral testimonies.

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 intended for sheer physical pleasure. The infamous “hole in the bedsheet” mode of intercourse is most likely practiced by no more than a small minority,
 but equally restrictive methods are not uncommon. In many of the hasidic texts dealing with the restrictive sexual norm of kedushah, these methods are presented in terms of the old hasidic ideal of “worship through corporeality” ('avodah begashmiyut), namely, the investment of physical acts with holiness by surrounding them with numerous constraints. Notably, this interpretation of the ideal is at odds with the way it is generally understood in academic scholarship; most academic studies of hasidim understand “worship in corporeality” to mean utilizing the proper holy intention as a means of sanctifying and affirming rather than restricting physical acts. It is not inconceivable that the older value was charged with new meaning in recent generations, but it may well be that even early Hasidism was more stringent in this respect than scholars, under the influence of romanticized notions of Hasidism, have assumed. It would seem that the whole question requires re-evaluation, a task that lies beyond the scope of the present work. In what follows, I focus on the practices of only the three hasidic groups – Gur, Slonim, and Toldes Aaron — that have turned kedushah, specifically in its sexually restrictive sense, into one of their core 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 three of these groups, the value of kedushah in marital life is closely related to the value of shemirat haberit (or shemirat brit kodesh), the strict prohibition on masturbation and anything that may lead to it. However, this latter value is preached almost exclusively to young unmarried men, and is often elusively referred to as "sins of youth." Our discussion in this work will focus on kedushah within marital life. 

7. Kedushah in Gur: The ordinances of R. Israel Alter, the Beys Yisroel

Gur Hasidism is a historical offshoot of the hasidic groups of Pshiskhe [Przysucha] and Kotzk. Even though Kotzk had its own ideal of abstinence,
 there is no indication that it was adopted 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, who instigated the change when he re-established Gur Hasidism in the newly founded State of Israel. Shortly after becoming the Gur community’s rebbe in 1948, he introduced his Ordinances on Holiness, known in short as the takanot, and commonly pronounced takunnes.
 These ordinances have never been published, nor, in all probability, ever systematically formulated. The Beys Yisroel 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 conversations 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 halakhically prescribed immersion in the mikveh at the end of her 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 tzitzit (considered a segulah – supernatural remedy – against the sexual drive) and will not hug or kiss his wife, or engage in any behavior 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.

In addition to these ordinances, the couple’s conduct in everyday life is governed by certain additional norms that are related to the ordinances without fully belonging to them. For instance, the husband should never walk alongside his wife in public and 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 must not sleep at home during the day; the husband usually showers at the mikveh rather than at home; and more.
 

Notably, these 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 certain limitations on women’s dress, they were 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 due to the power of the ordinances, the men’s guides in Gur play a much more dominant role in lives of young couples. Typically, they prepare the bridegroom for his wedding night, and continue to guide 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, was considered, until a few years ago, the supreme authority within Gur on matters of kedushah. 

The ordinances do not function as rigid norms. In rare individual cases, even the Beys Yisroel himself allowed minor departures from them and they became even more flexible after his death. In particular, the length of the period of abstinence following childbirth is subject to variation. The Beys Yisroel had recommended a whole year, but he ultimately set the minimal limit at six months. His brother and successor, R. Simhah Bunem (the Lev Simhah, 1896-1992), lowered it to three months. He also allowed hasidim to engage in sexual intercourse not only on leil tevilah, but also on the subsequent Friday night and gave additional lenient dispensations on an individual basis. The next Rebbe, their half-brother, R. Pinhas Menahem (the Pnei Menahem, 1926-1996), recommended that the limit be extended back 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 recommend — certain leniencies to the young couple. One Gerer hasid 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.” 

These ordinances have had far-reaching social implications. By presenting the Gerer avrekhim (young married men) with a demanding religious obligation, the ordinances raise their collective pride and enhance their 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, and some even question the need for them. Consequently, from time to time, rumors spread that the ordinances are about to be revoked or attenuated, although this may reflect wishful thinking rather than the Rebbe’s actual intention. For example,  rumors circulated a few years ago that the Beys Yisroel had intended the ordinances for only an elite group of virtuous men and not the entire community, but all reliable sources point to the contrary. This was 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 unlikely that any Gerer rebbe will ever be able to revoke the ordinances, considering they have become something of a Gur “trademark.”
8. Kedushah in Slonim: Morality of Aspiration

Another hasidic group that adopted the ideal of marital abstinence is Slonim. Here we find no ordinances. The Slonimer rebbes preached the ideal of kedushah as a religious value, leaving it up to each individual to decide to what degree he was able and willing to adhere to it–kol had kefum shi‘ura dileih (each according to his own [spiritual] measure). Using 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 fulfilling the ideal is actually left up to the free choice of the individual. Strong social pressure is exerted upon the hasidim to raise their level of kedushah, and acceptance of this aspiration upon themselves itself is considered a duty, being part and parcel of the Slonim identity. The Rebbe's sermons and personal guidance, the educational system, and the social conventions of the community, which is mostly concentrated in a few haredi cities, are all mobilized towards 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 most sharp-witted hasidic rebbes of the 19th century, made many acerbic proclamations espousing the suppression of the body, some of which clearly referred to sexual desire (see below). It is obvious, however, that as the leader of a small and scattered community he did not have the means to enforce this ideal 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 effective his control over it was. Subsequent Slonim rebbes certainly attempted to instill the value of kedushah in the group, 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 (Netivot Shalom), as "the Nesives Sholem" or, in brief, as "the Nesives". He was the son-in-law of R. Avrom III (1889-1981, known as "the Birkes Avrom") , and as such was chosen in the early 1940s to be head of the Slonimer Yeshivah in Jerusalem. In that capacity, he played an important role in the revitalization of Slonim in Israel, preserving and publishing its oral traditions, and advancing Torah learning within the Slonim community. He also maintained cordial relations based on mutual respect with the Beys Yisroel of Gur. When his predecessor R. Avrom III was incapacitated by illness near the end of his life, the Nesives was crowned the next Slonimer Rebbe by the majority of the hasidim. The nomination of a new rebbe before the death of the living rebbe is exceptional, and in terms traditional hasidic ethics can even be called an outrage. This act is considered a blemish on Slonimer history to date. 

After the passing of R. Avrom, the minority that refused to accept the Nesives’ leadership followed R. Avrom IV, husband of the late rebbe’s granddaughter, who established his court in Bnei Brak. The majority 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 largely limited to their attitude towards modernity and Zionism. On matters of kedushah, in contrast, the Weisse are as strict, and perhaps even stricter than the Schwarze. Even though the Nesives was otherwise relatively moderate and even open-minded, when it came to kedushah, he was driven to revive the old values of the past and take them to even greater extremes. Nevertheless, 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 versions of his sermons.

Kedushah has never been promoted as a set of formal ordinances among the Slonim hasidim, and their rebbes did not set any fixed standards of abstinence. The only rule instituted 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 strikingly different. In Gur, the Sabbath is the day when a second instance of 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 which is 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 continue late into 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 time 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 by issuing them 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 avoid intercourse for very long periods of time. According to some rumors, certain hasidim complain that the very proximity of their wives is a distraction from their endeavor to maintain the norm of kedushah, though we may assume that such complaints are rare. 

9. Kedushah in Toldes Aaron: The Milder Version

The third hasidic group that adopted the kedushah norms of marital abstinence as a leading emblem 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, later returned to Hungary, and settled permanently in Jerusalem in 1939. While still in Hungary, and subsequently in Jerusalem, Reb Ahrele established small groups (havurot) of hasidim who adopted the highest standards of religious observance: he called on them to invest 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 based on 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 play a central role in the ideology or life of his small sectarian group. In contrast, the aforementioned 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 followers split into two groups: a minority followed his son, R. Avraham (Avrom) Hayim (1924-2012), who later settled in Bnei Brak, and the majority followed his son-in-law, R. Avraham Yitzhak (Avrom Yitzhok) Kohn (1914-1996), the Rebbe of Toldes Aaron, in Jerusalem. Curiously, 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 infused the group with some of the more indelicate characteristics of Satmar, including a stronger emphasis on maintaining an anti-Zionist stance. Toldes Aaron Hasidism soon became a symbol of ultra-Orthodox extremism and social enclosure. 

The Rebbe of Toldes Aaron also urged his hasidim to observe the norms of kedushah. While he was apparently more demanding in this respect than his predecessor, the standards he set were somewhat lower than those of the otherwise moderate Gur and Slonim groups. He permitted sexual intercourse not only on both leil tevilah and leil Shabbat (Sabbath-night, i.e. Friday night),
 but also whenever a wife expressed her desire for it (never overtly, but rather through subtle signals such as self-adornment or the use of perfume). Moreover, R. Avrom Yitzhok permitted the moderate expression of physical affection between husband and wife. Hugs and kisses are allowed, and are even recommended during intercourse. No directives to distract oneself from the act were given. He even published a short pamphlet entitled Divrei Kedushah, based on his talks addressing this issue. The front cover of the pamphlet contains the warning: “Intended for married men (avrekhim) only; bachelors (bahurim) are not permitted to read this text.” Divrei Kedushah does not contain any detailed instructions, but the basic rules may be inferred, 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 denigrate the group as vulgar, but this is most likely also an expression of the generally condescending attitude of all Polish and Lithuanian hasidic groups toward Hungarian Hasidism. 

At some stage, R. Avrom Yitzhok appointed Rabbi Daniel Frisch (1935-2005) the official marriage guide of Toldes Aaron. Rabbi Frisch was a renowned kabbalist and author of a voluminous commentary on the Zohar, Matok Midevash, and 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 were 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 hearing the details of sexual intimacy for the very first time. Some would even receive a short, written document with very explicit practical instructions.
 They would often need further guidance after the first night, if they had failed in the task of consummation or just wanted to relieve their anxiety about it. Assessments of Rabbi Frisch 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), one of which became particularly influential: Kedushah Utzeni‘ut (Holiness and Modesty). First published in the 1970s, the book appeared in many editions, growing larger and more comprehensive with each successive. 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. Indeed, the Rebbe’s own pamphlet, Divrei Kedushah, was incorporated into the later editions of Rabbi Frisch’s book. Frisch copied verbatim the warning on the cover of the Rebbe’s pamphlet, placing 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 will 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. Although written in a subtle rabbinical idiom, it refers to almost every aspect of the physical interaction between husband and wife. 

The relatively moderate nature 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 thus almost inconceivable in this culture. 

We will now investigate the theological context and justifications of the kedushah norms in Gur, Slonim, and Toldes Aaron. But before doing so, a basic survey of the halakhic, musar, and early hasidic sources on the topic 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 restrict myself in the following sections to sources that are directly related to the kedushah discourse in later Hasidism, and which are necessary in order to understand this issue within the context of the hasidic circles we discuss here.

10. Halakhic and Ethical Background (1): The Duty of ‘Onah 

In 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 by Halakhah to be one of the husband's duties towards 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) of his Mishneh Torah, and explained 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 work 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, i.e. talmudic scholars]
, 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 both the Mishnah and Maimonides speak of the husband's duty, and thus the frequency should be read as a minimum standard. Maimonides further rules that "a wife may restrict her husband in his business journeys to nearby places only" and even prevent him from changing his occupation (though she may not prevent him from going to learn Torah!), were these to prevent him from fulfilling his conjugal duties or even cause him to decrease their frequency.
 He asserts that a husband may not take a vow to abstain from marital relations with his wife, and if he takes the vow regardless  –"he must divorce her and pay her [the money due to her as written in] her ketubah."
 Note that according to Maimonides, following the Mishnah, six months – the schedule for sailors — is the longest period of abstinence imaginable.
 He clearly implies that such infrequent relations are acceptable only in extraordinary cases resulting from circumstances beyond the husband’s control. In any case, some later authorities were of the opinion that the frequency prescribed by the Mishnah should not be treated as definitive, and that the duty of ‘onah is determined "according to his [the husband's] power and temperament".
 Some authors recommended adopting the ‘onah frequency for workers – twice a week – but still suggest that talmudic scholars (talmidei hakhamim) aspire to once a week, and that even lay people may adopt this norm.
 

A contemporary of Maimonides, Rabbi Abraham Ben David, (Rabad of Posquiers; c.1120-1198), wrote that there are three possible motivations for sexual intercourse where it is considered a mitzvah bearing great reward, and one in which the reward is lesser: It is a greater mitzvah to have intercourse when the intention to fulfill the commandment "Be fruitful and multiply" (Pru u-Rvu; Gen 1, 28); when it is had 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 third situation, when it is in response to "the wife's need and pleasure," 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 cases, the Rabad holds, he is also worthy of reward, but not as great as in the first three cases, since he "ought to suppress his impulse and resist his lust."
 A fifth motivation, which the Rabad views as a derivative of the fourth, is having sexual intercourse for the sake of bodily health.

