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Jews Praying In The Synagogue On Yom Kippur



BEFORE YOU BEGIN 

The Chosen takes place primarily in the Brooklyn neighborhood of Williamsburg, New 
York.  Most of the action revolves around the two main characters—Reuven Malter and 

Danny Saunders—who develop an 
unlikely friendship during the turbulent 
years of WWII, unlikely because Danny is 
the son of the Hasidic community’s much 
revered tzaddik and Reuven is the son of a 
scholarly Orthodox Jew.  Although both 
boys are observant Jews, their education 
and upbringing are divided by the Hasidic 
c o m m u n i t y ’ s d e c i s i o n t o r e s i s t 
accommodation to modern American 
culture and the Orthodox receptivity to the 
freedom America offers.  This division is 
hinted at in the first line of the novel:  “For 
the first fifteen years of our lives, Danny 
and I lived within five blocks of each other 
and neither of us knew of the other’s 
existence.”  Because the story is told in the 
first person—Reuven’s—most of the story 
is seen from his perspective, and that 

perspective shifts and matures over the six tumultuous years they share a close and 
intimate bond of friendship.   

There are several important issues raised by the events of this story.  The first is the 
problem of being an observant Jew in America.  How can a distinct religious 
community retain its devotion to a unique culture and faith and at the same time thrive 
in a country that extends so much freedom and possibility for distraction and 
diversion?  Are the communal commitments of a Hasidic sect commensurate with those 
of the democratic-republic they inhabit?  If not, how can the Hasidim preserve their 
identity in the face of cultural temptations and external pressures that are directly at 
odds with their faith and culture?  Most of this tension occurs in the life of Danny 
Saunders and is expressed by his father in the final chapter:  “How could I teach my son 
the way I was taught by my father and not drive him away from Torah?  Because this is 
America, Reuven.  This is not Europe.  It is an open world here.  Here there are libraries 
and books and schools.  Here there are great universities that do not concern themselves 
with how many Jewish students they have” (p. 285).  The students should reflect on this 
particular problem and how it generates much of the action of the story.  The decisions 
Danny has to make are deeply bound up with the contradictions he faces between the 
life of the mind he enjoys in great freedom and the life of his faith community.    

This leads to the second issue that arises in the novel: the sometimes difficult burdens 
friendship places on the individuals involved.  Mr. Malter reminds his son, Reuven, that 
the Talmud instructs all of its readers to choose a friend and acquire a teacher (p. 74).  
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But friendship with Danny Saunders comes at a heavy price for Reuven.   Deep into the 
story, Mr.  Malter remarks, “It is not so easy to be a friend, is it, Reuven?” (p. 271).  Reb 
Saunders himself confirms this when he says “You think a friend is an easy thing to be?  
If you are truly his friend, you will discover otherwise.  We will see” (p. 142).  The 
students should watch for the development of the relationship between Reuven and 
Danny over the course of the novel and the ever-changing responsibilities and sacrifices 
this friendship demands, especially of Reuven.   

The third is the growing realization in Reuven of the fragility of the world and the 
precarious condition of human beings, particularly in the face of evil.  Sometimes, that 
fragile existence is subject to capricious forces as in the case of the young, blind boy, 
Billy.  Sometimes, the evil springs from prior poor choices as in the case of Tony Savo.   
Some evil springs from inside the individual human heart as Danny experiences in his 
own character.  And sometimes ruthless evil moves whole nations and peoples to 
commit great atrocities, from the carnage of WWII to the Holocaust.  For the individuals 
in this story, this last kind of evil is especially felt as the characters struggle to maintain 
their faith despite the ferocious wickedness aimed at their brethren.  What kind of God 
makes his chosen people suffer such despicable calamity?  The answers offered are 
various and sometimes unexpected.   

Finally, this is a story about men and boys, specifically fathers and their sons.  Both boys 
grow up in the course of the novel, and the primary relationship for both of them is 
with their fathers.  Danny’s relationship with his father is of particular interest as he 
struggles to comprehend his father and his father’s faith.  At some point, Danny has to 
decide whether or not to assume the inherited, ancestral role of tzaddik.  The other half 
of the Talmudic instruction exhorts the faithful to acquire a teacher.  Because of his 
peculiar and uniquely prodigious intellect, Danny’s ability to find a teacher poses a 
distinct dilemma.  The only man in his life who could ever comprehend and harness 
Danny’s mind is his father, but his relationship with his father is deeply fraught, and 
that relationship comes to represent Danny’s complex relationship with the God of his 
faith.    

