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I.

T he breadth, variety, and elusiveness of some of R. Kook’s writ-
ings, and the magnetic and controversial character of his person 
and career, make it nearly impossible to capture him. Prof. 

Yehuda Mirsky quotes R. Kook’s contemporaries. The young Agnon 
“had a hard time following [R. Kook’s] Lithuanian-accented Hebrew and 
the rush of his ideas. Czaczkes [Agnon] noted that the congregation 
seemed ‘not like people listening to a sermon, but like listeners to songs 
and hymns from a sacred mouth, such that the soul listens as much as it 
can.’” If contemporaries of R. Kook had trouble grasping him, how suc-
cessful can biographers be a century later? Mirsky quotes another con-
temporary: “One never heard idle chatter from [R. Kook]. On the 
contrary, you felt that his words, in person or print, were just missing 
their full expression, and that he was offering you just a little of what he 
had. . . ” And another contemporary: “Yet when it comes down to it, you 
can’t really grasp him either.” “Indeed,” Mirsky writes, “the more you try 
to grasp him, the more elusive R. Kook becomes.” As if throwing up his 
hands in ultimate futility, Mirsky, upon settling for an approach to 
R. Kook, paradoxically unveils an illuminating fi eld of biographical in-
sight and philosophical refl ection.
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A further paradox: Mirsky, knowing that the subject itself is ultimately 
beyond the written word, of necessity must introduce personal judgments. 
That introduction, a refl ection of the writer, the outsider, enables the reader 
to get closer to the subject than if the presumption were made to capture 
the subject in toto. For when words must fail, the author’s judgments invite 
the reader to respond to them, to make judgments of his own, which, again 
of necessity, a subject like R. Kook invites in full. One may stand in silent 
awe of R. Kook, or one may respond to the ultimately attenuated picture 
than even so skilled an author as Mirsky must draw. I count myself among 
those who stand in silent awe of R. Kook, even as I benefi t from Mirsky’s 
synthesis of the life and thought of the fi rst chief rabbi of Palestine. R. 
Kook magnetized to himself his prime disciple, Rabbi Yaakov Moshe 
Charlop, in their fi rst meeting without speaking a word. R. Kook was 
chanting Adkamut on Shavuot at sunrise; R. Charlop, who was there, had 
never even seen R. Kook. The chanting — everything that went into that 
chanting — bound the soul of the one to the other for life. Of that, I stand 
in silent awe. But if there have to be words and judgments, Yehuda Mirsky 
sets forth a wide spectrum, including his own.

Mirsky, of course, is hardly the only scholar, polemicist, or disciple 
working in the vineyards of R. Kook. Major or minor works on him ap-
pear regularly, each with its own perspective. What distinguishes Mirsky’s 
volume is twofold: the beauty of its language and the concision and clar-
ity of its synthesis. Rav. Kook bodies forth a lyrical quality of its own, as if 
inspired by its subject. What makes many learned works on R. Kook fall 
fl at is the inadequacy of their translation of R. Kook’s inspired yet some-
times impenetrable thinking. Mirksy’s volume is fi lled with pellucid and 
indeed soaring translations of R. Kook’s extraordinarily diffi cult writings, 
befi tting the tone of the original. Encased within Mirsky’s engaging form 
is the interaction of R. Kook‘s writings and his professional occupations 
at each stage of his life — cross-pollinated adjacencies of both intellectual 
history and biography. Mirsky is sure-footed in the currents of thought 
and history in both Jewish society and Western civilization during 
R. Kook’s life (with the exception of musar, on which more below). 
Mirsky etches R. Kook and his thought against the broader canvas in 
which they unfold.

Chapter One, “‘No Ordinary Rabbi’: Grieva, Volozhin, Zeimel, 
Boisk” (1865-1904), has this epigraph: “He [R. Kook] told me that his 
parents used to argue over whether he would become an ascetic Mitnag-
dic rabbi or a Hasidic master.” R. Kook, of course, melded both. Mirsky’s 
opening chapter traces the infl uences and inner strivings that yielded this 
transmutation.



