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THE ENDURING VISION OF
KOL DODI DOFEK

One aspect of the Rav’s legacy that is so exceptional is its simulta-
neous timeliness and timelessness. Much of the Rav’s thought is
grounded solidly in its contemporary context. His philosophi-

cal framework is firmly rooted in the intellectual zeitgeist and milieu of
his age; in addition, many of his works are responses to specific histori-
cal challenges. Despite this, as contemporary historical developments
unfold, the Rav’s writings continue to be relevant and important. The
degree to which the Rav’s works withstand the test of time is, I believe,
a testimony to the Rav’s singular intellect, as well as to his towering
moral fortitude.

Kol Dodi Dofek addresses both the most timely and timeless of
themes. Its central intent is to grapple with major upheavals in Jewish
history—the cataclysmic tragedy of the Holocaust and the return of
sovereignty to the Jewish people in their land. The magnitude of these
events demands that we confront them and evaluate their significance.
Yet the Rav places these contemporary historical challenges within a
broader context. He addresses our particular question within the con-
text of, as he himself notes, the most timeless of theological dilemmas—
that of theodicy: the endless—and seemingly unanswerable—problem
of the human experience in the face of evil. He then considers the ques-
tions of our time in light of the theory he constructs.

The fact that over the ages so many answers have been proposed to
the question of theodicy ultimately testifies to the unsatisfying nature of
most of them. When I pose the problem to my students, I find that
most of them initially respond mechanically with answers that maintain
either God’s goodness or His justice. (Either suffering is deserved, or it
is ultimately for the best, or it is worthwhile because payback will be
received in the World to Come). More sophisticated thinkers approach
the dilemma from the opposite direction; indeed, suffering and evil are
genuine, but we overestimate God’s involvement in their realization. I
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have found that both of these approaches lead to emotionally, intellec-
tually, and theologically troubling waters.  

The Rav refuses to relinquish either man’s dignity or God’s sover-
eignty. Instead, like Rambam, the ultimate rationalist, who has the
humility to assert that some questions regarding God’s ways are ulti-
mately beyond the realm of human comprehension, the Rav cuts the
Gordian knot. He puts an end to unproductive and futile questioning
and reopens the discussion on different, more constructive footing. His
classic formulation counsels us to cease our fruitless and frustrating
quest for the reasons for evil and instead to place our feet on the chal-
lenging, difficult, but ultimately productive path of forging individual
purpose and meaning out of our life’s struggles. The Rav utilizes this
ageless philosophical and theological dilemma as a springboard from
which to articulate an approach to life itself.

The Rav develops this approach in his description of the “man of
fate” and the “man of destiny.” He exhorts us to confront life fearlessly.
His sharp critique of the standard responses to the problems of theodicy
(adopted by the man of fate) dismisses them as attempts to hide behind
self-pity or as cowardice masquerading as intellectualism. In an existen-
tialist affirmation of the legitimacy of admitting the reality of human
suffering, he refuses to insult our intellect or experience and refuses to
force man to suffer the indignity of denial of his pain. Instead, he con-
veys his consistent belief in man’s potential for greatness in his descrip-
tion of the man of destiny and of his ultimate mission: self-actualiza-
tion. For the Rav, creativity is a value of paramount importance; it is
nothing less than the ultimate expression of imitatio Dei (imitating
God). The supreme act of creativity expresses itself in self-creation:
transforming one’s self in light of the obstacles posed by one’s individ-
ual fortune, rather than falling victim to them. The Rav compels us to
engage life with individuality, responsibility, uniqueness, and purpose.
He grounds his ideas in our classic texts, forging an authentic approach
rooted in traditional Jewish sources. 

Kol Dodi Dofek provides us with an approach to an ever-present
question which is educationally sound, morally honest, and religiously
satisfying. Moreover, the Rav transforms an unanswerable dilemma into
a challenge that has the power to redirect the course of our lives. 

The Rav then applies this framework of thought to the historical
challenges of our day: confronting the Holocaust and its relationship to
the establishment of the State of Israel. A particularly thorny aspect of
this issue is the question of the correlation between these two major
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events. On the one hand, to ignore or deny any theological or historical
connection between them feels problematic, almost an affront to the
divine hand that, we steadfastly assert, guides the historical process. On
the other hand, to assign any reason, or purpose, to the horrific martyr-
dom of six million men, women, and children feels equally morally
untenable. 

