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“KNOCK, KNOCK! WHO IS THERE?
WHAT DO YOU WANT?”

K

ol Dodi Dofek is a unitary composition in terms of the Rav’s
style of darshanut and his particular purpose at the time.
Included therein, however, are independent treatments by the
Rav of three basic subjects of Jewish theology: theodicy, the nature of
God’s covenant with the people of Israel, and the meaning of history.
What follows will focus on the last subject.
It is generally agreed that the biblical God manifests Himself in
history and that the divine plan for man plays itself out within that
framework. However, as generally conceived by the Sages, the main
components of God’s plan had already come to pass by the time of the
destruction of the Second Temple. The exilic condition had consigned
the Jewish people to a sort of limbo in which its full-time task was
struggling to maintain its physical survival and Jewish identity. Thus, up
to the beginning of the nineteenth century, conventional rabbinic wisdom held that nothing of significance was to be expected in history
before the occurrence of the radical and clearly recognizable eschatological events associated with the redemption, with all its restorative and
utopian elements.
In later writings (e.g., Hamesh Derashot) the Rav described his personal and often painful spiritual journey which brought him into the
ranks of organized religious-Zionism. It was, he said, based upon his
belief in two principles: (1) that the successful establishment of the
State of Israel was a wondrous act of God expressing His hesed toward
His people; and (2) that the Torah is demanding and capable of application not only in the area of the family but in the wider communal and
national arena which a sovereign Jewish State would make possible.
It is important to note that what impelled the Rav in 1956 to look
back over the previous eight years and to restate in the dramatic form
made possible by his darshanut the religious significance of the establishment of the Jewish State and the response it should have evoked was the
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mortal danger that the yishuv faced at that time. It was then clear to the
Rav that the Arab enemy had not given up and was intent upon the total
destruction of the Jewish State. Had American Jewry, and among them
the Orthodox, utilized the previous eight years to populate the Negev
and the Galilee with educated, religious families, the State would be
much more secure and its ties to tradition so much stronger.
In this essay, the Rav adds a dynamic temporal element to the
Zionist equation. The window of opportunity presented by the State for
yishuv and binyan ha-arets may not remain open for long! Furthermore,
our moral responsibility for our people in the yishuv is absolute. We who
did not do enough for our people during the Holocaust must now do
everything in our power to aid our brethren in erets Yisra’el.
What shall we say to this, fifty years later?
The declaration by the Rav that the establishment of the State of
Israel was “God’s creation” and a “miraculous act of hesed” was an
insightful and courageous reversion to the biblical view that God
remains active in history. But in this view the Rav had been preceded by
R. Tsevi Hirsh Kalischer (1795-1874) who—writing in 18621 and using
the same metaphor—declared that the emancipation, the rise of nationalism in Eastern Europe, and changes in the political situation in
Palestine constituted “the knocking of the Beloved” on the doors of
Jews everywhere. This “knocking” signified that the time had come to
take a pro-active role in settling erets Yisra’el. Kalischer argued that it
was God acting in history who had created the conditions that made it
possible for Jews to return. Therefore, Jews were now obligated to
leave the Exile and return home.2
Both Kalischer and the Rav saw in the natural events of their own
day the “hand of God,” but they differed as to which element within
those events implied divine agency. For the Rav it was the improbable
victory of the outnumbered Israelis in the War of Independence and the
improbable immediate recognition of Jewish Statehood by the UN
(“knocks” 1 and 2), plus the beneficial consequences of a Jewish State
for the Jewish people at that time (“knocks” 4, 5, and 6). However, for
Kalischer it was, first and foremost, the fulfillment of biblical prophecy.
The prophets had foretold that one day the exiles would be gathered
and returned to their land, which would once again flower. And,
Kalischer argued, Ramban and Radak had stated that the promised
ingathering and return could take the form of a great political power
granting permission for the return, as had occurred with the return
from the Babylonian exile. Clearly, that time was now upon us. Because
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of this emphasis Kalischer cites the following words of the Beloved:
“The winter is over, the rain is past . . . the time of singing has come”
(Song of Songs 2:11-12). The “knocking” signifies that changing world
conditions have made possible the renewal of settlement in erets
Yisra’el. The Rav, however, cites the Beloved as simply saying: “Open
for me, my sister, my love” (Song of Songs 5:2), leaving its message
rather vague in terms of contemporary application.
The difference between the two is significant and rather puzzling.
Is the Rav’s omission in Kol Dodi Dofek of any reference to fulfillment
of biblical prophecy principled or inadvertent? I put the question in
terms of fulfillment of prophecy rather than athalta de-ge’ula (a term
which Kalischer uses) because it is the former which is logically prior
and which lends itself to a more objective determination.
Both the sources and human experience suggest that the final
redemption will be a process, the precise order of whose components
was not fixed by tradition. Central to that process, however, was return
to erets Yisra’el. Thus, the miraculous salvation of an important Jewish
community or even a Jewish State elsewhere in the world might merit
public thanksgiving prayers or even a semi-holiday, but would not be
associated with the prophetic eschatological promise. These three elements are linked. Only if an event can be identified even partially as a
fulfillment of prophecy can it be seen as part of the redemptive process,
in which case the appropriate response is aliya. However, if Kalischer in
1862 could see the emancipation as fulfillment of prophecy, how could
any traditional Jew not see it in a sovereign Jewish State within the
boundaries of historic erets Yisra’el?
The omission of fulfillment of prophecy seriously weakens the Rav’s
thesis. If the only evidence for the establishment of the State of Israel as
the “hesed of God” is the improbability of its happening, then a jarring
dissonance is created between the reality and its analogue in the
“knocking” of the Beloved in Shir ha-Shirim. The text leaves no doubt
whatsoever as to the answer to the three questions that are always asked
in such a situation: “Is that a knocking at the door? Who is there? What
do you want?” The refusal of the beloved to respond in this case is tragic. However, in the case of the “knocking” in 1956, the answer to none
of these questions was unambiguous. Therefore, it is understandable
that the response was so weak.
Moreover, by not referring to fulfillment of prophecy, the Rav
weakens his argument that the establishment of the State of Israel must
be seen as the hand of God. Logically speaking, an event, no matter
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how extraordinary or seemingly supernatural, does not by itself constitute conclusive evidence of divine agency. If the event was predicted in
the name of God and fits into some preannounced plan, however, then
one can reasonably claim it to be the work of God.
I am inclined to believe that in 1956 the omission by the Rav of references to fulfillment of prophecy or redemption was not principled. At
the time, few of us from the yeshiva world thought of the Zionist enterprise in those terms. Then, Jewish statehood appeared too little, too late,
and seemed to be an impetuous step fraught with peril. Only after eight
years of tenuous survival and the realization that its existence constituted
a benefit was the Rav ready to pronounce it a creation of God.
The question that remains, however, is why in the years after the Six
Day War with an undivided Jerusalem, the proven military might of the
State, and the acceleration of the ingathering, did the Rav not update
his thesis and take note of the increase in the intensity of the “knocking?”3 The answer may be found in remarks by the Rav in which he
explains his dislike of the term messianism.4 It would appear that based
upon his reading of Rambam, the Rav believed the central component
of the eschatological process to be the appearance of the melekh hamashi’ah personality whom he saw not merely as the instrument to
bring about the other components, but as the ultimate expression of
the spiritual heights latent in the human being created in the divine
image. Lacking that, the Rav was not willing to describe anything even
involving the State of Israel as messianic or part of the final redemption.

