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Abstract
The struggle with compulsive behavior has been addressed by human communities throughout history, though the frameworks for 
understanding and treating such struggles have varied dramatically across cultures and eras. In contemporary Western society, 
twelve-step programs-particularly Sex Addicts Anonymous (SA) and Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous (SLAA)-have emerged as 
primary resources for those seeking recovery from sexual addiction. These programs, descended from Alcoholics Anonymous, 
offer a structured spiritual path toward sobriety and psychological healing. Yet within traditional Judaism, particularly in the 
mystical tradition of Breslov Hasidism, an alternative framework for addressing sexual compulsion has existed for over two 
centuries: the Tikkun HaKlali and its associated practices of Tikkun HaBrit (rectification of the covenant).
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1. Introduction 

This essay undertakes a comparative analysis of these two approaches to recovery from 

sexual addiction. Despite their vastly different historical origins, theological frameworks, and 

cultural contexts, Breslov's Tikkun HaBrit and twelve-step programs share remarkable 

structural parallels: both acknowledge human powerlessness before compulsive forces, both 

emphasize reliance on a Higher Power, both require community support, both involve 

confession and accountability, and both promise transformation through sustained spiritual 

practice. At the same time, significant differences emerge in their understanding of the nature 

of sexual compulsion, the role of the individual versus cosmic dimensions of healing, and the 

ultimate goals of recovery. By examining these parallels and divergences, this essay aims to 

illuminate both traditions while exploring possibilities for integration. For Jewish individuals 

struggling with sexual addiction, understanding the consonances between Breslov practice 

and twelve-step methodology may open pathways for healing that honor both their religious 

heritage and contemporary therapeutic wisdom. 

 

1.1. Disease, Sin, and Cosmic Rupture 

The twelve-step understanding of addiction derives from the foundational insight of 

Alcoholics Anonymous: that alcoholism (and by extension, other compulsive behaviors) 

constitutes a disease rather than a moral failing. The "Big Book" of AA describes the 
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1. Introduction
This essay undertakes a comparative analysis of these two 
approaches to recovery from sexual addiction. Despite their vastly 
different historical origins, theological frameworks, and cultural 
contexts, Breslov’s Tikkun HaBrit and twelve-step programs 
share remarkable structural parallels: both acknowledge human 
powerlessness before compulsive forces, both emphasize reliance 
on a Higher Power, both require community support, both involve 
confession and accountability, and both promise transformation 
through sustained spiritual practice. At the same time, significant 
differences emerge in their understanding of the nature of sexual 
compulsion, the role of the individual versus cosmic dimensions 
of healing, and the ultimate goals of recovery. By examining 
these parallels and divergences, this essay aims to illuminate 
both traditions while exploring possibilities for integration. For 
Jewish individuals struggling with sexual addiction, understanding 
the consonances between Breslov practice and twelve-step 
methodology may open pathways for healing that honor both their 
religious heritage and contemporary therapeutic wisdom.

1.1.  Disease, Sin, and Cosmic Rupture
The twelve-step understanding of addiction derives from the 
foundational insight of Alcoholics Anonymous: that alcoholism 
(and by extension, other compulsive behaviors) constitutes 
a disease rather than a moral failing. The “Big Book” of AA 
describes the alcoholic as suffering from “an illness which 
only a spiritual experience will conquer.” This disease model 
revolutionized addiction treatment by removing the stigma of 
moral weakness while simultaneously insisting that recovery 
requires spiritual transformation. SA and SLAA inherited this 
framework, understanding sexual addiction as a progressive 
condition characterized by loss of control, continued behavior 
despite negative consequences, and an underlying spiritual malady.