TRADITION

68

Chapter Two, “The New Will Be Holy: Jaffa” (1904-1914), has this 
epigraph: “Jaffa, a small community. . . but very strange. All shuddering, 
boiling and bubbling. Taut and ready. All kinds of parties and streams, di-
rections and inclinations. Wars among them, of words, of course. . . Every-
thing is fl oating, changing, shifting form. And there’s a rabbi, a genius, 
rhetorician and a bit of a poet, so different from the rabbis you’ve known 
or even appreciated in your life. . . . ” Mirsky unfolds R. Kook’s growth in 
dynamic Jaffa: his embrace of the holy land and its strivings; his strict en-
forcement of halakhic standards alongside outreach to secular writers and 
pioneers; his grappling with rabbinic and secular ideologues, so radically at 
odds with each other; and his nascent writings — volcanic attempts to place 
the bubbling and boiling shifts around and within him under a single can-
opy, and halakhic rulings on a vital issue of the day, shemitta.

Chapter Three, “The Mists of Purity,” has this epigraph, quoting 
R. Kook: “Great rivers splash in my heart. Great and wide fountains are 
opening before me . . . My language is too short and wary to reveal the 
smallest bit of the freshness of the light of spiritual life that fi lls me up. . . . ” 
This chapter, an elucidation of R. Kook’s vivid, teeming journals, is a tour 
de force.

Chapter Four, “The Gruesome Rites of Spring: St. Gallen, London, 
and the Great War (1914-1919),” traces R. Kook’s exile during World 
War I in Switzerland and England, and his disturbing, initial participation 
with other Jewish intellectuals of the time (Buber, Cohen) in welcoming 
the war. Soon enough R. Kook came to be horrifi ed by the war. Mirsky 
shows how the massive violence forced R. Kook’s thought into different 
directions.

Chapter Five, “Dear, Wounded Brothers: Jerusalem (1919-1935),” 
covers much ground: R. Kook’s election as chief rabbi of Jerusalem and 
then of Palestine; his independence of everyone from the British manda-
tory authorities to the Mizrachi party (whose pro-women’s suffrage posi-
tion he ruled unhalakhic); the tragic death of the Kooks’ daughter; his 
continuing writings and publications, edited by his son in a way that, in 
Mirsky’s view, blunted R. Kook’s more radical ideas; his relations with 
disciples, scholars, and rabbinic opponents; his tour of America;1 his 
speech at the dedication of The Hebrew University; his founding of the 
chief rabbinate and a yeshiva, and their fate; his heroic attempt to 

1 Mirsky’s listing of Rav Kook’s itinerary omits Denver. Another factual error: 
Mirsky writes that Reb Aryeh Levine, a disciple of Rav Kook, married a sister-in-law of 
R. Zvi Pesach Frank, and that she was the daughter of R. Shlomo Eliashiv. However, 
she was the daughter of R. David Shapiro of Kovno, Lithuania.
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ameliorate the effects of the 1929 riots; and his role in the Arlosoroff af-
fair, which complicated his relations with the Zionist left, as his earlier 
position on suffrage had complicated with his relations with the Zionist 
right.

The concluding chapter is an impassioned survey of R. Kook’s legacy.

II.

One needs to develop a language appropriate to one’s subject. There is a 
certain set of words that recurs throughout this volume. Among the 
terms in this set are “anxieties,” “ambivalence,” “struggle,” “disorder,” 
“confl ict,” “contradictions,” “antinomies,” “squaring circles.” These 
terms belong in a book on R. Kook — one might even say that they 
belong at the heart of a book on R. Kook — whose constellation of 
concerns, aspirations, ideas, spiritual interests, and practical involvements 
can strike one as being dialetical and refl ecting ambivalence, contradic-
tion, and struggle. For a great, even legendary Talmudist who hews scru-
pulously to the canons of halakhic analysis to see not only a positive but 
even a necessary prelude to the coming of the Messiah in secular, sinning, 
heretical Zionism can indeed strike one as contradictory. For a person 
who strives to keep within his orbit both the rabbinical sages in Jerusalem 
some of whom are suspicious of his outreach to secular Zionists, and the 
new breed of Jew that Palestine’s early secular Zionists sought to nurture — 
for such a person to refer to himself as torn can seem inevitable. For a 
person who extends the reach of repentance far beyond his own sins, cast-
ing “a broad forgiveness to the nearest to him fi rst, on the branches of the 
roots of the soul, and on his family, his loved ones, his generation, and his 
world, and all worlds,” Mirsky’s summation of R. Kook as “on a knife-
edge between despair and exhilaration” can seem compelling.

