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Rav Kook and Nietzsche: 
A Preliminary Comparison 
of their Ideas on Religions,

Christianity, Buddhism 
and Atheism

F
riedrich Nietzsche was perhaps the greatest and most well-known
atheist1 philosopher of the 19th century. In his autobiography Ecce
Homo, Nietzsche states that “I find it necessary to wash my hands

after I have come into contact with religious people.”2 Rav Avraham
Yiz. h. ak Kook, perhaps the most enigmatic and idiosyncratic of twentieth
century Jewish thinkers,3 at first blush would seem the very antithesis of
Nietzsche, dressed as he was in the traditional Jewish garb of H. asidic
Orthodoxy, an illustrious graduate of Volozhin Yeshiva. Moreover, 
Rav Kook was famous for his staunch adherence and commitment to
Halakhah.4 In many senses Rav Kook could be characterized as an ultra-
traditionalist, at least in terms of his lifestyle and his deep connection to
Jewish learning and practice. Furthermore, Rav Kook’s thought is
infused with a pervasive optimism and moral grandeur, while Nietzche’s
philosophy is seen by many (though this perception is contested by
prominent Nietzche specialists) as nihilistic and amoral, if not positively
anti-moral. Yet on closer inspection, once first impressions have been
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left behind, much common ground may be detected, some of which will
be examined in this essay.5

Before proceeding further it is necessary to delineate the task I have
set myself and to distinguish it from other avenues, which I am not
interested in pursuing here. The exercise I wish to undertake here is
one of comparative philosophy. By this phrase I mean either the sys-
tematic comparison of the entire oeuvre of philosophers to each other,
a task which in the case of Nietzsche and Rav Kook is certainly a
desideratum, but lies beyond the scope of this paper. Alternatively,
comparative philosophy entails a comparison of the views of thinkers
on given subjects about which their approaches are thought either to
be meaningfully similar or meaningfully different. It is this latter task
that I shall attempt here.   

It is first necessary to trace briefly the outlines of previous compar-
isons of Nietzsche and Rav Kook. A number of scholars have pointed out
passages in Rav Kook’s writings which either appear to refer to Nietzsche6

or can be seen as expressing similar ideas to those of Nietzsche. In his
“Introduction to the Thought of Rav Kook,”7 Shalom Rosenberg identi-
fies the object of Rav Kook’s comments about the jealousy of God as
Nietzsche.8 Benjamin Ish-Shalom also mentions Rav Kook’s discussion of
discussion of jealousy towards God in connection with Nietzsche. Indeed
Rav Avraham Itzhak HaCohen Kook: Between Rationalism and Mysticism9

is peppered with references to Rav Kook, but the two thinkers are not sys-
tematically compared.10 This of course is to be expected in studies whose
primary purpose is a discussion of Rav Kook’s thought. References to
other philosophers are necessarily both brief and instrumental. 

Yehuda Gellman’s article in The World of Rav Kook’s Thought 11 com-
pares Nietzsche’s and Rav Kook’s views on aesthetics. In Gellman’s arti-
cle the reason for the comparison is an assertion that Rav Kook’s views
on the subject in question were influenced by Nietzsche’s and are better
understood against this backdrop. Thus, while Rav Kook’s views are
analyzed in detail, Nietzsche’s are not. The motivation for comparison
in the current study (as alluded to in the above comments about com-
parative philosophy) flows only from the initial observation of the simi-
larity of the views of the two philosophers on certain issues and an
attempt to ascertain more precisely the degree of confluence of their
respective views; thus the works of Nietzsche and Rav Kook form a dual
focus rather than one figure being enlisted to shed light on the other.
The aim is symbiosis. The origin of this enterprise is important because
it dictates the course and nature of the comparison and perhaps most
importantly, the subject matter.12
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As I remarked above, it is a point of curiosity why Rav Kook did not
mention Nietzsche. Similarly the degree to which he was or was not
influenced by Nietzsche is surely important for understanding his
thought in context. For a comparative analysis, however, these questions
are unimportant. If the question is: “To what degree was Rav Kook influ-
enced by Nietzsche?”, then the discussion of Rav Kook’s influences is cen-
tral. But if the question is simply the degree of similarity of their philoso-
phy, then the answer to this question can only come though a detailed
comparison of their writings on the subjects they discuss in common.
Such a study can be carried out on philosophers who knew or alterna-
tively did not know each other’s works. Indeed at times the knowledge or
understanding by one philosopher of another is partial and imperfect. In
such cases their philosophical systems may still be compared without ref-
erence to comments made by one about the other.13

