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And there is no doubt, says the רהמ  that a person’s house is a central Torah, ל"
principle, for a house is ultimately a Godly, holy place1. Commenting on the 
Mishnah which says that one's home should be a meeting place of the 
Chachamim, the רהמ  says that the home is like the body of a person. Just as the ל"
body of a person receives its Chiyus, spirituality, and purpose from the soul, so 
too, a house should act as a receptacle for the Sechel.2  
 
The sacred.. 
Always felt by me to be “other-worldy” 
Always beyond reach of the little whiny olive-skinned boychikl 
Whose mind was concentrated on the ladies gallery rather than the siddur. 
 
What is this “chiyus” they keep on about in Hassidic discourse? 
This vitality? Is it related to sanctity or an alternative matrix? 
The divine breath of life that permeates and is incarnated in all things living? 
Why do the hassidic masters insist we get in touch with this “chiyus”? 
(Reb Hershey tells me he only gets it in the yiddish translation… “leibedig” 
 
If vitality, then all nature embodies it, is filled with it 
Thrives on it,  
But where is the sacred?  
this usual means divorced from, separated from, privileged spaces, 
Kedusha..with all this sacred ramifications boundaries in time space and person 
Seems to be the opposite of chiyus. 
 
I feel the sacred rarely only, 
Kol Nidre, dressed in my white kittel before the open ark, 
The notion that this night all is being seen by the One above, 
And the community joins in the sacred time annually. 
The seder night surrounded by grandchildren whose curious eyes and prepared 
Torah’s 
Are itching to be unloaded the angels in my life. 
Shabbat night at 3am struggling with my Degel 
I sense a Presence with me, an excitement as if his lips are moving from the grave 

                                                
רהמ 1 ןיאו 1 :ל" קפס  יכ  ותיב  רשא  םש  ותריד  אוה  רקיע  לודג  רשאכ  אוה  תיב  יקולא  שודק   ( ךרד םייחה  לע  תובא  שמ א"פ   ש"ע ד '

ראתמש ךיא  גוזה  לש  הנשמה  אב  ןקתל  תא  תיבה  )  
רהמ 2 תובא ,ל" ויהיו 2 :ד-א  ותיבב  םימכח  רבדו  הז  יואר  ותיבל  יכ  יואר  היהיש  ותיב  המוד  תיבל  אוהש  ףוגה  יכ  ףוגה  לש  םדא  לבקמ   ג 

לכשה כ" ןישודיק   
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Alongside me.3 
And rarely in the moment of love, as my heart empties into an-other, 
Completely absorbed and unaware of the burden of self for a brief moment. 
More recently when the Rebbe grabs my hand in the Friday evening tanzl 
After Sabbath services, and an electric-like sensation runs through me 
And I feel the sacred once more, washing the shmutz of the week form my soul. 
 
But this chiyus business is different, 
At least what I can make out from the Hassidic masters. 
Slowly it dawns on me, 
That the very feelings I have had…for so long, 
of life flowing through my veins 
The very intuition of things mortal, 
That deep gnawing sensation in my chest that my life is so fragile 
That each moment passing is on this trajectory into the finality of death… 
The very sense that every moment is already flowing into the past 
That what drives me this minute is already part of my history 
That forces way beyond my awareness  
From my birth through my death 
Has already been written in some future biography 
And the choices I make really are not mine. 
 
The energy of rising daily to face anew day 
The joy of living and the grief of loss 
The sense of the sacred in communal sharing 
The oceanic feeling of a choral cantata 
but also the naughtiness of passion, 
Watching my mother and aunt slowly die and lose their chiyus, their life force. 
These very feelings are in fact the “chiyus” I do not sense the sacred here. 
For I can only sense them in the context of their very ending. 
Within the road map defined by the utter tragedy of life itself, and my own mortality, 
At times during the very experience itself,  
The grief within the joy wells up, 
At others, the awareness of how fleeting it all is. 
 

                                                
3 Likutey Moharan 12, When a person learns with holiness and purity, learning something from which the Tzaddik 
taught, this brings about the aspect of Neshikin, kisses. At the time when the Tzaddik had originally spoke the Torah, 
his speak became the aspect of Oral Torah and a speaking spirit. 
Therefore, when we learn the Torah of the Tzaddik, we become attached to him but usually, this goes unnoticed and 
unrecognized but this is not so in the case of the Tzaddik. The Tzaddik's lips as taught by or Sages, move in his grave. 
He becomes alive so to speak, when his Torah's are said. 
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The sense of losing those of the prior generation one by one, in ever increasing 
frequency, 
And the knowing that our generation is next… 
Not too long away.. 
Nothing stands between us and la morte. 
The immediacy and sense of urgency..  
Of every day and every breath.. 
Now looming larger than ever. 
 