And yet — and yet. I should have been happier had Mirsky proffered 
a deeper analysis at least as a possibility, and asked: For a rabbi who struck 
the great preponderance of his contemporaries as a holy man, for a man 
who already in his thirties was regularly referred to by the glorifi cations 
and exaltations usually reserved for Jewish spiritual adepts thirty (or 
more) years his senior, for a man whose image today might suffer from a 
posthumous, revisionist prism that has him more controversial now than 
he might have been in his own time (on which more below) — that is, for 
a man who elicited an overwhelming, contemporaneous sense of awe and 
respect, the opposition of certain rabbinical elites notwithstanding — is it 
not possible, or probable, that the “model” of complexity internal to 
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R. Kook was, simply, inaccessible to mere mortals like us? That R. Kook’s 
model for holding in his own soul what Mirsky might term the jagged 
cross-currents of his life was more integrated, whole, and serene than 
Mirsky gives him credit for? After all, if I read Mirsky correctly, R. Kook 
embraced the conditions in which he worked; he relished them. When 
R. Kook suffered an involuntary exile at the beginning of World War I in 
St. Gallen, Switzerland, he hungered to be back in the saddle, and, when 
offered a rabbinic position in London in 1915, he wanted to “get off the 
sidelines.” Then, at the end of the war, when R. Kook accepted the new 
position of chief rabbi of Jerusalem, he “was recovering his best self,” as 
Mirsky put it. Is it not likely that this towering soul, “mysteriously com-
pelling, staggeringly learned, obviously brilliant, undoubtedly saintly” — 
a single page of whose yearnings to express ultimate unities can leave one 
grasping for understanding, now and forever — worked from a gyro-
scopic point that bespoke a wholeness beyond the rest of us, the less 
gifted, who, in portraying him, can only fall back on “dialectics” and 
“contradiction”? To be sure, R. Kook himself at times uses these or simi-
lar terms about himself, seemingly a straightforward verifi cation of their 
appropriateness in a biography of him. Appropriate, yes; controlling, no. 
Useful, yes; comprehensive, no. R. Kook, if anything, was larger than his 
language. His life, including his inner life, was more unifi ed than the al-
most endless angles from which we view it, since his impact on others 
came across as calming, elevating, engaging, affi rming, transforming. 
“Inner strife” is not the image one associates with what R. Kook con-
veyed. When R. Kook’s disciple, David Cohen, who became known as the 
Nazir, fi rst set out to meet R. Kook, Cohen knew no rest. Then, “it was 
early in the morning and I heard steps [of R. Kook] to and fro, in the 
morning blessings . . . in a supreme song and melody . . . and I listened, 
and I was turned upside down and became a different man.”

Observe: Mirsky, after his resplendent presentation of R. Kook’s jour-
nals (“The Mists of Purity”), aptly summons a centripetal context: “One 
staggering feature of R. Kook’s journals is that he wrote and recorded 
these far-reaching ideas and stunning religious experiences while fully en-
gaged in a very busy public life as both communal leader and rabbinic 
authority. He wrote these revelations on days when his offi cial duties in-
cluded rendering halakhic opinions, allocating charitable funds, teaching, 
negotiating with the communal heads of Jaffa, meeting an endless stream 
of visitors. The crush of his responsibilities came to a head in the summer 
of 1914. . . ” One item in this list, I submit, should not be included: “ren-
dering halakhic opinions.” R. Kook, no matter how great the press of his 
public responsibilities, and no matter how overwhelming the private, 
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written expression of his revelations, sustained a major commitment to 
the study of Torah, day by day. Torah study, ideally for everyone, but 
certainly for a person of R. Kook’s encyclopedic range and acuity, imparts 
simha, elevation, illumination, connection, in a way that nothing else can, 
especially for a person whose halakhic output was so great; and even as I 
freely grant that certain halakhic rulings, such as those dealing with agu-
not or the poor, can entail struggle. R. Kook’s status as a major halakhic 
decisor was not just something added onto an already impressive resume. 
It was not just one more remarkable thing he did. It was of his essence. 
And the elevation and illumination it entailed were of a piece with, per-
haps even a spur to — certainly not in opposition to — the strivings of his 
soul.