We will show that upon closer examination, it can be seen that
Nietzsche and Rav Kook shared similar concerns on some crucial
aspects of their respective philosophies and even agreed on some central
points of their analysis of the phenomena in question. Moreover we will
show that while Rav Kook’s conclusions often appear if not identical
then extremely similar to Nietzsche’s, he assimilates them into a very
different weltanschauung.

Some of the observations made here are similar to those made by
Smadar Sherlo.14 Sherlo points out, in my view correctly, some key simi-
larities between Nietzsche and Rav Kook in terms of their objections to
conventional religion and morality—for example, their stifling of the
forces of vitality and creativity—which dovetail with some of the obser-
vations made here. The scope and methodology of that article, however,
are different from the current study’s. First, Sherlo attempts to place Rav
Kook’s comments on these issues in a contemporary Jewish context.15

Secondly and more importantly, Sherlo attempts to explain how Rav
Kook incorporates the insights he shares in common with Nietzsche
into a larger metaphysical structure.16 The question which forms the
backbone of the first part of Sherlo’s essay is essentially “to what degree
do the points of commonality between Rav Kook and Nietzsche out-
lined in the essay disappear when seen in the broader context of Rav
Kook’s thought?” This question is there accompanied by the related
question of the degree to which the similarity between the two remains
when Rav Kook attempts to embrace both sides of a given dichotomy,
where Nietzsche is identified with one side of the dichotomy. Neverthe-
less the use made of Nietzsche is still essentially subsumed under the
general aim of elucidating Rav Kook’s views. This is clearest in the last
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third of the article which discusses the degree to which Rav Kook was
influenced by Nietzsche. Similarly the concluding question of whether
Nietzsche succeeded in answering the “Nietzschian challenge”17 is con-
sistent with the dominant thrust of the article, namely an examination
of the degree to which Rav Kook’s system finally incorporates or negates
Nietzsche’s criticisms of religion and morality. Sherlo, it would seem, is
convinced that Rav Kook does not actually “agree”18 with Nietzsche in
any fundamental sense. According to Sherlo, Rav Kook has sympathy
for certain of Nietzsche’s key criticisms of modern society and culture,
but is interested in meeting or answering the challenge. In contradis-
tinction to the above, the current study does not come to any firm con-
clusions19 as to the ultimate similarity of Nietzsche and Rav Kook in
general, while the possibility that some fundamental confluence might
be found is left open. 

While it is true that the views of any two philosophers could be
compared, a comparison of Nietzsche and Rav Kook in particular will
hopefully demonstrate that the boundaries usually drawn between
philosophers and theologians or between mystics and secular thinkers
are unnecessary and do not have any bearing on the possibility of mean-
ingfully comparing approaches to any given subject. Certainly Nietzsche
and Rav Kook demonstrate vastly differing assumptions and discursive
language.  Yet enough commonality exists to qualify for a worthwhile
comparison.

This paper will compare Nietzsche’s and Rav Kook’s views on the
concept of religion in general, their characterization of Christianity and
Buddhism in particular and finally their attitudes towards atheism.20

Our discussion will ignore the question of whether Rav Kook was aware
of Nietzsche’s writings.21 Only the question of the similarity of their
positions will be dealt with. 

