
Alfred A. Knopf
New York, 1998
588 pages

Reviewed by 
Rabbi Avraham J. Shmidman

ithout question, no prayer
in the whole of Jewish liturgy is as
famous, and paradoxically, as unknown
as the kaddish. Often referred to as the
mourner’s prayer, this sanctification of
God’s Name does not speak of death,
mourning or redemption of souls, as
many erroneously believe.  These
myths abound in spite of translated
prayer books and numerous works ana-
lyzing the nature and chronicling the
history of the kaddish.

Leon Wieseltier, the Brooklyn-born
literary editor of the New Republic,
provides a mini-tome to add to this
burgeoning collection.  Simply titled,
Kaddish is at once a quasi-scholarly
presentation of the history of the kad-
dish, a straightforward journal of a
mourner confronting the anguish and
finality of death, and an emotional
autobiographical account detailing one
man’s turn to and sustained struggle

though, is precisely the book’s allure.
This dizzying see-saw ride accurately
mirrors the odyssey of a mourner
futilely attempting to balance emotion-
al ragings with intellectual convictions.
The only constant is the thrice-daily
saying of the kaddish. Returning to
shul to say kaddish at first proves to be
uncomfortable for a man who wishes
to “drive his chariot wildly” (p. 16).
He quickly realizes, though, that a life
without a religious structure is still
structured, just in different ways.  Even
prayer, which was once nothing more
than “frantic exertions of subjectivity”
(p. 19), is now a “throb of individua-
tion” (ibid).  Throughout his year of
mourning Wieseltier continues con-
fronting many of the practices and atti-
tudes of observant Judaism.  This in no
way means he has reconciled all of his
faiths and doubts; rather that he probes
them as best as he can, a process diffi-
cult to accomplish, yet easily admired.

Wi e s e l t i e r’s extensive re s e a rch, which
is the bulk of the book, delving into
many sources of k a d d i s h , leads ulti-
mately to an analysis of many of the
laws and practices of mourning.  An
i m p re s s i ve and eclectic array of sourc e s
and scholars spanning two millennia
a re presented.  The author’s pre f a t o ry
re m a rks forewarn us that a systematic
study was not undertaken (p. viii).  We
a re also cautioned that K a d d i s h w a s
hastily put together and no doubt has
mistakes (p. ix).  Having absolved him-
self of responsibility for the majority of
his book we cannot rightfully take
Wieseltier to task for an undefin e d
s e l e c t i ve process that leaves us scattere d
tidbits of information.  Nor can we
fairly express our frustration that the
exposition of sources is less than
cogent.  The result, howe ve r, is a cut-
and-paste job which occasionally fasci-
nates with obscure factoids and titillates
with insightful commentary, but ulti-
mately leaves the reader with a morass
of muddled material from which he is 

with observant Judaism as a result of his
f a t h e r’s death.  Pe p p e red with fle e t i n g
philosophical ponderings and cre a t i ve
l i t e r a ry diversions, the entanglement of
information and insights stitched
together to form K a d d i s h makes for an
inspiring albeit choppy re a d .

The themes addressed in Wieseltier’s
work are not new, but the emotional
force behind them is reason enough to
try to wade through it.  Motivated by
his paucity of knowledge about the
kaddish that he is obligated to recite in
the wake of his father’s death,
Wieseltier sets out in search of the his-
tory of kaddish (p.vii) and keeps a jour-
nal of these sources and the “specula-
tions” (viii) they provoked.

Fo l l owing a powe rful description of
the burial of his father and the k a d d i s h
he recites for him “I watched the
w o rds disperse across the surface of the
wood   like the clods of dirt that we re
falling upon it” (p. 4)   Wi e s e l t i e r
begins his journey with a look at To ra t
Ha’ Ad a m , The Law of Man (a va s t
compilation of laws and customs deal-
ing primarily with mourning, and con-
cluding with a famous eschatological
essay entitled “The Gate of
Re c o m p e n s e”) by Na c h m a n i d e s .
Wi e s e l t i e r’s brazen irre ve rence of
Ramban for stressing the importance of
justifying Go d’s judgment and mourn-
ing over sin rather than death is, lamen-
t a b l y, not unexpected.  Many are the
mourners who, in anger and anguish,
lash out against the bearers of tradition.
To Wi e s e l t i e r’s credit, despite his claims
that he can’t “f o l l ow the rabbi” (p. 11)
and doesn’t “intend to be deceive d”
(ibid), he continues to grapple sincere l y
with the attitudes to mourning in tradi-
tional Jewish literature .