The Breslov understanding of sexual transgression operates within 
a radically different conceptual universe. In Kabbalistic thought, 
sexuality is not merely a behavioral domain but a cosmic force 
with profound metaphysical implications. The sefirah of Yesod 
(Foundation) channels divine creative energy into the world; 
human sexual behavior either aligns with or disrupts this cosmic 
flow. Sexual transgression-particularly masturbation (hotza’at 
zera l’vatalah) and other violations of sexual boundaries-damages 
the soul and contributes to cosmic disharmony. As Yehuda Liebes 
has demonstrated, Rebbe Nachman’s Tikkun HaKlali addresses 
specifically this domain of spiritual damage, offering repair for 
what Kabbalistic literature calls pegam habrit, the blemish of 
the covenant. These frameworks—disease and cosmic rupture—
might appear incompatible, yet they share a crucial feature: both 
externalize the source of compulsive behavior beyond mere 
willpower. The addict suffers from a condition he cannot control 
through ordinary volition; the sinner has damaged spiritual 
structures that perpetuate harmful patterns. Both frameworks 
thus ground the first step of recovery in acknowledgment of 
powerlessness.

1.2.  The Question of Moral Responsibility
A significant tension exists between these frameworks regarding 
moral responsibility. The twelve-step disease model explicitly 
rejects moral condemnation of the addict’s past behavior while 
insisting on responsibility for recovery. Step Four’s “searching and 
fearless moral inventory” examines past wrongs not to induce guilt 
but to identify patterns requiring change. The emphasis falls on 
behavioral consequences rather than inherent sinfulness. Breslov 
maintains the traditional Jewish category of sin (chet, aveirah) 
while radically transforming its implications. Rebbe Nachman’s 
revolutionary teaching-”Ein shum ye’ush ba’olam klal”
(There is no despair in the world at all)-refuses to allow sin to 
become a source of paralyzing guilt. The Tikkun HaKlali promises 
that “even if his sins are very great,” the tzaddik will rescue the 
penitent “from the depths of hell.” Sin is acknowledged, taken 
with utmost seriousness, yet never permitted to become an obstacle 
to recovery. This dialectic of moral seriousness and radical hope 
finds a striking parallel in the twelve-step balance of inventory and 
acceptance.

1.3.  Powerlessness and Surrender: Step One and Bitul
The First Step of all twelve-step programs declares: “We admitted 
we were powerless over [our addiction]-that our lives had become 
unmanageable.” This admission of powerlessness constitutes the 
foundation of recovery, the paradoxical discovery that only by 
surrendering the illusion of control can the addict find freedom. SA 
and SLAA members learn to recognize the futility of willpower-
based strategies: “white-knuckling,” elaborate systems of self-
control, and promises to oneself inevitably fail before the power 
of addiction. Breslov Hasidism contains a parallel emphasis on 
human limitation, expressed through the concept of bitul (self-
nullification) and the recognition that spiritual achievement comes 
through divine grace rather than human effort. Rebbe Nachman 
taught extensively about the yetzer hara (evil inclination), 
particularly in its sexual dimension, as a force that cannot be 
defeated through direct confrontation. The harder one fights, the 
stronger it becomes; victory comes only through radical surrender 
to God and attachment to the tzaddik.

The practice of hitbodedut-the Breslov practice of secluded, 
spontaneous prayer—embodies this surrender. In hitbodedut, the 
practitioner pours out his heart to God in his native language, 
confessing failures, expressing despair, and ultimately surrendering 
to divine mercy. Joseph Weiss’s research on Breslov contemplative 
practice revealed how this exercise functions to dissolve ego-
defenses and open the individual to transformative grace. The 
parallel to the twelve-step practice of prayer and meditation (Step 
Eleven) is evident, though Breslov’s emphasis on emotional 
intensity and extended duration distinguishes its approach. Both 
traditions recognize that the initial admission of powerlessness 
must be continually renewed. Twelve-step literature speaks of 
“daily reprieve” rather than permanent cure; the recovering addict 
remains one decision away from relapse. Similarly, Breslov 
sources emphasize that the struggle with the yetzer hara continues 
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throughout life—hence the need for daily recitation of the Tikkun 
HaKlali and regular practice of hitbodedut. Recovery in both 
frameworks is a process rather than an event.

