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THE CHOSEN  
Chaim Potok (1929-2002)  
Grade Level:  8th or 9th grade 
304 pages 
ISBN: 0-449-21344-7 

BIOGRAPHY 

Chaim Potok was born Herman Harold Potok in Buffalo, New York, in 1929, to 
immigrant parents from Poland. His Hebrew name was Chaim Tzvi. He was reared in 
an Orthodox Jewish home and educated in Orthodox schools. Both his mother and 
father had deep connections to the Hasidic faith, enough that Potok had a rich 
knowledge of the Hasidic world. He received his B.A. in English Literature from 
Yeshiva University in 1950 and attended the Jewish Theological Seminary of America 
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where he was ordained a rabbi in 1954. He was married to Adena Sara Mosevitzsky in 
1958 and had three children. He served as a chaplain in the U.S. Army in South Korea 
and eventually attained a doctoral degree in philosophy from the University of 
Pennsylvania. He wrote nine novels, four plays and numerous short stories; he also 
painted. This book under consideration, The Chosen, was published in 1967 and was 
nominated for the National Book Award. It is arguably the most revered of Potok’s 
novels.   

INTRODUCTION 

A brief but substantial lecture (approximately 15 minutes long) on the progress of World 
War II is useful for a proper context for this piece. Much of the energy and anxiety that 
fuels the story derives from this cataclysmic event as it percolates in the background. 
The primary emphasis should be on events in the European theater. Most of what the 
students remember about their previous study of WWII is the Holocaust; however, we 
recommend that it not be covered in this lecture since the revelation of that catastrophe 
plays an important dramatic role in the story. (The characters in the novel are unaware 
of the Holocaust until Chapter 11.)    

Secondly, because much of the culture of the Hasidim is so radically different from 
modern American culture and because it is almost certainly unknown to the students, 
we recommend that the 1997 PBS documentary A Life Apart: Hasidism in America, 
directed by Daum and Rudavsky, be viewed and briefly discussed before reading the 
novel. A Life Apart is a somewhat sympathetic, although not altogether uncritical, 
treatment of the Hasidic communities in New York. The students need not view the 
entire film; excerpts could be shown instead. 

It is important that the discussion of the film not last for more than about twenty 
minutes since we do not want to preempt the discussion of the novel itself. These 
twenty minutes will be sufficient time to alert the students to the essential uniqueness of 
the culture one of the characters inhabits. The consequences of the choices Danny 
Saunders has to make throughout the novel are very nearly outside the imaginative 
reach of most young readers without some understanding of Hasidism. The following is 
a list of study questions which could be distributed to the students before the viewing 
to orient them to the essential issues raised in the film:  

1. What is the purpose of life for the Hasidic Jew? 

2. How does that purpose affect the way the Hasidic Jews choose to live? Describe their 
lives with some concrete examples. 

3. Describe their dress and general appearance in some detail. Are there differences 
between how the women and men dress? Why do they dress in that fashion?  
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4. Why don’t members of the Hasidic sect attend college and professional schools? 
There are at least two reasons mentioned in the film. What kind of work do they 
generally do? What sort of economic constraints do these choices place on them? Are 
there any changes in the work they are presently seeking? Why? What’s going on? 
How does this change their lives as members of their communities?  

5. What pressures are they facing in their neighborhoods? 

6. Why are children so incredibly important to the community? 

7. State the precise nature of the criticisms of the Hasidic sect you hear of in the film.  
What do you think of the critics? Do you think they are trustworthy? Why?  

A cautionary word:  If the students do view and discuss the film, A Life Apart, they should 
be directed to leave the film behind once they begin their discussion of the novel itself. 
They will be studying a piece of fiction not engaging in an exercise in comparative 
religion. Finally, we do not encourage viewing the screen adaptation of The Chosen.     

GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

The book contains frequent references to vocabulary unfamiliar to most students. The 
following is a useful guide they can tuck in their books and consult when necessary. We 
also advise the teacher to bring in photographs of some of the distinctive attire of the 
Hasidim so that the students can visualize and reimagine the action of the story. If they 
have seen A Life Apart, they will recognize some of these terms, but not all of them. 