Mirsky writes about R.Kook’s period as chief rabbi of Palestine: “He 
invested much time and effort in other projects too. One was his super-
commentary on the Gaon of Vilna’s terse glosses to Yoseph Karo’s 
sixteenth-century authoritative code. . . A second project, begun just after 
the Balfour Declaration was issued, was the annotation of the entire Tal-
mud. . . Taken together, the projects were meant to streamline Talmudic 
and halakhic study and refi t them for nation building.” As one who works 
on a supercommentary on the Vilna Gaon’s glosses daily, I fi nd that the 
very last word — absolutely the last word — that would come to mind 
about the Gaon’s Biur ha-Gra, whether glossed or unglossed, is “stream-
line.” Biur ha-Gra is dense in the extreme. Rabbi Aharon Kotler, not to 
mention lesser lights, have been known to contemplate a single comment 
of Biur ha-Gra for years before coming up with an adequate explanation. 
My edition of R. Kook’s supercommentary on Biur ha-Gra contains no 
introduction by him. In the absence of any direct statement by him that 
he undertook this effort to streamline the Gaon’s glosses for nation build-
ing, I regard it as far more likely that he undertook it from sheer love of 
Torah study, from the blessed struggle and tranquility that the study of 
Biur ha-Gra engendered.2 

2 See, for example, Be’er Eliyahu (R. Kook’s commentary on Biur ha-Gra), Hoshen 
Mishpat, 2:1, on the sixth comment of Gra. The entire comment is this: “Sanhedrin 
47a.” R. Kook well knows that Biur ha-Gra is not a source book; therefore, he sets 
out to fi gure out what it is in Sanhedrin 47a that glosses these words in Hoshen 
Mishpat: “And all of their deeds shall be for the sake of Heaven.” R. Kook well 
knows that these words, appearances notwithstanding, constitute a precise halakhic 
comment. R. Kook offers a plausible and well-stated halakhic explanation based on 
Sanhedrin 47a. However, it takes 90 lines! — hardly an exercise in streamlining.
   And more. To be faced with a gloss that is nothing more than a page number, and 
to be willing to put in the mental effort to fi gure out how the contents of that page 
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One listens to the sacred mouth of R. Kook as much as one can. That 
mouth spoke the revelations of his soul; that mouth burrowed into the 
elliptical comments of the Vilna Gaon; that mouth attempted to widen 
the accessibility of the basic halakhic corpus to the masses; that mouth 
rendered halakhic rulings. It was the same mouth.

III.

Then there is the issue of the delicate position R. Kook occupied as an 
extraordinarily learned, scrupulously careful, mainline halachic scholar 
who departed from the ideological and tactical agenda of rabbinic peers. 
Mirsky refers to the rabbinic watchdogs of Jerusalem who were unhappy 
with R. Kook’s outreach to secular Zionist pioneers and, indeed, his vali-
dation, not of the pioneers’ heresies and impieties per se, but of their ul-
timate role in the redemption. (Mirsky does an outstanding job of 
explicating this complex perspective in R. Kook’s thought.) Moreover, 
zealots demeaned R. Kook with astonishing nastiness. Thus, the image 
has come down to us of a man in the middle, valiantly striving to square 
many circles, beleaguered on all sides. I raise this question: How much of 
this image of R. Kook is the result of revisionist history that set in after 
R. Kook’s death? That is, how much of this image is retrojection of the 
posthumous fate of R. Kook in various circles? Put another way, how 
much quantitative research into public opinion on R. Kook, during his 
lifetime, and then after his death, has been done? To my knowledge, 
none. As Adam Shear has irrefutably shown in The Kuzari and the Shap-
ing of Jewish Identity, 1167-1900, there can be an extremely divergent 
“reception history” of great Jewish thought. Does the posthumous image 
of the vast extent of the ill treatment of R. Kook during his life — the 
conventional wisdom — diverge from the reality?

No doubt, R. Kook did not relish the barbs of those who disagreed with 
him; no doubt, these disagreements were known, and they caused or 
catalyzed small-minded followers of R. Kook’s opponents to treat him with 
extreme disrespect, though he never responded and always forgave. But how 
much of the stage did these opponents, both principled and unprincipled, 

explain a very general line in the Code of Jewish Law, is to be in love with the thinking 
process of the Vilna Gaon specifi cally and with the study of Torah generally.

