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Unit 14 Marriage  

Iggeret HaKodesh A Rishon who displayed an overall positive attitude towards marital intimacy on a 

theological basis. 

  'ב פרק 1ן"לרמב הקודש איגרת
 שראוי מה כפי הדבר כשיהיה ,ונקי קדוש ענין הוא זה חבור כי דע...

  2.הנכונה ובכוונה הראוי ובזמן
 

 ...ו"ח וכיעור גנאי יש הראוי בחבור כי אדם יחשוב ואל
 
 

 שגזרה מה כפי הכל את ברא שהשם מאמינים התורה בעלי כל אבל
 , חכמתו

 

Iggeret HaKodesh,4 Chapt. 2 
…Know that this essay is clean and holy and represents that which is 

appropriate at the appropriate time and with the correct 
intentions.5  

One should not think that this appropriate essay contains 
shamefulness or nastiness…. 

 
All should believe that God Created everything according to His 

Wisdom  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 IGGERET HA-KODESH (Heb. ׁש דֶּ ת ַהקֹּ רֶּ  Holy Epistle"), an anonymous 13th-century Kabbalistic work, since the" ;ִאגֶּ
14thcentury usually but wrongly attributed to Nachmanides. (In R. Lichtenstein’s article “On Marriage: Relationship 
and Relations”, p. 14, he writes, “often erroneously attributed to the RaMBaN”.) It has been suggested that the 
author might be R. Joseph b. Abraham Gikatilla, the friend and associate of R. Moses b. Shem Tov de Leon, author 
of the Zohar, but this has yet to be proven. In the selection and treatment of the subject the work is unusual 
among the writings of the early Kabbalists. Whereas the early Kabbalists wrote their popular ethical books in a 
manner which attempted to conceal their Kabbalistic ideology, Iggeret HaKodesh is primarily an ethical work 
written with its Kabbalistic ideas in full view. It may be said that this is the first popular work in which Kabbalistic 
teachings are applied to everyday behavior. It was not until three centuries later, in 16th-century Tzfat, that such 
applications were made on a large scale. The book's six chapters deal with the problems of leading a moral family 
life, giving particular emphasis to the way in which a pious Jew should conduct sexual intercourse with his wife. 
The hygiene and sanctity of sexual life are discussed in great detail. To a large degree the work is an anthology of 
quotations and interpretations of Talmudic and Midrashic sayings about sexual relations. The work may be 
regarded, moreover, as a polemical answer to both Aristotle and Maimonides who regarded sexual activity as 
being a lower, because less spiritual, level of life. The author of Iggeret HaKodesh upholds the sanctity of sexual 
relations provided, of course, that it is conducted strictly in accordance with rabbinic laws and instructions. The 
author's major thesis is that human sexual intercourse is a reflection of the mystical union in Kabbalistic writings 
between two of the divine Sefirot: Tiferet, the symbol for the husband in the heavenly world, and the Shechina, the 
symbol for the wife. Thus, there is a mystical significance to human sexual behavior whereby proper sexual 
relations between man and wife in this world contribute to the achievement of unity in the divine world… 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/judaica/ejud_0002_0009_0_09476.html  
2 The holiness of an action is not intrinsic to any object or thing, but rather a function of how man relates to it. 
Therefore, with regard to marital intimacy, if it occurs immodestly, at a time when laws such as Taharat 
HaMishpacha would preclude it, with thoughts and intentions that fall outside the bounds of what constitutes a 
true, respectful and loving relationship, then it will lack holiness, not because the act is innately inappropriate, but 
rather because human beings have engaged in it improperly. 
4 See fn. 1. 
5 See fn. 2.  

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/judaica/ejud_0002_0009_0_09476.html
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  3.כיעור או גנאי שיהיה דבר ברא ולא
 

 כלי הם המשגל כלי הנה, גנאי של דבר הוא שהחבור יאמר שאם
 , הגנות

 
  במאמרו בראם ת"השי והרי

  ",ויכוננך עשך הוא"( :ולב דברים) דכתיב
 

 כונניות הוא ברוך הקדוש שברא"( :נו) חולין במסכת ל"ואז
 . "באדם

 
 

 ובית שהוא מלמד --"עשוהו כבר אשר" :אמרו( יב, ב) קהלת ובמדרש
 . כנו על והושיבוהו ואבר אבר כל על נמנו דינו

 
 

 או חסרון משום בו שיש דבר י"הש ברא היאך, גנאי המשגל כלי ואם
  ?חלילה ,גנות

 
 

  ,תמימות הוא ברוך הקדוש של פעולותיו אלא
 
 

 . "פעלו תמים הצור"( :דלב שם) שנאמר
 

 טוב והנה עשה אשר  Isכל את אלקים וירא")בראשית א:לא(  ואומר

 ..."מאד

and did not Create anything shameful or disgusting.6  
 
For if this essay says something shameful, behold the sexual 

organs are the shameful organs,  
 
yet it was God Who Created them with His Word,  

as it says (Devarim 32:6) “He Created you, and Prepared 
you” … 

And the Rabbis say in Chullin 56b: “Which implies that the Holy 
One, Blessed Be He, Created in man every organ on its 
foundation (i.e., its proper place). 