1.4.  The Higher Power: God, the Tzaddik, and the Group
The Second and Third Steps of twelve-step recovery introduce 
the concept of a Higher Power: “Came to believe that a Power 
greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity” and “Made a 
decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God 
as we understood Him.” The italicized phrase is crucial: twelve-
step spirituality deliberately avoids dogmatic theological content, 
welcoming participants of all religious backgrounds and none. The 
Higher Power may be understood as God, the universe, the group 
itself, or simply “a power greater than myself.”
Breslov offers no such theological flexibility. The God of Tikkun 
HaBrit is the God of Israel, the Ein Sof who contracted to create 
the world, whose sefirot structure the cosmos, and whose covenant 
with Israel demands sexual purity. Yet within this traditional 
framework, Breslov introduces a distinctive element: the tzaddik 
as mediator of divine power. Rebbe Nachman taught that the 
tzaddik serves as the channel through which God’s healing reaches 
even the most degraded soul. The promise attached to the Tikkun 
HaKlali—that Rebbe Nachman himself will rescue the practitioner 
from spiritual destruction—positions the tzaddik as an essential 
intermediary.

Arthur Green’s analysis of “the tzaddik as axis mundi” illuminates 
this function. The tzaddik embodies the sefirah of Yesod, precisely 
the cosmic structure damaged by sexual transgression. By attaching 
oneself to the tzaddik through his teachings and practices, the 
individual gains access to restorative power unavailable through 
personal effort. This mediated relationship to the divine finds no 
direct parallel in twelve-step spirituality, though the role of the 
sponsor—an experienced member who guides the newcomer 
through the steps—offers a structural analogue. The twelve-step 
fellowship itself functions as a collective “higher power” for many 
participants. The experience of shared struggle, mutual support, 
and collective wisdom creates what might be called a “horizontal 
transcendence”—the discovery that isolation perpetuates addiction 
while connection enables recovery. Breslov similarly emphasizes 
the chevra (fellowship) of Hasidim as essential to spiritual 
growth. Rebbe Nachman taught that gathering with fellow seekers 
strengthens resolve and enables practices impossible in isolation. 
The Rosh Hashanah gathering at Uman represents the apex of this 
communal dimension, where thousands join in collective prayer 
and the recitation of Tikkun Ha Klali.

1.5.  Confession, Inventory, and the Examined Life
Steps Four and Five of twelve-step recovery involve detailed self-
examination and disclosure: “Made a searching and fearless moral 
inventory of ourselves” and “Admitted to God, to ourselves, and 
to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.” These 
steps require the addict to catalog resentments, fears, harms done 
to others, and patterns of selfish behavior. The inventory is then 

shared with a sponsor or spiritual advisor, breaking the isolation 
and secrecy that sustain addiction. The practice of hitbodedut in 
Breslov serves an analogous function. Rebbe Nachman instructed 
his followers to speak to God “as one speaks to a friend,” confessing 
every failure and struggle in complete honesty. The Breslov text 
Hishtapchut HaNefesh (“Outpouring of the Soul”) compiled by 
Rabbi Alter of Teplik provides detailed guidance for this practice, 
emphasizing the importance of specificity and emotional honesty. 
Unlike formal vidui (confession) with its prescribed formulas, 
hitbodedut demands that the practitioner articulate his own 
particular struggles in his own words.

A significant difference emerges in the human dimension of 
disclosure. Twelve-step programs insist on sharing the inventory 
with “another human being,” recognizing that secrets perpetuate 
shame and that healing requires human witness. Breslov hitbodedut 
is typically practiced in solitude, addressed to God alone. However, 
the tradition of pidyon nefesh (redemption of the soul)—bringing 
one’s struggles to a rebbe or spiritual guide—provides a channel 
for human disclosure within the Hasidic framework. Additionally, 
the shared knowledge that other Hasidim practice hitbodedut and 
recite Tikkun HaKlali creates an implicit community of fellow 
strugglers, even without explicit disclosure of personal details. 
Both traditions understand that honest self-examination must be 
ongoing rather than a one-time event. Step Ten directs: “Continued 
to take personal inventory and when we were wrong promptly 
admitted it.” Similarly, Breslov teaches daily practice of cheshbon 
hanefesh (accounting of the soul), reviewing each day’s actions 
and attitudes. The Tikkun HaKlali itself, recited daily by many 
practitioners, serves as a regular ritual of acknowledgment and 
renewal.