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

An interesting controversy arose surrounding the question of abstinence after delivery. According to the Torah, a woman who has delivered a baby is subject to two periods of restriction: During 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 regarding the menstrual period apply, including avoiding any physical contact with her husband. During 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 entering the Temple (Lev. 12, 1-5). Some readers, apparently Karaites, interpreted the biblical text as prohibiting sexual intercourse for the entire of forty or eighty days (according to the sex of the child) periods, and their interpretation subsequently infiltrated rabbinic Judaism. In response, Maimonides sharply criticized 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 [=heretics], which is prevalent in these localities, and the inhabitants thereof had learnt it from the Sadducees [i.e., the Karaites]. Indeed, it is one’s duty to compel them to banish it from their minds, so that they return to the words of the Sages, namely that a 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 pay her attention–he is obliged to be intimate with her."
 

As we saw, the Takkunes in Gur prohibit sexual intercourse for far longer than that–for three months  to six months  after the delivery, regardless of the sex of the child. While the Gerers were not influenced by the Karaites, and were therefore not suspected of heresy, 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 on Rabbi Yosef Caro's ruling that the periods of sexual abstinence after pregnancy should last 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. […]In places where they have adopted this stringency, it is not permissible to violate it. However, 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 later authorities, we find some that viewed this "custom" with favor and wrote that one should not protest against those who adopt the more restrictive norm,
 while others treated it with reservation.
 Nevertheless, even the Rema wrote specifically about the custom of a particular locale ("in a place where…"). Thus, to continue with this line of logic, one may consider expanding the ruling to include a broader, non-territorial community, and thus present the Takkunes of Gur as a sort of "Gerer custom." Such an understanding may have some basis in the rulings of the later halakhic authorities, but it is nevertheless not halakhically "elegant," and therefore does not resolve the problem conclusively. 

The hasidic groups that foster the ideal of kedushah are well aware of these sources. To defend their position, they often claim that a woman who marries into the group forfeits her right to the halakhic standard of ‘onah. This position, however, is also not devoid of halakhic difficulties. Were such a concession to be formally raised as a condition to the marriage during the wedding ceremony (kiddushin), the marriage would clearly be void.
Alternately, the wife may exempt her husband from ‘onah,
 but her consent must be freely given, not as a binding condition expressed in the wedding ceremony. Numerous halakhic works specify that all men may adopt the prescribed sexual frequency for talmudic scholars (talmidei hakhamim)
 – but none even mention further reduced regularity, certainly not without the wife's consent. Indeed, the kedushah norms in Gur, Slonim, and Toldes Aaron are only binding for men, and the female members of these groups may theoretically seek out husbands from other hasidic groups. However, this obviously does not reflect the social reality, and women effectively "exempt" their husbands as they are led to "forfeit" their right to ‘onah, not out of free will, but rather as an act of social conformity.

As we shall see below, the problematic nature of the hasidic kedushah norms, especially those of Gur, did not escape the critical attention of non-hasidic rabbis, who strongly condemned this practice. However, before we discuss their critiques, we should consider the extra-halakhic sources which the hasidic rebbes and their followers employ in formulating their positions.

11. Halakhic and Ethical Background (2): The Dos and Don'ts of Conjugal Relations 

The norms of kedushah – as the name attests – aspire towards the attainment of holiness. But what is holiness? Some scholars have attempted to characterize the term phenomenologically, as expressing certain emotions a person (or a community) experiences in relation to specific objects. Durkheim, for example, understood totemism to be the source of the concepts of “sacred” and “profane”;
 Rudolf Otto described the idea of the holy as reducible to the emotions it generates within people, ranging from mysterium traemendum to the fascinans.
 These characterizations are not always neatly applicable to rabbinic culture, in which the attitude towards the holy is almost technical—focused on the duties and prohibitions relating to holy objects.
 However, within the specific context of sexual behavior, the Jewish notion of kedushah closely resembles similar ideas in other religions. Already in the Talmud, kedushah was partly linked to sexual restraint. The Talmud even promises male sons to whoever "sanctifies himself during intercourse."
 It would appear that the holy object in this context is the Jewish person, and in particular the Jewish body. However, the Jewish concept of holiness was never restricted to this corporeal sphere. The Talmud, for example, tells of a dispute between Abaye and Rava: Abaye states that "whosoever acts in accordance with the rulings of the Rabbis" is deemed holy. Rava, in contrast, states that this is simply the ordinary obedience expected from someone who is not "wicked," while the designation "holy" should be reserved for defining someone at more elevated level. His quasi-definition of holiness is: "Sanctify yourself by that which is permitted to you [B. Yevamot 20a]."
 

These sources serve as the background to Maimonides' ruling in Hilkhot De'ot (laws of virtues), the ethical section of his Mishneh Torah. The frequency of sexual intimacy for talmidei hakhamim that he himself prescribed in Hilkhot Ishut (laws of conjugal relations) as a halakhic duty is presented here as an expression of "holiness" (kedushah), a value which includes several additional norms related to sexual intercourse:

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 assurance, Maimonides goes on to promise 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 states elsewhere that these norms are not legally binding, but merely reflect "pietistic virtue" (midat hasidut). In Hilkhot Ishut, he explicitly delineates 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 dispute between Rashi (1040-1105) and Moses Nahmanides (Ramban; 1197-1270) regarding the biblical decree: "Ye shall be holy" (Lev. 19, 2).
 Rashi interprets it as follows: “Separate yourselves from the forbidden sexual relationships [mentioned in the preceding verses] and from [other forms of] sin,”
 and proceeds to cite several biblical sources in support of this association. Rashi does not explain the exact nature of this "separation," but according to the plain meaning of his words and in light of midrashic sources that use the same phrase,
 we may assume that he was referring to the sexual prohibitions proscribed by the Torah, and nothing more. Nahmanides, by contrast, dissents from Rashi's interpretations of "Ye shall be holy" in two important respects: First, he views it as relating to all spheres of life, and not just to conjugal relations; second, he emphasizes that it demands a higher normative standard, which goes beyond that embodied in the explicit prohibitions of the Torah and is more restrictive than them:

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, distance oneself from impurity, guard one’s tongue from crude eating and speech and—in the same spirit–one 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"  to which he refers here is clearly that of ‘onah – the husband's duty to have sexual intercourse with his wife. 

Nahmanides' approach to this matter should be understood in the context of his overall position that the Torah can never completely standardize its values in the form of rules. Therefore, it reduces normative gaps by using general principles which convey "the spirit of the law." An individual who wishes to serve God properly must not merely stick to the letter of the law, but also to its spirit.

In a work entitled Iggeret Hakodesh (The Holy Epistle), which was attributed to Nahmanides (but published long after his death), the author addresses 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, as well as maintaining holy thoughts and intentions (kavvanah) both prior to and during intercourse.
 He also emphasizes the importance of the willing participation of the wife. On the one hand, he asserts that the husband should minimize conversation with her and avoid wasteful speech; on the other hand, he should address her concerns: “some attracting her with words of desire, love and willingness, and some urging her to piety and modesty." Thus, for instance, he should tell her about "pious and modest women who 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 merit "a son righteous and pious, sanctifying the Lord's name."
 
Over the course of history, Nahmanides' approach apparently attained greater influence than Rashi’s, especially in musar books of a kabbalistic orientation. Most of these extended the application of kedushah to all spheres of human life, with an emphasis on man’s physical actions, and set stricter guidelines for comportment than the elementary requirements of the Halakhah. Many also advised that kedushah may be achieved not only by restricting one's deeds, but also through mental intention. One such book, which had great influence within the hasidic movement, is Reshit Hokhma by Rabbi Elijah de Vidas (1518-15912). The book dedicates an entire section (sha'ar) to the achievement of holiness, within which only one chapter (chapter 16) is devoted to kedushah in sexual life. However, the author notes 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 in sexual intercourse."
 Some of his instructions are quite demanding: one should divert one’s thoughts from the physical pleasure and instead concentrate one’s thoughts on God; one should not have sexual intercourse upon waking up with an erection; when he develops an erection outside of the times prescribed for intercourse, he should dig his fingernails into the ground in order to withstand his impulses; he should have intercourse "in a state of humility"– that is, in a state of concealment, modesty, (fearful) trembling, clothed, and, as the Sages phrased it, "as though he were compelled by a demon"
 — and the intercourse must be "face to face." R. de Vidas also recommends a series of “preparations" prior to the act, such as ensuring a peaceful relationship with one's wife and reciting verses pertaining to guarding oneself from evil (shemirah). As for the proper time for intercourse, R. de Vidas says that the ideal time for "emanating holy souls" is "midnight or thereafter for laymen, and Sabbath eve before midnight for talmidei hakhamim."
 Additionally, he advises intercourse before and after the husband leaves home for extended periods. In fact, the latter norm is prescribed by the ordinary Halakhah as well.

The Zohar adheres to a fairly restrictive position on sexual relations. Aside from general statements about the significance of sexual union and its correspondence with the union of the divine powers, the Zohar warns against various breaches of holiness during intercourse. The main purpose of coitus, it reminds us, is begetting children. The fundamental approach of Kabbalah to sexuality, however, was usually positive, as demonstrated by David Biale.
 We may add that R. Hayim Vital (1542-1620) advocated, in the name of his teacher, Rabbi Isaac Luria, the ARI (1534-1572), in favor of embracing and kissing before and during the act. Understanding human actions as symbolizing the dynamic motions of the supernal worlds, Vital viewed "hugging, kissing, and copulating" as evoking harmony between the "masculine" and the "feminine" sefirot. In his magnum opus, 'Etz Hayim, he writes: 

It is always the female that has the first arousal, and this arousal is during the embrace that precedes the kissing and copulation. Therefore, in the beginning she is first to embrace the male, then the male embraces the female, followed by kisses. Since the female was first to be aroused by an embrace, as mentioned, she is not the first to be aroused at this stage [of kisses]. Indeed, there are two ways in kissing: one, that whereas she was the first to be aroused in embrace, he shall be the first in kissing, and she shall return his kiss; the other way is such that the kisses are simultaneous, namely, that at the same time that he is aroused to kiss her she is aroused to kiss him. It appears 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 be aroused, as she was the first to be aroused in embracing; having both been first, she in embracing and he in kissing, they are made equal in the [actions of] lowly copulation and their kisses [during it] shall be simultaneous.

The ARI, furthermore, also encouraged engaging in sexual intercourse during pregnancy (without confining it to the last three months) and the nursing period. In R. Vital's Sha'ar ha-Mitzvot we find:

Regarding sexual intercourse during pregnancy and the nursing period: one doubtlessly must fulfill the mitzvah of ‘onah in these times as well, and one should not say that it is in vain,
 God forbid. The central point is that above [in the upper worlds] there are two types of union: one to produce souls, which is not regular; and the other to nourish and maintain the worlds, which is regular and incessant. Now, intercourse during pregnancy and nursing is related to the latter [upper] union which does not create souls. Indeed, there is a difference between the two [unions]: the man may refrain from performing the regular union, which is not aimed at producing souls – for this type of copulation occurs above of its own accord, without the assistance of the lower ones [i.e., humans]. However, this [permission to refrain] is conditional upon his wife agreeing and not expressing discontent, for if she expresses discontent – he must fulfill this duty of ‘onah. That being said, he may not exempt himself at all from the irregular union, which does not occur of its own accord [in the upper worlds] without the assistance of the lower ones, even if his wife consents. The proof thereof is that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob doubtlessly did not refrain from copulation, even though their wives were infertile, for they were performing the regular copulation mentioned above. Indeed, others have told me that according to their recognition of the practices of my Master, of blessed memory [the ARI], he did not perform ‘onah [when his wife was] pregnant or nursing, but it appears to me that this is not the case, as I saw other signs upon him [indicating otherwise].
 
That being said, in one of his shorter introductions to 'Etz Hayim, the same R. Hayim Vital wrote that one of the necessary preparations for the study of Kabbalah is that "one sanctify himself during intercourse so he does not enjoy [it]."

As we have seen, the approaches to kedushah in Gur and Slonim cannot be entirely based on any of these earlier sources, for many those sources emphasize that kedushah relates to other spheres beyond sexual life, and furthermore, many of them are more lenient in their demands. None of these sources develop the ideal of kedushah to the extreme degree of the Takkunes, nor do they aim to reduce sexual intercourse to the very minimum. Moreover, Nahmanides' interpretation of the commandment "Ye shall be holy" seems to stand in sharp contrast to any standardization of holiness. On the other hand, the ideal of kedushah in Toldes Aaron is quite close to some of these sources.

12. Hasidic background: Sources and Trends from Early Hasidism 

Hasidism perceives itself as continuing in the footsteps of the Kabbalah, but it is doubtful whether its attitude towards sexuality indeed followed its predecessor. In his Eros and the Jews, David Biale comments that 18th and 19th century Hasidism, in contrast to the 18th century circles of kabbalists that preceded it, clearly favored restrictiveness, and even 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 has identified three different models of hasidic approaches to feminine beauty (which also implies feminine erotic attractiveness): the first approach views feminine beauty as originating in a defiled source, and therefore endows it with a negative value; the second approach views feminine beauty as a reflection of the beauty of the Shekhinah, and therefore endows it with a positive value; and the third approach views feminine beauty as a product of Holy Sparks which fell into the hands of the powers of Evil and the kabbalist is tasked with returning them to the sphere of the Holy.
 Idel refers, however, to perspectives found only in early Hasidism, i.e., mainly that of the 18th century. From the late 19th century onward, it is difficult to find expressions of the more positive attitudes. 