 For another example where the Vilna Gaon simply cites a page number, and where 
another great mind offers a plausible explanation, see Biur ha-Gra, hilkhot mikv’aot, 
comment #85 — “Zevahim 25a” — and R. Aharon’s Kotler’s comment thereon in 
Mishnat Rabbi Aharon, Shu”t, O.H.-Y.D., 29:8.
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actually occupy? How many people really paid them much attention? Who 
really occupied the center stage of the rabbinic leadership of the day — 
R. Kook or his opponents? How much, in other words, did R. Kook’s op-
ponents really pose a challenge to his serenity? I would argue, fi rst, that we 
lack suffi cient information to answer this question. Second, given various 
memoirs of R. Kook (some cited by Mirsky), and given the enormous out-
pouring at his funeral, including from rabbinic eminences who would later 
diverge from his approach, it is at least as reasonable to surmise, pending fi rm 
data, that there was little signifi cant challenge to R. Kook’s serenity from his 
opponents as it is to surmise the opposite. R. Kook was mysteriously compel-
ling and becalming — not least, to himself.

In his conclusion, Mirsky outlines R. Kook’s legacy. Permit me to put 
more emphasis on one of its facets than does Mirsky. As indicated, Mirsky 
cites the nastiness in some circles to R. Kook. Were there some within 
these very same circles who respected and even honored R. Kook? The 
following, I think, is an illuminating illustration. The recent, universally 
acknowledged rabbinic leader of Haredi lay and rabbinic circles in Israel, 
the late R. Yosef Shalom Elyashiv (1910-2012), once presided over a din 
Torah. The litigants were the head of a publishing house, Machon Yerush-
alayim, and one of his editors. The head of the publishing house had fi red 
the editor for refusing to include a selection of R. Kook’s hiddushei Torah 
on the grounds that “it is not appropriate” to include a selection from 
R. Kook. Did the editor have a right to his job back? R. Eliashiv ruled in 
favor of the publisher, saying, “Did you know R. Kook? You should know 
that he was a holy man. He did not belong to our era, and today people 
don’t understand him well. The publisher is certainly permitted to fi re 
you, and I would do the same.”3 This strain of appreciation of R. Kook, 
not hidden, not Zionist, continued from the 1920s throughout the 20th 
century and beyond. Nor was this appreciation idiosyncratic. As Mirsky 
notes, the senior talmudic scholar in the ultra-Orthodox community in 
R. Kook’s time, R. Isser Zalman Meltzer, said of R. Kook that he prayed 
on a regular weekday the way the “rest of us” pray on Yom Kippur. The 
question remains: How representative was the rejection of R. Kook even 
by the small, if important, circles to his right? How much of a challenge 
to R. Kook’s serenity really existed?

Of course, there is always struggle and tranquility — both. Struggle, 
for without it, whence religious growth? And tranquility, for without it, 
whence religious presence? The question becomes, what is the balance 

3 Yehuda and Malky Heimowitz, Rav Elyashiv: A Life of Diligence and Halachic 
Leadership (Mesorah, 2013), p. 78.
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between struggle and tranquility in a given religious aspirant? While that is 
impossible for the onlooker to know defi nitively, it strikes me that the evi-
dence in the case of R. Kook is for far more tranquility than Mirsky allots.

IV.

These lines in the book jumped out at me (pp. 20-21): “Prophecy was 
engaging Kook, too, and again his touchstone was Maimonides, whose 
naturalistic view that the philosopher could become a prophet through 
his own efforts had long seemed at odds with Bible’s depiction of proph-
ecy as something bestowed through God’s will. Kook offered his own 
solution: the prophet’s inner life is indeed the sum of his efforts, but the 
power of verbal expression is given to him, or withheld, by the untram-
meled will of God.” This solution is straight out of R. Yitzhak Hutner! 
This is exactly the type of commentary that R. Hutner perfected.4 Which 
means — obviously, ironically — exactly the opposite: It was not 
R. Kook (1865-1935) who took these lines out of R. Hutner (1907-
1980), it was R. Hutner who took this approach out of R. Kook.

In his conclusion, Mirsky provides nutshell summaries of the intel-
lectual legacy of R. Kook, examining the uses and misuses to which 
R. Kook’s ideas and policies have been put by his closest followers and 
others. R. Yitzhak Hutner, a major thinker who was a close disciple of 
R. Kook, then a disciple who tried to veil that relationship, is omitted. 
Mirsky cites a type of midway point between overwhelming appreciation 
and mean-spirited criticism of R. Kook, the response of the Gerrer 
Rebbe: high appreciation of R. Kook’s nobility, scholarship, honesty, and 
good intentions, but absolute rejection of his extending a hand to sinners. 
Also between the extremes, however, is a very different type of middle 
ground — an opaque, eclipsed, or veiled appreciation of R. Kook, hid-
den, defl ected, or denied, in some fashion gone underground. Here, hal-
akhists and thinkers appreciate R. Kook but dissociate themselves from 
him. The mature R. Hutner fi t this mold. The early edition of his work 
on Nazir had a haskama from R. Kook; in later editions the haskama was 
expurgated. I am told that R. Hutner would cite ideas of R. Kook, but 
not in his name; rather, in the name of “Beis medrash ha-Gra.”