Yiddish:  
Derived from German and Polish 
Vernacular language of Jews from East/Central Europe  
Spoken today by descendants of the above   
Germanic grammar but written in Hebrew alphabet 

Samovar: 
Highly decorated tea urn from Russia 

Ba’al Shem Tov: 
Founder of Hasidism 
Reformer 
Attempted to restore the common, poor Jews to the faith 

Williamsburg: 
The neighborhood in Brooklyn, New York (not Virginia) 

Shabbat: 
Sabbath—sundown Friday through sundown Saturday  
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Depression: 
Began with the stock market collapse in 1929 and lasted well into the 1930’s, worldwide 

Yeshiva: 
Jewish parochial school 
In America, students have to attend public school or take public school courses as well 

Talmud: 
Central text of Judaism 
Oral law based on Rabbinic commentary on Torah   
Includes Mishnah 

Mishnah: 
Jewish Oral Law  
Gemara, which is the commentary on Mishnah 
Rabbinic Law 
Ethics, philosophy, history  

Tallit:   
Prayer shawl 

Tzitzit: 
Specially knotted fringe tassels on the four 
corners of the prayer shawl 

Kosher: 
Conforms to dietary requirements of Jews 
No mixing of meat and dairy 
No pork 
No shellfish 

Phylactery (sometimes called Tefillin): 
2 small leather cubes containing texts from Hebrew scriptures 
1 on the forehead 
1 on the forearm 

Pentateuch (sometimes called Torah or law of God): 
First 5 books of the Old Testament (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, 
Deuteronomy) 

Goyim/Gentile: 
Someone who is not Jewish 

Earlock: 
Hair grown long at the temples 
Sometimes called side-curls or side-locks 
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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.   
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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). 
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 
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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 
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. 
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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...”  

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? 
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Chapter 2  
(21 pages) 
1 day discussion 

We recommend not assigning Chapter 3 until Chapter 2 has been fully discussed. 
Chapter 3 gives a lot away. 

1. Who are the new characters introduced in this chapter? Put them on the board. 

2. Where exactly is the pain in Reuven and how is he handling it? What is Galanter 
worried about? Describe his general behavior. 

3. Name and describe the three different doctors. Who is the boss? Describe the 
differing reactions of all three doctors. What do you like or not like about them? 

4. What makes Reuven weep? It might be surprising. What does that tell you about 
him? 

5. Describe Reuven’s hospital room. Draw a picture on the board. 

6. He immediately meets a man. Name him and describe his physical appearance, 
language, and behavior. How old is he? What does he call Reuven? Why? What’s his 
story? 

7. Who is the other roommate? How old is he? What happened to him? What do you 
notice about Billy’s description of his story? How does Billy construe what happened 
to him and his family? Both Tony and Billy express concern for Reuven. How? 

8. The nurse informs Reuven that the hospital is kosher. What does that mean? Why is 
this so important?  

9. What name does Reuven give himself and why? 

10. How old is Reuven and what does he look like?  

11. Tony’s bravado seems to drain from his voice. Why? 

12. How does Reuven’s father, David, react to seeing Reuven? How does Reuven react 
to the fact that he’s been operated on? Why does he use the word “Abba” when 
addressing his father? What made him use that word? Why is David Malter worried? 

13. Watch for the parallelism at work: Mr. Malter/Reuven; Billy’s father/Billy.  Compare 
and contrast how each pair interacts. (The students will encounter another father/son 
set in Danny and his father, Reb Saunders.)  
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14. How does Reuven react to the news that Reb Saunders had called to apologize? 
How does David Malter react to Reuven’s response? Why? Is he right? 

15. What items did Mr. Malter bring to the hospital for Reuven? What does this tell you 
about both of them?  

16. This is the point at which the students should start keeping track of all of the 
references to eyes, eyeglasses, eyesight, blindness, etc. They can keep a running 
list of those references in their notebooks for a larger discussion later. 

Chapter 3   
(18 pages) 
1 day discussion 

This chapter should not be assigned until the events of Chapter 2 have been fully 
discussed. 

1. What is everyone shouting about at the beginning of this chapter and why is Tony so 
angry? Obviously, Tony was told to return to bed, but it seems like more is bothering 
him. Think about Mr. Galanter and his military metaphors.   