Even prior to the 19th century, we find a glorification of abstinent figures. The Ba'al Shem Tov himself implied that he practiced abstinence with his wife, and that his son was born "by [Divine] Word."
 R. Dov Ber, the Maggid of Mezeritch, exhorted men to love their wives as they love their tefillin, since "in this world one needs a wife only to serve God, and thus reach the world to come" and in truth one "should abhor her in his mind."
 R. Avraham "the Angel" (1741-1776), the only son of the Maggid of Mezeritch, was so named because, according to later testimonies, he had sexual intercourse with his wife only twice in his life.
 It is rumored that R. Nahman of Breslov (1772-1810) completely abstained from sexual intercourse with his second wife (as Green suggests).
 R. Hayim of Sanz certainly did not practice abstinence—he married four times and fathered some 15 children–but a late testimony reports that he would burn his own hands prior to every "leil tevilah."
 In his homilies, he writes 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 comparable to a beast.

As Hasidism expanded, it gradually returned to traditional, halakhic, normativity. The mystical ideals of early Hasidism gradually subsided, and some branches of the movement developed "substitutes for mysticism."
 Some of these merely cultivated a community "atmosphere," but others established an ethos, sometimes amounting to spiritual ideals offering demanding religious challenges for those seeking "ascent." For our purposes, the rebbes who influenced Gur, Slonim, and Toldes Aaron are of particular interest. 

Gur is a Polish hasidic group. One of the founders of Hasidism in Poland, R. Elimelekh of Lizhensk (1717-1787), himself a prominent disciple of the Maggid, offers instructions in his famous Tzetl Koton ("Small Note") regarding pleasure. He states that as soon as a person begins to feel "physical pleasure" during eating or intercourse, he must imagine before his eyes a great fire into which he would be prepared to cast himself as a martyr. He must further think to himself that even had the Gentiles kidnapped him in the midst of his eating or intercourse, and tortured him – he would have been happy to sanctify God’s name and would have felt a much greater pleasure in his martyrdom than he currently experiences.
 In his book of homilies, No'am Elimelekh, he writes that the tzaddik is not possessed by any lustful thoughts, and even during intercourse his mind dwells upon the Upper Worlds.
 His disciple, R. Klonimus Kalman Epstein of Krakow, author of the influential work Maor Vashemesh, recommends that during intercourse the hasid should "imagine the faces of the tzaddikim of [his sexual partner’s] family before his eyes,” in order not to have "physical pleasure from her beauty.”
 Amongst the Polish rebbes of the 19th century, R. Menahem Mendl of Kotzk is doubtless one of the most restrictive when it comes to sexual matters. The Kotzker is known above all for his sharp aphorisms, the fear he generated amongst his followers, and his ideal of absolute “Truth." All of these, however, were merely means leading towards his ultimate end: the creation of a hasidic elite which would constantly aspire to "ascend." This "ascent" included overcoming the weaknesses of human nature and its attraction to this world. Further radicalizing the teachings of his own teacher, R. Bunem of Pshiskhe (1765-1827), the Kotzker demanded that his hasidim show contempt for social conventions, class distinctions, and desire for food, drink, sleep, clothing – and sexuality. 

Numerous sayings reported in the names of the Kotzker illustrate his demanding expectations. Rashi explains in a comment on the verse "Thou shalt not commit adultery" that "adultery is said only about [intercourse with] a married woman." The Kotzker offered his own interpretation on Rashi's commentary, namely that the verse refers to "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 during the day depend on him 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 interprets it as follows: "A man is called holy only when his house [=marital life, or wife] is sanctified."
 One of the Kotzker's grandsons testified that he saw an inscription quoting his grandfather, which read: "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:] though it may it cost you blood, be holy." The "blood" mentioned here refers not only the highest degree of self-sacrifice but also, almost certainly, to the term "boiling of the blood" [retihat ha-damim], which 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 understood as an outlet for the evil inclination, was re-interpreted by the Kotzker as granting an opportunity for man to demonstrate his ability to freely overcome his evil inclination, even when not mandated by the Torah.
 

Biale reckons that the Kotzker was "perhaps the most extreme ascetic in the whole history of Hasidism."
 Although it is possible to name several other contenders for the title, as we saw above, he was truly one of the greatest advocates of abstinence as a value. He urged young hasidim to withdraw from sexual life shortly after marriage. According to hasidic tales, he ceased living with his wife immediately following the birth of his son, which was deemed by doctors as one of the causes for her death in 1837.

This concept of kedushah was not shared by the entire Pshiskhe tradition, from which Kotzk ramified. The circle of R. Simha Bunem of Pshiskhe placed emphasis on other forms of contempt for worldly matters, mainly those related to social status and conventions.  Another prominent disciple of R. Simha Bunem, R. Zusha of Polotzk, spoke out–presumably in criticism of the Kotzker–against those who seek to sanctify themselves “to the utmost degree" and thereby consequently override the category of “permitted behavior."
 R. Mordekhai Yosef Leiner of Izbica (1800-1854) taught that an insurmountable lust is a product of divine will, and that one may find solace in it.

After the Kotzker’s death, most of his hasidim followed R. Yitzhak Meir of Gur, known as the Hiddushei Harim (1798-1866), who was also his brother-in-law. Although the Hiddushei Harim ostensibly maintained some Kotzker values, the religious tension present in his sermons is greatly reduced in comparison to the great storm of Kotzk. Adopting a highly traditionalist approach, he directed the religious energies of his followers towards Torah study, discouraged enthusiastic prayer, emphasized the important role of the tzaddik in directing the hasid's life (in some senses, contrasting the Pshiskhe tradition, that emphasized the hasid's own responsibility) and opened his court to the masses. These steps all embodied a turn away from the spirit of Kotzker hasidism. Additionally, the Hiddushei Harim was far less demanding in regards to combatting evil inclinations. 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), maintained the same tendency. All three departed from the demanding ideals and the individualistic approach of Kotzk, focusing instead on establishing a mass hasidic movement, oriented towards politics and power. 

Even if Gur values were far more moderate than those of Kotzk, it nevertheless maintained a nostalgic longing for the more dynamic and energetic times of Kotzk. More than anyone else, this longing was embodied by the Imrei Emes’ successor, R. Yisroel Alter, known as the Beis Yisroel. His leadership was characterized by "sharfkeit" (=sharpness), demanding norms, and imposing fear, which many perceived as the revival of the Kotzk spirit in the Land of Israel.
 However, R. Yisroel’s adoption of Kotzk standards was quite selective: unlike the Kotzker, he encouraged conformity to social norms, and did not combat worldly inclinations, with the exception of sexuality. Thus, for example, he was fond of good wines and cigars, which he shared with his hasidim. 

Yet, even if some rebbes had previously discussed norms of sexual kedushah, the Beis Yisroel was the first to formally enshrine 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 hasidism. 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, with the strictest demands imposed upon a virtuous few. Even for this elite, the demands varied from one individual to another, each according to his character. It is quite difficult, therefore, to find a precedent for the Gerer approach in either earlier or contemporary Hasidism.

Slonim is a Belarusian Hasidic group. As noted above, Slonim saw itself as a continuation of the earlier hasidic groups of Lekhovitch and Kobrin. Because the rebbes of these groups wrote no books, their teachings were only preserved through later sources, mostly of Slonim provenance. Nonetheless, while very few texts are attributed to the Lekhovitcher rebbes, many texts were attributed to R. Moshe of Kobrin, and were recently gathered together in a comprehensive work titled Imrot Moshe.
 A reading of this collection reveals a rebbe full of religious zeal who issued far-reaching demands, relayed in concise, trenchant aphorisms. R. Moshe placed great emphasis upon faith and humility, as well as the repression of "beastly" physical inclinations.
 These aphorisms are usually interpreted in Slonim as alluding to sexual relations. While this interpretation may be accurate, it may also reflect the anachronistic attribution of later values to an earlier authority. In any case, these sayings were likely addressed at individuals, and were not intended to serve as norms for the whole community. Indeed, there is no evidence that the Kobriner hasidim accepted these norms on a communal level. R. Moshe's greatest disciple, R. Avraham of Slonim, known as the Yesod Ha'avoidah (1804-1884), was the first Slonimer Rebbe. He emphasized the importance of shmirat brit kodesh (lit.: keeping of the holy covenant) – refraining from masturbation. This principle is well known from earlier kabbalistic and hasidic books, in which masturbation is presented as a severely grave sin.
 The rebbes of Slonim to this day preach against masturbation, a message directed particularly to yeshivah students before marriage.. The emphasis on kedushah in married life is, therefore, an innovation within this tradition, and apparently it can be traced to the third rebbe of Slonim, R. Avraham Weinberg II (1884-1933), known as the Beis Avrom.  

Toldes Aaron is a Hungarian hasidic group. The picture here is more complex, since Toldes Aaron does not have well-defined sources of inspiration. The group lacks a dynastic lineage, and has therefore absorbed something from nearly each of the rebbes who have influenced Hungarian and Romanian hasidic groups. Some sources, nonetheless, are more prominent than others. R. Ahrale Roth understood himself to be a disciple of R. Tzvi Elimelekh Shapiro of Blozhev (1841-1924) and of R. Yissakhar 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 works of R. Hayim Tirer of Tchernovitz, known as the Beer Mayim Hayim (1740-1817). As we shall see, all of these hasidic branches embrace the ideal of kedushah. However, the branches which influenced R. Ahrele appear generally to be more lenient than those which influenced his successor, R. Avraham Yitzhak Kohn.

Blozhev is an offshoot of the Dinov [Dynów] dynasty, founded by the influential hasidic thinker R. Tzvi Elimelekh Shapiro of Dinov (1783-1841). A grandson of R. Tzvi Elimelekh of Dinov, the Blozhever Rebbe (who bore his name) maintained his grandfather’s moderate approach to kedushah in married life. In presenting a reinterpretation of the biblical account in Numbers where Aaron and Miriam are afflicted by God after speaking out against Moses and his wife, he explains that Aaron and Miriam complained about Moses' abstinence from relations with his wife. While Moses wished "to purify himself," they contended that he ought to do so without diverging from "the nature of the world." Indeed, God defended Moses, but only because he was on the highest spiritual level. As for anyone who "is not Moses – even if he is a prophet of the Lord – the words of Aaron and Miriam stand true." The Blozhever thus advises finding a balance between conflicting values of 'onah and kedushah.
 However, he writes elsewhere that it is a biblical commandment that a man should not think about his wife at any time other than during intercourse.
 

One of the most eccentric rebbes of Galicia, R. Yitzhak Isaac Yehiel of Komarno (1806-1874), instructs that during intercourse, a man should contemplate the unification of divine powers. He also suggests that, prior to intercourse, a man recite passages from the Zohar designed to expel the forces of evil, and that during intercourse itself he recite the line "Leshem Yihud Kudsha Brikh Hu Ushkhinteih,”
 and other holy words,  for "during the fulfillment of the mitzvah, there is no sexual misdeed, nor shame, nor disgust."

The Komarner was a nephew and a disciple  of R. Tzvi Hirsch Eichenstein of Ziditchov (1763-1831), a Galician rebbe of Hungarian origin and an in-law of R. Tzvi Elimelekh of Dinov. The Ziditchover made quite moderate demands with regards to sexual desire. A devout kabbalist, he commented on one of the brief introductions of R. Hayim Vital to Etz Hayim. In his comment, among other things, he addresses one of the prerequisites that Vital posits for embarking upon the study of Kabbalah, namely that "one sanctify oneself during intercourse so he does not enjoy [it]".
 The Ziditchover effectively nullifies this requirement. He states that only a person who has already studied Kabbalah and "knows the paths of the union" can "shed from himself this brute matter, and sanctify himself by contemplating the divine unions taking place in the [heavenly] origins of union, in true devotion to the Lord." He quotes his teacher, the Seer of Lublin, in proclaiming that the main value in "the holiness of sexual union" preceded the intercourse itself: it is then that the man must "cleave his thoughts to the Creator," since during intercourse itself "it is impossible not to enjoy it." While the Sages did not decree a specific blessing to recite prior to intercourse, as before other "enjoyments," the Ziditchover Rebbe testifies: "Indeed I instruct my disciples that even though they [the Sages] did not institute a blessing mentioning God's name and Sovereignty, a God-fearing person should express praise [of God] and gratitude for the enjoyment He has given him." Indeed, he reiterates that the more a person can distance himself from pleasure, the better, but – and what follows the "but" is the main message – "if you nevertheless experience pleasure, 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 misappropriate the Holy."
 It should be noted that Ziditchov, through its various offshoots, was one of the most influential hasidic groups in Galicia and Hungary. 