The Rav refuses to fall into either of these traps, which, it must be
noted honestly, is not the case with regard to many great thinkers and
religious leaders of our era. Instead, he develops an overarching theory
of Jewish history, which resonates with authenticity to the Tanakh
scholar and the student of Jewish philosophy.1 In short, after genera-
tions of galut (the estrangement between God and His people), the
establishment of the State of Israel signals God’s readiness to be recon-
ciled with His beloved nation. The State of Israel is an opportunity to
transform Jewish history, and it therefore becomes the redemptive focus
through which we can infuse meaning into the incomprehensible black
hole that is the Holocaust. To ignore this divine summons demon-
strates blindness to the historical processes of Jewish history, lack of
appreciation of a great gift and blessing, as well as a tragic, immoral
squandering of human suffering. 

Thus, the approach the Rav outlined as a response to individual suf-
fering and redemption recurs on the national level. The Rav builds a
framework that enables us to orient ourselves historically and provides
us with the intellectual and emotional means with which to confront
the questions and challenges posed by our era. He provides us with a
meaningful approach, so that we find ourselves charged with a mission
and a challenge to be met, both individually and collectively. He leaves
us uplifted and inspired to strive to actualize the potential latent within
our own personalities and within the historical moment that we have
been granted. 

Let me add a personal aside. This approach is significant, because it
provides a cogent, compelling philosophical and theological foundation
for religious-Zionism. Yet for those already committed to this viewpoint
it has another important implication. Those determined to undertake
this historic challenge often find themselves discouraged. Though emo-
tionally undaunted by threats to the State’s physical existence, they can
find themselves disheartened by internal challenges (political and social
divisions, social injustice, moral deterioration), all of which may lead to
the despairing conclusion that we are inadequate to the task. But Kol
Dodi Dofek does not allow us that luxury. God has decreed that this is
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the moment we must seize. Thus, the historic attempt to rebuild the
State of Israel is not merely an opportunity, or an exercise in wish fulfill-
ment. It is a privilege, but it is also an obligation. It is the charge of his-
tory, which may not be relinquished even in the face of difficulty.
Personally, I find this approach oddly comforting.

From a literary and educational point of view, the sections on hah-
matsat ha-sha’a (seizing the historical moment) and the “six knocks”
constitute the most accessible and moving portion of the essay. Written
in inspiring, almost poetic language, the Rav clearly articulates the fac-
tors that, to him, indicate divine intervention in our time, including the
political and military “miracles” of 1948, the exhilaration of realizing
that after thousands of years of persecution Jews are fighting back in
self-defense, and the phenomenon of kibbuts galuyot to a homeland
whose doors are always open. The Rav’s description, written in 1956,
stands as a testament to a momentous milestone in Jewish history. Yet
as the history of the Jewish State unfolds, we find that these themes are
revisited again and again. Thus, this portion of the essay serves as a
reminder, as a restorative, and frequently, even as a fortuitous descrip-
tion of current circumstances.

I have heard much made of the question of the extent and nature of
the Rav’s Zionism. To what degree can the Rav be considered a
Zionist? What about the nature of his endorsement of the State? If it is
conditional upon the State’s ultimate results, does this differentiate his
philosophy from that of other modern thinkers, such as Rav Kook?

In my opinion, pedagogically, these questions are not to the point.
Instead, what is worth focusing on are the questions the Rav poses. Are
we living up to our historical obligation? Are we meeting the needs of
our time? If we fall short, does that lessen our right to critique those
who undertook or undertake the task in our absence? The Rav asks
these questions in Kol Dodi Dofek, evaluates our lapses and errors from
his perspective, and records his own personal conclusions. We ought to
ask ourselves the same questions. What is the tsav ha-sha’a (the most
pressing problem) of our day? How should we, personally and commu-
nally, respond to these challenges? When asked and answered honestly,
these questions may well affect our behavior and life decisions.

