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Great Jewish Thinkers of the 20
th

 Century 

Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak HaCohen Kook 

And my soul lifts higher, floats upward beyond anything that is low 

 

Dialectic or Harmony 

 

 

The Glory of All (Arpelei Tohar 22) 

 

I love all; 

I cannot but love all: 

All the nations. 

From my very depth, I want the glory of all, 

The perfection of all. 

My love to Israel burns more greatly 

And is deeper, 

But this inner desire spreads out in the force of 

its love 

To all. 

I have no need at all to force this feeling of love- 

It wells directly from the holy depth of Wisdom 

Of the Godly soul 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Battle Rages Within Me (Orot 

Hakodesh IV, p. 402) 

 

The battle rages within me. 

My heart is filled with a yearning that is 

spiritual, high and broad… 

So I am always moaning like the sea, 

Inside I am roaring, 

loudly, 

Give me divine light, 

The delight of the living God and His joy, 

 

And my soul lifts higher, floats upward beyond 

anything that is low, 

Trivial-mindedness and limitations, 

Which the life of nature, 

Of the body, 

Of the environment, 

And of reality consensus 

constrict it, 

Squeeze it in tongs, 

Put it in irons. 

 

The Physical and The Spiritual 

 

 Avot 3:7  Mishna- ג פרק אבות מסכת משנה .1

 הכתוב עליו מעלה זה ניר נאה ומה זה אילן נאה מה ואומר ממשנתו ומפסיק ושונה בדרך המהלך אומר שמעון רבי

: בנפשו מתחייב כאילו  

Rabbi Shimon says: One who is walking on the way repeating his studies, and breaks from them to 

exclaim, ‘How beautiful is this tree! How beautiful is this field!’, Scripture considers him to have 

squandered (lit. obligated) his soul. 
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Rav Kook and Zionism 

‘These storms will bring abundant rain; these dark clouds will be the vessels of great light’ (Orot 122) 

 

2. Te’udat Yisrael u-Leumiyuto, in Ha-Peles vol. 1 (1901), reprinted in Moshe Zuriel, ed. Otzarot Ha-

Reayah, 2d ed., vol. 2, pp. 57, 59  

Our nationalism in the spirit of Torah is saved from the riot-causing idiocy of Nationalismus …which has 

no feeling more exalted than itself from which to draw life and light can easily turn into self-love in a 

gross and ugly way. …God's desire for the development of all humanity, by our perfection, so that there 

may follow in its train the development of every creature, and the paths of Torah, which alone can 

secure our special qualities, they alone are the paths leading to the exalted mission of Israel which is 

God's desire in our world. 

 

3. Orot HaMilchama, p14 

We were forced to leave the international political stage, although there was an inner desire that we do 

so until the glorious time when it would be possible to conduct a government without evil or barbarism; 

this is the era for which we long... Our souls have been sickened by the terrible crimes of governments 

during evil times. But now, the time has come; very soon the world will sweeten and we will be able to 

prepare ourselves, for it will already be possible for us to conduct our government on the foundations of 

goodness, wisdom, uprightness and clear, divine illumination... It is not worthy for the Nation of Israel to 

involve itself in government so long as governing has to be full of bloodshed, while governing requires 

the skill of evildoing  

 

   Talmud Bavli, Tractate Chagiga 14aא- גמרא חגיגה יד .4

עד די כרסון רמיו ועתיק יומין יתיב לא ) דניאל ז(כרסיה שביבין דינור וכתוב אחד אומר ) דניאל ז(כתוב אחד אומר 

עד מתי  !עקיבאאמר לו רבי יוסי הגלילי . כדתניא אחד לו ואחד לדוד דברי רבי עקיבא. קשיא אחד לו ואחד לדוד

 .אלא אחד לדין ואחד לצדקה ?!אתה עושה שכינה חול

The verse speaks of two thrones… yet this does not present a difficulty, as Rabbi Akiva taught, one is for 

him and the other for the House of David. Rabbi Yossi HaGalili responded, ‘Akiva! Until when will you 

make the Shechina (Divine Presence) profane?! Rather one is for law and the other for charity’. 

 

5. Ma'amarei HaRe'iya, 2:285-6: 

The settlements in the Land of Israel are autonomous in terms of their unique public life... When we 

compare their moral quality with the human morals of the masses of all nations that live on their lands, 

and to the state of our people in the previous period, we must admit that they stand on such a high level 

that we can take pride in them in the eyes of the entire world. 

The serious sins in which most of the masses are accustomed - theft, robbery, murder and the like - are 

not even heard of, the purity of the family is properly maintained; doors can remain open all night long 

without fear... We must admit: the pains of exile have brought about recovery, and they have restored 

the sanctity of Israel to it place. We can now justifiably take pride in the fact that the more the Israelite 

community becomes recognizable and discernible, the more the level of its social life will ascend. To the 
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same extent, its glory and splendor will increase, as will its culture and the majesty of its leadership, to 

the glory of both God and man. 

 

6. The Gerrer Rebbe, Avraham Mordechai Alter, 1921 (after meeting Rav Kook) 

The sage Rabbi Avraham Kook is a many of many accomplishments, but his love of Zion is so excessive 

that he deems pure what is impure and treats it favourably... and this is the source of the the strange 

things he says in his writings. I argued with him at length for his intentions are desirable but not his 

actions, for he is supporting wrongdoers, as long as they persist in their rebellion and blasphemy. 

