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WHEN THEOLOGY KNOCKS
I. KOL DODI DOFEK AND THE RAV’S OEUVRE

O

f all the Rav’s great essays, Kol Dodi Dofek is the most accessible and the most widely disseminated among the general public, and yet, paradoxically, I believe it to be the least influential.
The Rav’s major philosophical works require facility with philosophical
and halakhic terminology and thought, as well as familiarity with a
broad variety of texts from Jewish and general culture. They reward the
perplexed twentieth-century Jewish reader with guides through the
shoals and thickets which modernity places in the path of traditional
halakhic life and thought. No such guide is presented in Kol Dodi
Dofek. Unburdened with references to non-traditional sources or terminology,1 this essay deploys its arsenal of Jewish sources and categories to
confront central issues of Jewish communal life. When the Rav sought
to describe—and prescribe—the nature of the modern Jewish personality, he sought a translated message, formulating a Jewish perspective
describable in the terms and categories of general culture. When formulating a Jewish response to the Holocaust and to Zionism, he preferred
an “in-house” discussion, accessible to a broad variety of Jews, but
without the baggage of general culture. This essay indeed achieved
broad popular appeal, and it has long been read and taught in Israel as a
classic of religious-Zionist thought.
Kol Dodi Dofek differs from the Rav’s other classic works in another
central way, as indicated by the title. The Rav’s major works all address
man: halakhic man, lonely man, searching and thinking man (UVikkashtem mi-Sham, The Halakhic Mind). Kol Dodi Dofek addresses the
actions of God. Of course one should not overstate the difference. The
Rav’s anthropological essays do address the presence and activity of God
and how man is to respond to Him; indeed, a central passage in UVikkashtem mi-Sham interprets the phrase Kol Dodi Dofek and finds in it
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messages similar in content and in language to those expressed in our
essay.2 Moreover, Kol Dodi Dofek, despite its title, does not really attempt
to understand the ways of God, but rather to delineate the challenges
confronting man. This shift is indicated in the opening passage.
Confronting the issue of theodicy, the Rav immediately suggests that
Judaism refuses to engage the question of “justifying the ways of God to
man,” choosing instead to ponder what spiritual benefit man may learn to
derive from his suffering. In the Rav’s view, divine activity is experienced
by man as goral (fate), impervious to the questing mind; only when man
chooses to accept his fate and convert it into an opportunity for spiritual
growth (ye’ud—destiny), does it yield to human categories of thought.
This relocation of theological questions from the divine to the human
sphere is the foundation for the entire essay. The central image of the
essay underscores the point: God appears, not in revelatory or redeeming
form, but rather as a divine knock on the door; a call to human activity.
One of the Rav’s central typologies in the essay marks a particularly surprising and dramatic shift from the divine realm to the human. The division between goral and ye’ud in individual experience gives rise to a dual
covenant in the communal sphere: berit goral, represented by the Exodus
from Egypt, and berit ye’ud, represented by Sinai. However, whereas in
individual experience goral represents man’s passive “thrownness” into a
situation engineered by the inscrutable divine will, berit goral in the communal realm represents a form of human consciousness which entails clear
values and imperatives. Shared fate demands of each partner empathy,
responsibility, and practical support. Here the Rav comes full circle: Man
must respond to the situation into which God has thrust him, not only
when he contemplates it as ye’ud; even when regarded as goral, one’s historical situation commands an emotional and practical response when
viewed from the communal perspective.
II. THE RAV’S CONTRIBUTION
Incomplete as it is, this summary of some central points of Kol Dodi
Dofek focuses attention on the singular contribution of the Rav to
Orthodox thought regarding the religious significance of Zionism.
Orthodoxy split into different schools regarding these issues, including:
the theological significance of the Zionists’ success in settling the land
and founding a state, the religious significance of Jewish national identity, and the centrality of the land of Israel in Jewish life. The two most
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influential Orthodox schools of thought, haredi Jewry and Rav Kook’s
disciples, adopted opposite positions regarding these issues. The bulk of
the haredi world saw secular Zionism as an aberration from dedication
to Torah, which alone conferred significance on Jewish nationhood and
on Jewish presence in erets Yisra’el; hence the successes of Zionism fail
to meet the criteria for divine redemptive activity. R. Kook and his disciples, on the other hand, saw the successes of Zionism as clearly redemptive, attaching profound religious and theological significance both to
the very presence of Jews on the land and to the renascence of Jewish
national life. Consistent with his dialectical historiosophic vision of the
redemptive process, R. Kook perceived secular Zionism as a “holy
rebellion”3 against decadent forms of Judaism that had taken root in
the Orthodox world, and he was confident that this rebellion would
ultimately help to purify and rejuvenate Orthodoxy.