As mentioned above, R. Aharele's other teacher, in addition to the Blozhever Rebbe, was the third Rebbe of Belz. The teachings of the Belzer rebbes often contain statements about the "Holiness of Joseph the Righteous" (kedushat Yosef hatzaddik), a term which refers to holiness in the sexual sphere. The second Belzer Rebbe, R. Yehoshua Rokeah (1823-1894), taught that this type of holiness raises one up to a supremely elevated standing, and causes divine holiness to descend into the world.
 His son, R. Yissakhar Ber, R. Ahrale's teacher, stated that this type of holiness endows the world with life.
 He also said: "The main fight against the inclination is comprised of three lusts: The lust for eating, the lust for money and the lust for women. […] Whoever torments himself by abstaining from these three lusts and not indulging his inclination – 'the gates of heaven are open before him' and he can easily subdue all other desires with confidence.”
 The teachings of the rebbes of Belz also contain directives to view sexual desire as an "enemy" and to "sanctify oneself in [limiting oneself even within] what is permitted."
 

Nevertheless, kedushah in sexual life is not a primary value in Belz. It is sometimes combined with other aspects of holiness, especially the prohibition against libel and slander [lashon hara']. Even when relating to sexuality, the teachings of the rebbes are conveyed in very general terms, and focus on the importance of the value rather than on practical directives. Thus, we may conclude that the hasidic traditions which inspired R. Ahrale did not impart particularly stringent attitudes toward kedushah between husband and wife. 

R. Ahrele's son-in-law and successor, R. Avraham Yizhak Kohn of Toldes Aaron, found inspiration in other sources. As a young man, he studied at the Satmar yeshivah headed by R. Yoel Teitelbaum, a scion of the Uyhel-Sziget dynasty. The rebbes of this dynasty were not very stringent on this matter. The founder of the dynasty, R. Moshe Teitlbaum of Ujhely (1758-1841), known as the Yismah Moshe, states that the adoption of restrictive norms exceeding the requirements of Halakhah depends on an individual’s personal standing: for "a common man" it is not a duty at all, and he is not subject to blame for not adopting them, while for "a wise and understanding man" such restrictions might become actual Torah prohibitions.
 He interprets the verse "Sanctify yourself within that which is permitted to you" in a similar manner. This principle, the Yismah Moshe explains, may be fulfilled in either of two ways: at times by "despising that which is permitted,” but at times in the opposite manner; "by satiating oneself through that which is permitted, so that one does not stumble in that which is forbidden."
 Choosing the correct path is dependent upon the individual’s moral standing at any given moment, and both paths are considered to be acts of holiness, if the person’s heart is directed towards Heaven. His influential grandson, R. Yekutiel Yehudah (Zalman Leib) Teitelbaum of Sziget (1808-1883), known as the Yitav Lev, quotes his grandfather's pronouncement with approval.
 It is worth mentioning that these rebbes belong to one of the most influential hasidic dynasties in the Hungarian realm. 

R. Kohn, however, did not urge his hasidim to read these texts. Rather, he directed them to the writings of the Beer Mayim Hayim, likely one of the most vehement advocates for a stringent standard of kedushah in early Hasidism.
 Like others, the Beer Mayim Hayim understood the aspiration towards kedushah as pertaining to all spheres of corporeal activity, particularly eating and sexual activity. In a lengthy homily on Genesis 2:7, he develops the notion that the righteous (tzaddik) must shun "the paths of the wicked" in each and every act. This is achieved not only by refraining from forbidden and possibly-forbidden acts, but also by doing "the absolute opposite" of the wicked, even when it comes to those "necessary" acts which both of them must carry out. After a series of examples regarding food and money, he arrives at sexual activity. He notes that the wicked commit the most grievous of sins, allowing themselves to be intimate with women who are strictly prohibited by Halakhah. Yet, even laymen do not achieve the virtue of "despising this lust in their hearts." Even though they separate from their wives during their menstrual periods, at the times when intercourse is permitted they are "with their wives like roosters" and engage in intercourse with "burning lust." When the husband is at home, he "peers at her as if he were a beast, […] while the Lord Almighty, whose glory fills the entire earth, stands above him inspecting him, abhorring him, despising him and recoiling from him, as [it is written:] ‘man hath no preeminence above a beast.’”
 These people ruin their health and lose their strength. The righteous ones (tzaddikim), on the other hand, do not. They "who love the Lord their God and fear Him, despise their lust with the utmost scorn and loathe it extremely." Not only do they shun all forms of prohibited intercourse, but even when it is permitted, they maintain before themselves "the image of their Father" and remember that it is not proper "to defile themselves with such filth of filths,” unless it is for the fulfillment of the halakhic duty of ‘onah. The righteous men observe the ‘onah of talmudic scholars (talmidei hakhamim) – once a week, on Sabbath eve – and their aspiration is to draw holy souls down into this world. The time the tzaddik chooses for intimacy is "late at night, when no one is awake," and even then he "exposes a handbreadth and covers a handbreadth" and thinks only about the holy souls that are expected to come down into to the world as a result of this act. If the righteous man's wife "does not desire it so much at this time, he runs away from her."


R. Kohn preferred this more stringent source, the Beer Mayim Hayim, over the more lenient sources of his native tradition, those that inspired his predecessor, R. Ahrele. But the larger picture of kedushah in 19th century hasidic thought is no less important in this survey of sources. According to the sources we have examined here, it is evident that the stringent interpretation of kedushah was most certainly not the prevailing consensus in pre-20th-century Hasidism. What is even more important to note is that the texts which did present a demanding ideal of kedushah, did not consider this ideal a binding norm for the community as a whole, but rather as a goal directed at exceptional individuals. This reading of these theological discourses is further corroborated by the fact that there is no evidence that any hasidic community prior to the 20th century practically assumed such highly restrictive norms for all of its men. These norms were an innovation of the 20th century, more precisely of its second half. At this point, we turn to the writings – explicit and implicit – of the rebbes of recent generations, who established the ideal of kedushah as a norm for all of their male hasidim. We attempt to understand the theological justifications they mustered, within the context of their specific socio-historical setting.

13. Kedushah in its Theological Context (1): The Beys Yisroel of Gur

The Beys Yisroel only promulgated the kedushah ordinances 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 smaller scale. We know that while he was still in Warsaw (1914-1940), he gathered a select group of young married men at the Gerer shtibl (prayer and meeting house) on Nalewki Street.
 He may have initiated them into his notion of kedushah there, since according to at least one historical testimony, the Gerer hasidim of the Nalewki shtibl observed stringent sexual restrictions as early as the 1920s or 30s.
 In addition, a letter he sent from Warsaw to a Gerer hasid in Haifa during the same period instructs the addressee on the practice of kedushah, emphasizing the prohibition against looking at women (kedushat ha‘einayim). Instructions on sexual intercourse are mentioned in the letter only once and extremely vaguely. 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 was not too grave a sin, emphasizing 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.
 

 It can hardly be doubted that the  sentence "You should take care to observe the same standards as a young married scholar (avrekh) six months after his wedding" 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 upon which Hasidism, and even the whole of Judaism, depended. In his later writings, he often used the term “a fundamental principle in Judaism” (yesod bayahadut) and occasionally even “the fundamental principle of Judaism” (yesod hayahadut). Consequently, Gerer hasidim often refer to kedushah as yidishkeit (Judaism or Jewishness in Yiddish). 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 also regarded it as particularly relevant to his own time:

In our times, when concerns about livelihood are so great, and 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 (shmusn), especially on the Torah portion of Kedoshim (Lev. 19:1-20:27). He often took as his starting point the conflicting interpretations of Rashi and Nahmanides to the verse “Ye shall be holy” (Lev. 19:2). As we have seen in Chapter X, Rashi interprets the verse as an expansive commandment to eschew those sexual relations prohibited by the Torah, while Nahmanides understands the injunction to be holy as relating to all spheres of life, emphasizing that it advocates for a more restrictive standard, exceeding the explicit laws of the Torah, overall.
 In warning against becoming “a sordid person within the permissible realm of the Torah,” he emphasizes 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 talk  from 1950, the Beys Yisroel, in a typical attempt at harmonization, 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 in” 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 in themselves sinful: 

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].

The wording of this talk implies that at this stage of his career as a rebbe, the Beys Yisroel still saw kedushah as the purview of the few, and an ideal to be aspired to by individuals, each according to his own spiritual capability. Similarly, in his early talks, the Rebbe stressed that the main aspect of kedushah was “the holiness of the eyes,” and that the effort to achieve kedushah belonged primarily to “the days of youth” (an oblique reference to the struggle to refrain from masturbation). All these early elements 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, reiterated 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 appear here and there in the collection of his talks. One example is the discussion 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 applies to all generations, and that the addition [namely, the requirement to go beyond the halakhah] is the method for attaining kedushah.
 

In this talk, it is clear that the Beys Yisroel is referring to kedushah in terms of conjugal relations, and that he is calling for “additions” in this area that go beyond the requirements of Halakhah. He alludes to the extended duration of sexual abstinence (as Moses “added an extra day”) and to the avoidance of actions that do not directly relate to 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 atonement for sins committed in the past. Importantly, at this point he is no longer discussing an individual scale of values, but rather setting a norm for his entire community.

These shifts of emphasis — from “holiness of the eyes” and “sins of youth” to holiness in the specific context of conjugal relations, and from an informal individual directive to universal norm — do not necessarily reflect a change in the Beys Yisroel’s position. While the evolution of his rhetoric is noteworthy, Gur Hasidim generally discuss kedushah very discretely, and the Rebbe may well have been deliberately refraining from referring explicitly to sexual intercourse. However, his persistent claim to be relying on the interpretations of Rashi and Nahmanides is not very convincing. The Beys Yisroel’s notion of kedushah is neither Rashi’s nor Nahmanides’. He might take 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 are clearly far removed from the Beys Yisroel’s idea of standardizing kedushah by way of ordinances. 
14. 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 of the concept of kedushah. According to the Nesives Sholem the requirements of kedushah are pertinent to two spheres of activity: eating and sexual intercourse. 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 blood,” one who engages in sexual intercourse, “not in order to satisfy his lust,” but rather to “elevate his evil desires according to God’s will,” will successfully“purify and refine his blood so that it does not boil for sin.”
 Kedushah is extremely difficult to attain, because man is born with the “capacity for lust,” and because if he fails to “guard the holy covenant” (i.e., he engages in sexual sins, especially masturbation), his failure inflicts spiritual damage not only on the organ that committed the sin, but on his entire body as well. In fact, the Slonimer Rebbe claims, kedushah cannot be attained 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 (or 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 exile and, therefore, the practice of kedushah in the sexual sphere of life is the key to redemption. This holds true for “the redemption of the collective” just as much as 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 fortress, […] so it is in the war against the [evil] inclination: the main battle takes place at [the site of] 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, where 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 will 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.

Admonishing against potential moderation in this respect, he reiterates a statement attributed to the Beys Avrom, adding:

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

Eighteenth-century Hasidism spoke of transforming the ego (ani) into naught (ayin), or the nullification of one’s sense of existence (bittul hayesh), in promoting what appears to be a mystical ideal of self-annihilation.
 Later Hasidism, however, employed the same terms to denote an ethical ideal demanding the ultimate degree of humility.
 The Nesives invested 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.



Such an attitude, which makes 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 was consistent in his view that this uncompromising stance should be adopted only with regards to the one important battlefield – sexual desire – where human nature is least likely to comply with a restrictive discipline.

In Netivot Shalom, the Slonimer Rebbe speaks to the community as a whole. He  doubtless also issued personal directives to individual hasidim, but these can hardly be found. For this reason, I ascribe great importance to two letters he wrote in 1956-1957, long before he became rebbe, to students in the Slonimer Yeshivah. Neither document has 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 from 1956 is called “The Wedding Day Letter” (Mikhtav Yom Hahupa) and is handed to the bridegroom a few hours before his wedding, as part of his marriage guidance. The letter from 1957 is called "The Three Months Letter" (Mikhtav Gimmel Hodashim) because it is given to the bridegroom after three months of marriage. Several years ago, I managed to obtain copies of these two letters, which turned out to be quite abstract and conveyed the same ideas as found in R. Sholem Noah’s talks.
 

The Wedding Day Letter directs the bridegroom to repent his sins, especially those “of youth” (i.e., masturbation), and prepare himself for the new stage in his life.
 According to the letter, when God revealed Himself to Jacob, while he travelled to Laban's house with the intentions of marriage, the vision of a ladder resting on the earth whose top reached heaven (Gen. 28:12) was meant to teach him that marriage is an earthly endeavor which should be elevated to the spiritual realm.
 This, the Rebbe states elusively, may be achieved by engaging in intercourse quickly, and by avoiding thinking about the act itself both before or after, and dwelling on it only as it is taking place.
 While the instructions in this letter are rather terse, 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 virtuous 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.