 
And in the Midrash Kohelet 2:12 they say: "…Even that which has 

already been done”—this teaches that He and His Court voted 
regarding every organ and placed each one in its proper place.  

 
And if  the sexual organs were truly shameful, how could God have 

Created something deficient or shameful, God Forbid? 
 
But rather the Actions of the Holy One, Blessed Be He are 

whole/perfect,  
 
as it is said (Ibid 32:4) “The Rock, Perfect is His Deed”. 

 
And it says, (Beraishit 1:31) “And God Saw all that He Did, and 

behold it was very good.” 

 

Questions for thought and discussion: 

1.   The author of Iggeret HaKodesh appears to have a most positive insight not only into human 

sexual activity within the context of marriage, but, by extension all aspects of human 

behavior as well as the natural world in general. According to his premise, there is nothing in 

                                                           
3 Such an assumption becomes a theological issue. Man is not expected to simply live his life naturally and 
mechanically without reflection. Furthermore, the reflection of a Jewishly observant individual must include the 
assumption that God is the Creator of all things and therefore the natural universe is a window into God’s 
Intentions and Assumptions. This is in accordance with RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Yesodei HaTora 2:2 : 

What is the path (to attain) love and fear of Him? When a person contemplates His Wondrous and Great 
Deeds and Creations and appreciates His Infinite Wisdom that surpasses all comparison, he will 
immediately love, praise, and glorify (Him), yearning with tremendous desire to know (God's) Great 
Name, as David stated: (Tehillim 42:3) "My soul thirsts for the Lord, for the Living God". When he 
(continues) to reflect on these same matters, he will immediately recoil in awe and fear, appreciating how 
he is a tiny, lowly, and dark creature, standing with his flimsy, limited, wisdom before He Who is of Perfect 
Knowledge, as David stated: (Ibid. 8:4-5) "When I see Your Heavens, the Work of Your Fingers... (I wonder) 
what is man that You should Recall Him?"... 

6 See fn. 3.  
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our experience that is intrinsically disgusting or corrupt. In your opinion has he overstated 

his case, or do you find yourself agreeing with his assumption? Discuss.  

2.    The fact that the author is so positively disposed towards behavior that contemporaries of 

his have reacted to more ascetically, in my opinion, can be attributable to his mystical 

orientation (see fn. 1).  I have long thought that the manner by which R. Avraham Yitzchak 

HaKohen Kook was able to view secularists in the land of Israel in most positive terms was 

also due to his mysticism, whereby rather than focusing upon externalities, he was able to 

take the long view, and discern inner essences of holiness. Is taking on a mystical 

perspective a healthy way to deal with aspects of life that might otherwise appear 

objectionable, or is it unrealistic and can lead to misunderstanding that which is truly evil 

abhorrent and therefore to be proactively avoided? Discuss.  

3.    When considering a topic such as this one, should we pick and choose our sources in order 

to find those that are most supportive and inspiring, or must we also grapple with points of 

view, albeit articulated by those who lived in a different time or who approach life with 

different assumptions than we might, that are much narrower and dismissive of values like 

romantic love and the value of marital companionship? Discuss.  

4.    How does this approach pertain to a subject like theodicy?7 

Practical applications of the source:  

1.    Regarding what sorts of attitudes that we presently have towards various aspects of life, if 

we were to adopt the perspective of Iggeret HaKodesh, would there be changes for the 

better?  

                                                           
7 Theodicy (/θiːˈɒdɪsi/), in its most common form, attempts to answer the question why a good God permits the 
manifestation of evil. Theodicy addresses the evidential problem of evil by reconciling traditional divine 
characteristics of omni-benevolence, omnipotence, and omniscience, in either their absolute or relative form, with 
the occurrence of evil or suffering in the world. Unlike a defense, which tries to demonstrate that God's existence 
is logically possible in the light of evil, a theodicy provides a framework which claims to make God's existence 
probable… https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theodicy  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evil
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evidential_problem_of_evil
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Omnibenevolence
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Omnipotence
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Omniscience
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theodicy

