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Two Controversies Involving

R’ Avrabam Yitzchak HaKoben Kook

By: CHAIM LANDERER

It is very difficult for me to reach a compromise with my
learned contemporaries, may God preserve them... I am at-
tacked right and left... but whom shall I speak with, and who

will agree with me; who is willing to forsake his honor for the
honor of God and His Torah, and the sanctity of His beloved
land?’

Because of his unique philosophical world-view, as well as the
role he played as first Chief Rabbi of the Land of Israel, R’ Kook
was the subject of attacks from many sides. Members of the Ultra-
Orthodox Yishuv HaYashan on the right decried his compromise
with “the heretics” and his support of the secular Zionist move-
ment. From the secular left, many resented his efforts to have the
laws of the Land of Israel follow the principles of halacha.” T would
like to present a number of documents which relate to R’ Kook’s
struggles with the “inciters of strife” on both the left and right.

R’ Kook and R’ Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld

The complicated relationship between Rabbi Yosef Chaim Sonnen-
feld, the leader of a part’ of the old yishuv in Yerushalayim, and R’

' Igrot HaRe’tyah (2006) vol. 1 pp. 310-311. The translation appears in Ish-

Shalom, Benjamin: Rav Avrabam Itzhak HaCoben Kook: Between Ratio-

nalism and Mysticism, Albany: State University of NY Press, 1993.

See the report in HaPoel Ha'Tzair cited by Benjamin Ish Shalom (ibid. p.

22) “but he’d better dare not bring that wisdom and profundity into our

lives, to our harm and the impediment of the Hebrew Yishuv.”

?  See the letter of R’ Tzvi Pesach Frank in Malki BaKodesh vol. 4 pp. 43-44
trans. R’ Bezalel Naor in his edition of Oror p. 224 note 12. “The Gaon,

Chaim Landerer is studying in a kollel in Staten Island, New York.
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Kook has been the subject of a great deal of discussion.* R Kook
held the official position of Chief Rabbi of the Land of Israel but R
Yosef Chaim was also recognized as the leader of the old yishuv and
his opinions were sought as to how to respond to situations affect-
ing the Land of Israel.’

R’ Sonnenfeld was very much in opposition to R’ Kook’s stance
on many subjects. Whereas R’ Kook was very tolerant of the secu-

our Master R' A Y Hakohen Kook (may he live) was accepted here as
Rav by the majority of the Holy Community here. “

In 1926, Ezriel Carlebach contributed to a series of articles in the War-
saw daily Haynt describing the controversy which “played an important
role in the politics of Jerusalem”. See Today: A Jewish Newspaper, 1908-
1939 by Chaim Finkelstein (translation available at <http://www.
haynt.org/363.htm >. A large portion of the comprehensive biography of
R’ Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld (S. Z. Sonnefeld, Halsh Al HaChomah - 1975)
is devoted to his relationship with R” Kook. See especially vol. 3 pp. 165-
240, 399-422.

The above work is a very thorough biography. However, the author
failed to gather material relating to two important controversies between
R’ Sonnenfeld and the moderate Orthodox community. The first is in re-
gard to a heated correspondence between R’ Sonnenfeld and several other
members of the Hungarian Kollel, and the editor of the moderate Ortho-
dox periodical HaLevanon, Y. Brill, regarding the statement published in
Halevanon 1880, no. 46 “that one who does not know the language of
the land he inhabits is no better than an animal.” The correspondence ex-
tends over various issues of HaLevanon, July 30, Sept. 17, and October 1.
The tone became very heated and Brill even accuses R’ Sonnenfeld and
his friends of forgery. It was in regard to this issue, that R Shmuel Salant
sent a letter to Brill (Halsh Al HaChomah vol. 1 pp. 242-243) defending R’
Sonnenfeld, though adding the caveat that “even though in regards to
many issues my opinion is different then his... he is a Torah scholar and
he acts for the sake of heaven.” R’ Sonnenfeld was also involved in a con-
troversy with R’ Chaim Hirschenson over an article in his periodical
HaMisderonah concerning the boundaries of Rambam’s principle of faith.
See HaMisderonah year 1, pp. 240-243.

