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Study Guide: The Chosen by Chaim Potok

"The Chosen," published in 1967, is a seminal work of American literature that explores themes of friendship,
religion, and the struggle between tradition and modernity. Written by Chaim Potok, a Jewish-American author
and rabbi, the novel is set in Brooklyn, New York, during the 1940s and provides an insightful look into the
lives of two Jewish boys—Reuven Malter and Danny Saunders—who come from very different backgrounds. This
study guide aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of the major themes, characters, and motifs in the novel,
making it easier for readers to understand and appreciate Potok’s work.

Plot Summary

"The Chosen" follows the friendship between Reuven Malter, a modern Orthodox Jew, and Danny Saunders, a
Hasidic Jew. The story begins with a baseball game that turns into a fierce rivalry. After a confrontation
during the game leaves Reuven injured, the boys’ relationship evolves, leading them to explore their identities and
beliefs.

As they grow up, Reuven and Danny confront the expectations placed upon them by their families and
communities. Reuven's father, David Malter, is a progressive thinker who is supportive of Reuven's ambitions,
while Danny's father, Reb Saunders, is a strict Hasidic rabbi who expects Danny to follow in his footsteps. The
boys' struggles with their identities culminate in significant moments of conflict, revelation, and personal
growth.

Major Themes

Understanding the major themes of "The Chosen" will enhance your comprehension of the narrative and its depth.

1. Friendship

The central theme of "The Chosen" is the friendship that develops between Reuven and Danny. Their connection is
initially strained by their differences but evolves into a profound bond that transcends cultural and religious
barriers.

- Mutual Respect: Despite their initial rivalry, the boys learn to respect and appreciate each other's
perspectives and backgrounds.
- Support in Times of Crisis: Reuven supports Danny during his father's strict upbringing, while Danny helps
Reuven navigate his own challenges related to faith and identity.

2. Religion and Faith

Religion plays a pivotal role in shaping the identities of both protagonists. The novel explores the complexities
of faith and the ways in which religious beliefs influence personal choices.

- Hasidism vs. Modern Orthodoxy: The contrasting backgrounds of Reuven and Danny highlight the tension
between traditional religious practices and modern interpretations of faith.
- Personal vs. Communal Identity: Both characters grapple with their roles within their respective communities
and how their individual beliefs align or conflict with communal expectations.



3. Tradition vs. Modernity

The struggle between adhering to tradition and embracing modernity is a recurring theme throughout the novel.

- Generational Conflict: The differing views of Reuven's and Danny's fathers illustrate the generational divide
regarding religious practices and the role of education.
- Personal Growth: As Reuven and Danny mature, they must navigate their own paths, finding a balance between
respecting tradition and pursuing their individual aspirations.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Chosen" are complex and multi-dimensional, each representing different facets of Jewish
life and culture.

1. Reuven Malter

Reuven is the narrator of the story and serves as the lens through which readers experience the events. He is:

- Intelligent and Thoughtful: Reuven's passion for learning and his analytical mind set him apart from his peers.
- Open-Minded: His friendship with Danny allows him to embrace different perspectives, challenging his own beliefs.

2. Danny Saunders

Danny is a brilliant but conflicted character who struggles with his father's expectations and his desire for
personal freedom. He is:

- Gifted: Danny possesses an extraordinary intellect and is deeply interested in psychology, which reflects his
internal struggle.
- Bound by Tradition: His father's strict upbringing forces him to navigate the complexities of being a Hasidic Jew
while pursuing his own aspirations.

3. David Malter

Reuven's father, David, is a significant figure in the novel who embodies modern Jewish thought. He is:

- Progressive: David advocates for a balance between tradition and modernity, encouraging Reuven to think
critically.
- Supportive: His nurturing nature plays a crucial role in Reuven's development and his relationship with Danny.

4. Reb Saunders

Danny's father, Reb Saunders, represents the traditionalist perspective within the Jewish community. He is:

- Authoritative: His strict adherence to Hasidic beliefs creates a challenging environment for Danny.
- Complex: While he is a figure of authority, his love for Danny is evident, even if expressed in a harsh manner.



Motifs and Symbols

Potok employs various motifs and symbols throughout "The Chosen" to reinforce the story's themes.

1. Baseball

The initial baseball game serves as a metaphor for the competition and rivalry between the two boys. It also
represents the larger theme of conflict and resolution, foreshadowing their complex relationship.

2. Sight and Blindness

The motif of sight and blindness is significant in Danny's character arc. His father’s blindness symbolizes the
restrictive nature of tradition, while Danny’s eventual pursuit of psychology represents a desire to see beyond
the confines of his upbringing.

3. The Talmud

The Talmud symbolizes the richness of Jewish intellectual tradition. Reuven’s love for studying the Talmud
contrasts with Danny's struggle to reconcile his scholarly pursuits with his religious obligations.

Discussion Questions

To deepen your understanding of "The Chosen," consider the following discussion questions:

How do Reuven’s and Danny’s backgrounds shape their identities and relationships with others?1.

In what ways does the novel address the conflict between tradition and modernity?2.

What role does the concept of friendship play in the development of the characters?3.

How does Potok use symbols to enhance the themes within the story?4.

What insights does the novel provide about the nature of faith and personal belief systems?5.

Conclusion

"The Chosen" by Chaim Potok is a rich and nuanced exploration of friendship, faith, and the struggle between
tradition and modernity. Through the development of its characters and the exploration of its central themes,
the novel invites readers to reflect on their own beliefs and relationships. This study guide serves as a tool to
facilitate a deeper understanding of the text, encouraging readers to engage with its complexities and
appreciate its lasting impact on American literature. Whether you are reading "The Chosen" for academic
purposes or personal enjoyment, this guide will help illuminate the profound messages embedded within Potok's
masterful narrative.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Chosen' by Chaim Potok?

The main themes in 'The Chosen' include friendship, the conflict between tradition and modernity, the struggle of
identity, and the complexities of father-son relationships.

How does the relationship between Reuven Malter and Danny Saunders
evolve throughout 'The Chosen'?

Reuven and Danny's relationship evolves from rivalry to deep friendship as they overcome their cultural
differences and learn from each other's perspectives, ultimately supporting each other in their personal and
religious journeys.

What role does religion play in shaping the characters' identities in 'The
Chosen'?

Religion plays a crucial role in shaping the identities of the characters; it influences their beliefs, life choices,
and relationships, particularly highlighting the differences between the Hasidic Jewish community and the more
secular approach of Reuven's family.

How does Chaim Potok use symbolism in 'The Chosen'?

Chaim Potok uses symbolism throughout 'The Chosen' to represent ideas such as the struggle for understanding
through the character of the Talmud, the baseball games as a metaphor for competition and friendship, and the
differing approaches to Judaism as reflections of personal identity.

What is the significance of the title 'The Chosen'?

The title 'The Chosen' signifies the idea of being selected or set apart, which reflects the characters' experiences
with their faith, cultural identities, and the responsibilities and burdens that come with being 'chosen' in their
respective communities.
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