4 See, for example, R. Hutner’s comment on demons in “Zikhronot,” in Joseph 
Buxbaum, ed., Sefer ha-Zikkaron le-Maran Ba’al ha-Pahad Yitshak Zts’l (Jerusalem, 
1984), p. 74 (diary notation, undated); Maimonides, Commentary on the Mishnah, 
Avodah Zarah 4.
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The multihued and camoufl aged tropes within R. Kook’s legacy 
accentuate the complexity of his thought. Because of the possibility (or, I 
would argue, the probability) that R. Kook’s model for unifying an ex-
traordinarily multifaceted intellectual and practical life is beyond us, vari-
ous terms used to characterize him and his thought (dialectics, 
contradiction, etc.) cannot bequeath a public policy agenda, whether in 
politics or culture. At best, they leave us with an analysis, not a program. 
If R. Kook is a role model, the model is for the heights of spiritual striv-
ing, the precision of halakhic analysis, the breath of redemptive aspira-
tion, the love of the land and the people of Israel, the embrace of 
humanity, the value of self-expression, the value of respectful engagement 
with opponents, and the intrinsic holiness in character building — but 
not for public policy. The burden of proof rests on whomever would base 
a public policy on R. Kook to make certain that such a policy, whatever it 
might be, retains the integrity of the seemingly numberless, criss-crossing 
rivulets in R. Kook’s thought in its entirety. I do not believe this is pos-
sible, especially given Mirsky’s judgment that R. Kook was as naive in 
politics as he was profound in theology. “He simply could not imagine 
the real, prosaic meaning of Jewish power, nor the possibility that Jews 
could abuse it,” writes Mirsky. I remain deeply skeptical of any political or 
cultural policy putatively based on R. Kook after his death.

There is one legacy, or perhaps the better word is character, of R. Kook’s 
thought that I believe Mirsky does not make a case for. Mirsky asserts that 
R. Kook’s thought had an antinomian strain. Mirsky writes, for example, of 
R. Kook’s World War I period: “The pull of antinomianism, which had al-
ways been at work on him [R. Kook], most obviously in his embrace of the 
secular radicals and revolutionaries, was checked not only by his own rab-
binic identity but also by his coming to see the roots of contemporary evil, 
of the war convulsing the world, precisely in the great antinomian dispensa-
tion, Christianity.” That R. Kook’s embrace of secular radicals rendered his 
thought “exquisitively calibrated” (as Mirsky put it) is abundantly clear; but 
antinomianism? This appears to be a judgment of the author substantiated 
only inferentially. To my reading, at least, none of the abundant citations of 
R. Kook in the book substantiate it.

V.

Prof. Mirsky momentarily loses his protean sure-footedness when it 
comes to one mode of Jewish thought that had an impact on R. Kook: 
musar. Quoting critics, Mirsky writes: “During sessions in the study hall 
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and in separate chambers called ‘Mussar houses,’ students would engage 
in paroxysms of self-exhortation, shout a line or two of text over and over, 
fl ail about, and gesticulate in frenzy. A student at the Mussar stronghold 
of Slabodka recalled the mix of study and hysteria [as like an insane asy-
lum].” Perhaps the memoir on which this is based is accurate; I neither 
saw nor evaluated its sources. But even if it is accurate, it is misrepresenta-
tive in two ways. First, it refl ects the tonality far more of Novardok than 
of Slobodka musar. Second, it caricaturizes one major musar method — 
repeating a line or two of sacred text, such as a verse from Psalms, over 
and over. This method was popularized by R. Israel Salanter, whom 
R. Kook never met but revered, and was used by R. Yitzhak Blazer, whom 
R. Kook did meet and stood in awe of. (These attitudes of R. Kook I base 
on a one-hour conversation on the subject of R. Kook and the Musar 
movement I held with R. Zvi Yehudah Kook in 1977.) This is not the 
place to set forth the spiritual and psychological rationale of this method, 
limmud ha-musar be-hitpa’alut,5 and Mirsky, of course, is free to reject it. 
Possibly, R. Kook himself rejected it. But the tonality of Mirsky’s descrip-
tion of a strain of spirituality whose practitioners R. Kook revered is, for 
Mirsky, atypically atonal.