2. Why does Reuven put on his phylacteries and what does this tell us about Reuven? 

3. Who is this six-year old boy? What is his story? 

4. Why does Tony keep saying that the world is “crazy and cockeyed”? What do you 
think he means by that? This reference is going to arise repeatedly throughout the 
story.  The students can keep a running list of references to “crazy and cockeyed” 
in their notebooks as they continue to consider its fuller, deeper, and more mature 
expression as the problem of evil.   

5. Take a close look at the scene when Reuven is dozing and Danny arrives. What is our 
first impression of Danny? 

6. What is Danny’s first question? What should we think of that question, and why does 
it anger Reuven? Is Reuven justified in being angry? What does he think? 

7. How does Danny react to this anger? Is he justified? How does Mr. Malter later react? 
Is he justified? 

8.  Look closely at page 65 when Reuven looks out the hospital window at people below 
on the street. Look at Reuven’s reaction to the Normandy news. What does he see in 
his mind’s eye? We will see Danny look out this window later. 
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9. The text employs the word 
“depressed” repeatedly throughout 
this chapter. What is going on with 
Reuven and why?  

10. When Danny visits a second time, 
Reuven receives him differently. How 
so? Why? What has changed?  

11. What does Danny want to talk  
about? Be specific. He says, “I don’t 
understand why I wanted to kill 
you” (p. 66). Think about those first 
words Danny spoke to Reuven 
during the game, “I told my team 

we’re going to kill you apikorsim this 
afternoon” (p. 18). Did Danny mean it literally? What is going on with Danny? How 
does Reuven feel about this?  

12. What do we learn about Danny’s life in this chapter? How does he study? What 
should Reuven think about his way of reciting the passage? What do we learn about 
his relationship with his father? For instance, how did Danny persuade his father to 
permit the softball team? Danny says, “What do you want to become a rabbi for?”  
What does Danny want to be? What does Reuven want to be?  

13. Danny says, “You were supposed to duck.”  What does he mean? Is Danny right 
about Reuven? Does Reuven disagree or agree?  

14. What does Danny see on the bottom of page 71? Is this the knowledge he came for? 
If so, what is its content? This is key. 

15. What does Danny’s father say about silence? What does that mean? The reference to 
silence arises frequently in this story. The students can keep a list of the various and 
differing references to silence in their notebooks.  
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Chapter 4 
(19 pages) 
1 1/2 days discussion 

This chapter is central to understanding the dilemma that occupies the heart of the 
book.  

1. Mr. Malter recites many proverbs and maxims. Name some. The students can keep a 
list of these recurring proverbs in their notebooks.   

2. On what basis can Reuven claim on page 74 that “Danny is a very nice person”?  
Give a translation of his words. 

3. What does the Talmud instruct every 
person to do? What is a friend? What is 
a teacher in the context of this story? 
These two words do not mean what 
most young students assume they 
mean. They will learn a great deal 
about both in their reading. 

4. Why does Mr. Malter want Reuven to 
make Danny a friend? Does this seem 
reasonable? Is Mr. Malter worried 
about Danny? Why? 

5. How is Danny like “two different 
people”? 

6. How does Reuven greet Danny the third time he visits? Why? What’s going on with 
Tony? Billy? Reuven? 

7. What does Danny see when he looks out the hospital window? How does this make 
Danny feel? When Danny shared a similar experience with his father, his father did 
not immediately respond. Why? When he finally did respond, what did he say? Why 
did his father say this? Does Danny believe in God? This problem returns to the 
reader later in the book, so the students should be sensitive to it. 

8. What are Danny’s reading habits? What is he reading? Be specific. In reference to a 
passage about ants in Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms, Danny says, “It shows how 
cruel people can be” (p. 80). Why is Danny attracted to this kind of material? What is 
going on with him? What kind of struggle is he engaged in? Think back to the ball 
game. This is the key to understanding Danny’s general struggles in the book. Dwell 
on this passage. Notice the reference to insects in this passage. This will be a 
recurring reference the students should keep track of in their notebooks. How are 
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men like insects for Danny? How does thinking about human beings as ants 
potentially change the way Danny treats them? Does this frighten him?  