1. The Nature of Religion

Nietzsche assumes that religions are created by humanity according to
perceived spiritual needs.22 Moreover, they are created to serve humani-
ty, to alleviate feelings of sickness; but as such, they do not represent
reality. They rather are fictions, schemes, strategies and philosophies to
provide people with means of coping with their troubles. This state of
affairs is often engendered by a particular group of people, typically
ascetics,23 who use the religions they create to exert their influence over
their flocks in the absence of temporal power.24
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This characterization is true not only for what are ordinarily con-
sidered to be religions. Any doctrine which has at its root a dogmatic
assertion that a certain idea or principle must always be true, shows
itself to have the same genesis. Hence even modern science, which has
ostensibly freed itself from belief in God and focused its attention on
the physical world, by holding on steadfastly to the principle that the
truth must be sought and accepted “at all cost,” shows itself at the same
time to be yet another kind of “religion” and as such is in error at root
because its method essentially derives from a metaphysical belief.25 On
the question of judging the relative merits of different religions, these
may, for Nietzsche, be categorized on a spectrum of the degree to which
they embrace the empirical world or scorn it, with Greek philosophers
(presumably pre-Socratics) on the affirmative side of that spectrum,
Christianity on the other side, and Indian holy men in the middle.
Neither in the “Indian nor in the Christian way of thinking is this
‘redemption’ considered attainable through virtue” [GM, III:17]. In
contradistinction to the Greek philosophers, whose gods were merely
particularly successful exemplars of humanity, other religions tended to
ascribe supernatural virtues to their gods, which could not be emulated
by humans. 

Another characterization of religions in general, according to
Nietzsche, is the fact that they offer what he calls psychological explana-
tions26 as opposed to the real physiological causes given for various
human sufferings. If one mistakes the cause of one’s malady, which
motivated the creation of the religious explanation in the first place, one
cannot ever arrive at a cure. This observation underlies Nietzsche’s basic
criticism of religions, namely that they proffer cures to physical ailments
by having recourse to metaphysical cures which cannot by definition
cure the ailments they seek to treat. 

Rav Kook agrees with Nietzsche’s characterization of the phenome-
non of religious belief in general as being a system of thought purport-
ing to describe ultimate meaning and issue instructions claimed to be
on the authority of a deity, but actually, with the exception of Judaism,
created by humanity.27 For Rav Kook however, while religions (again,
with the exception of Judaism; see below) are created by humans,
including the conception of God posited by the various religions, the
impulse behind the creation, of which the creators of the religion are
probably not aware, if not of the entity created, is actually Divine. Rav
Kook distinguishes sharply between Judaism and other “religions” on
this point. While a detailed analysis of the way in which he does this is
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beyond the scope of this essay, it is nevertheless worth bearing in mind
the following point: Rav Kook, as we shall see, conceives of the word
“religion” as essentially a pejorative term. Judaism is, then, more than a
religion, and cannot be delimited and defined in this way. He criticizes
certain conceptions of Judaism for being at fault because they do con-
form to the basic morphology he creates to describe other religions. But
for Rav Kook the problem in such cases lies in the conception of
Judaism, not in Judaism itself.28

Rav Kook, also in contradistinction to Nietzsche, does not attempt to
account for the motivations for the creation of these beliefs, but is more
interested in their specific character. Rav Kook posits a fourfold phenom-
enological schema of religions29 which demonstrates the ways in which he
finds them deficient. Idolatry (avodah zarah) is characterized as the “aspi-
ration of complete evil”30 (the world ra in Hebrew can be translated as
both bad and evil which makes exact comparison with Nietzsche more
difficult). Buddhism is characterized as “declaring the total despair of all
existence”; while Christianity is characterized by “partial despair” in
which earthly existence is enveloped in evil and only the soul finds refuge.
In contradistinction to all of the above, Rav Kook sees Judaism as fully
integrating spirit and matter “on the foundations of good.” All evil will
disappear completely when this integration, which, for Rav Kook, only
Judaism is capable of achieving, has been completed.31 The illusion that
characterizes religions, for Rav Kook, lies in the ascribing of cosmic reality
to evil in any or all of its manifestations. By admitting the existence of
evil, both Christianity and Buddhism (and obviously idolatry as well)
strengthen it.32 Rav Kook sees all opinions and ideas as having some value.
So it is with religions also. It is not therefore the specific content of these
religions that constitutes their imperfection but rather the effect of these
beliefs, namely the strengthening of evil. Religion, in order to be effica-
cious, must be capable of redeeming the physical and the spiritual, of
improving and eventually perfecting the physical and spiritual. The lack
of success of religions in general in achieving this is also Nietzsche’s main
criticism of religion. Any system of beliefs, for both Nietzsche and Rav
Kook, is to be measured by its results. But while Rav Kook measures all
religions against Judaism, which he sees as the ultimate yardstick and
which, as a system, will transform and redeem human reality, Nietzsche
does not think that the nature of reality itself will change or that evil will
disappear, or that Judaism will produce such an effect.33 Nevertheless, he
revels in the thought that true understanding34 might now be possible
once the illusions that constitute religion in general, including secular
religion, have finally been dispelled.35 It must be pointed out that Rav
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Kook would presumably see any human attempt to perceive reality as it is,
without any illusion, as impossible by definition. For only the Torah36 in
its fullness can bring humanity the ultimate understanding and ultimate
satisfaction; while individual “truths” could be perceived, a correct all-
encompassing approach to reality could not come from another source. 

