
chaim potok the chosen

chaim potok the chosen is a seminal work in American Jewish literature, offering a
profound exploration of identity, faith, and friendship. This novel, written by Chaim Potok,
delves into the complex interactions between two Jewish boys from different backgrounds
in 1940s Brooklyn. The story not only reflects the struggles of religious tradition in a
modernizing world but also highlights the universal themes of personal growth and
cultural conflict. Understanding the context, themes, and characters of The Chosen
enriches readers’ appreciation for Potok’s literary craftsmanship and the novel’s lasting
impact. This article provides a comprehensive overview of Chaim Potok’s The Chosen,
including its plot, themes, characters, historical background, and critical reception.

Overview of Chaim Potok and The Chosen

Plot Summary of The Chosen

Main Themes in The Chosen

Character Analysis

Historical and Cultural Context

Critical Reception and Legacy

Overview of Chaim Potok and The Chosen

About Chaim Potok
Chaim Potok was an American author and rabbi renowned for his works centered on
Jewish life and identity. Born in 1929, Potok combined his deep religious knowledge with
literary talent to explore the tensions between tradition and modernity. His writing often
examines the challenges faced by Jewish communities in the United States, with a focus on
intergenerational conflicts and spiritual dilemmas. The Chosen, published in 1967, is his
best-known novel and remains a cornerstone of contemporary Jewish literature.

Introduction to The Chosen
The Chosen is a novel set during World War II in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, portraying the
friendship between two Jewish boys, Reuven Malter and Danny Saunders. The novel
provides a nuanced look at different Jewish sects—Orthodox Hasidic and Modern
Orthodox—and their varying interpretations of faith and identity. Potok’s narrative
intertwines personal development with religious and cultural exploration, making the



novel both a coming-of-age story and a reflection on faith in the modern world.

Plot Summary of The Chosen

Main Storyline
The narrative centers on Reuven Malter, a Modern Orthodox Jew, and Danny Saunders,
the son of a Hasidic Rebbe. Initially adversaries due to a baseball game injury, they
develop a deep friendship that challenges their preconceived notions about religion,
family, and self-identity. Throughout the novel, both boys confront their own paths amid
the pressures of tradition and their desires for personal growth.

Key Events

Reuven’s injury during a baseball game and subsequent reconciliation with Danny.

Reuven’s father encouraging him to pursue education and intellectual inquiry.

Danny’s internal struggle with his predetermined role as a Hasidic leader versus his
passion for psychology.

The impact of World War II and the Holocaust on their communities and worldviews.

Final reconciliation and mutual understanding between the two friends.

Main Themes in The Chosen

Faith and Tradition
One of the central themes in The Chosen is the tension between faith and modernity.
Potok explores how the characters negotiate adherence to religious law while grappling
with contemporary challenges. The novel presents contrasting perspectives between the
Hasidic and Modern Orthodox communities, emphasizing the diversity within Judaism.

Friendship and Identity
The friendship between Reuven and Danny serves as a vehicle to examine identity
formation. Their relationship transcends cultural and religious boundaries, illustrating
how empathy and understanding can bridge seemingly insurmountable divides. The novel



highlights the complexities of self-discovery amid familial and societal expectations.

Intellectual Pursuit and Emotional Growth
Potok underscores the importance of intellectual curiosity and emotional maturity. Both
protagonists pursue knowledge—Reuven through academia and Danny through
psychology—to define their identities beyond religious roles. This theme reflects the
broader struggle between tradition and individual freedom.

Character Analysis

Reuven Malter
Reuven is portrayed as thoughtful, compassionate, and intellectually driven. His character
represents the Modern Orthodox approach, which embraces secular education while
maintaining religious observance. Reuven’s journey involves balancing his loyalty to his
faith with his desire for broader understanding and social engagement.

Danny Saunders
Danny is the heir to a Hasidic dynasty, burdened by expectations to follow in his father’s
footsteps. Despite his religious upbringing, Danny is drawn to psychology and secular
knowledge, creating internal conflict. His character embodies the struggle between
predetermined destiny and personal aspiration.

Supporting Characters

David Malter: Reuven’s father, a progressive and scholarly rabbi who encourages
questioning and learning.

Reb Saunders: Danny’s father, a traditional Hasidic leader who communicates with
his son primarily through silence and telepathy.

Other community members: Various figures representing different facets of
Jewish life and ideology in mid-20th century America.

Historical and Cultural Context



Jewish Life in 1940s America
The setting of The Chosen reflects the cultural dynamics of Jewish communities in
Brooklyn during the 1940s. This period saw significant challenges as immigrants and their
descendants navigated assimilation, religious preservation, and the aftermath of global
conflict. Potok’s novel captures these tensions through authentic depictions of daily life,
religious practices, and community interactions.