9. Danny says, “Once I’m a rabbi my people won’t care what I read. I’ll be sort of like 
God to them. They won’t ask any questions” (p. 82). Evaluate where Danny is 
spiritually when he says this. Reuven is reminded of Tony Savo’s refrain that the 
world is “crazy and cockeyed.”  Why? 

10. Evaluate the silence that washes all over this chapter. Characterize it. 

11. Where do Reuven’s intellectual pursuits run? Name them. 

12. Who has been helping Danny and why did he not tell Reuven? Do the characters 
think it was ethical to do this? What are the dangers involved? 

13. What has Danny been reading at the library? Be specific and introduce a brief 
content of the texts if the students are unfamiliar with the books. The students need 
to understand how odd, controversial and even dangerous Danny’s reading habits 
would be for a Hasidic Jew.  

14. Notice that at the end of the chapter Tony is in trouble, Billy is in trouble, but 
Reuven is saved. Think of that hospital window and the ants. Think too of Tony’s 
refrain “crazy, cockeyed” world. How does Reuven react to this?  

15. Reuven’s experience of the world is completely transformed by this week in the 
hospital. How so?  

16. Watch for references to eyes and light.  
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Book II 
Chapters 5 and 6  
(16 pages) 
1 day discussion 

 
The epigraph for Book II is drawn from the Zohar: 

Silence is good everywhere, except 
in connection with Torah. 

Since these two chapters are shorter, they can be paired for 
one assignment. 

Silence will play an increasingly important role in this story, 
and the epigraph has led us to dwell on this. The students 
will begin now to reflect on its consequences.  

1. How do they come home from the hospital? Why? This is 
a helpful insight on how they live in the big city.   

2.  Reuven receives his glasses from his father for the first time all week. How does he 
react? Notice the intensity of the play of light and darkness. Notice the references to 
blindness and sight. Notice the hydrangeas. What does all of this beauty and sunlight 
remind Reuven of?  

3. Describe Reuven’s home in detail. Where do they live? Go to the board and sketch a 
floorplan for the apartment. What is on the walls? Notice that Albert Einstein was a 
secular Jew. Who was he? Why does Reuven have a picture of him on his wall? 

4. What does Reuven mean when he says, “Somehow everything had changed” (p. 98).  
What had changed and what was left behind? 

5. Evaluate the silence of Shabbat that night. Read aloud the passage on page 100 just to 
hear the beauty of the night.   

6. Together, as a class, summarize the complicated history of the Hasidim, which Mr. 
Malter details. It is important that the students grasp this detailed understanding of 
the historical persecution and spiritual disaster the Jews suffered. Detail Ba’al Shem 
Tov’s life.   

7. Mr. Malter now tells a different story, the story of Solomon. What happened to 
Solomon and why does Mr. Malter tell Reuven this story?  
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8. What is Mr. Malter’s feeling at the end of the Chapter 6, and how does he view 
Danny’s situation? How does Reuven view his own situation? 

Chapter 7 
(36 pages over 2 days) 
2 days discussion 

Since this chapter is longer and more intense than previous chapters, we recommend 
breaking the assignment down into two parts: pages 112-130 and pages 130-148. This 
will make the assignment more manageable. 

Day 1:  

1. The chapter opens with Reuven’s synagogue experience and ends with Danny’s. It is 
a tale of two worship services. Describe Reuven’s synagogue. Who wears the prayer 
shawl? Why is Reuven chosen to offer the second blessing? What does Reuven think 
about as he prays?  

2. What is going on with Reuven’s eyes on page 114? What is he thinking about as he 
dwells on Billy’s eyes and Danny’s eyes?  

3. Why does Danny come to take Reuven to his shul? What is so extraordinary about 
this and why is it necessary?  

4. Describe Danny’s family in some substantial detail. Why does Danny’s expression 
change when Reuven asks if Danny’s brother will be a rabbi?  

5. What do we learn about Danny’s father in this chapter? Where did he come from 
and what happened to him? What is the story about Danny’s grandfather’s brother?  

6. Danny’s father is a tzaddik. What is that? How is the tzaddik like God, a bridge to 
God? 

7. Describe Danny’s neighborhood and the crowd at the shul. How does the crowd 
receive them? Think of the sound of Danny’s metal capped shoes. That sound 
always reminds Reuven of the blind man and his stick, which reminds us of Billy 
and conflates Danny and Billy in Reuven’s mind. How and why? 