1.6. Making Amends and Teshuvah: Repairing the Damage
Steps Eight and Nine address the relational damage caused by 
addiction: “Made a list of all persons we had harmed and became 
willing to make amends to them all” and “Made direct amends 
to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would 
injure them or others.” These steps recognize that addiction harms 
not only the addict but also family members, partners, and others 
caught in the wake of compulsive behavior. Recovery requires 
concrete action to repair these relationships. The Jewish concept of 
teshuvah (repentance/return) encompasses similar requirements. 
Maimonides codified that teshuvah for interpersonal wrongs 
requires seeking forgiveness from those harmed; sins “between man 
and his fellow” cannot be absolved through prayer alone. Breslov 
maintains this halakhic requirement while adding distinctive 
emphases. Rebbe Nachman taught that true teshuvah transforms 
past sins into merits, converting the energy of transgression into 
fuel for spiritual growth. This alchemical understanding of repair 
exceeds the twelve-step goal of making amends, envisioning not 
merely restoration but elevation.

The Tikkun HaKlali itself functions as a form of cosmic amends. 
Sexual transgression, in Kabbalistic understanding, damages 
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not only the individual soul and human relationships but the 
very structure of divine emanation. The ten Psalms, recited 
with proper intention, repair this cosmic damage—a dimension 
of amends entirely absent from twelve-step thinking. For the 
Breslov practitioner, recovery involves responsibility not only 
to those directly harmed but to the cosmos itself. Both traditions 
recognize that some damage cannot be fully repaired. Twelve-step 
literature speaks of “living amends”—ongoing changed behavior 
when direct restoration is impossible. Breslov speaks of tikkunim 
(rectifications) that may require extended effort across time. The 
emphasis in both cases falls on willingness and effort rather than 
complete success; what matters is the genuine commitment to 
repair.

1.7. Sustained Practice: Meetings, Rituals, and Daily 
Maintenance
Recovery in twelve-step programs requires ongoing participation: 
regular meeting attendance, contact with a sponsor, working with 
newcomers, and daily practice of Steps Ten and Eleven. The oft-
repeated slogan “meeting makers make it” reflects experience 
that isolation leads to relapse while connection sustains recovery. 
SA and SLAA meetings follow a predictable format—readings, 
sharing, and fellowship—that creates a ritual container for 
ongoing transformation. Breslov similarly emphasizes sustained 
daily practice. The Tikkun HaKlali, though often associated with 
the Uman pilgrimage, is traditionally recited daily by committed 
practitioners. Additional practices include hitbodedut (ideally for 
at least an hour daily), Tikkun Chatzot (the midnight lament for 
the destroyed Temple, with its associations to sexual rectification), 
immersion in the mikveh (ritual bath), and study of Rebbe 
Nachman’s teachings. These practices create a comprehensive 
daily structure supporting ongoing recovery.

The role of the community differs between the traditions. 
Twelve-step meetings occur frequently-daily in many locations—
providing regular contact with fellow recovering addicts. Breslov 
communities gather for prayer, study, and celebration, but the 
intensity varies; many practitioners live geographically distant 
from organized Breslov communities and maintain connection 
primarily through individual practice and periodic gatherings. The 
annual Rosh Hashanah pilgrimage to Uman serves as the supreme 
communal experience, but for most of the year, practice may be 
solitary. Modern technology has modified both traditions. Online 
SA and SLAA meetings now supplement or replace in-person 
gatherings for many members. Similarly, Breslov teachings, 
including guidance on Tikkun HaBrit, are widely available through 
websites, apps, and social media. The Na Nach movement within 
Breslov has been particularly active in digital outreach, making 
Rebbe Nachman’s teachings accessible to seekers worldwide. 
These developments create new possibilities for integration 
between the traditions.