See Sonnenfeld ibid. for a description of R’ Sonnenfeld’s political role in
the aftermath of the riots of 1929. R’ Sonnenfeld would sometimes direct-
ly contravene R’ Kook’s proclamations. When R’ Kook declared a public
fast day in response to the riots. R’ Sonnenfeld issued a counter-order in-
sisting that a public fast day was not necessary as “we have faith that the
government will take care of the matter.”
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lar settlers, believing that they were playing an important part in
rebuilding the holy land, R’ Sonnenfeld viewed this as an unaccept-
able compromise. R’ Sonnenfeld was also suspicious of R’ Kook’s
philosophy and went so far as to ban R’ Kook’s philosophical mag-
num opus, Orot. The controversies between them were, at times,
very heated®, made worse by laymen” who decided to take matters
into their own hands. Posters were hung in Jerusalem insulting R’
Kook and he was even physically attacked.® However, as is de-
scribed in the letter below, both rabbis respected each other, and
their disagreement was “for the sake of heaven.”

Letter from R’ Bentzion Goldzweig Describing the Relation-
ship between R’ Kook and R’ Sonnenfeld

[The editor of HaMaor, Rabbi Meir Amsel, published a jubilee vo-
lume Shu”T HaMaor containing a section of mini-biographies of
rabbis who wrote for his periodical. He sent a letter to R’ Bentzion

Although R’ Kook bore the repeated insults against him in silence, he was
bothered enough to remark regarding R’ Sonnenfeld “Even when he says
something good, he says it out of wickedness, for evil, too, has good as its
source.” Avinoam Rosenak, Shofar (2007) “Hidden Diaries and New Dis-
coveries: The Life and Thought of Rabbi A I Kook” note 25. (This quote
is problematic, as the second part of the statement “evil comes from
good” does not follow from the first part which speaks of good coming
from “wickedness”.) My thanks to Marc Shapiro for this comment and
the following source.

R’ Kook respected R’ Sonnenfeld until the end of his life. R’ Kook

wanted to attend R’ Sonnefeld’s funeral but R* Tzvi Pesach Frank dis-

suaded him, even threatening to lie down in front of his car to prevent
him from attending as he feared R” Kook would be attacked by the Kan-

noim. See A. Shapiro, Imrei Shefer (2008) p. 261.

7 See the letter of R’ Tzvi Pesach Frank in Malki BaKodesh vol. 4 pp. 43-44
trans. R” Bezalel Naor in his edition of Orot p. 224 note 12. In the same
volume of Malki BaKodesh p. 196, there is another letter by a Rabbi Zare-
chen describing the “bundles of letters and angry threats being sent to R’
Diskin and R’ Sonnenfeld from all sides against R’ Kook.” R* Avraham
Shapiro writes of these zealots “even their wives suffered from them, and
more than once the police had to get involved in their domestic life.” Im-
ret Shefer (2008) p. 370.

8 SeeS. Raz, Malachim Kivnei Adam pp. 262, 483-485.
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Goldzweig’ of Montreal, Canada seeking biographical information.
On learning of Rabbi Goldzweig’s ordination from R’ Kook, Rabbi
Amsel wrote to Rabbi Goldzweig asking permission to omit this
detail as he feared it would anger R’ Kook’s antagonists. The rele-
vant part of Rabbi Goldzweig’s response follows:]

In regard to his™ letter of Sunday [Parshas] Chayei [Sarab] of this year,
concerning his honor’s reluctance to mention that I received semicha
from the great official' from Eretz Yisrael because he is afraid of the
followers of R> Amram™ and R’ Tzadok:" I knew him, he was a great
Talmud Chacham who involved himself in charity with all bis might to
assist distinguished men in need. He involved himself with mitzvos
without any hope for benefit or gain. If he had enemies and people perse-
cuted him—which man can say he has no enemies? To the degree in
which a man is greater than his fellows, so increases the number of those
who hate him and are jealous of him.