8. How does Danny treat the two men who approach him for a commentary on a text? 

9. Why does Reuven feel naked and stripped? 

10. How do Danny and the crowd respond to the arrival of Reb Saunders? 
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11. How does Reb Saunders greet Reuven and what does Reuven think of his greeting? 

12. How does Reuven respond to the service? Does he recognize any of it? 

13. On page 130, we see a sudden outbreak of silence. Why? Characterize it. 

Day 2: 

14. What text does Saunders choose to address? Read it aloud for the students so that 
they can feel the dramatic pulse of the scene. The question is: What are we that the 
Master of the Universe should do our 
wi l l? (p. 130) . His answer is 
profoundly moving, and the students 
should be led to grasp both the 
dimensions of the problem he is 
attempting to solve and the answer 
he provides. 

15. Why does Danny suddenly look 
relieved? Look at the precise location 
Reb Saunders plants his mistake for 
Danny. Look at the context. He 
speaks of worldly distraction and he 
who has “forfeited his life” (p. 132). 
What is Reb Saunders saying? Does 
Danny understand? Why does Reb 
Saunders do this to his son? What 
should we think of it according to the 
story? What upsets Saunders at the 
end of the combat? What is going on 
with Danny and his strange grin, and 
why does he lose that grin? 

16. What does Reb Saunders think of the 
world and its treatment of the Jews? 

17. What is gematriya? How does Reuven fare? Why is this important? 

18. Reb Saunders welcomes Reuven to be his son’s friend with this warning: “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). Discuss. 

19. Why did Reb Saunders plant the second mistake, according to Danny? 

20. Is Reuven correct in assuming that “Danny must love his little brother very 
much” (p. 144)? What does this say about Danny and Reuven? 
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21. What is Mr. Malter’s reaction to what Reuven tells him about the evening with 
Danny’s community? 

Chapter 8 
(21 pages) 
1 day discussion 

1. Immediately, we see the demands this friendship with Danny is making of Reuven.  
Describe. 

2. There is a tremendous respect for and devotion to reading in this book. Books are 
life-changing and soul-shaping. Describe the library and its mosaic. What does he 
notice about Homer? How does that make him feel? What is the quotation from 
Keats?    

3. Watch how Danny sits and reads. How does he read? What is that called and how 
does it work? What is he reading and why does it make him sad? Did Mr. Malter 
give Danny this book?  

4. Images of blindness and eyes are splashed across this chapter. Notice that Reuven is 
unable to read right now. What does he do instead? Notice the quotation Danny 

references:  “The most mysterious thing in the universe 
to man is man himself.”  How is this evident in Danny? 
Look back at Chapter 3 and their discussion there.  

5. Why is Danny teaching himself German? Who are 
Freud and Jung? Danny says the unconscious, “[is] full 
of repressed fears and hatreds, things that we’re afraid 
to bring out into the open” (p. 156). Reuven responds, 
“That’s a pretty sad thing to think about. To be doing 
things without really knowing why you’re doing 
them.”  This passage is important because it touches on 
a great many problems Danny is examining in his own 
heart and mind. Freud/Jung could not be further from 
the theology of his Hasidic community. That men are 
determined and not free to act without the burdens of a 
deterministic psychological element is frightening to 
Reuven. Discuss this. How is this different from Reb 
Saunders’ theology? Again, go back to Reb Saunders’ 

response to Danny’s reflection on the window and ants. Be specific. Two opposing 
anthropologies are emerging here:  the Talmudic account and the modern Freudian 
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account. That Danny is even seriously entertaining Freud’s is a dramatic departure 
for a Hasidic Jew.  

6. Why does Danny stop and look around on their walk?  

7. How does Mr. Malter react to the news of Danny’s recent reading? 

8. Compare and contrast the way Reuven and Danny read the holy books. Describe the 
way they discuss the Pirkei Avot with Reb Saunders. Why is it so combative? How 
does Reb Saunders feel about the discussion? Why? How do Danny and Reuven feel 
about these discussions? Why?  