The image drawn here by the Nesives contrasts rather remarkably with what we usually find in the Talmud and the traditional ethical literature, where the challenge of controlling the sexual drive confronts man primarily before his marriage; in this literature, man “has bread in his basket” (pat besalo)
 after marriage, that is, he is able to satisfy his desire lawfully. Marriage is traditionally presented as the solution to the struggle to control the sexual drive, not the problem, and yet in the Nesives’ second letter the challenge 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 believes 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 within 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 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 originates in the brain.
 

In this letter, the Nesives dwells at length on 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. First, most good deeds are performed in public and can be appreciated by others, while in this case, “no one knows, and it is [performed] for God alone.” Second, 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] to be 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 military terms: In war there are small, as well as great victories, and likewise, in the war against the evil inclination, total victory is achieved only “after fierce battles [have been waged, claiming] many victims.”
 At this point, 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 urges, 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 harmonious with the pietistic ideals and lifestyle of his illustrious hasidic predecessors:

The early hasidim of the previous generation, whom we were privileged to witness, 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. The preferred method of dealing with lust, however, 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 implications are 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; this goal is thus even 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 arguments are to no avail. […] One should know how to act as a faithful soldier who is willing to die for the sake of victory, sparing neither his own life nor 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.”
 The letter contains just a handful of 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 intercourse, and generally distancing himself from her in everyday life. The Rebbe concludes: “Be thou strong, therefore, and show thyself a man
–a man, and not a woman.”

15. Kedushah in its Theological Context (3): The Rebbe of Toldes Aaron

R. Avraham Yitzhak Kohn, the Rebbe of Toldes Aaron, also employs the rhetoric of religious “ascent,” stressing the need to guard oneself against the “street,” but focused even 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. Soon thereafter, he arrives at the main point, 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.” 

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

The Rebbe goes on to dwell on the destructive consequences suffered by the child who is the product of unholy intercourse. 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 greater aptitude for Torah and prayer. Those who fail to comply with the requirements of holiness and who indulge their physical desires, on the other hand, will never truly feel the love of God. Even if they may occasionally be stirred by a certain “liveliness” in prayer, none of it will endure.
 

Kedushah 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.

R. Kohn 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 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 Hasidism for most married men is approximately three times a month: leil tevilah followed by the next two Friday nights. This standard accords 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 be holy and focused exclusively on the fulfillment of the mitzvah. An interesting three-way correspondence from 1977, between the Rebbe of Toldes Aaron, R. Daniel Frisch, and an individual whom I shall call Y (in order to protect his privacy), sheds additional light on this issue. The correspondence was never published, but I was able to obtain copies of the letters written by the Rebbe and by R. Frisch through personal contacts, 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. Y. 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 in his role as the Toldes Aaron marital guide, although the specifics of his criticism remain unclear (at some point in the past, the two men were friends). One of his allegations was, apparently, levelled against the permission to hug and kiss 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 to Y. to report that the Rebbe was refusing to read his letter, quoting him as saying angrily (in Yiddish): “He [Y.] is of no interest to me. He has made a mockery [leitzanut] 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 truly 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 tzaddikim 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 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 aimed at 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. Tzvi Elimelekh of Dinov to the book Sur me-Ra [va-Ase Tov…]
 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 Aaron 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 one bringing the sacrifice], 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 also added a homiletic interpretation of Exodus 15:9, through which he sought 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 forthright 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, satisfying and placating 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.

16. The Kedushah Polemic

The ideal of kedushah as posited by Gur, Slonim, and Toldes Aaron met with opposition from within the broader Orthodox camp. Shortly after the Beys Yisroel enacted his ordinances, prominent Litvish (mitnagdic)
 rabbis came out with  harsh criticism, on both 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. Within Gur Hasidism itself, however, the ordinances became a controversial subject. Although no one denied their validity, the hasidim, and especially their marriage guides, disagreed over their interpretation. 
Already in pre-war Poland, a prominent rebbe, R. Moshe Yehiel Elimelekh Rabinovitch (1895-1941) of Lebertov (Lubartów), composed a short essay on the topic of hasidic attitudes towards sexual desire, in which he sharply criticized their stringent approach.
 Citing the talmudic aphorism, he wrote: "Torah was not given to the ministering angels.”
 It was given to human beings, who by their nature have physical desires:

If a person does not allow his desires to be satisfied, they detract, God forbid, from his ability to receive the Torah, namely, his understanding of the Torah. […] For the unsatisfied physical component [of his personality] attaches itself to the spiritual portion and defiles it entirely. At times, he turns to some sort of excessive piety and abstinence. And since his material side is not elevated [but rather oppressed] – his Torah [learning] becomes contemptuous. […] For this reason, we find many who went astray and transgressed several prohibitions of the Torah despite of their great piety and intelligence.
 

The Lebertover Rebbe goes on to clarify that he does not, of course, encourage fully indulging one's physical desires, which would only serve to stimulate them further, but rather to satisfy them within the framework of the laws of the Torah, for “in accordance with everything that the Divine Law has forbidden us – it has permitted us an equivalent."
 Presenting the "affirmative" hasidic concept of "worship through corporeality" (without actually using the term), he asserts that "when a person commits a profane act for the sake of Heaven–it is a form of Torah."
 As such, a man who satisfies his sexual desire with his wife while having the proper intentions in mind has fulfilled a mitzvah, fathering sons of good character. In contrast, a person who , is preoccupied by all of his personal restrictions and stringencies during intercourse cannot maintain the proper intentions, and consequently will have children of bad character.
 

One of the Lebertover Rebbe's most prominent followers during a certain period was the hasidic teacher and thinker Rabbi Avraham Shimon Engel-Horovitz (1886-1943), known as Reb Shimele Zhelichover, the renowned mashgiah (ethical guide) of the rabbinic academy in Lublin (Yeshivat Hakhemei Lublin). In an epistle to his newlywed former students, Reb Shimele criticized the application of the ideal of kedushah in a number of hasidic circles. He too acknowledges that “one should take great care to avoid thinking about sexual matters, even in reference to animals or to one’s own wife,” but also forcefully criticizes those who have taken the ideal of sexual purity to an extreme: 

As for sexual matters – I am fully aware that many have fallen into this trap. They yielded 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 is not as pure as an angel, he is worthless and that there is 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.
 


Engel-Horovitz further instructs his reader that during the day a man must distract himself altogether from sexual matters, and even from thinking about his wife, "but if after all the avoidance he finds in his bedroom that he has lust for the share that the Lord gave him, and his thought is good and strong, let him go and rejoice with her in hugging and touching and the like, but with great shyness, humility and modesty."
 God, he contends, created humanity with males and females and with sex organs "in order to have us experience enjoyment and cling together with love" – insofar as we do it in the appropriate way, construed by the Halakhah. "This is the path of our Sages, not that of the new ones, who wanted to make an angel of every person."

These hasidic voices, which, I assume, did not have a large audience, were directed at individuals, not at groups. Although some hasidic schools had already adopted a stringent approach in the 19th century, as we saw above, at none of them were stringencies adopted as a normative practice for the entire community. This did not take place until the second half of the 20th century, when, consequently, the polemic escalated further. 

The most famous document criticizing the kedushah norms of hasidism is a letter by R. Avraham Yesha'ayahu Karelitz, known as the Hazon Ish (1878-1953), the most influential haredi leader in the late 1940s and early 1950s. As a Litvish authority, The Hazon Ish was ideologically anti-hasidic and, according to one testimony, he even used to wear his Sabbath dress every year on the anniversary of date hasidim were excommunicated in 1772.
 That being said, he never publically displayed his antagonism towards them, in the interest of maintaining pan-orthodox unity. Although he does not mention a specific group or person in his letter, it is quite clear that he is referring to the conjugal norms of the Gur hasidim. 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 offer of divorce
 – but rather focuses on the Gur kedushah norm of “distancing” from his wife that the husband undertakes in everyday life. The Hazon Ish is particularly outraged by the Gerer hasidim’s adoption of this practice even during the first year of marriage, about which the Torah states: “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 thus preferable that the husband to adopt “a jocular and light-hearted manner” in addressing his wife and not use overly-respectful language such as one would with strangers. He also advises the husband “to tell his wife where he is going whenever he leaves the house, and upon his return, to share with her what he has been doing, and [to discuss with her] other such trivial matters, to encourage and gladden her heart.”
 Because the Hazon Ish was an exceptionally venerated personality in the haredi public, none rose to question this view during his lifetime. 

The Hazon Ish likely wrote this letter in Bnei Brak, in the early 1950s. At approximately the same time and in the same place, another Litvish rabbi, Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac Sher (1881-1952), 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 this article remained unpublished for many years and was only recently posted to an internet site.
 

R. Sher begins by drawing attention to the apparent dispute between Maimonides and Nahmanides, the former condemning sexual desire and the latter esteeming it as holy. R. Sher asserts that there is no real disagreement: sexual desire, like all other physical desires, is natural and should be condemned only if it is indulged excessively, 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 is not properly observing the mitzvah [of 'onah] if one performs it only in order to fulfill one’s obligation. […] In truth, he who engages in intercourse without great passion 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 [BT] 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.

R. Sher goes on to attack the hasidic understanding of kedushah:

I have heard that some self-proclaimed 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 and prattle to her soothingly 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 he has borne wicked or stupid sons!
 Surely, this is because they incorrectly thought 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. 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 sexuality, just as Adam had done before the sin in 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, such that they end up performing the whole act lustfully.
 To convince hasidim that his understanding of the matter is correct, R. Sher appeals to their self-perception 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 Lithuanian yeshivot in the late nineteenth century and called for ethical self-improvement, R. Sher acknowledges that a married couple achieves sanctification by ensuring that during intercourse 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 human beings. 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 deemed to be 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,” including the husband’s obligation to satisfy his wife whenever she desires him.
 

It is for this reason, R. 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 in support of his argument that the husband must speak to his wife explicitly even “about her [physical] beauty.”
 

Without expressly mentioning the Gerer hasidim, R. Sher 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 intercourse is to be performed by both parties—each according to his or her nature—in order to achieve the appropriate state of mind 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 actually 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.

R. 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 upon 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 appears to bother R. Sher is not the violation of the halakhic norm of 'onah as much, but rather the imbalance that results from the Gerer hasidim’s practice of kedushah. It creates an unhealthy, self-deluded, unstable personality, while also disrupting the balance between the commandments that regulate the relations “between man and God” and those that govern the relations “between man and man” (to which the commandment of 'onah belongs). Both  the awareness of the influence of the person's behavior on others and the sensitivity to the effect of his behavior on his own psyche are typical of the Lithuanian Musar movement, in which R. Sher was a prominent figure.
Another illustrative 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 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, the Steipler 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. Soon thereafter, however, it turns into a blunt attack on the extremist 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 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 eating matzah [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, due to her great sorrow and grief, being lonely as a widow while her husband lives.

The Steipler goes on to reference the halakhic sources for the commandment of 'onah, reminding the reader that it should be performed only with the wife’s willing consent. 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 abstinence 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 tzaddik.” The Steipler then reiterates 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 have not found a specific response from prominent hasidic leaders rebuffing these accusations. If they did engage in some form of dialogue with the Litvish rabbis who criticized them–indications of this appear in Sher’s letter, quoted above–no record of this has survived. To account for this apparent silence, it should be noted that the haredi community as a whole tends not to air intimate issues in public, especially 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" generated a great deal of unrest among the Gerer hasidim. The Gerers, known for their rough demeanor, voiced their unhappiness with the Litvish rabbi unequivocally. This may be observed in a letter the Steipler wrote shortly thereafter to Rabbi Shmuel Huminer (1913-1977) of Jerusalem, the publisher of the hitherto unpublished Epistle:
I suffered much grief and pain on account of the pamphlet you published under the title "Holy Epistle." After many lengthy entreaties, I consented to publish it only under the twice-stated condition that I by no means be connected to the letter. Now that you shrewdly wrote an introduction lauding the "prodigy" author who did not want [to expose his identity] […] in order to call attention to the presence of a "prodigy" in the Land of Israel, a "halakhic authority" [who stands behind his words]. As can be expected, "your friend has a friend,”
 and my name became associated with everything.

I am very strict about not allowing halakhic rulings to be issued in my name. I am not a halakhic authority, and these words were not written as a halakhic ruling, but to draw the [the readers' attention] to what is, in my insignificant opinion, [the proper norm]. Moreover, it has now emerged that a hasidic group, which has already maintained norms of Holiness (kedushah) for several generations, is strongly offended by this pamphlet, claiming that it may harm their harmonious family life (shelom bayit) etc. etc.

Consequently, the Steipler asked Huminer to withdraw the pamphlet altogether, or at least change its subtitle and introduction.
We have found one hasidic response to the Litvish allegations, written by one of the most prominent Gerer figures: Rabbi Nahum (Nuhem) Rotstein, current head of the all-hasidic Nezer Hatorah Yeshivah in Jerusalem.
 In view of the hasidic textual silence in this controversy, this document is an important find. The undated letter, circulated in a form replete with grammatical and typographic errors, was undoubtedly addressed to a Litvish personality during the ‘reign’ of the Beys Yisroel.
R. Rotstein begins with the declaration that he is not authorized to speak on behalf 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 a 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 one 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, refinement, and good manners.”
 This is certainly an apologetic statement, since the values it elevates are in fact quite alien to the practice and internal discourse of Gerer hasidim, who disdain all manifestations of what they view as sheer sentimentality. 
R. Rotstein argues 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 “place a 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 a leader of authority.