I remember during the year of 5694 while I visited our elderly mas-
ter, the leader of the entire exile, R’ Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld, zt”l, I re-
layed to him the good wishes of the leader of the entire exile Rabbi
Shlomo Eliezer Alfandri, for I had learned in his house for about two
years when I was in Tzfas. Before I left for America I took a blessing of
departure from him as a student takes from bis teacher and I told him
[i.e., R’ Alfandri] I am going to Jerusalem to get a blessing of departure

> Rabbi Bentzion Goldzweig (d. 25 Shevat 5726), Rabbi of Machzikei Ha-
Das Congregation in Montreal.

Throughout his letter Rabbi Goldzweig refers to Rabbi Amsel in the
third person, a formal style which is customary in rabbinic correspon-
dence.

Rabbi Amsel probably substituted this term in order to avoid mentioning
R’ Kook’s name, as it is unlikely that a student of R Kook would refer to
him in this strange manner.

R’ Amram Blau is the founder of Neturei Karta, a group of zealots.
Another one of Jerusalem’s zealots.

This dating cannot be correct as R’ Sonnenfeld passed away on 19, Adar 2
5692 and Rabbi Alfandri had already left Tsfat in the year 5685. It would
seem more logical to place this episode in the year 5684 and that Amsel
mistakenly transcribed the letter “peb” as a letter “ssadi” which can look
somewhat similar.
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from the aforementioned rabbi [i.e., R’ Kook],” from R’ Yaakov Moshe
Charlap, and from the saint and gaon R’ Simcha Bunim Werner'® who
was part of the Beis Din of R’ Sonnenfeld—I had received semicha from
these three rabbanim—and therefore He [R’ Alfandri] asked me to pass
along his blessing when I visited R’ Sonnenfeld. And so it happened,
when [ visited R’ Sonnenfeld I relayed regards from R’ Alfandri. R’
Sonnenfeld then asked me to tell him a Torah novella from R Alfandri
since I had been bis student for two years. I fulfilled his request and it
was a precious thing for him. Afterwards we spoke about different sub-
jects and he asked me if I had already wvisited the aforementioned rabbi
[R’ Kook]. I told him that I plan to wvisit him soon. He told me with bis
holy mouth “Many think I am his enemy. I never thought badly of any
Jew, and on the contrary certainly not of a Torah scholar like him. If I
ever speak against his actions this too is out of friendship.”

Some days later there was a Bris Milah to which the rabbanim were

invited."” “The aforementioned rabbi” arrived before R’ Sonnenfeld

> This demonstrates that the claim stated by Moshe Goldstein in Masa’ot

Yerushalayim p. 229 (2004) that “he [R’ Alfandri] would not allow Rab-

bonim who had first visited R’ Kook into his house...” is false, as are

many other statements in this book.
' The fact that Rabbi Goldzweig was a student of both R’ Kook and R’
Werner testifies that the borders between the two “camps” was not as im-
permeable as is sometimes imagined. Rabbi Eitam Henkin informs me
that there are over 60 seforim containing the approbations of both R’
Kook and R’ Sonnenfeld, which testifies to the non-partisan position of
many of Jerusalem’s residents.
There are several descriptions of joint participation of R’ Kook and R’
Sonnenfeld at simcha celebrations even after the dispute between them
had broken out. Rabbi Yisroel Pores invited R” Kook to be Sandek and
R’ Sonnenfeld to be the Mohel at a bris and “afterward, they sat together
for a long time at the sex’dab involved in the conversation of Torah Scho-
lars.” Rabbi Moshe Auerbach, HaMayaan (1981) 21, 3, p. 33.
In Al Chomosayich Yerushalayim (1945) p. 91, Rabbi Moshe Blau reports
“Rabbi Sonnenfeld did not hold back from meeting with R* Kook at
weddings and circumcisions. Once, the zealots of Jerusalem tried to pre-
vent R’ Sonnefeld from going to a wedding where R” Kook was Mesader
Kiddushin and he rebuked them and went, but after R’ Kook insulted him
at the wedding of one of the honored men of Jerusalem, R’ Sonnenfeld
was afraid of Chillul Hashem and stopped meeting with him.” A student
of R Charlap, R’ Joseph Leib Zussman in MeAwvnei Makom no. 14 (2002)
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and be waited for him. When R’ Sonnenfeld arrived he [R’ Kook] took
his chair and with bis own hands placed it before R’ Sonnenfeld saying
“he is elderly and a rabbi and we must honor him.” It is understood that
there was no hatred, jealousy or strife between them. All the hatred and
strife arose solely from the “inciters of strife.” About such men I have
nothing to say or reckon with, but if his honor fears that he will suffer
damages from this [mentioning R’ Kook’s name] I forgive him for not
mentioning his name and [for not mentioning] that I received semicha
from him.