9. What does Reb Saunders want from Reuven? What is he worried about? Does he 
react the way you expected? Why doesn’t he just ask his son himself? Do Reuven 
and Danny think that Reuven did the right thing in telling Reb Saunders the truth?  

10. When did Reb Saunders stop talking to his son and why? This is an important 
passage for understanding the book. What is silence? Why is it important to Reb 
Saunders? What does Mr. Malter think? What do Danny and Reuven think of this 
silence?  

Chapters 9 and 10  
(21 pages) 
1 day discussion 

Since these two chapters are shorter, they can be combined in one assignment and 
covered in one class. 

1. Chapter 9 is full of private and more public concerns. List them from the Allied 
invasion of Europe to Billy’s situation. Read aloud pages 173–174, beginning with the 
words, “I hung up the phone.” Discuss the image of the spider web and the fly.  
What do you think these represent? Who is trapped? What is going on? How does 
Reuven react to this? 

2. How do Reuven and Danny plan to spend their summer vacation? How is Danny’s 
study of Freud going? How is studying Freud like studying Talmud for Danny? 

3. How does Danny look different by the end of the summer? Notice all of the 
references to eyes. 
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Chapter 11 
(9 pages) 
1 day discussion 

This chapter marks the climax of some of the action in this 
story and in the wider world. Its scope is fairly wide as it 
opens from the narrow to the wider world back to the 
narrow again, and both the macrocosmic and the 
microcosmic reflect back on each other.  

1. What is going on with Danny in his reading of Freud? 
What is going on nationally and internationally? (Talk 
about the Battle of the Bulge where the combined 
casualties were approximately 200,000.)  Does Danny 
pay attention to any of this? Does Reuven understand what is going on with Danny?  

2. What is going on with Danny’s health? 

3. Reuven says that hearing that FDR had died was like hearing his father had died. 
Why is that? Dwell on the historical circumstances of this story, which have finally 
broken through the microcosm of the boys’ lives and altered the world.   

4. There is a tremendous amount of sickness and death in this chapter—Danny, Mr. 
Malter, Reb Saunders, FDR, the soldiers on the field of battle. Reuven says, “I saw 
only emptiness and fear and a kind of sudden total end to things that I had never 
experienced before...It was senseless—I held my breath, feeling myself shiver with 
fear—as Billy’s blindness was senseless” (p. 188). Reuven seems to suddenly be 
struggling with the same issues Danny was describing earlier in the novel. What is 
going on?  

5. The chapter culminates in the discovery of the concentration camps, pp. 189–192. It is 
hard for contemporary students to believe that the news of something this 
catastrophic could have been suppressed like this for so long. It is important to help 
them understand that the discovery was shocking to the entire world. How do 
Reuven, Mr. Malter and Reb Saunders react to this devastating news? Reuven seems 
to view it as a confirmation of that earlier feeling of senselessness; Reb Saunders says 
it must be God’s will; and Mr. Malter says that they can no longer wait for the 
Messiah but must make these terrible events meaningful through action. Mr. 
Malter’s reaction is not the ordinary reaction one would expect of a practicing Jew. 
How so? What has happened to him? Has he lost his faith? The chapter ends with his 
heart attack and the sense that Reuven is going to lose his father. What about the 
reaction of Reb Saunders? Is his view scandalous? Pious? Ridiculous? Embittering? 
Discuss.    
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Chapter 12 
(10 pages) 
1 day discussion 

1. Reuven moves in with Danny’s family and witnesses the grief and the silence of Reb 
Saunders up close. How does Reb Saunders behave? Reference page 108 when we 
first read that some Hasidic groups believe that their leaders take the sufferings of 
the Jewish people upon themselves. “They believe that the sufferings would be 
unendurable if their leaders did not somehow absorb these sufferings into 
themselves.”   

2. How does Reuven receive all of the silence of this chapter? How does the silence 
shift and change in tone over the course of the chapter? 

3. Why is Reuven disturbed by Danny’s reading of Freud? Are the Talmud and Freud 
ultimately incompatible? Why or why not? 

4. What is Mr. Malter reading and thinking about these days? What does Mr. Malter 
mean when he says, “We must make our own Messiah” (p. 197)? What is Zionism? 
What is Palestine? Is Mr. Malter irreverent when he says this? Look at a map.   