 

Rav Kook’s Legacy for Today 

 

7. Rav Tzvi Yehuda Kook, Israeli Holocaust Memorial Day 1973 

The blood of six million represents a substantial excision from the body of the nation... God’s people had 

clung so determinedly to the impurity of foreign lands that, when the End had arrived, they had to be 

cut away with a great shedding of blood... This cruel excision reveals our real life, the rebirth of the 

nation and the land, the rebirth of the Torah and all that is holy  

 

8. Rav Yehuda Amital, ‘The Religious Significance of the State of Israel’, pp4-7 

Did Rav Kook ever imagine - was he capable of imagining - that World War I would not be the most 

horrible of wars? Did it ever occur to him that the culture of bloodshed would not crumble, but would 

rather continue to thrive? Rav Kook's optimism is the optimism before Auschwitz and Hiroshima. As 

"dwarves on the shoulders of a giant," we know that the culture of murderers has yet to be eliminated. 

The time has not yet arrived when a government can be conducted according to the principles of 

righteousness and honesty. The bloodshed has not spared us even now, in the aftermath of the 

Holocaust: to this very day, we find ourselves caught in a frightening web of military confrontation, and 

our enemies continue to wage a bloody battle against us. 

Rav Kook's optimistic vision predicted that as Jewish autonomy develops, so will its moral image. And 

specifically this development, as we saw earlier, affords the Jewish State its exalted stature and 

guarantees the correction of past misdeeds. Let us now take an honest look at the society before us 

today. Does contemporary Israeli society live up to Rav Kook's vision? Can we say about the State of 

Israel that "theft, robbery, murder and the like are not even heard of?!" The violence, corruption and 

growing tensions among the various segments of society prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that we 

have not reached the ideal state of which Rav Kook dreamt. 

 

Further Resources: 

Benjamin Ish-Shalom, Rav Avraham Itzchak HaCohen Kook, Between Rationalism and Mysticism 

Aviezer Ravitzky, Messianism, Zionism, and Jewish Religious Radicalism 

Many translated writings of Rav Kook: www.ravkook.net 

Two excellent and readable articles on Rav Kook’s relevance today by Rav Yehuda Amital: 

• http://vbm-torah.org/alei/2-1kook.htm 

• http://www.vbm-torah.org/alei/14-01rya-zion.htm 
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Rav Avraham Yitzchak HaCohen Kook - Biography 

 

Rav Kook was born in Grīva, Russia in 1865, the oldest of eight children. His father, Rabbi Shlomo Zalman 

Ha-Cohen Kook, was a student of the Volozhin Yeshiva, the "mother of the Lithuanian yeshivas", 

whereas his maternal grandfather was a member of the Kapust dynasty of the Hassidic movement. 

As a child he gained a reputation of being an ilui (prodigy). He entered the Volozhin Yeshiva in 1884 at 

the age of 18, where he became close to the rosh yeshiva, Rabbi Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin (the Netziv). 

Although he stayed at the yeshiva for only a year and a half, the Netziv has been quoted as saying that if 

the Volozhin Yeshiva had been founded just to educate Rav Kook, it would have been worthwhile. 

During his time in the yeshiva, he studied about 18 hours a day. 

In 1886, Kook married Batsheva, the daughter of Rabbi Eliyahu David Rabinowitz-Teomim, (also known 

as the Aderet), the rabbi of Ponevezh(today's Panevėžys, Lithuania) and later Chief Ashkenazi Rabbi 

of Jerusalem. In 1887, at the age of 23, Kook entered his first rabbinical position as rabbi of Zaumel, 

Lithuania. In 1888, his wife died, and his father-in-law convinced him to marry her cousin, Raize-Rivka, 

the daughter of the Aderet's twin brother. Between 1901 and 1904, he published three articles which 

anticipate the fully-developed philosophy which he developed in the Land of Israel. During these years 

he wrote a number of works, most published posthumously, most notably a lengthy commentary on the 

Aggadot of Tractates Berakhot and Shabbat, titled 'Eyn Ayah' and a brief but powerful book on morality 

and spirituality, titled 'Mussar Avikhah'. 

In 1904, Rav Kook moved to Ottoman Palestine to assume the rabbinical post in Jaffa, which also 

included responsibility for the new mostly secular Zionist agricultural settlements nearby. His influence 

on people in different walks of life was already noticeable, as he engaged in kiruv ("Jewish outreach"), 

thereby creating a greater role for Torah and Halakha in the life of the city and the nearby settlements. 

The outbreak of the First World War caught Rav Kook in Europe, and he was forced to remain 

in London andSwitzerland for the remainder of the war. Upon returning, he was appointed the 

Ashkenazi Rabbi of Jerusalem, and soon after, as first Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of Palestine in 1921. 

Throughout this period he was constantly attacked by the ultra-orthodox, ‘the zealots of Jerusalem’, for 

his embrace of secular Zionists. Kook founded a yeshiva, Mercaz HaRav Kook (popularly known as 

"Mercaz haRav"), in Jerusalem in 1924. 

He died in 1935 

 