The almost incessant flip-flopping
between research into the history of
kaddish and internal wrestling with the
approaches and obligations of Judaism
that ensues is often maddeningly dis-
jointed, and at times confusing.  This,
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unable to assemble a clear picture .
Wieseltier’s literary talent is show-

cased in his translation of sources; they
are his, other than those from the King
James Bible.  The ancient sources cited
somehow seem injected with more rel-
evance and melody than in their origi-
nal forms.  Regrettably, they are not
always accurate. Even the assurance of
relying on the King James version for
scriptural translations is not kept.  The
verse in Isaiah (25:8) hoping that God
“swallow up death forever” is mistrans-
lated throughout the book to have
God swallow up death in “Victory.”     

Shortcomings aside, this is a
thought-provoking tour de force worth
reading not so much as a source book
on kaddish or a philosophical essay on
the meaning of life, but rather as a
human interest story; a story of a
doubting and diligent son whose
mighty pen finds not only a cathartic
voice in his literary output but a con-
soling one as well.

Reviewed by Rachel Adlerstein

Like most of my friends, I remem-
ber my senior year of high school as
both an exciting and a stressful time.
Whereas previously my biggest life

decisions revolved around whether to
take AP biology or physics, and what
to do on weekends, now real decisions
abounded, ones that I knew would
affect the course of my future.
Foremost among these decisions was
which college to attend.

Choosing a college is difficult for all
high school seniors, but particularly so
for Orthodox Jews who, unlike their
secular counterparts, must seriously
investigate not only the school’s acade-
mic reputation, but more importantly
the feasibility of remaining a Torah-
true Jew while living on campus, away
from their families and communities.
To aid Orthodox teenagers in making
the difficult college decision, Rabbi
Joseph Polak wrote an informative and
invaluable brochure, “Choosing a
College: A Guide for Observant Stu-
dents.”  He speaks with the voice of
experience garnered from nearly thirty
years as the Hillel rabbi at Boston
University.

In this brochure, Rabbi Polak can-
didly asserts that graduating from a
secular college spiritually unscathed
with one’s shmirat hamitzvot intact is
indeed a grave challenge.  Nevertheless,
he maintains that it is possible.  

Based on this premise, the purpose
of “Choosing a College” is twofold.
First, Rabbi Polak specifies what type
of character traits are necessary to
remain observant in a college dorm.  It
is imperative to have a strong back-
ground in Yiddishkeit, and a sincere
unwavering commitment to remain
frum, suggests Polak.  Spending a year
or two of intensive study in a yeshivah
or seminary in Israel substantially bol-
sters both of these prerequisites.
Additionally, it is important to know
your vulnerabilities, “realize that you
are not infallible” and, in particular, to
be realistic about your ability to stolid-
ly resist peer pressure.  The fortitude to
resist peer pressure is especially impor-
tant, since, as Polak emphasizes, the
greatest religious challenges on college

campuses occur not in the classroom,
but from “your friends: from normal,
but nonetheless, extraordinary pres-
sures to conform and to be liked at a
time of considerable inward searching
and developing on your part.”

Second, Rabbi Polak describes the
facilities, services and college environ-
ment that best enable one to maintain,
and ideally even strengthen, one’s com-
mitment to Torah and mitzvot while at
college.  His first piece of advice is that
one should not make a college decision
without spending a Shabbat on cam-
pus.  Over Shabbat, one can get a real
sense of what Jewish life is like on
campus.  While meeting the Orthodox
students there, Rabbi Polak suggests
asking them about their experiences.
He enumerates a series of questions
that are integral to answer before mak-
ing a decision.  For example:  Are the
dorms co-ed?  Is there an option to live
off-campus?  Can you get into the
dorm without an electric key on
Shabbat?  Is there a Hillel House?  Is
there an Orthodox Hillel rabbi?  Are
there daily minyanim? Are there shi-
urim available?  Is there a beit midrash?
Is there a kosher meal plan with a good
hashgachah? Is there a contingency of
Orthodox students with whom to asso-
ciate?  Do these people share a com-
mitment to halachah?

For those who have definitely decid-
ed to attend a secular college, and for
those who are still deliberating,
“Choosing a College” is a must read.
Rabbi Polak’s guide describes some of
the very real challenges one is certain
to experience on a secular college cam-
pus, and presents various questions to
honestly and sincerely ask oneself dur-
ing the decision process.  Remember, it
is not worth sacrificing Yiddishkeit for
any college, regardless of how presti-
gious or attractive.  Carefully read
Rabbi Polak’s brochure, ask the ques-
tions that are posed, and seriously eval-
uate all the choices before making an
important college decision.
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