5. Describe the incident at the breakfast table. What does Reb Saunders think of 
Zionism? Why is it wicked from his point of view? How should we understand the 
story Reb Saunders told? 
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6. What are the implications of Danny’s remark on his brother’s health and future, 
“He’d probably make a fine tzaddik”? 

7. How are Danny and his father trapped, according to Danny? Remind the students of 
the image of the spider and the fly at the close of Chapter 9. What do they think 
now? 

8. Why is it significant that Danny is wearing glasses at the close of this chapter? 
Examine the images of light and blindness. What is going on with Danny? 

Book III 
Chapter 13 
(26 pages) 
1 day discussion 

The epigraph for Book III is appropriately drawn from the Talmud and goes to one of 
the central issues at stake in the story:  

A word is worth a coin, silence is worth two. 

1. Describe Hirsch College, the professors, and the students. What are the differences 
between Danny’s and Reuven’s experiences? What are they studying? Why is Danny 
so dissatisfied with his psychology course? Describe the course and how it differs 
from the reading Danny has been doing in Freud. Describe the difference between 
experimental psychology and theoretical psychology. The latter is attractive to 
Danny, not the former. Why? What is Danny looking for when he reads psychology? 
It seems personal. Why did Danny originally find the study of psychology attractive? 

2. Can Reuven help Danny? How? Reuven tries to teach Danny the differences between 
magic and science. What does this mean? Notice that Danny’s glasses are hurting his 
eyes. Why?  

3. Reuven is learning a new kind of scriptural analysis. Describe this. How would 
Reuven’s professors react to this kind of approach to the scriptures? 

4. Mr. Malter’s whole life has changed. What is he doing? He says, “Merely to live, 
merely to exist—what sense is there to it? A fly also lives” (p. 218). What does he 
mean? Notice this reference to insects again. This all speaks to purpose and meaning. 
How is Mr. Malter answering Danny’s implied question from the first book? 
Remember that implied question? Remember how Reb Saunders responded to his 
son? The purpose of life, he said, was to be obedient to God and to do God’s will. 
Does Mr. Malter have a different answer? What is it? 
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5. Fights are breaking out all over campus. What are the lines of the arguments? Where 
are Reuven and Danny in this fight? 

6. Describe the British Foreign Minister Bevin’s remark about the slaughter of the Jews.  
Describe the Madison Square Garden event. How does Reb Saunders respond to this 
event and Mr. Malter’s involvement in it?  

7. Why does Reb Saunders finally forbid the continuation of the relationship between 
Danny and Reuven? What is Mr. Malter’s explanation for the breach? How do 
Danny and Reuven respond to this?  

8. Respond to the profound effects this imposed silence has on Danny and Reuven. Is 
Mr. Malter any help to Reuven? Why or why not? How is this silence different or 
similar to earlier experiences of silence in the book? Explain. 

Chapters 14 and 15 
(25 pages) 
1 1/2 days discussion 

Since Chapter 15 is so brief, it can be paired with Chapter 14 easily.  

1. Describe the atmosphere at Hirsch College. Who were the Irgun brothers? How is 
Reb Saunders attempting to counteract the ideas of Zionism? 

2. Notice that Reuven and his father hardly ever see each other and they no longer 
study Talmud together. What do you think is going on? Does Mr. Malter still believe? 

3. What was Danny doing at the pre-registration meeting? How does that make 
Reuven feel? 

4. Describe Rav Gershenson and how he conducts his class in some detail.   

5. Why does Gershenson never call on Reuven?  

6. Why does the anti-Zionist talk abruptly come to an end?  

7. How does Danny respond when Mr. Malter has another heart attack?  

8. Notice the significant references to silence in this chapter. What is Reuven learning 
about silence, if anything? 

9. Give a detailed description of how Reuven prepares for what he believes is an 
inevitable public examination in Rav Gershenson’s class. Why does he decide not to 
conduct his second method on the passage?  
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10. The students would enjoy and benefit from a 
dramatic reading of pp. 246-252. The students have 
never seen anything like this before. Discuss. Rav 
Gershenson is the kind of teacher the Talmud 
instructs a man to acquire.  