The Hebrew text of the above letter follows:

1B9oynanr 0" P2 297 12 0°01°7 PV 2non

ARPLPRMVIRG 719 ,p"0R A"own R A A"

WINPT TNV ,00MDAM NTAT IRAT 277 900 0T 1207 21 v
R"DDW HYONR RN "7 0w IR
19 1"pmxy xR 3w 15 MpR NN 2w Mbwa 0w 0w IR

also republished in MiBechirei Tsadikaya (2007) writes that this took place
at the wedding of R’ Alexander Zusskind Berlin, half a year before R’
Sonnenfeld’s death. This being the case, Blau’s report that R* Sonnenfeld
stopped meeting with R” Kook at simchos for this short period of time is
not especially meaningful. See also Zev Rabiner, Maran HaRav Kook p. 140.
Another report can be found in M. Neriyah Likutei HaRe’iyah (1991) p.
162, quoting Rabbi G. Koenig: “I also heard from my maternal grandfa-
ther, Rav Shmuel Yaakov, that when he once went to a pidyon haben with
a friend, he was astonished to see Rav Kook and Rav Chaim Sonnenfeld
[who were ideological opponents] sitting together at the head of the table.
My grandfather was even more astonished when Rav Kook led the grace
after meals. He held a goblet of wine. When a few drops spilled from his
hands, Rav Sonnenfeld placed his hands under Rav Kook’s hands to re-
ceive those drops, and he licked them repeatedly.” See also a similar de-
scription in a letter of R Yaakov Moshe Charlap to his son Yechiel
Mech’l in Michtaver Marom (1988) and another in Shabbos HaRe’iyah no.
75 (Bamidbar 2009) p. 2. In addition, there are over 10 proclamations
which were jointly signed by both R’ Kook and R’ Sonnenfeld and many
pictures in which the two appear together.
I am grateful to Rabbi Eitam Henkin for supplying me with many of the
sources for this note.

' From Shu”t HaMaor (1977) ed. Meir Amsel vol. 2 p. 424.
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2 Te., R Kook.
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Controversy Regarding Distribution of Funds in the After-
math of the 1929 Riots

In addition to pressure from the right for his Zionist views, R’
Kook faced pressure from the left as well. Some feared that R’ Kook
would try to force his religious views on them, as is illustrated in
the following little-known episode:

In August of 1929, a long-running dispute between Arabs and
Jews over access to the Western Wall in Jerusalem culminated in a
series of Arab riots that killed 133 Jews and wounded 339 others.
The rioters also caused much damage and many Jews lost their live-
lihood. Jews throughout the world donated money to help support
those who had been affected by the riots.”! Most of the money was
sent to the Va’ad HalLeumi (the National Committee) which was in
charge of distributing the funds.

A disagreement arose between the Vaad Hal.eumi and the Zion-
ist Office on one side, and R’ Kook and several others (such as R’
Meir Bar Ilan) on the other as to how to distribute the funds. The
opinion of the former was that money should be distributed solely
among those who had been directly affected by the riots. R> Kook
pointed out that this would mean that many Yeshivos and Chesed
organizations which had been indirectly affected by the riots would
be left without funding. R’ Kook informed the committee that al-
though he had originally planned to pass any money sent to his of-
fice to the Vaad, he would now have to devote this money to those
who had indirectly suffered from the riots who would not receive
any funding otherwise.

This is how R’ Kook describes the situation:*

The crisis that has arisen because of this great calamity—the cruel de-
structive murders that our enemies and their supporters have brought
forth—not only caused damage in those places where the slaughter and
rioting occurred, but has disrupted lives throughout the entire Holy
Land. Credit, which is the basis of economic existence, particularly for
the Torah and Chesed organizations and those who depend on them...