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE 

The students can probably read and digest roughly twenty pages per assignment, 
depending on their age and skill.  The exact recommendations for assignments are 
made below along with a list of recommended questions in chronological order for each 
chapter.  Each question is meant to lead the students deeper into the world Potok has 
wrought by eliciting concrete details and suggesting more consequential topics for 
reflection.  (Please see the Cana Classical Guide Teaching Fiction from the Inside Out for a 
more detailed explanation of the principles that inform this approach.)  No doubt, the 
discussions will spill over into areas addressed deeper into the assigned chapter or even 
into a recapitulation of earlier material.  This is a good and natural response from the 
students, which should not be interrupted unless necessary.  If we think they have 
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skipped important details, we can always return to address them later in the 
conversation.    

The chapter questions are not meant to be comprehension questions, and they should 
not be used for testing, nor should they be given in advance of the discussions.  These 
questions are written for the teacher, not for the students.  Sometimes they are narrower 
in focus in order to train the imaginations of the students by recreating the particulars of 
Potok’s world.  Occasionally, the questions will break open larger issues for a richer, 
deeper discussion.  The remarks printed in bold indicate repeated and developing 
imagery and material that only ultimately resolves into sharper focus in the final 
chapters.  It is a good idea to encourage students to simply keep track of these 
references so that when they reach the culmination of events in the final chapters, they 
will have ready sources and citations for a rich and final discussion of the larger issues 
at stake.  It is, however, important that the teacher not accidentally telegraph meaning 
or preempt the students’ free and open inquiry as the story unfolds.  It would be a 
mistake, for instance, to direct the students to look for specific “themes” in advance of 
reading.  Advising them to keep a watchful eye for repeated details such as references to 
eyesight is not the same as instructing them on what those references come to mean 
over the course of the novel.   These are also opportunities for training students on how 
to mark a text for later discussion.     

Book I 
Chapter 1 
(28 pages: 8 read aloud, 20 read independently) 
1 1/2 days discussion 

Since this chapter is on the longer side (28 pages), we recommend you read aloud the 
opening pages to get the students acclimated.  Allow them to conclude the remainder of 
the reading for homework or during in-class reading time.  (A twenty page assignment 
for a careful reading of this text will take eighth graders approximately 20-30 minutes, 
depending on the difficulty of the passage.) 

The Chosen is divided into three books, all of which are preceded by an epigraph that 
sets the tone for the section.  Instruct the students to pay attention to these epigraphs in 
their reading and discussion. 

The epigraph for Book I is drawn from Proverbs: 

I was a son to my father... 
And he taught me and said to me... 
“Let your heart hold fast my words...”  
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1. What are the names of the main characters we have been introduced to in this first 
chapter?  Let’s put them on the board.    

2. Who is telling this story? 
3. How close geographically do Danny Saunders and Reuven Malter live? Where? Why 

do you think they have never met before? What brings them together? 
4. Compare and contrast Reuven’s school and Danny’s.   
5. Describe, in significant detail, the different kinds of dress, general appearance, and 

language on display at the game.  What do these various kinds of dress, manners, 
and speech tell us about the characters?  Examine each carefully (Galanter, Danny, 
Reuven, etc.). 

6. Describe how Mr. Galanter and Danny’s coach relate to each other. Why do you think 
Danny’s coach keeps such a close eye on Danny? 

7. Give a detailed description of Danny’s appearance and behavior at the game.  Is he a 
good player?  How does he play?  What is your impression of him as he speaks to 
Reuven?  What does this word apikorsim mean? Turn to page 23 to get Reuven’s sense 
of what this word means to people like Danny and Reb Saunders. 

8. What does Danny mean when he says, “I told my team we’re going to kill you 
apikorsim this afternoon” (p. 18)?  Does he mean this literally?  What do you think of 
Reuven’s response? 

9. Why does the tone of the game suddenly shift and what angers Reuven? Why is he 
frightened on page 25?  Draw a diagram of the softball diamond and position of the 
players in their respective locations.  What position is Reuven playing and why? How 
does he play against Danny?  

10. Why is Danny staring at Reuven on page 29? Talk about that look some more. What  
is going on there?  Is it a frightening look? 

11. This chapter concludes with Reuven getting injured badly by the ball. What 
happens?  In your estimation, was it Reuven’s fault or not?  How do Reuven and the 
team respond? 

The full guide How to Teach Chaim Potok’s The Chosen is 23 pages and is available as a 
printable PDF in our shop for $10.  Click here to visit the product page. 
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