In language reminiscent of the Slonimer Rebbe’s pronouncement on the same topic,
 R. Rotstein refers to the “early hasidim” who feared the days on which marital sexual intercourse was permitted more than they feared those days when it was prohibited. He also quotes the pronouncement attributed to the Kotzker Rebbe, whereby“there is no such thing as permission; everything is either an obligation or a prohibition.”
 

According to R. Rotstein, the norms of kedushah should be explained to women “gently and agreeably,” in order 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 the rough, brisk manner they employ at home in their dealings with family members, 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 more seems absurd. It is no wonder that this same idea was ridiculed by haredi internet users on the Israeli Hyde Park website in 2009.
 

R. Rotstein goes on to explain that only a person who has reached the highest degree of spirituality is allowed to follow the practice–associated with the ARI, 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 arguments R. Rotstein effectively inverts 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! R. Rotstein supports his conclusion with what he presents as a lesson from experience: 
The person who does not follow the path of the 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 her , is unfaithful to 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. He is then disturbed by doubts and uncertainties about his path. The only way to escape these is to “arduously learn books of musar and Hasidism, and to totally submit oneself to a tzaddik.”

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” regarding God's Word and represents the “fences and restrictions” that surround the actual commandments in order to prevent their violation, especially when the generation is as promiscuous as the current one is. Fences and restrictions which go beyond the law should not be taken as breaches of the law.
 Furthermore, even if a person accepts upon himself such restrictions 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] with 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 depending on circumstances.
 He further justifies the practices 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 were never endorsed by the leading halakhic authorities.
R. Rotstein concludes by imploring 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.” I light of this, anyone who honors the Torah should honor these men for their “supreme heroism” and help them persevere in their efforts.

Another book advocating on behalf of the kedushah norms was published (in two editions) in the 1980s by Rabbi Yedidyah Bransdorfer, a former Toldes Aaron hasid who moved to Gur. His book, Kedushat Morasha, addresses young hasidim who are embarking on marital life. The book is not very polemical in style, and the author even concludes each chapter with a poem, but in between the lines one may note both apologetic arguments in response to the the Hazon Ish’s criticism from the 1950s, as well as internal hasidic argumentation directed at the relatively lenient concept of kedushah found in Toldes Aaron, R. Bransdorfer’s former group. Bransdorfer, who possessed extensive knowledge of Kabbalah, explains that the human sexual union corresponds to processes of unification in the Uppers Worlds and therefore, "when one carries it [sexual intercourse] out in holiness (kedushah) in accordance with the will of the Torah, one rectifies the Upper Worlds and arouses joy and bounty in all of them,” while “if one's heart is filled with wicked lusts–one brings destruction upon all of the Upper Worlds, inflicting damage far greater than Nebuchadnezzar and Titus's destruction of the earthly Temple".

The evil inclination, Bransdorfer teaches, tempts us gradually, until it can no longer be overcome. Therefore, one should be wary of the category of "permitted actions." "When a person begins to engage in permitted acts that appear to be necessary, the evil inclination causes his enjoyment to increase ever so slightly, just a little bit more than he needs, and then a little more, until he becomes entirely acclimated to the act, having demonstrated to himself that […] there is nothing which should be withheld, and nothing to abhor".
 In this manner, the young husband loses his "innate gentleness" and becomes convinced that he ought to "utilize the permission [to engage in sexual intercourse] to the fullest extent," such that he becomes "trapped and preoccupied with that thing, unable to cease."
 The "permitted" must therefore be seen as forbidden.
 Just as a person is instructed not to try smoking so as to avoid becoming addicted, a man entering married life must be encouraged to resist the temptations of the evil inclination (or lust), and not "become ensnared in the web of impulsive behavior, which deprives a person of all self-restraint, God forbid.”
 

The tacit polemic appears in chapter 5 of the book, which is concerned with family harmony (shelom bayit). As we saw above, most critics of the hasidic kedushah norms maintained that it harms family harmony: R. 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 husband and wife.
 The Hazon Ish expressed great reservations about the distance and excessive reserve between husband and wife, especially during the first year of marriage, in which a husband must 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).
 R. Bransdorfer does not mention these critics by name, but it is evident that he was very familiar with their arguments and that he was writing in response to their accusations. Family harmony, he insists, is achieved through "concession and patience,"
 not by lustful indulgence.
 First, he claims, it is common knowledge that strife and divorce are far more frequent among "the rabble, who are used to satisfying their desires" (that is, among secular Jews) than in "our circles" (haredim); second, he adds, indulging one's lusts only generates further lust, continuing until one commits the gravest sins, which stand in opposition to happiness and harmony.
 The kedushah norms endow the Jewish home with "gentleness," fostering unity, peace and harmony among the couple.
 As for the first year of marriage, the words of the Torah “He shall be free at home" must be understood in accordance with the interpretation of "our holy masters" (the hasidic rebbes), who taught that "in the first year [of marriage] it is one's duty to establish a clean (=pure) home, free of obstacles of all sorts, paving a path of purity and holiness leading towards it."
 Bransdorfer explains that the young wife needs to understand that her husband's behavior is not a reflection of distance between them, but is rather a gradual transition into a new stage of life. "To entirely shun this matter [intimate relations with a woman] remains outside the apprehension of young married men (avrekhim), who cannot abruptly undergo such a radical transition, but must rather proceed slowly, acclimating over time to their new lifestyle."
 Therefore, domestic relations must be conducted "as the Torah sages have instructed us, with great respect and civility."
 Therefore, the wife must treat her husband as her master, not as her friend, and it would be impolite for her to inquire into his "inner concerns."
 He adds, doubtlessly referring to the Hazon Ish, that this position contradicts “the one who wrote that marital unity is achieved by the wife becoming familiar with her husband's entire inner world, and that he may not conceal anything from her".
 

These valiant defences 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, since even young women brought up within Gur prefer to marry hasidim from other groups in order to escape the strictures of their ordinances. From time to time rumors circulate about men who have failed to comply with the kedushah norms, or about marriage guides (madrikhim) who are summoned 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 has developed 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, with none of the arguments allowed 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 covers a range of topics, systematically and vividly laying out the basic tenets of mainstream contemporary Hasidism. When it comes to kedushah, which occupies only a very small portion of the book, the author writes the following:

Apart from [the ordinary commandments], the Holy Torah ordered us, as the Sages put it, to “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, carried away, 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 concerned with cleaving to God, which have been given to us without setting precise standards.
 

To the outside observer, this text may appear harmless and even banal, but within the context of internal Gerer discourse, it is practically subversive to suggest that the norms of kedushah are not governed by fixed standards and may be adapted by each individual to suit to his own character traits and particular circumstances. R. Roshetzky seems to suggest here 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 tzaddik in every sphere of life. 
Bransdofer had, in fact, already presented this line of reasoning earlier: He wrote regarding the commandment “Ye shall be holy” that it "does not have any rules nor any fixed customs, but is determined according to one's spiritual stature.”
 While there is one rule, namely, that "the time and nature of the intercourse are specified by the husband, […] since by nature men have more difficulty than woman in this matter [of overcoming sexual desire],”
 the man must, however, consult with an "authoritative and reliable friend who knows his character and temperament" in order to "decipher the concealed nature of his inclination, that he may isolate him from that which is harmful to him and guide him in the most suitable path."
 Further on, Bransdofer clarifies that this intimate consultant may be his rebbe or his marriage guide, and no one else.

The flexible, non-standardized, concept of kedushah embraced by both Bransdorfer and Roshetzky must be understood in light of the developments which took place in Gur following the death of the Beys Yisroel in 1977. As we have seen above, Simha Bunem, Beys Yisroel’s brother and successor, not only eased the communal norms, but even permitted a greater number of individuals to diverge from them. Even the Gerer marriage guides have adopted varying interpretations of the kedushah norms, reflecting differing levels of stringency. 

In 2004, many years after he wrote the letter arguing for the takunes against the Litvish rabbis, Rabbi Nuhem Rotstein published similar remarks in a book he wrote on marriage, but in a less polemic tone. According to R. Rotstein, the Torah did not issue uniform standards for the commandment to "sanctify yourself in that which is permitted to you" because it is a relative norm, that is,”an individual commandment for each person according to his nature and temper, and for each period" according to its religious fluctuations.
He quickly passes over the question of individual relativity, however, emphasizing instead generational relativity: our morally decadent generation is weaker than others, and therefore requires "safeguards and fences" (gedarim usyagim). These safeguards and fences are to be set by the religious leaders of each generation, and "our holy masters […] the judges of our time, decided to enclose us within more fences, in accordance with our present circumstances and our weak moral resolve."
 Thus, R. Rotstein reiterates, the individual may not declare that these norms, being relative, do not suit him, nor may he trust himself to overcome his inclinations without them, nor may he decide to follow more lenient norms from earlier periods, as the Sages taught: "Believe not in thyself until the day of thy death."

A far more public debate about the kedushah ordinances burst into the Israeli public realm at least three times between 2009–2016, when several hasidic and formerly hasidic women made public negative representations of their marital experiences. 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 adopt a secular lifestyle. In her blog, she reported 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 has a similar effect on the brain. As is typical in 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 on numerous websites as a renegade talebearer.
 Within a few days, thousands of comments and “talkbacks” accumulated throughout the internet, many of them addressing the issue of sex life within the haredi community, sparking a debate over the question of whether or not the marital sexual act was 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 was not.
 Be that as it may, Einfeld contended that her bitter experience was shared by many other hasidic women, who did not dare make the radical break she had. Even if she has exaggerated the extent of hasidic 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 assumption was frequently corroborated between 2012 and 2014 on the haredi blog Beolamam Shel Haredim (In the World of the Haredim), written by the provocative journalist Hayim Shaulson. While Shaulson is often considered unreliable, his blog nonetheless attracts a broad haredi readership from around the world. In November 2012, he published a letter, presumably written by a Gerer woman, in which she bitterly accused her husband's madrikh, Avrom Binyomin Zilberberg, of ruining her family and damaging her health.
 The post generated more than 200 comments. While many of them argued that the letter was a forgery (which is not implausible), and others blamed the Gerer woman herself for her agony, many others blamed Zilberberg and the Takkunes for the detrimental results. Some time later, in April 2014, there was another uproar following the emergence of rumors about protests in Slonim-Schwarze (often nicknamed “Slanim"
).
 In June 2014, and again in August of the same year, Shaulson posted a document outlining the ordinances (Takkunes) of Slonim-Schwarze.
 As before, some alleged that the document was fake, but the discontent with the kedushah norms in this small hasidic group, hitherto nearly forgotten in discussions of kedushah, was brought into the limelight.
The culmination (so far…) occurred in 2016, when a woman named Esti Weinstein committed suicide, leaving behind a letter and book manuscript. Weinstein, a Gerer woman and a relative of the famous madrikh Avrom Yosef Irenstein, married young, as is common in Gerer circles. Her book offers a detailed description of her intimate life, as her husband initially strictly implemented the Takkunes, but subsequently developed unconventional sexual desires, which he sought to fulfill by with his wife. She acquiesced, allegedly out of a desire to fulfill her husband's will, even engaging in sexual relations with another man at her husband’s request. To her great surprise, shortly afterwards her husband declared that due to that sexual encounter, they could no longer remain together! Following further deterioration in her marital life, as well as a number of failed suicide attempts, she decided to leave her home, walking out on her seven daughters. Weinstein adopted a secular lifestyle and became active in organizations aiding formerly haredi Jews integrate into secular society. After prolonged efforts to reunite with her daughters, only one of the seven chose to join her and adopt a secular lifestyle. The others refused all contact with her, accusing her not only of abandoning religion, but also of abandoning them. Even though Weinstein appeared to have adapted successfully to her new life, even finding a new partner, her mental condition grew worse. She disappeared towards the end of June 2016, and, following six days of intense searching, her body was found in a car parked near an Ashdod beach.
 
The Weinstein affair quickly became a hot topic in Israeli media. Once again, the Takkunes came under attack. Harsh accusations were leveled against Gur, this time not only by members of the secular and religious-Zionist communities, but by haredim, and even hasidim. Weinstein's funeral was covered by numerous media outlets. Her daughter spoke with great anguish about the abandonment that she and her sisters had experienced, but this was presented as apologetics by at least some of the reporters present. The family's quiet and reserved conduct was the subject of accolades on haredi websites, and only there did the family's version of the story receive any exposure. A few months later, Weinstein's book was published by a well-known publishing house, 
 and a prominent Israeli playwright expressed his intention to adapt it for the stage.
 