2l R’ Chaim Ozer mentions three million dollars, an enormous sum at the

time. See Igrot LeRe’iyab p. 174.
M. Tsuriel, ed. Otzros HaRe’iyah 1 p. 493.
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has been stopped entirely. And all efforts from the outside are concen-
trated specifically to summon help to answer the pleas of the wounded,
plundered and burnt. This means that the shaky situation that existed
until now for the holy institutions and their dependents, and the sup-
port of many Torah scholars and rabbis that live in the holy city and the
holy land that depend for their livelibood on the donations of our
brothers has been drastically reduced. We need to support them right
now so that they do not fall.

Many of the donors to the aid fund believe that this fund can be used
to help support the needy Torah and Chesed institutions and Torah
scholars. This is not possible. The agents of the aid committee here are
concentrating specifically on those who have been directly damaged by
the murderers and rioters. For the support of the Torah and Chesed in-
stitutions and everything related to them, we need a separate fund that
will be sent directly from the donors for this purpose. This way we will
be able to continue to support the holy Yeshivos and Torah scholars...
that have been broken down by this widespread tragedy... until God
will have mercy on Zion and the situation will have quieted...”

Just before Sukkos, R’ Kook sent a letter to R’ Chaim Ozer
Grodzinsky,” spiritual leader of Agudas Yisroel, describing the re-
sults of his meeting with the committee. Some time afterward the
Yiddish press exploded with reports on the contents of the letter.**

» R’ Cham Ozer was very concerned about the fate of those affected by the

riots and published a special proclamation to raise funds. See Igrot R’
Chaim Ozer vol. 2, no. 753.

*  See the letter of R’ Chaim Ozer in M. Neriyah, Igrot L’ Re ‘tyah (1986) p.

174: “He published an accurate description of the letter in Haynt. Then
the Tag added spices to [i.e., distorted] my words to fit their own agenda,
and from there it was published in Moment and then the Yiddishe Tageb-
latt, each writer adding on his own details, and this caused a great confu-
sion before I had even read the letter.”
This is how “Moment,” a Yiddish Daily in Warsaw reported the matter:
(I was not able to obtain the relevant editions of the other newspapers.)
Title: The quarrel in Eretz Yisroel over the distribution of aid funds
Vilna, November 4—(Telephone from our correspondent)—
Rabbi Chaim Ozer Grodzinski has just received a letter from R Kook
with the following contents:
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According to some accounts, R” Kook was separating himself from
the Vaad Haleumi and calling for donations to be sent to his ad-
dress. An even stranger account has R’ Kook stating that he would
distribute money based on the level of religiosity of the recipients.

These distortions seemed to have been designed to cause a rift
between R’ Kook and the Vaad Hal.eumi, placing R’ Kook in an
embarrassing position at a crucial point in time. R’ Kook sent a let-
ter to R” Chaim Ozer requesting that he return the original letter so
he could publish its true contents. R* Chaim Ozer, however, was
on vacation in Montreux, Switzerland when the letter arrived, and
it had been intercepted before it could reach his hands.

To R’ Kook it appeared that the letter had been deliberately in-
tercepted and distorted in order to embarrass him.” He sent a letter
to R’ Meir Berlin (Bar-Ilan), a board member of the Jewish National
Fund, explaining the events as follows:

Avrabam Yitzchak HaKohen Kook
Chief Rabbi of the Land of Israel

Jerusalem

To my esteemed friend, the great Rabbi, R’ Meir Berlin Shlita
Shalom Rav,

The distribution committee of the Vaad Haleumi for those affected by
the riots in Israel categorically refuses to support the old Chaluka-Jews
and the Religious elements. I have spoken about this with the distin-
guished American Rabbis who, for their part, intervened with Warburg
[presumably Otto Warburg, third president of the World Zionist Organi-
zation].

Regarding their intervention, I received a report from Warburg that I
should approach the distribution committee. However, since the officials
of the committee did not want to honor my conditions, I have decided to
distribute the money on my own discretion. I therefore request that the
funds be sent to my address.

This letter of R” Kook made a strong impression. [My thanks to my
brother Moshe for assisting me with the above translation.]

Although R; Kook never identifies these “inciters of strife”, the historical
context indicates the likelihood that they were his secular, left-wing crit-
ics.