The Rav’s view staked out an intermediate position. The divine
knock on the door recognizes the enormous value and theological significance of the establishment of the State of Israel, without according it
irrevocable redemptive standing. The Rav avoids portraying the return
of the Jewish people to their sacred land as a sign of redemption: it is
not included among the Rav’s six divine knocks. He does relate to the
sanctity of the land—a topic on which he expanded profoundly on
other occasions—in his chapter on the obligation of Torah Judaism to
erets Yisra’el. Consonant with the general thrust of Kol Dodi Dofek, the
sanctity of the land is portrayed as an obligation directed toward man:
The return to the land has thrust upon the Jewish people the imperative
of widespread settlement, and—not uncharacteristically—the Jewish
people, including the religious community, have failed to rise to the
challenge. Thus the Rav bases a Zionist conclusion on haredi-like premises regarding the significance of erets Yisra’el.
Regarding Jewish nationhood, the typology of two covenants, berit
goral and berit ye’ud, afforded a model for according value to secular
Zionism and its proponents, even while criticizing its serious shortcomings. Clearly the successes of secular Zionism fall under the rubric of
berit goral, and several of the six divine knocks identified by the Rav
relate to various ways in which the fledgling State of Israel has contributed to the safety, security, and solidarity of the Jewish people.
Equally as clearly, secular Zionism marks a radical departure from berit
ye’ud. Interestingly, however, the Rav directs his major criticism against
the Israeli leadership toward its sins against berit goral. Even within the
framework of berit goral, the Jew is enjoined to embrace the existential
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loneliness fate has decreed upon this singular nation which “dwells
alone” and to recognize that anti-Semitism is the common enemy of all
Jews worldwide. Secular Zionism, eager to flee from loneliness and suffering, has deluded itself that anti-Semitism will be allayed, rather than
exacerbated, by the founding of a Jewish state.
However, this critique of secular Zionism is balanced by the Rav’s
mea culpa: World Jewry, including its secular and religious leadership—
and of course the Rav himself—has sinned against the solidarity demanded by berit goral. They sinned in the past by their lack of determined
protest during the Holocaust, and they run the risk of failing in the present to aid and buttress the State of Israel. This indeed is the central message of Kol Dodi Dofek—the long, black night of the Holocaust exposed
a moral-spiritual failing of the Jewish people, from which they should
learn how to respond properly to the divine knocks associated with the
founding of the State of Israel.

III. THE INFLUENCE OF KOL DODI DOFEK
As popular and widely disseminated as Kol Dodi Dofek is, its influence
has been limited, despite the clear advantages that the Rav’s approach
would seem to enjoy relative to the alternate views. In the theological
realm, denial of divine providential involvement in founding and maintaining the State of Israel is highly problematic from a religious point of
view. How can men of faith fail to perceive the hand of God in such
dramatic and improbable events (see the Rav’s first knock)? Indeed, in
the earlier years of the State even secular Israelis used to claim, “Anyone
who doesn’t believe in miracles isn’t a realist.” On the other hand, the
redemptive process has failed to proceed smoothly, and the Oslo
Accords and the disengagement from Gaza and northern Samaria have
presented adherents of R. Kook’s philosophy with serious challenges
and have required adjustments of the theory to accord with reality. The
image of God knocking on the door provides an attractive and convincing alternative, affirming active and clearly perceptible divine involvement while unequivocally placing full responsibility for ultimate success
at man’s doorstep.
The Rav’s perspective regarding the value of secular Jewish nationalism also presents an attractive middle-ground alternative. Total denial of
any value to secular Zionism is problematic both morally and sociologically, and indeed recent years have seen some movement in the haredi
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sector away from isolationism and even toward identification with Israeli
nationalism. On the other hand, it is increasingly difficult to identify the
modern Israeli hiloni (in his various forms) with the kind of holy rebel
described by R. Kook, and thus difficult to fit him into the dialectical
framework which accords him religious value according to this approach.
