
The Chosen Chaim Potok

The Chosen Chaim Potok is a profound exploration of identity, faith, and the complexities of friendship

against the backdrop of Jewish culture and tradition. Written by Chaim Potok and published in 1967,

the novel has since become a seminal work in American Jewish literature. It delves into the lives of

two young boys growing up in Brooklyn, New York, during the 1940s and 50s and serves as a

commentary on the conflict between tradition and modernity. This article will provide an in-depth look



at the themes, characters, and significance of "The Chosen," as well as its impact on literature and

culture.

Overview of "The Chosen"

"The Chosen" is set in a Jewish neighborhood in Brooklyn, where two boys from different backgrounds

form an unlikely friendship. Danny Saunders, the son of a Hasidic rabbi, and Reuven Malter, the son

of a modern Orthodox Jew, represent two distinct paths within the Jewish faith. The story unfolds as

they navigate their differences, the weight of their familial expectations, and the broader societal

changes occurring around them.

Plot Summary

1. Introduction of Characters:

- Reuven Malter: A studious boy whose father is a Zionist and a teacher.

- Danny Saunders: A bright but troubled boy destined to become a Hasidic rabbi.

2. The Conflict:

- The narrative kicks off with a baseball game that leads to a violent clash between the two boys,

resulting in Reuven's injury. This incident serves as the catalyst for their friendship.

3. Friendship Development:

- Reuven visits Danny in the hospital, and they begin to bond over their shared experiences and

differing beliefs.

- As their friendship deepens, they confront both personal and ideological differences, exploring

themes of faith, knowledge, and parental expectations.

4. Family Dynamics:

- The contrasting relationships with their fathers deepen the narrative. Danny’s father is a strict Hasidic



rabbi who expects Danny to follow in his footsteps, while Reuven’s father encourages intellectual

pursuit and questioning.

5. Crisis and Resolution:

- Danny grapples with his identity as he feels the weight of his father's expectations, leading to a

pivotal moment of crisis.

- The resolution comes as both boys learn to respect each other's beliefs and choices, ultimately

finding their own paths.

Themes in "The Chosen"

"The Chosen" is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers, both Jewish and non-Jewish alike.

Here are some of the most prominent:

1. Friendship Across Divides

- The friendship between Reuven and Danny illustrates the possibility of understanding and

acceptance despite significant differences.

- Their relationship challenges the notion of rivalry and competition, instead highlighting the importance

of empathy and support.

2. The Conflict Between Tradition and Modernity

- The novel presents a microcosm of the Jewish experience in America, where traditional values often

clash with modern ideals.

- Danny's struggle to reconcile his Hasidic upbringing with his desire for intellectual freedom

symbolizes the broader struggle many face in balancing tradition with personal growth.



3. The Role of Fathers and Authority

- Both boys’ relationships with their fathers serve as a central focus, showcasing different styles of

parenting and their impacts on personal development.

- The authoritarian nature of Danny's father contrasts sharply with Reuven’s father, who embodies a

more nurturing and encouraging approach.

4. The Search for Identity

- Danny’s journey of self-discovery is at the heart of the novel. His quest for identity leads him to

question the beliefs and expectations imposed upon him.

- Reuven also experiences a journey of self-discovery, navigating his own faith and beliefs in a rapidly

changing world.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Chosen" are complex and multi-dimensional, each contributing to the

overarching themes of the novel.

1. Reuven Malter

- Personality: Intelligent, thoughtful, and compassionate, Reuven represents a bridge between tradition

and modernity.

- Role: As the narrator, Reuven provides insight into the dilemmas faced by both himself and Danny.

His father’s encouragement of intellectual exploration shapes his worldview.

2. Danny Saunders

- Personality: Gifted yet burdened, Danny struggles with the expectations of his Hasidic community



and his own ambitions.

- Role: Danny’s character embodies the tension between duty to family and the pursuit of personal

desires. His eventual choice to pursue psychology over becoming a rabbi signifies a break from

tradition.