Impact of World War II and the Holocaust
The shadow of World War II and the Holocaust looms over the narrative, influencing
characters' perspectives on faith, suffering, and survival. The novel addresses the trauma
experienced by the Jewish people and the varied responses to such catastrophic events
within different Jewish sects.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Contemporary Reviews
Upon publication, The Chosen received widespread acclaim for its insightful portrayal of
Jewish life and its exploration of complex themes. Critics praised Potok’s ability to
humanize religious experience and bring nuanced characters to life. The novel was
recognized for its literary merit and cultural significance.

Enduring Influence
Today, The Chosen remains a staple in both Jewish and American literary studies. It is
frequently included in academic curricula and has inspired adaptations in theater and film.
Potok’s work continues to resonate with readers interested in questions of faith, identity,
and cultural heritage.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Chaim Potok's novel 'The
Chosen'?
'The Chosen' explores themes of friendship, tradition versus modernity, and the struggles
of Jewish identity in post-World War II America.



Who are the main characters in 'The Chosen' by Chaim
Potok?
The main characters are Reuven Malter and Danny Saunders, two Jewish boys from
different Hasidic backgrounds who develop a deep friendship.

How does Chaim Potok portray Jewish culture in 'The
Chosen'?
Potok portrays Jewish culture with depth and sensitivity, highlighting religious traditions,
community life, and the challenges of maintaining faith in a changing world.

What role does the father-son relationship play in 'The
Chosen'?
The father-son relationships, especially between Danny and his father, Reb Saunders, are
central, showcasing themes of expectation, communication, and emotional growth.

Why is the friendship between Reuven and Danny
significant in 'The Chosen'?
Their friendship bridges different Jewish sects and perspectives, symbolizing
understanding, tolerance, and the possibility of unity despite differences.

How does 'The Chosen' address the conflict between
tradition and modernity?
The novel depicts characters struggling to balance adherence to religious traditions with
intellectual and personal freedom in a modern society.

What is the significance of the title 'The Chosen' in
Chaim Potok's novel?
The title refers to the Jewish concept of being the 'Chosen People' and reflects the
characters' struggles with identity, destiny, and faith.

How does Chaim Potok incorporate historical context in
'The Chosen'?
The story is set in 1940s Brooklyn, with references to World War II, the Holocaust, and
Zionism, grounding the characters' experiences in real historical events.

What is the role of education in 'The Chosen'?
Education is a key theme, with characters pursuing both religious and secular knowledge,
highlighting the tension and integration of different forms of learning.



Has 'The Chosen' by Chaim Potok been adapted into
other media?
Yes, 'The Chosen' was adapted into a film in 1981 and has been produced as a stage play,
both capturing the novel's themes and character dynamics.

Additional Resources
1. The Chosen by Chaim Potok
This novel tells the story of two Jewish boys in Brooklyn during World War II, exploring
themes of friendship, faith, and cultural identity. Reuven Malter and Danny Saunders
come from different Jewish backgrounds but form a deep bond. The book delves into the
challenges they face as they navigate their religious beliefs and personal aspirations.

2. The Promise by Chaim Potok
A sequel to The Chosen, this novel follows Reuven and Danny as they grow into adulthood.
It explores their struggles with faith, family expectations, and the changing Jewish world
post-war. The Promise addresses themes of tradition versus modernity and the quest for
personal meaning.

3. My Name Is Asher Lev by Chaim Potok
This story centers on a young Hasidic Jewish boy with a passion for art, who struggles
against his community’s strict religious norms. The novel highlights the conflict between
creative expression and cultural tradition. It is a powerful exploration of identity, faith,
and individuality.

4. The Gift of Asher Lev by Chaim Potok
A sequel to My Name Is Asher Lev, this book follows Asher as an adult dealing with the
consequences of his artistic choices on his family and community. The novel examines
themes of forgiveness, reconciliation, and the enduring struggle between art and religion.

5. In the Beginning by Chaim Potok
This novel explores the early life of a young Jewish boy in the 1920s, focusing on his
relationship with his father and his quest for spiritual understanding. It delves into themes
of faith, doubt, and the complexities of father-son relationships within a religious context.

6. The Book of Lights by Chaim Potok
Set during the Vietnam War, this novel follows a rabbi who serves as a military chaplain
and grapples with questions of faith in the face of war and suffering. It provides a
profound meditation on spirituality, doubt, and the search for meaning in a turbulent
world.

7. Old Men at Midnight by Chaim Potok
A collection of short stories that explore themes of faith, identity, and human struggle
within the Jewish experience. Potok’s storytelling combines rich character development
with insightful reflections on tradition and modernity.

8. The Gates of November by Chaim Potok
This historical novel centers on the 1960 U-2 incident during the Cold War, blending



political intrigue with personal drama. Through the eyes of a Jewish protagonist, the story
examines themes of loyalty, sacrifice, and the complexities of global conflict.

9. Wanderings: Chaim Potok’s History of the Jews
A comprehensive and accessible history of the Jewish people written by Potok, blending
scholarly research with his narrative skill. The book covers Jewish history from its ancient
origins to modern times, providing valuable context for understanding the cultural and
religious themes in his fiction.
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