Perhaps on that account, Mirsky misses a deeper way in which musar 
either infl uenced or partially paralleled an important theme in R. Kook’s 
thought, that of the higher tsaddik. We are indebted to Mirsky for his 
keen grasp of the ways that Kabbalah was refl ected, sometimes behind a 
terminological mask, in R. Kook’s thought; and, surely, Kabbalah plays 
an immeasurably greater role in R. Kook’s thought than musar. Still, 
Mirsky writes that R. Kook points to the necessity of keeping holiness 
grounded in ethics, and it would be unrealistic to separate such themes in 
R. Kook from the musar currents of the time, especially given R. Kook’s 
high regard for musar masters. More specifi cally, the timbre of an elusive 
if critical idea in R. Kook, tsaddik ha-dor, is found in the early writings of 
R. Israel Salanter. R. Kook’s view: “Tzadik Ha-Dor is Matzdik Ha-Dor, 
the one who justifi es his era, takes its sins within himself, and transmutes 
their dross into gold. . . ” Mirsky writes (though it is not clear to me how 
the specifi c text he quotes to substantiate the transmutation does so). 
Mirsky believes that R. Kook saw himself as a tsaddik on this level. R. Israel’s 
perfect tsaddik has the capacity and exercises the freedom to accept upon 
himself suffering for sin that he does not deserve. While R. Kook’s tsad-
dik is said to transmute sin, R. Israel’s tsaddik occasions a more favorable 
relationship between sinners and their Creator. It is a most paradoxical 

5 Or Yisrael, ed. Y. Blazer (1900), fi fth letter, third paragraph.
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favor, allowing otherwise blocked divine punishment — blocked because 
it is wrong for the righteous to suffer along with sinners — to proceed, 
and thus to save the guilty from reduced felicity in olam ha-ba. The dif-
ferences in tone between R. Israel and R. Kook are salient, yet the most 
striking point in each of their theologies — the possibility and the impor-
tance of a self-sacrifi cing, perfect tsaddik — are shared.

There is another commonality, the literary style in R. Israel’s earliest 
musar writings and in R. Kook’s writings translated by Mirsky. To be sure, 
the immediate impression in comparing the two literary styles is their 
marked difference. R. Kook’s pen fl ows and gushes, revealing his feelings 
openly, while R. Israel’s pen is parsimonious, disciplined, taut, revealing 
little of personal feelings. Yet, their writings share this: A frequent refusal 
to pay attention to grammatical niceties such as completed sentences, an 
implicit invitation to read between the lines, a penchant for arresting 
phrases, for a snatch of an idea that may not be fl eshed out but is never-
theless compelling, thought-provoking, almost insistent in calling for a 
reader response.

A disciple of R. Yitzhak Hunter, who was once a disciple of R. Kook, 
fi rst met R. Hutner as a young man, a teenager, actually; and the teenage 
illui was awed, and must have mumbled at the opening of their fi rst meet-
ing. R. Hunter said: “Speak up, young man. Clarity is my weakness!” From 
this initial meeting came a relationship that now, decades later, has yielded 
a major molder of men himself. I do not know whether Yehuda Mirsky is a 
major molder of men; Rav Kook: Mystic in a Time of Revolution is ample 
evidence that Mirsky is a major molder of words and ideas. Even if nothing 
else (and there is so much else) in R. Kook, Mirsky’s methodology has cer-
tainly spoken to me. Poetry within prose is my weakness!

All of my strictures above, taken together, are offered by way of a com-
mon search for the truth, and do not detract by a hairsbreadth from the 
achievement of Mirsky’s biography. One has to imagine that R. Kook him-
self would have been deeply grateful for the music of Mirsky’s words and 
the depth of his analysis, bringing to life this eternally and kaleidoscopically 
inspiring Jew. Oscar Wilde said, “Biography adds to death a new terror.” In 
the case of the volume under review, just the opposite. Mirsky’s biography 
adds a posthumous career, a renewed inspiration, a focused illumination, a 
wellspring of spiritual energy, like R. Kook himself.
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