The Rav’s approach again would seem to be more realistic and more
flexible, enabling nuanced moral-spiritual evaluations of different kinds
of secular Israelis ranging from largely positive to largely negative.
Differently put, the Rav’s approach would allow for clear delineation of
areas of cooperation and areas of contention, without the need to assign
the hiloni Israeli a predetermined role within one’s religious scheme.
Yet despite these advantages, the Rav’s voice remains relatively
lonely within the Israeli religious community. There may of course be
sociological and even political reasons why this is the case, and certainly
we cannot ignore the geographic factor: the haredi leadership and R.
Kook were here in Israel while the Rav expounded his thinking as a
leader of Diaspora religious-Zionism. However, I believe that there are
deeper reasons why the Rav’s voice failed to achieve greater influence.
One suggestion is that the Rav was less influential because he was more
demanding. The Rav often argued against the popular perception of
religion as promising benefits, satisfaction, and well-being, and Kol
Dodi Dofek conforms to the Rav’s approach to religion as presenting
demands and challenges rather than offering ease of mind. The views of
R. Kook and of the haredi world regarding the State of Israel demand
less of man than the Rav’s view, insofar as both leave historical responsibility in the hands of God.
I would argue, however, that there is a more fundamental reason
why the Rav’s ideas fail to resonate with Israeli religious-Zionism, and
furthermore, that the previously suggested reason is mistaken, or at
least oversimplified. The Rav’s message in Kol Dodi Dofek is nuanced,
pragmatic, sophisticated, and flexible—and therein lies its weakness.
The message of R. Kook inspires passionate commitment, and therein
lies its strength. If judged by actions, R. Kook’s philosophy demands
more of his followers than does that of the Rav. More than any other
religious group, followers of R. Kook have made their mark in settlement of the land, in disseminating Torah in yeshivot and mekhinot, in
the military and political spheres, and even in the media (Arutz 7).
They have earned their political as well as their spiritual influence by
committed and passionate activity. This passion stems primarily from
their profound attachment to erets Yisra’el as a land of segulla (“a cher-
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ished treasure,” according to Rashi, Exodus 19:5). Unlike other factors
in the Zionist equation, erets Yisra’el is a concrete entity with clear contours, and it presents clear, immediate demands: to settle it, to establish
Jewish sovereignty over it, to develop it and make it bloom, and to
defend it against its enemies. As one who made aliya at a time when I
was most influenced by the Rav and Rav Lichtenstein, I can attest from
personal experience that the halakhic considerations of mitsvat yishuv
ha-arets and the social-national considerations of Jewish solidarity by
themselves would have been insufficient motivation, without the emotional, numinous bond that I felt to the land traveled by the patriarchs,
yearned for by Moses and Rav Yehuda ha-Levi, settled by Ramban, the
seat and focal point of the divine presence.
Nor is it clear that the model proposed by the Rav, rooted in rational and moral considerations, necessarily affords a more clear-eyed picture of Zionist realities or a greater commitment to Jewish solidarity
than the competing mystical vision of R. Kook. In the shifting sands of
Israeli politics, oftentimes the moderates and pragmatists have been
willing to embark on ill-considered gambles for peace, while erets
Yisra’el ha-shelema hardliners have maintained a consistent understanding of who our enemies (and friends) are. From a Torah perspective we
ought to know that dispassionate objectivity can be a less potent tool
for ferreting out the truth than passionate but relentlessly honest advocacy.4 Indeed, the Rav’s own thinking has advanced and demonstrated
this point in many areas of human and religious experience.
Interestingly, in other areas of religious life and thought, the Rav
was far less committed to rationality and pragmatism than he was in this
area. How often did the Rav note that the prohibition of murder cannot be grounded in rationality alone, lest the Raskolnikovian mind
devise mental experiments that nibble away at the borders of the prohibition until nothing is left of the cake! How often did he celebrate the
seemingly absurd heroism of the Jew in the grip of supra-rational revelatory experiences to which he must surrender! Nor was the Rav insensitive to the concept of erets segulla. In one of his derashot he eloquently
presents the thesis that “a segulla people inhabits a segulla land,”5 and
in another he elaborates upon halakhic ramifications of erets Yisra’el’s
singular role as the place where “rain or its absence express manifestations of [divine] love or hiding of [His] face.”6
And yet the Rav did not apply this idea to the contemporary return
to Zion. Perhaps the Rav felt that a secular state was an inappropriate
medium for returning the segulla people to a segulla land and preferred
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to build his guardedly positive attitude toward Zionism on values of a
more universal and rational caste. Whatever his reasons may have been, I
believe that the results are clear: The Rav’s message lacked the kerygmatic appeal that could fire the imaginations and fuel the actions of passionate religious-Zionists, and hence forfeited much of its popular appeal.