11.  How does Rav Gershenson respond to Reuven’s 
interpretation? Why do you think he was tempting 
Reuven by pressing him on another approach to that 
p a s s a g e ? T h i s i s c r i t i c a l l y i m p o r t a n t t o 
understanding how Reuven and his contemporaries 
treat the texts they revere. 

12. Why does Gershenson now call on Reuven? Why 
not before? Why isn’t Gershenson listed in the 
Hebrew/English catalogues?  

13. Why is Reuven’s friendship with Danny restored?  

Chapters 16 and 17 
(18 pages) 
1 day discussion 

Since these two chapters are brief, they can be read and discussed together. 

1. How long has it been since Danny and Reuven have spoken? What does the silence 
mean to Reuven now? What does it mean to Danny? How should the reader feel 
about this silence? Has the silence irrevocably changed their friendship?  

2. Danny has made some significant decisions since they last talked. What are they?  

3. When Reuven visits Danny and Reb Saunders, Reuven’s reaction to the shul and its 
inhabitants is substantially changed. How so? 

4. Take a look at the joke Reuven tells Danny on page 267. How does Danny react? 
What should we think of Reuven’s joke?  

5. What does Danny mean when he speaks about silence now? What does it mean to 
“hear silence”? 

6. Reuven and Danny seem to have shifted places in this chapter: Reuven looks crass 
and Danny looks more sensitive. What is going on?  
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7. How does Mr. Malter react to what Danny tells Reuven about his ability to “hear 
silence”?  

8. How does Danny react to Reuven’s and Mr. Malter’s advice? Why? 

9. Reb Saunders is asking that Reuven come around. His invitations sound increasingly 
urgent. Why?  

10. Why doesn’t Danny just tell his father what he’s planning? Mr. Malter sharply 
corrects his son much like he corrected him back in the first chapters of the book.  
Why? Why is Reuven refusing to hear what Danny needs?  

Chapter 18 
(12 pages) 
1 day discussion 

This is a wonderful opportunity to read aloud to the students. A well-prepared 
rendering of this chapter would serve them well before discussion. 

1. Reb Saunders says, “Finally, finally you come to see me.”  Why do you think he says 
this, and how does he say it? Is he angry? Disappointed? Hurt? Why? Why did it 
take Reuven so long to come? 

2. Why does Saunders react the way he does when Reuven tells him of his future plans 
post-graduation? 

3. Why did Reb Saunders subject his son Danny to silence for so many years? What 
was his purpose? Was he successful in his own eyes? Does Danny think his father 
did the right thing? Reuven? Mr. Malter? What personal loss did Danny and his 
father suffer by the imposed silence?  

4. Discuss the personal loss Reb Saunders suffered in the Holocaust. 

5. What are your impressions of Danny when he comes to Reuven’s apartment to say 
good-bye? What does he look like? 
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BROADER QUESTIONS 

The following questions are aimed at a more comprehensive examination of the text; 
they can only be properly and thoroughly addressed after a careful reading of the entire 
text. They would be appropriate for a larger discussion at the close of the book, and 
they could also be used as essay questions:   

1. “The most mysterious thing in the universe to man is man himself.” Who says this 
and what do you think it means in the context of the entire story? 

2. How does the title of the book apply to the characters involved? Who does the title 
refer to and what does it imply? 

3. “He believes that words distort what a person really feels in his heart. He wishes 
everyone could talk in silence.” Locate and compare the different kinds of silence 
that occur in this story. Do the silences yield positive or negative results?  

4. Compare and contrast the fatherhood of David Malter with that of Reb Saunders. 
How do they each relate to their sons? How do they relate to the son of the other? 

5. Did Danny ultimately rebel against his father and his faith? How so or not so? Does 
Danny’s father think that Danny has rebelled against his faith? Does Danny?  

6. Trace the continued references to eyes, eyesight, eyeglasses and blindness. Do you 
see a pattern emerging? If so, what is it? 

7. Some of the characters endure appalling hardship in the face of great evil. Compare 
and contrast their individual responses. 

8. Trace the imagery of insects as it emerges over the course of the story. Do you see a 
pattern? If so, what is it?  

9. Describe the combative quality of the discussions over the Talmud. Why are the 
discussions marked by this kind of combat? Are the consequences positive? 
Negative? When and where?  
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