It is clear 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. The rebbes of the hasidic communities that adopted these norms a century ago are incapable of revoking them. Most persist in their rhetoric of religious “ascent,” to which they presumably continue to subscribe, but it is no longer possible to abandon the practices that have become leading markers of group-identity for their followers.
17. 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 that was promoted in Late Antiquity by the Church Fathers Ephrem of Syria (c.⁠ 306-373) and St. Augustine of Hippo (354-430), but ardently opposed by St. John Chrysostom (c.⁠⁠ 349-407).
 
In her comprehensive book on this topic, Dyan Elliott shows that in the early Middle Ages, the practice of spiritual marriage was developed as an ideal mainly outside the institutional church, which at the time strove to fortify the notion that celibate clerical careers or monastic status were the only means of achieving the ideal of a chaste life. Nonetheless, spiritual marriages continued to occur, and, since the twelfth century, were often attributed in hagiographic works to saints. Although Elliott sees spiritual marriage as an outlet for feminine spirituality, she claims that it was quite often dominated by male elites, and was a means of establishing masculine “sanctity” as part of the medieval phenomenon of abrogating sexual intercourse within marriage. 
The conventional doctrinal justification for spiritual marriage was that it imparted the challenge of abstention from sexual intercourse precisely where it was readily, legitimately, and freely available. This is 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 perceived as the means to the attainment of a higher spiritual level – holiness, if you will – within marriage. 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 offered 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 who wished to separate but were unable to divorce, since divorce is prohibited in the Catholic Church. 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 in the case of Luigi and Maria Quattrocchi-Beltrame (1880–1951 and 1884–1965 respectively), who entered into such a marriage contract and were subsequently beatified by the Catholic Church in 2001, becoming the first married couple to achieve this status.
 The continued relevance of this practice is also evidenced 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, 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 R. 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 noted 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 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 three of the 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 female counterpart of the male prerogative of kedushah is tzeni‘ut – modesty – especially with regard to clothing and head covering. In recent years this value has become a central and defining norm in all haredi circles, but at the time when the Beys Yisroel first issued his kedushah ordinances, it was but one out of many other religious values that were being mobilized in the struggle to keep modernity at bay. In Toldes Aaron, the rebbes advocated for 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 value until relatively recent times. Up until then, the Gerer women – especially during the Beys Yisroel’s period – were regarded as 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. However, this may be a consequence 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 to be 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 androcentric. 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 seems to be primarily an internal-Jewish, and probably even an internal-hasidic, phenomenon. If any Greek or Christian ideas underlie the hasidic practice of abstinence within marriage, they would do so by having infiltrated the early Jewish sources that inspired the hasidim, rather than influencing them directly.
 
One way of accounting for the emergence of kedushah as a normative practice is to view it as a response to modernity, especially to modern permissiveness in sexual matters.
 This approach is often adopted by scholars as a default explanation for virtually any recent development within Jewish Orthodoxy. Admittedly, in the case of kedushah, this explanation is not implausible: almost all the rebbes who established kedushah as a norm referred to permissiveness as a characteristic of our times, deploring the ubiquitous promiscuity “in the street.” Rabbis Frisch and Rotstein, who also addressed this 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 aspirations for spiritual ascent and closeness to God. Anti-modernist sentiments give a certain edge to this religious quest, but they are probably not the true driving force behind it. Admittedly, a Foucauldian 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 those hasidic groups that embraced the ideal of kedushah have been more vulnerable than others 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 fact, the mildest version of kedushah 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 in 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 for the emergence of kedushah as a modern hasidic norm. 
I suggest that the rise of kedushah stems from the confluence of three major factors. One is, indeed, the question of how to cope with modern permissive culture. The second is the overall tendency towards 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 factor, and perhaps most important in this context, is the development in later Hasidism of what I propose to call “substitutes for mysticism.”
 
Hasidism originated as a movement centered on the religious experience often referred to as devekut – mystical union or communion with God.
 This movement was full of spiritual vitality and charged with mystical energy that, for various reasons, began to dissipate within a few decades; 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 being 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 great mystical tension that marked Hasidism at the start was over the course of the nineteenth century gradually transformed into a range of “substitutes for mysticism”; a range 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; and 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 form the hasidic ethos for each of these groups. In many hasidic groups, however, mystical tension was replaced by something more fluid 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 may 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 rejected, presented their followers with the challenge of concentrating 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 for 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 unique identity against the background of the proliferating hasidic communities that were becoming virtually indistinguishable from each other. 
18. Kedushah and Modern Hasidic Identity: Intermediate Summary and Conclusion
We may 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, the additional suppression of other physical needs, such as food and drink. However, the ideal of ascetically tinged holiness within marriage was always 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, or, in this context, one’s wife. Different 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, rather than at the entire community. This was also the case in early Hasidism. Only in the twentieth century do we encounter three hasidic groups, Gur, Slonim, and Toldes Aaron, which adopted sexually restrictive kedushah as their emblem, turning it into a binding norm for all male members of the community. Of these three groups, the version of kedushah created by the Gerer community was the most restrictive, as well as 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 discussed debated publicly, as the Orthodox world considers it immodest to treat sexuality as anything other than a strictly private matter. Nevertheless, the rebbes have addressed the topic in their homilies and have elaborated further in their personal correspondence, some of which is quoted and discussed in print for the first time in the present work. Alongside the promised rewards for observing 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.
 
As one could expect, the kedushah norms have given rise to controversy and dissent. Prominent Litvish rabbis have pointed out that they were at odds with Halakhah, while also being offensive to women and harmful to men’s mental and moral wellbeing. R. Yitzhak Isaac 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 to any of the critiques, but R. Nuhem Rotstein’s letter, discussed in chapter 10, 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 should not be understood 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 led to much internal debate, often beneath the surface, but sometimes more openly, among marriage guides as well as ordinary hasidim. The ideal of sexually restrictive kedushah, which was meant to facilitate and enhance the religious ascent of the entire community, has proven to be both inappropriate for universal application and sometimes detrimental to family life.
Why this style of kedushah emerged in these three particular hasidic groups, and why specifically in the twentieth century, is not entirely clear, but the three most cogent explanations are as follows: (a) The inherent hasidic quest for spiritual renewal, which in time generated a range of supererogatory substitutes for mysticism; (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 around even that limited sphere of sexual activity that is permitted by Halakhah. That these stringent sexual norms emerged in these particular groups may be attributed 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 developing a new spiritual enthusiasm and energy 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.
Conclusion: Ethos, Custom-in-the-making, Custom, Halakhah-in-the-making, Halakhah: Normative Categories of Jewish Religiosity
When I set out to write this book, I equipped myself with a substantial number of books pertaining to the subject of custom. The majority of these were from the field of legal theory, and only a few were anthropological, since I assumed that I would be able to draw inspiration from the examples found in existing legal research, and, with the necessary adjustments, apply them to my own study. However, the further I delved into this literature, the more surprised I was to discover how little relevance it bore for the case at hand. Custom was described nearly everywhere as a popular practice, with no textual underpinning, whose development was often shrouded in mystery: no one knows exactly how and when it became obligatory. At times, the custom is described as developing initially as a “fact” (this is what people do in practice), only later being transformed into a type of “law” (this is what people do because they think it is the proper thing to do), in what is for all appearances a spontaneous process devoid of a guiding hand. This characterization, by and large, does not match hasidic customs. The majority of these are of kabbalistic origin, and as such, were not developed by the populace, but rather by a distinct elite which formulated these norms in well-thought-out written works. For the kabbalists, who adopted these norms long before the development of Hasidism, the kabbalistic works served as an authoritative source for such customs. When Hasidism arose as a continuation of the kabbalistic circles of the 18th century, it was the leaders of this new movement who promoted their adoption. Indeed, the hasidic rebbes were the source of authority to the adoption of kabbalistic and other hasidic practices, whether by instructing their followers to adopt them or by performing them in their own lives and thus inspiring their followers to imitate them. In any case, these customs of early Hasidism underwent a clear process of development, which cannot be characterized as spontaneous in any way. The same applies to the kedushah norms of the 20th century: We are able to confidently identify the hasidic tzaddikim who initiated their practice. Even when they are not formulated in writing —as in the case of Gur – they are nevertheless determined by clearly defined principles and bolstered by an encompassing structure of reasonings and justifications. It is possible, of course, with regards to both the early kabbalistic customs and the Kedushah norms, to claim that they are a certain type of halakhic legislation. If we accepted this position, it would mean that the practices that were first conceived as as means to raise the bar of holiness beyond the (halakhic) standard, evolved into a standard and norm of their own. However, there are other possibilities, which expand the range of normative standings present within Jewish religious culture.
As we have seen, at least four different positions were held by various 19th century hasidic figures regarding the relationship between these customs and Halakhah. We demonstrated that only one position—that of the Komarner Rebbe—views these practices as full-fledged Halakhah, while the dominant position since the late 19th century takes the them to be customs in the ordinary sense of the term. As we saw further on, other hasidic figures, active in the 20th century, instituted kedushah norms. While these were not defined even as custom, they nevertheless acquired a binding status amongst their followers. Throughout our discussion, we primarily focused on the “internal point of view” of the hasidim and their antagonists, and only to a very limited extant did we allow ourselves to classify these norms according to categories derived from an “external point of view,” namely the theory of Halakhah.
 