3. Reb Saunders

- Personality: Authoritarian yet deeply caring, Reb Saunders represents the traditional values of the

Hasidic community.

- Role: His strict approach to parenting forces Danny to confront his own beliefs and desires, ultimately

shaping his path toward self-actualization.

4. Mr. Malter

- Personality: Open-minded and supportive, Mr. Malter encourages Reuven to think critically and

engage with the world around him.

- Role: As a modern Orthodox Jew and a Zionist, he represents a more progressive perspective within

the Jewish community.

The Impact of "The Chosen"

Since its publication, "The Chosen" has had a lasting impact on literature and culture, particularly

within Jewish communities and American literature as a whole.

1. Cultural Significance

- The novel addresses the struggles of Jewish identity in America, making it a pivotal text for

understanding the immigrant experience.

- It has contributed to discussions about faith, assimilation, and the preservation of cultural identity in a



rapidly changing society.

2. Literary Contributions

- "The Chosen" is often regarded as one of the first novels to explore Jewish themes in a way that

resonates with a broader audience.

- Potok's narrative style, characterized by deep philosophical questions and rich character

development, has influenced many writers in the field of Jewish literature.

3. Educational Value

- The novel is frequently included in academic curricula, making it a key text for discussions about

literature, culture, and ethics.

- It encourages readers to engage with complex moral dilemmas and the nuances of cultural identity.

Conclusion

The Chosen Chaim Potok is more than just a coming-of-age story; it is a profound meditation on the

nature of friendship, the complexities of faith, and the struggle for identity within the context of cultural

expectations. Through the lives of Reuven and Danny, Potok invites readers to reflect on their own

beliefs and the influences that shape them. The novel’s enduring relevance and emotional depth

ensure its place as a cornerstone of American literature, encouraging generations of readers to

grapple with the questions of faith, tradition, and self-discovery. As we continue to navigate our own

identities in a world marked by complexity and change, the lessons of "The Chosen" remain as

pertinent as ever.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Chosen' by Chaim Potok?

The main theme of 'The Chosen' revolves around the complexities of friendship, the struggles between

tradition and modernity, and the challenges of identity within the context of Jewish culture.

How does Chaim Potok depict the relationship between Reuven and

Danny in 'The Chosen'?

Chaim Potok portrays the relationship between Reuven and Danny as one of deep friendship that

transcends their differing backgrounds; it highlights themes of understanding, acceptance, and the

impact of personal belief systems.

What role does religion play in 'The Chosen'?

Religion plays a crucial role in 'The Chosen', influencing the characters' identities, decisions, and

worldviews. It serves as both a source of conflict and a means of connection between the characters.

How does the setting of Williamsburg, Brooklyn, influence the narrative

of 'The Chosen'?

The setting of Williamsburg, Brooklyn, provides a rich backdrop that reflects the cultural and religious

dynamics of the Jewish community, shaping the characters' lives and the conflicts they face throughout

the story.

What does the title 'The Chosen' signify in the context of the novel?

The title 'The Chosen' signifies the concept of being selected or designated for a specific purpose,

reflecting the characters' struggles with their identities and the expectations placed upon them by their

families and faith.



How does Chaim Potok address the theme of parental expectations in

'The Chosen'?

Chaim Potok addresses parental expectations through the characters of Reuven and Danny,

illustrating how their fathers' aspirations shape their paths, leading to both conflict and growth as they

navigate their own desires.

What significance does the friendship between Reuven and Danny hold

in the broader context of the story?

The friendship between Reuven and Danny serves as a bridge between different Jewish sects,

illustrating the potential for understanding and unity amidst cultural and ideological differences in a

divided community.

In what ways does 'The Chosen' explore the concept of silence and

communication?

In 'The Chosen', silence and communication are explored through the characters' struggles to express

their inner thoughts and feelings, particularly in the context of Danny's upbringing and his relationship

with his father, highlighting the importance of understanding beyond words.
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