1.8. The Goal: Sobriety, Spiritual Awakening, and Messianic 
Preparation
Twelve-step programs aim at “sobriety” and “spiritual awakening.” 
For SA and SLAA, sobriety involves abstinence from defined 
“bottom-line” behaviors—those sexual or romantic patterns 
identified as addictive for the particular individual. The Twelfth 
Step speaks of “a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps,” 
promising not merely behavioral change but transformation of 
character and consciousness. Many long-term members describe a 
quality of life in recovery that exceeds anything they experienced 
before addiction. Breslov’s goals extend further. Tikkun HaBrit aims 
not merely at behavioral change or even personal transformation 
but at cosmic repair. Every recitation of the Tikkun HaKlali, 
every hour of hitbodedut, contributes to the gathering of scattered 
divine sparks and the preparation for messianic redemption. The 
individual’s recovery from sexual compulsion participates in the 
healing of creation itself. As explored in Zvi Mark’s research on 
Rebbe Nachman’s messianic vision, the tzaddik prepared “all the 
rectifications for the Messiah,”-and his followers, practicing these 
rectifications, become agents of cosmic transformation.

This difference in scope carries practical implications. Twelve-step 
recovery, focused on the individual’s sobriety and spiritual growth, 
can be evaluated by observable outcomes: length of sobriety, 
quality of relationships, and emotional well-being. Breslov’s 
cosmic goals resist such measurement; one cannot observe the 
repair of the sefirah of Yesod or the advancement of messianic 
redemption. The practitioner must trust that his efforts matter on 
planes beyond the visible. Yet both traditions ultimately point 
toward freedom-freedom from compulsion, freedom for authentic 
living and loving. The recovering addict discovers the capacity 
for an intimate relationship previously impossible; the Breslov 
practitioner experiences simcha (joy) and devekut (cleaving to 
God) that addiction had blocked. Whether framed as sobriety 
or as tikkun, the goal is restoration of the capacity for authentic 
connection—with self, with others, and with the transcendent.

1.9. Toward Integration: Breslov Practice in Twelve-Step 
Recovery
For Jewish individuals struggling with sexual addiction, the 
parallels between Breslov practice and twelve-step methodology 
suggest possibilities for integration. Rather than viewing these 
as competing approaches, the recovering addict might draw on 
both traditions, allowing each to enrich and deepen the other. 
Several specific integrations present themselves. First, the Tikkun 
HaKlali can serve as a form of Step Eleven practice (“Sought 
through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact 
with God”). The ten Psalms provide a structured vehicle for daily 
prayer, specifically addressing sexual struggles. Second, hitbodedut 
can deepen the practice of Step Four inventory and Step Five 
disclosure, providing a framework for honest self-examination in 
dialogue with God. Third, the Breslov emphasis on simcha (joy) as 
essential to spiritual life can counter the grimness that sometimes 
characterizes early recovery, reminding the recovering addict that 
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healing is cause for celebration.

The Breslov teaching that “there is no despair at all” resonates 
powerfully with the twelve-step experience. Relapse, often a 
source of crushing shame, can be understood within the Breslov 
framework as simply another fall from which one rises. Rebbe 
Nachman taught that the tzaddik can reach anyone, “even if his 
sins are very great” -a promise that echoes AA’s assurance that 
“rarely have we seen a person fail who has thoroughly followed 
our path.” Both traditions insist on hope against despair, on the 
possibility of transformation regardless of past failures. Certain 
tensions require navigation. Twelve-step programs’ theological 
flexibility may sit uneasily with Breslov’s specific theological 
commitments. A practitioner attempting integration must decide 
whether to embrace Breslov’s full theological framework or to 
adapt its practices within a more general twelve-step spirituality. 
Additionally, the twelve-step emphasis on human fellowship 
may need supplementation for practitioners without access to 
Breslov communities; SA or SLAA meetings can provide the 
human connection that Breslov practice alone may not supply. 
The emerging field of religiously-integrated addiction treatment 
provides support for such integration. Research suggests that 
individuals whose recovery programs align with their religious 
identity demonstrate better outcomes than those experiencing 
conflict between treatment and faith. For observant Jews, Breslov-
informed twelve-step practice may offer a path that honors both 
traditions while drawing on the strengths of each.