This “chiyus” this life breath, flux, ether 
Is the very stuff of their discourse, 
(And unlike Reb Hershey, 
I see no joy, or liveliness.) 
 
So what does it mean to make sacred? 
To realize the connection between the infinite One and the incarnated “chiyus”   
They keep insisting on? 
 
Reviewing the Rebbes below the notion seems more a reflection of their own 
Hassidic school, from the students of the magic to Reb Nachman and the third 
generation Psyzch school. (Shem MiShmuel).  
 
And this dawning for me is a demythological move whereby the sacred becomes the 
very incarnation of the divine in this world that animates it and thus totally dependent 
upon man to evoke the sacred nature through his perfecting his body, his very carnal 
nature. 
In a dualistic Lurianic world, man must determine how the divine is incarnated in 
the world by which way the chiyus descends, by his actions, intentionality, and purity 
of spirit. 
 
The world is not sacred, there is an infinite chasm between the divine and the natural 
order of the universe. Yet there is in this vacuum between the two the possibility of 
redemption of the spirit and the sacred might still occur but only under the agency 
of the adept. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NOTES 
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The Slabodka tradition claims it4 has to do with the enthusiasm for learning Torah. 
 

Rebbe Nachman meditates on this idea from an oblique angle: 
The chiyus of a person is his breath, as it states “And He breathed into him the 
breath of life” and also “all that has the soul of life in his nostrils”…so it turns out 
that the main ingredient of chiyus in all things the beaching of ruach/spirit and if 
there is a lack in any particular things the main deficiency is the bechina of the 
chiyus in that thing, which is the bechina of ruach chayim, the breath of life. 
 
 
Rebbe Nachman claims the chiyus of life is the spirit or life spirit based on the very 
divine breath exhaled into the first living being giving him a spirit. 
 
 

                                                
4  http://www.mishpacha.com/Browse/Article/122/Sparks-of-Slabodka-An-Exclusive-Interview-with-Rav-Baruch-
Mordche-Ezrachi “Is there an English word that can do justice to the term “chiyus”? Chiyus is not energy, nor vigor; 
not vibrancy, nor spirit. Chiyus is all of the above and then some — the ability to energize people around you, to light 
up a room with a good kushya (question) in learning, to electrify an audience with a poignant mussar thought. 
Chiyus isn’t physical, but spiritual. It is something I experienced some years ago, when the celebrated rosh yeshivahof 
Ateres Yisrael in Bayit Vegan, Rav Baruch Mordechai Ezrachi, came to visit my hometown of Montreal”. 



Sanctity vs Chiyus 

 

In his Torah 64 OF LIKUTEI MEHORAN he frames the notion go chiyus as part of 
the 

incarnation of the divine within the world… 
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Rabbeinu has tapped into the Lurianic myth of the Shattered vessels where divine 
sparks have fallen into the lower worlds and nevertheless they provide the very 
chiyus or life force that animates the world. 
 
 
But even earlier the Baal Shem Tov had defined chiyus as follows: 
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“Da” “know”, experience feel what is above you…is radically mis read to mean 
“know” feel, experience that whatever is above you in the spiritual worlds comes 
from within you. 
You are the holographic image of all the worlds and all depends upon your worship. 
Thus prayer, rather than petitionary, is actually validating and sustaining and giving 
chiyus to the upper spiritual worlds through this worship.  
Troping on the liturgical formal of the different angels, seraphim ophanim and 
chiyos…he puns on the word chiyus, with the word chiyus. Since the chaos are the 
most exalted angelic realms They provide spiritual flow to the lower realms and 
hence provide chiyus, or spiritual sustenance. 
 
 
For the first time the sanctity of the angelic world is now concomitant with the notion 
of divine vitality, not as merely the energy that infuses all matter but by association 
with sacredness. 
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The Great Maggid furthers this notion by tying it into the Lurianic corpus as follows: 
 
 
 
From the sefira of keter/ayin, comes the chiyus of the soul, and all the textual 
referents to the divine command to let the natural order come into being, came from 
the the divine speech, which then animated the world, and when a person mentions 
the blessing over the natural world he/she arouses the inner chiyus that animates 
the food that hid the verbal divine command to exist and liberates it. 
 