Does the Rav’s Zionist vision have relevancy to contemporary religious-Zionism? As I write these lines, the IDF is delivering evacuation
orders to the settlers of Gush Katif, and many religious-Zionists are pondering the ramifications of this setback. No doubt some of the followers
of R. Kook will provide the proper correctives to their redemptive model,
while other religious-Zionists within and without the R. Kook camp will
contemplate whether secular Zionism hasn’t displayed its bankruptcy,
thus lending support to the haredi philosophy. Various aspects of the way
in which the disengagement was presented, enacted, and carried out have
raised serious question marks about the limits of government, the nature
of democracy, and the parameters of Jewish solidarity. The Rav’s focus on
the national-ethnic and moral aspects of Zionism would appear to be a
contender for serious consideration in a religious-Zionist environment
sobered by defeat and adversity. On the other hand, it is not unlikely that
most religious-Zionists will prefer to redouble their commitment and
their passion and seek new and more effective ways of promoting their
message. And what will be the role in the future of the nascent neoHassidic and New Age brands of religious-Zionism?
I believe that even those who do not accept the Rav’s vision of contemporary Israel as an adequate portrayal of its religious significance can
still learn much from his thinking and his values. Time will tell.

NOTES
1. This does not mean, of course, that the Rav made no use of his philosophical
knowledge in formulating the categories of Kol Dodi Dofek. The Rav’s
description of goral (fate) often sounds Heideggerian, and Gerald J.
Blidstein, “On the Jewish People in the Writings of Rabbi Joseph B.
Soloveitchik” [in Hebrew], in Studies in Halakhic and Aggadic Thought
(Beer-Sheva: Ben Gurion University of the Negev Press, 2004), 432-35
(henceforth: Blidstein, Am Yisra’el), notes parallels between the Rav’s categories of fate and destiny and passages found in the writings of Buber and
of the Rav’s fellow student in Berlin, Alexander Altmann. As Blidstein
notes, Altmann’s categories were borrowed directly from Heidegger. What
is relevant to our discussion is the Rav’s omission from his discussion of any
such influences or parallels.
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2. Rabbi Joseph Dov Soloveitchik, Ish ha-Halakha: Galui ve-Nistar
(Jerusalem: The Joint Authority for Jewish Zionist Education, Department
for Torah and Culture in the Diaspora, 1989), 141 ff. There is another
apparent difference between Kol Dodi Dofek and other writings: the focus
on the community, rather than on the individual. Blidstein, “Am Yisra’el,”
notes that the notion of community plays a more central role in the Rav’s
thought than is usually noticed. Moreover, it bears noting that Kol Dodi
Dofek defines its major terms in reference to the individual, before proceeding to apply them to the community. This point deserves further
development, which will not be done here.
3. The term was actually coined by an early leader of Ha-Po’el ha-Mizrahi,
Rav Shemuel Hayyim Landau.
4. An interesting expression of this idea may be found in Rashi’s explication of
why having each litigant choose his own judge promotes true judgment
(din emet la-amito). See Rashi’s second explanation, Sanhedrin 23a, s.v.
yatsa din emet la-amito: “. . . and the judges themselves will be disposed to
consider the merits of both of the [litigants] because the two of them selected them.” See Rosh there (3:2), who seriously qualifies Rashi’s words, but
see Ran, ad. loc., s.v. ve-i salka da’atakh ki-deka amrinan, who accords
legitimacy to the idea that each judge may have a “slight inclination”
(hataya ketsat) toward one of the litigants—of course, on condition that the
“slight inclinations” balance out one another.
5. Abraham R. Besdin, Reflections of the Rav: Lessons in Jewish Thought, Vol. 1
(Hoboken, NJ: Ktav Publishing House, 1979), 120.
6. Shiurim le-Zekher Abba Mari (Jerusalem: Mosad ha-Rav Kook, 2002), p. 216.
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