Finally, the Rav turns to the difficult question of Jewish national
identity in the modern era. In the past, the definition of Judaism, and
of the Jewish people, was more or less straightforward: it included those
who subscribed to the behavior and obligations prescribed by Jewish
law. This description falls apart in the modern era, posing a dilemma to
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the modern thinker. On the one hand, for the observant Jew, to dismiss
Torah u-mitsvot as the underpinnings of the Jewish nation seems uncon-
scionably cavalier. On the other hand, to discount the majority of Jews
of our time is also unsatisfactory.2

Again, the Rav’s explanation meets both needs at once. He formu-
lates a le-khathila (ideal, a prioi) and be-di’avad (a posteriori) approach to
the question. In doing so, he once more elevates the problem at hand,
transforming it from a frustration to be borne into a challenge to be met. 

On one level, the Jewish people are defined by their collective lot.
They are united by their common experiences, common suffering, and
mutual sense of responsibility. In short, they are united by their com-
mon fate (corresponding to the man of fate at the beginning of the
essay). However, this is only one aspect of the makeup of the Jewish
people. Ideally, they are also defined by a common purpose and a com-
mon vision. Their mission is to transform their fate into destiny. They
must forge themselves into a purposeful people, united around the goal
of fulfilling their ultimate covenant with God. They are to be God’s
nation, modeling justice and actualizing the desire to realize God’s will
in this world. 

Therefore, on a fundamental level, the goals of the ordinary Israeli
are reasonable and understandable. It makes sense to view the State as a
means to achieve normalcy, to relieve the pressure of the oppressive
common lot of the Jew, and to disencumber the Jewish people of the
“aloneness” (bodedut, in the Rav’s parlance) that has plagued them for
generations. The religious person can accept this as a reasonable and
desirable goal, but it cannot stand on its own as the final objective of
the Jewish State. Ultimately, for the religious Jew, the nation must
strive toward a greater purpose and transform the “aloneness” of fate
into the “uniqueness” (levadiyut) of destiny. As opposed to bodedut,
levadiyut is not a condition to be feared, but, when actualized, a posi-
tion of which to be proud.

The Rav’s approach helps us define ourselves as a nation, and pro-
vides us with vision in a postmodern era, when the Zionist ideals of pre-
vious generations are under attack from every side.  In addition, his for-
mulation provides us with a method for approaching one of the most
critical problems of our day: the disparity of perspective between the
religious and the secular regarding the ideal nature of the State, as well
as the question of our relationship to the larger, secular society of which
we are part.3

Taken to its logical conclusion, the Rav’s approach suggests a shift
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in focus for religious-Zionism. The ultimate goal is to ensure that the
nation as a whole chooses to elevate itself from fate to destiny. This, to
my mind, cannot be imposed externally, but must be the result of a
mutual, communal realization and decision on the part of the people as
a whole. One part of the nation cannot impose its vision onto another,
no matter how convinced its members are of its ultimate truth. In addi-
tion, viewed from this perspective, it becomes clear that before any
other national agenda, the first priority must be to focus inward, with
the emphasis placed on preserving our collective national connection to
traditional and historic roots and values. 

Israeli society has reached a point at which common language no
longer exists between its factions. National dialogue, let alone consen-
sus, seems to be a far off dream, if not an impossibility.  The society as a
whole sees the values of each group as antithetical to those of the other
(e.g., religious fervor versus human rights; the value of peace versus
attachment to the land). Before we can become a nation moving
toward a common destiny, we first have to find a way to communicate.
Then we must determine how to combine all of our values in some type
of coherent fashion.  

Therefore, only after some very basic groundwork has been accom-
plished can there be any thought of moving forward to forging a
national vision or common self-conception.  And only after there is
general consensus or a mutual self-concept can there be any hope of
moving toward the ultimate vision of Kol Dodi Dofek: a nation bound
in servitude to God’s word, that defines itself not as alone, not as out-
cast, but rather as unique and singular, a nation that sees as its goal the
modeling of the finest implementations of God’s justice and morality in
this world.  

NOTES

1. See Sefer ha-Kuzari II:24; Rav Kook, Orot, 115; and many others.
2. Rav Kook grapples with similar issues and reaches a conclusion with paral-

lels to that of the Rav. See Rav Kook, Ma’amarei ha-Re’iyah: Al Bamotenu
Halalim (Jerusalem: Ha-Keren Golda Katz, 1984), 89.

3. Incidentally, this is where I believe comparisons to Rav Kook are in place.