 
 
 His pupil the Me’or Einayim, Reb Menachem Bochum of Chernobyl extends this 
notion to suggest that without the performance of mitzvoth without excitement and 
enthusiasm there is no access to the keter/ayin/chiyus incarnated in that act and no 
access to the divine chiyus. 
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Troping on the semantic word Mitzvah as not so much a divine command but a 
connection (Tzavza) he bases his discourse on the paradoxical sefirat of peter which 
both connects the divine transcendent world with th immanent world by infusing it 
with chiyus as long as it is brought to awareness. It is the desire and enthusiasm 
(dveykus) that one brings to the performative aspects of the ritual that triggers the 
divine influx of chiyus. 
 
Further supporting this notion of Chiyus as divine vitality comes the Kedushas Levi, 
Reb Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev the oldest pupil of the Maggid: 

 
 
 
From the Midrash on the verse : 
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 ,ָךיֶהֹלֱא הָוהְי הָמ--לֵאָרְׂשִי ,הָּתַעְו  בי
-תֶא הָאְרִיְל-םִא יִּכ  :ְךָּמִעֵמ לֵאֹׁש
 ,ויָכָרְּד-לָכְּב תֶכֶלָל ָךיֶהֹלֱא הָוהְי
 הָוהְי-תֶא דֹבֲעַלְו ,ֹותֹא הָבֲהַאְלּו
 .ָךֶׁשְפַנ-לָכְבּו ָךְבָבְל-לָכְּב ,ָךיֶהֹלֱא

12 And now, Israel, what doth the LORD thy God 
require of thee, but to fear the LORD thy God, to 
walk in all His ways, and to love Him, and to serve 
the LORD thy God with all thy heart and with all thy 
soul; 

 
 
There is no “and now” other than the imperative to do penitence. For every person 
is duty bound to believe that every moment he/she receives chiyus from the divine 
…for every moment, this chiyus wishes to relieve itself form the person ( nd return 
to the divine source) and the divine sends every moment new chiyus to the person. 
 
Here too the chiyus infuses its life force into each person who is able to return it 
through ritual and divine awareness.  
 
 
The Shem Mishmuel, a third generation descendant of the Pshyska dynasty, and a 
19th century Polish Rebbe, defines chiyus as the intentionality a person brings to his 
worship… 
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“In those days saw I in Judah some treading winepresses on the sabbath, and bringing 
in heaps of corn, and lading asses therewith; as also wine, grapes, and figs, and all 
manner of burdens, which they brought into Jerusalem on the sabbath day; and I 
forewarned them in the day wherein they sold victuals.” 
 

וט םיִכְרֹּד   הָדּוהיִב  יִתיִאָר  הָּמֵהָה  םיִמָּיַּב  - לַע םיִסְמֹעְו  תֹומֵרֲעָה  םיִאיִבְמּו  תָּבַּׁשַּב  תֹוּתִּג  - ףַאְו םיִרֹמֲחַה  ןִיַי -

םיִנֵאְתּו םיִבָנֲע  לָכְו , - אָּׂשַמ ִםַלָׁשּורְי , םיִאיִבְמּו  תָּבַּׁשַה , םֹויְּב  דיִעָאָו ; דִיָצ , םָרְכִמ  םֹויְּב  . 
Neh. 13:16 
 
The desecration of the Sabbath allowed for the prophetic curse of the nations to exile 
the Israel and the fate of exile, befall the Israelites.  
So too the Rebbe suggests that the desecration of the the Sabbath allows the nations 
of the world to remove the rest and delight (onieg/keter) of the Sabbath.  
 
As long as Joseph was alive he triggered the chiyus in each and every one of his 
people  in opposition to the chiyus for sin or p’gam habris. 
 
In this dualistic work the chiyus becomes the very vitality for either good or evil. 
The good triggers his worship in integrity. All hinges on the archetype of Joseph 
who protects his sexual purity. If this is defiled then the divine force is withdrawn, 
but through the archetype of Joseph and sexual purity, the divine vitality is re-
infused, through the connection to purity and avoidance of immorality. In this way 
his notion of chiyus has to do with enthusiasm in the performance of mitzvoth and 
avoidance of rote which comes because of the sexual impurity violating the 
archetype of Joseph. 
 
Quoting from  midrash that Joseph represents the archetype of sexual purity. Just 
like the brain sends messages of “ruach chayim” vegetative life-force through the 
spinal cord to the rest of the body, so too spiritually in spiritual terms the feeling of 
spiritual life-force comes from the brain. If a person pollutes the maiden with sexual 
thoughts he then cuts off the flow of this spiritual chiyus. 
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The Rebbe speaks of old ideas of the sperm originating in the brain and passing 
through the spinal cord and basing the spiritual flux in a similar fashion. Maintaining 
the purity of sexual organ allows for the flow of chiyus and divine vitality using the 
same pathways. 
 
 