25
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21 Cheshvan 5690,

In regard to my letter to the gaon, R’ Chaim Ozer Grodzinsky, Shlita
—to my sorrow, a terrible thing was done by the “inciters of strife.”
wrote to him [R Chaim Ozer], merely, that there are two opinions as to
how to divide the aid money. The opinion of the Zionist office and of
the National Committee, who are in charge of this, is to designate the
funds exclusively for those who were directly affected by the riots and to
not distribute it to those who were indirectly affected. The opinion of
many others, and also my personal opinion, is to set aside a percentage
of the funds for those indirectly affected. Those who are indirectly af-
fected include the majority of the Torah and Chesed institutions. I also
explained to him that a small amount of funds that were given in my
name for those affected by the riots—that I had planned to give to the
aid committee—I would now be forced to distribute to those who turn
to me in my office who were indirectly affected by the riots. To the best
of my recollection, I did not mention even a single word of complaint
against the aid committee—only an explanation of the two sides of the
issue and a statement of my opinion. I certainly did not state that the
money should be divided based on the level of religiosity of the reci-
pients, nor did I ask that money be sent to my address.

Just before Shabbos, I received a letter from R Chaim Ozer, shlita
complaining that my letter had fallen into the hands of strangers and he
never received it. It seems to have been taken with the intent to make
an “exciting dish” by adding falsehoods—as is the custom of the inciters
of strife, due to our many sins. I am very concerned, as my letter was
written on erev Sukkos in the midst of the confusion and great hear-
tache that surrounded me, and my secretary had already left the house;
being tired and weak, I did not keep a copy of the letter. But his honor
should be assured that this is what I had written. I had thought I would
write to R’ Chaim Ozer to produce the letter or his faithful copy, but to
mry sorrow he too never received it, for it was swallowed up by the inci-
ters of strife. I hope that this entire episode will be made sufficiently clear
and “the deceitful one will not roast his catch” (Mishlei 12:27).

With these exact words I am prepared to respond to all those who
ask me about this episode, which, to my sorrow, shames those who are
involved with it who hope to bring a spirit of confusion into the congre-
gation of Israel.
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Let us hope that the Guardian of Israel will guard us from all
troubles, whether big or small, from the outside or internal, and He will
spread over us His covering of peace, and there will dwell among us
love, brotherhood, peace, and friendship and we will not need to worry
any more,

So is the hope of bis true friend who always seeks peace, with great
love,

R’ Avrohom Yitzchak HaKoben Kook
The Hebrew text of the letter follows:
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*  HaHed, Kislev 5690 p. 15. This letter was also published in Yiddish in
Moment and Haynt of the same date. It was republished in M. Tzuriel,
Otzros HaRe'tyab vol. 1, p. 495. However, this republication lacks the cir-
cumstances surrounding the episode which I have provided here.

¥ =November 24, 1929.
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On the 21* of Kislev, R’ Chaim Ozer’' wrote to R’ Kook explain-
ing what had happened. Someone visiting R* Chaim Ozer’s house
opened the letter to read the news from Eretz Yisrael. A journalist
who happened to be there at that time read the letter, as it con-
tained information relating to his brother-in-law. He then passed on
its contents accurately to the daily Haynt. However, from there it
traveled among the different Yiddish newspapers gaining exciting
details in each retelling. The above explanation of events was pub-
lished in the newspaper Vort and the matter died down on its own.

Conclusion

We have seen the pressures R’ Kook was subjected to as a result of
his unique world-view. In the words [translated], of B. Ish-Shalom
(Preface pp. ix-x): “With his novel approach and fearless indepen-
dence, he was a sharp contester of the Zionist movement, despite
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his enthusiastic support of its ideas, and as an aggressive disputant of
the ultra-orthodox community (the old Yishuv) despite his deep
identification with their ways, as well as an uncompromising critic
of the pragmatist approach of “Mizrachi,” regardless of the encou-
ragement and backing he gave them.” Indeed, it is this willingness
on the part of R’ Kook to transcend party lines and seek the truth
alone, that makes his philosophy so compelling that it continues to
inspire us to this day. &®
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