As mentioned, one possibility entails viewing hasidic norms as Halakhah even if their practitioners do not perceive them as such. This approach finds support in, amongst other places, the view of Halakhah found in several of Haninah Ben-Menahem’s studies. Ben-Menahem argues that already in the period of the Talmud one may discern two distinct understandings of the boundaries of Halakhah: (1) those who understand Halakhah to be determined by general guiding rules; and (2) those who understand Halakhah to be determined by “the people.” In his opinion, the former approach is dominant in the Babylonian Talmud, while the latter finds greater expression in the Palestinian Talmud, although it is extant throughout all of talmudic literature.
 If both these approaches refer to the Halakhah with the definite article, it would imply that Halakhah as an entity lacks an unambiguous “Rule of Recognition.”
 (In several private conversations, Ben-Menahem expressed to me that he has no misgivings about this conclusion). In light of this model, it is possible to view both hasidic custom and the ethos of kedushah as included within Halakhah by dint of the authority of “the people”—namely, the rebbes who instituted them. The fact that these norms are only binding for those who submit themselves to the authority of those rebbes in no way undermines this conclusion. As Ben-Menahem writes, the tenet to “Appoint for yourself a teacher” allows for the recognition of the existence of secondary normative circles—determined by the individual’s submission—which are themselves recognized by Halakhah as obligatory for those individuals who find themselves within them, without presuming to impose them upon others.
 Even more so, if we momentarily ignore the personal aspect, we may note that, in the traditional halakhic perception, custom is a decentralized institution: an individual is obligated to follow the customs of his or her community—whether national, local, ethnic, or at times even familial—without any expectation that they adopt the customs of a different community. On the contrary, he is expected to respect other people’s customs just as he may expect them to respect his. This notion finds expression in those talmudic aphorisms which became catchwords in the halakhic literature regarding customs: “Every river has its own course,”
 and, “Even though I wrote for you the order of the holidays—do not deviate from the customs of your deceased forefathers.”
 The same tenet may be applied, and indeed has been applied, to personal authority as well.
Indeed, it is evidently possible to apply Ben-Menahem’s model to the hasidic custom and ethos and conceive them as “Halakhah.” For as long a hasid belongs to a particular hasidic community, under the authority of a rebbe, there is an expectation that he practice its (historical) customs and follow the rulings of its rebbe. If he does not do so, and certainly were he to begin observing the practices of a different community or follow the guidance of a different rebbe, he would not be perceived as acting in opposition to Halakhah—as we have already written elsewhere, the “internal point of view” does not consider the hasidic custom and ethos to fall within the rubric of Halakhah—but he would nevertheless be ostracized and encounter other reactions conveying the covert message: “Decide where you belong.” A move to the ranks of a different hasidic group, or the renunciation of Hasidism entirely, is not considered to be a transgression. However, if we fully apply Ben-Menahem’s model, even switching from one rabbi to another should not be considered a transgression, as long as one is consistent in one’s level of obedience.
The above remarks were made specifically regarding kedushah and similar norms related to ethos. As for hasidic custom in general, it would appear that the personal authority which originally initiated them has been relegated to the distant past, as they now been enfranchised by the passage of the generations. As I noted in the chapter on Rabbi Shalom of Koidanov, the perception of the hasidic custom as custom—no different from any other type of group custom—emerged victorious in the public consciousness, both amongst hasidim and non-hasidic halakhic authorities. The latter ceased attacking hasidic customs, and for all extents and purposes accepted them as legitimate, primarily due to the perception of them as custom. Consequently, in our discussion of customs, there is no need to employ the model of personal authority in order to recognize them as part of Halakhah, for (group) custom is recognized as a binding “legal source” by the guiding rules of Halakhah.
However, viewing hasidic customs and the ethos of kedushah as part of Halakhah presents a number of difficulties. I shall focus initially on the kedushah norms, and address the issue of custom afterwards. Firstly, in the case of kedushah, the tension between the “internal point of view” of the hasidim and the “external point of view” of theory is particularly prominent, such that the latter appears fairly counterintuitive. As has been stated, the hasidim of Gur, Slonim, and Toldes Aaron do not view kedushah as Halakhah, or even as custom. Secondly, from the external point of view, the kedushah norms appear weaker, in certain respects, than custom, and even more so than Halakhah. Yet, lastly, these norms appear stronger in other respects than custom, and perhaps even more than Halakhah. I shall now explain these remarks.
My underlying assumption is that for a certain norm to be considered full-fledged Halakhah, it needs to enjoy “universal” validity, even if the norm itself only belongs to a particular group. What does this mean? Imagine that an Ashkenazi Jew came to a Sephardi rabbi and asked him, “According to Halakhah, may I eat rice on Passover?” One may rightly assume that the Sephardi rabbi would answer as follows: “I personally eat rice on Passover, and this is the ruling I issue to the other Sephardi Jews who are members of my community. However, you follow the customs of your forefathers, and therefore it is forbidden.” In contrast, if a Gerer hasid came to a non-hasidic rabbi, or even a hasidic rabbi from a group which does observe particular “kedushah” norms, and asked him, “According to Halakhah, is it permitted or forbidden for me to engage in conjugal relations with my wife more than three times a month?” the rabbi would surely respond simply, “Yes.” Were the hasid to persist and proclaim, “But I am a Gerer hasid!” the rabbi would likely respond, “So what do you want from me? This a personal matter between you and your rabbi, or at the very least between you and God, but it has no relation to Halakhah.” Indeed, an Ashkenazi Jew who were to begin eating rice on Passover would be considered to have a weak commitment to Halakhah, while a Gerer Hasid who were to begin walking on the street together with his wife (assuming that their bedroom remains outside of the public eye) would be considered to have a weak commitment to Gur. The same applies to the hasid himself. A Gerer hasid who eats rice on Passover, and even more so, violates the sabbath, would feel himself to be a sinner and presumably repent; a Gerer hasid who violated the Takkunes would not consider himself to be a sinner, but rather as an unfaithful Gerer.
In other respects, the norms of kedushah are stronger than the norms of custom, and perhaps stronger even than those of Halakhah. I do not only have in mind the interesting remark by Rabbi Aaron Wertheim cited in the introduction to section 1: “For the individual Hasid, the traditions handed down within his own Hasidic court are far more important than specific laws in Shulhan ‘Arukh.”
 Indeed, I refer primarily to the level of social oversight accompanying these norms. Great efforts have been made in Gur, Slonim, and Toldes Aaron to implement the kedushah norms, whether through the rebbe’s sermons and private conversations with the hasidim, the active role of marriage counselors (who enjoy a prominent social standing in these groups), the education system, or the matchmaking process. No such mechanisms enforce the general observance of Halakhah, nor even the general observance of hasidic custom. Indeed, one might claim that it is because of the very weakness of these norms, which I described earlier, that they are in greater need of reinforcement than other, halakhic, norms, whose legitimacy, for the hasid, is unquestioned. This accords with the spirit of the Sages’ teaching: “The Sages have given more force to their provisions than to those of the Torah.”
 However, the question of motive is less important, for, ultimately, we are faced with a strong norm.
The obvious answer seems to be that the hasidic ethos—of which kedushah is a prime example—creates a unique type of norm, which may closely parallel other phenomena found elsewhere in orthodoxy. This norm is not set as a halakhic ruling, as I have described earlier; nor is it a custom, for custom is a halakhic norm. The hasidic ethos, rather, is a distinct normative sphere. It is closely bound to the halakhic sphere, for it is prevalent amongst a population associated with the religious mode of thinking, which views itself as bound to Halakhah—meaning, in contemporary terms, the orthodox Jewish mode of thinking. Furthermore, it serves as a second stratum added upon that of Halakhah. That being said, this ethos is not administered by a halakhic authority (most rebbes are not halakhic authorities), it does not emerge from any halakhic sources (not even from a rejected or contested position—the source of most halakhic stringencies), it is not bolstered by any halakhic or quasi-halakhic arguments, nor is it perceived as Halakhah (it is weaker than Halakhah, as we have seen). It possible, therefore, to view the hasidic ethos of kedushah as a distinct sub-system within the broader system of orthodox religious thinking of the past several hundred years. 
However, one must carefully note that kedushah also existed as an ethos in the 19th century, amongst the Kobrin and Kotzk hasidic groups, and seemingly remained an ethos into the 20th century, as it underwent a significant normative upgrade. In its new form, kedushah is an ethos of a different sort, more powerful and inclusive. The kedushah ethos of Kobrin and Kotzk was comparable to other hasidic ethoses, such as the zealotry of Sighet, the doubt and reconciliation of Izhbitza, the splendor of Ruzhin, and the self-nullification towards the Jewish people of Aleksander. These are all rather amorphous values, and there was no expectations that all members of a given hasidic group fulfill its ethos, let alone fulfill it in a uniform manner, as set by fixed standards and organized rules. Like these ethoses, the ethos of kedushah in the 19th century was primarily left to the individual, even as it served as a mark of group identification for those who took pride in it, just as the others were for their groups. The standardization of kedushah doubtlessly says something about its normative standing.
We are now engaging with slight nuances which make our analysis more challenging, but we must nevertheless make every effort to best understand the topic. It seems that we would not be mistaken in claiming that kedushah—in contrast to the other ethoses cited above—is proceeding to adopt the appearance of custom, even if in practice it has not acquired the latter’s standing. Stated differently, it is possible to speak of it as “custom-in-the-making.” “Custom-in-the-making” is a clearly defined norm aimed at a homogenous, socially powerful community which for various reasons has not yet developed into a “custom” in the halakhic sense of the word, that is, a custom recognized by the universal “Halakhah,” which the individual would be required to observe as a halakhic obligation. Due to its relatively “young age,” as well as the fact that it is largely concerned with intimate aspects of human life, kedushah today is not yet close to enjoying the standing of full-fledged custom. Its demanding nature has stirred up protest, and has led to certain changes in the level of its observance, at least amongst one of the hasidic groups which advocates for it (Gur). These changes and protests further hamper its ability to develop into a full-fledged custom. The kedushah norms may remain a “custom-in-the-making” and may not complete the process of development for some time, if at all. However, it is this very unique status, which leads to it being in an interesting intermediate category; which has no official standing in Halakhah, but nevertheless deserves a standing, or normative category, within the world of halakhic theory.
We may now return to hasidic customs of the 19th century. These customs, even at their inception, were not ethoses. They were not fluid values left to the individual’s discretion, but rather norms with clear standards, broad application, and social power. One may estimate—we have insufficient documentation to prove this claim—that already by the end of the 18th century social pressure was placed upon hasidim to fully observe these norms. That being said, they were not customs at this early stage. As I noted above, they could not be considered to be customs, because a custom is by necessity a multi-generational practice whose legitimacy is justified by the argument of “this is what I saw my father do, this is what I saw my grandfather do.” Many of the hasidic customs were in fact anti-custom when it came to old Ashkenazi custom, which aroused the ire of the Misnagdim. Nonetheless, they already fell into the category of “custom-in-the-making,” in accordance with the characteristics I noted above. 
With this new category, we may revive, in a more analytic manner, all five of the perceptions which we saw in the first section of the book, as well as their chronological placement. The early Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Lyadi did not view hasidic custom as custom in its traditional sense, because it stood in opposition to the prevalent custom of his region. It is possible—and I have refrained from stating so decisively—that the later Rabbi Shneur Zalman was faced with a different reality, and expected that these customs would soon be observed by the masses, thus turning into actual Halakhah, which the entire Jewish people would be obligated to follow. The halakhic undertaking he embarked upon, the writing of a second edition of his Shulhan ‘Arukh Harav, did not progress beyond its initial stages, leaving us uncertain as to how his revised Shulhan ‘Arukh would have appeared. Eventually, this mission was largely, although not entirely, completed by Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac of Komarno in his Shulhan Hatahor, two generations later. It seems that his idiosyncratic work only strengthened the perception of him as an eccentric figure shrouded in the world of mystical experience. Anyone with a more rational perspective would quickly realize that the attempt to transform hasidic custom into formal halakhic rulings for the entire Jewish people was destined to fail. This does not in any way detract from the remarkable nature of this work, nor from the idealistic vision of its author. The fact that Rabbi Ya'akov of Keidan maintained a similar stance is no proof otherwise: The latter author did not present a systematic position regarding the status of hasidic custom, and he appears to have adopted every available argument in his apologetic work.
Hasidic custom has been categorized as “Halakhah-in-the-making.” It is only "in the making" not because it never completed the process of developing into Halakhah for the entire Jewish people, but rather because it never stood a chance of becoming such. However, even if it was never “Halakhah-in-the-making,” it certainly was “custom-in-the-making.” In this matter, the story’s ending informs its beginning. When we saw Rabbi Shalom of Koidanov relating to hasidic custom simply as custom, like that of any community or region, we felt that we had finally arrived at the proper conclusion. However, this “reassuring” destination could only be reached after several generations, when the average hasid could declare, “This is what I saw my father and grandfather do.” 

Throughout the generations, few hasidic figures —with the exception of the limited attempt of Rabbi Ya'akov of Keidan and perhaps others—related to hasidic custom as actual custom. Their approach to hasidic custom largely reflects the “custom-in-the-making” model. The Yismah Moishe, who did not define these practices as custom, sought to invest them with obligatory force, at the very least on a communal scale, through the use of administrative authority, which allowed for an effective means of enforcement. The opposing positions which we saw, both to the left and right of the Yismah Moishe, are indicative of the vacillation between strength and weakness typical of “customs-in-the-making.” In our case, the recognition of one hasidic custom as a transgression (whether an 'averah lishmah, or an actual transgression, as Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch of Liske was prepared to admit) was certainly a weak stance. On the other hand, the position seeking to convince that hasidic custom is full-fledged Halakhah, as advocated by Rabbi Ya'akov of Keidan, is clearly a very strong stance. As I have noted, this latter position has no chance of being recognized, and as such, should be understand as a product of Rabbi Ya'akov’s apologetic campaign. His other argument, whereby hasidic custom is custom, appears to be quite reasonable, as well as anticipating the views of Rabbi Shalom of Koidanov. However, this claim is only stated very briefly as an alternative argument. It is nevertheless significant to a certain degree as a portent of the direction in which hasidic customs were progressing toward being recognized as ordinary custom. The following stage was marked by the work of Rabbi Avraham Yitzhak Sperling, and, shortly thereafter, Rabbi Shalom brought this position to its fully developed expression. Rabbi Menahem Mendel of Tchekhenov followed the same path and adopted the same perception. The dozens of hasidic custom books written after the Holocaust have served to make this view of hasidic custom as custom the dominant approach.
It is possible to view the two amorphous categories that I have presented here—custom-in-the-making and Halakhah-in-the-making—as lacking any independent existence, and rather, occupying a “grey zone” between two “real” categories. To a certain degree this is correct, for they do not exist in the halakhic literature itself. Since these categories are absent from the “internal point of view,” they therefore have no practical halakhic application. However, from the perspective of legal analysis, as well as sociological studies, these are extremely useful categories, which shed light on the processual nature of norms. Even more so, these categories, particularly custom-in-the-making, are characterized by a certain “behavior,” which should be studied more carefully than I have in the preliminary description presented here. In any case, if they are indeed accepted as different normative types of behavior, we find ourselves presented with a rich list of categories. In descending order: Halakhah, Halakhah-in-the-making, custom, custom-in-the-making, ethos, and lastly—the arguably normative category of “atmosphere,” which has not been discussed in the present context.
 This takes us back to the point with which I began: Holiness, in its variegated degrees, is determined in relation to the legal norm. The standard bar of "Jewish holiness" is the one set by the traditional Jewish law – the Halakhah and the accepted custom, and the higher bar is the one that goes beyond that. However, we have seen that Halakhah and custom themselves are divided to more subtle categories. At least two of these categories – Halakhah in the making and custom in the making – render the boundaries of law fluid. If that is not enough, the categories of ethos and atmosphere render the extra-legal realm even more fluid. If some readers are tempted to reach the fashionable conclusion that this fluidity blurs the boundaries altogether and annuls any possibility to categorize and classify – my answer is no. We did succeed in creating a helpful categorization of Jewish normative life through adding to the established concepts some new and more delicate ones. Indeed, the points of entry of the "wholly other" into the earthly life cannot be reduced to binary terms, but can and should be understood by richer and more subtle distinctions. 

Hasidism is only a case study, which aided us in discerning the existence and qualities of these categories, but they are by no means relevant to this case only. This bounty is an expression of the abundance of diverse forms of normativity created by, and which create, Jewish religiosity.

Appendices
Appendix I: A list of instructions for the first night, presumably written by R. Daniel Frisch:
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Appendix II: “The Wedding Day Letter” (Mikhtav yom hahupa).

Appendix III: "The Three Months Letter" (Mikhtav gimel hodashim)
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