1.10. Clinical Considerations: Benefits and Cautions
From a clinical perspective, both Breslov practice and twelve-
step programs offer evidence-informed elements for recovery 
from sexual addiction. The twelve-step model has accumulated 
decades of empirical support, though methodological challenges 
in addiction research complicate definitive conclusions. Breslov 
practices have not been subjected to a controlled study, but 
their structural parallels to evidence-supported interventions-
social support, behavioral commitment, spiritual practice, and 
cognitive reframing-suggest plausible mechanisms of therapeutic 
action. Several benefits of integration merit clinical attention. For 
religiously committed individuals, Breslov practice may provide 
a framework for understanding sexual compulsion that reduces 
shame while maintaining moral seriousness. The concept of pegam 
habrit locates the damage of sexual transgression in cosmological 
rather than personal terms, potentially relieving the toxic self-focus 
that characterizes addiction while nonetheless demanding change. 
Similarly, the twelve-step disease model may help traditionally 
observant individuals distinguish between sin requiring teshuvah 
and compulsion requiring treatment, enabling them to access 
therapeutic resources without experiencing theological conflict.

Cautions apply to both approaches. Twelve-step programs can 
become substitutes for professional treatment when clinical 
intervention is indicated; sexual addiction often co-occurs with 
trauma, mood disorders, and other conditions requiring specialized 

care. Similarly, exclusive reliance on spiritual practice may 
delay needed treatment. Breslov practice, like other forms of 
religious involvement, can potentially become rigid or obsessive, 
particularly for individuals prone to scrupulosity. The emphasis on 
sexual purity, if distorted, can fuel unhealthy shame rather than 
healthy accountability. Mental health professionals working with 
Jewish clients struggling with sexual addiction should consider 
exploring clients’ religious resources, including Breslov practices, 
as potential supports for recovery. Collaboration with rabbis 
and spiritual director’s familiar with both Breslov teaching and 
contemporary understandings of addiction can enhance treatment 
outcomes. The goal is integration—recovery that addresses 
behavioral, psychological, and spiritual dimensions while 
respecting the client’s religious identity and commitments.

2. Conclusion
The comparison between Breslov’s Tikkun HaBrit and twelve-
step recovery from sexual addiction reveals striking parallels: both 
traditions acknowledge human powerlessness before compulsive 
forces, both emphasize reliance on powers beyond the individual 
self, both require community support, both involve honest self-
examination and confession, both demand ongoing daily practice, 
and both promise transformation through sustained spiritual 
effort. These parallels suggest common insights into the nature of 
compulsion and recovery—insights arrived at independently within 
traditional Jewish mysticism and twentieth-century American 
therapeutic culture. Significant differences remain. Breslov 
understands sexual compulsion within a cosmic framework absent 
from twelve-step thinking; the Tikkun HaKlali repairs damage to 
the sefirot, contributes to messianic preparation, and depends on the 
mediation of the tzaddik. Twelve-step programs offer theological 
flexibility and empirical support that Breslov practice lacks. Each 
tradition has resources that the other does not provide. For Jewish 
individuals seeking recovery from sexual addiction, integration of 
these traditions offers promising possibilities. The Tikkun HaKlali 
can deepen twelve-step practice; twelve-step meetings can provide 
community for isolated practitioners. Rebbe Nachman’s teaching 
that “there is no despair at all” speaks directly to the recovering 
addict’s experience, offering hope grounded in two centuries of 
Breslov witness. The tzaddik who promised to rescue even those 
whose “sins are very great” extends his hand to those struggling 
with addiction, offering a narrow path through darkness toward 
healing and redemption. Ultimately, both traditions point toward 
the same destination: freedom from the bondage of compulsion, 
restoration of authentic relationships, and participation in 
something greater than oneself. Whether that “something greater” 
is understood as the Higher Power of twelve-step spirituality or 
the God of Israel whose cosmic repair proceeds through human 
effort, the path leads through honesty, surrender, community, and 
sustained practice toward a life no longer dominated by addiction. 
In the language of Breslov, this is tikkun; in twelve-step language, 
this is recovery. In either vocabulary, it is healing [1-10].
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