NOTES
1. Derishat Tsiyyon (Jerusalem: Mosad ha-Rav Kook, 1964), 107.
2. In the period between R. Kalischer and the Rav we have of course R.
Avraham Yitshak ha-Kohen Kook who also resorted to the metaphor of kol
dodi dofek and the term athalta de-ge’ula to describe the special events of
his time. What impressed R. Kook was the Balfour Declaration, the devotion to the land shown by the halutsim and the fact of successful Jewish
agricultural settlement in Israel (see Tsevi Yaron, Mishnato shel ha-Rav Kook
[Jerusalem: The Joint Authority for Jewish Zionist Education, Department
for Torah and Culture in the Diaspora, 1974], 263, 270, 272.). However,
preceding all of them in invoking the kol dodi dofek metaphor was Yehuda
ha-Levi (Kuzari 2:24) who, in acknowledging the blindness of the majority
of Jews in Babylon who chose to remain in Exile, gives the following interpretation to verses 5:2-4 in Shir ha-Shirim which he applied to the Cyrus
Proclamation permitting Israelites to return to rebuild the Temple: “Kol

76

Shubert Spero
dodi dofek means God’s ‘call to return.’ Dodi shalah yado min ha-hor (My
beloved put in his hand by the latchet of the door) may be interpreted as
the urgent call of Ezra, Nehemiah, and the Prophets.” The point is that for
Yehuda ha-Levi, Kalischer, and Kook, regardless from which particular
events the “knocking” emanated, the clear message of the “knocking” was
nothing less than to return physically to the land!
3. There is an intriguing aside that the Rav makes in one of his teshuva
derashot (R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, On Repentance, trans. Pinchas H. Peli
[Jerusalem: Orot Publishing House, 1980], 330), which were delivered
between the years 1962 and 1974, where he refers to the eschatological
concept of kibbuts galuyot: “[T]o some extent, we see it happening now in
our day, not exactly as prophesied, but there has occurred a beginning of
the ingathering of Jews from all the remotest corners.”
4. R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Divrei Hashkafa (Jerusalem: The Joint
Authority for Jewish Zionist Education, Department for Torah and
Culture in the Diaspora, 1992), 242.
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