Rav Kook views the material, spiritual and psychological betterment
of humanity as something which will emerge as redemption is achieved,
not in some imagined theological utopia but in the world of observable
phenomena. As such, at least in terms of goals for the material world,
Rav Kook’s and Nietzsche’s aspirations converge in an important
respect: both figures seek the amelioration of the human personality in
the temporal realm in the sense of the physical and psychological well-
being of humanity. Both hold human happiness and wellbeing as cen-
tral to any improvement of the human condition. Rav Kook, although
presumably not subscribing to Nietzsche’s characterization of the world
as “anything but divine”37 agrees with Nietzsche that religions in general
are incapable of substantially advancing the world in any ultimate sense,
a task which will be accomplished by something that is not merely a
“religion” but the supernal quintessence of existence, namely the
Torah.38 This task, according to Rav Kook, cannot be achieved by any-
thing fabricated by humans, however noble. It is significant to note
however—and here we see the different vantage points from which
Nietzsche and Rav Kook approach the phenomena they seek to ana-
lyze—that Rav Kook sees the creation of various religions and cultures
as an expression of the basic godly tendency within humanity and spe-
cific religions as elements in the development and emergence of the
“Godly idea” and the arrival at a more perfect existence,39 whereas
Nietzsche sees the proliferation of religions primarily as a process of
self-deception and manipulation.40 It is true that Nietzsche does not
countenance the existence of a Divine order, but he, like Rav Kook, is
willing to see in the processes which have culminated in his own under-
standing of the world, a necessary precondition for the creation of a
nobler type of human.41

As we have seen, both Nietzsche and Rav Kook view religions in
general as humanly generated phenomena (with the exception of
Judaism, for Rav Kook, as mentioned above), and as such, not repre-
senting in any sense a true system, with the caveat that for Rav Kook,
this human drama has Divine roots. As such, religions are imperfect
and cannot bring true redemption in Rav Kook’s definition or the sig-
nificant amelioration of humanity for which Nietzsche hopes. This
means that for both Nietzsche and Rav Kook, religions in general can-
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not supply what they claim to supply, neither in the realm of knowledge
of some ultimate reality nor in the realm of the alleviation of existential
pain and suffering. 

2. Critiques of Christianity

Nietzsche and Rav Kook42 both discuss Christianity, not simply as part
of the general category of doctrines called religions, but as a specific
sub-phenomenon with its own characteristics. To a certain degree, the
vices that both thinkers find in Christianity overlap with those of other
religions, namely that the “salvation” offered does not actually produce
the desired human effect and that it denies life and nature. According to
Nietzsche, Christianity has exhibited a number of vices. Its base origins
have made it a jealous and vindictive religion, it is not grounded in and
does not relate to reality, and as a result it is life-denying and looks con-
temptuously on any world pleasures, happiness or fulfilment. 

Nietzsche attempts to offer an explanation of the psychological ori-
gins of Christianity and its meteoric rise to pre-eminence and to
describe in details its moral shortcomings. Without attempting to sum-
marize the whole account we may focus on the central points of
Nietzsche’s thesis.

Christianity was a revolt of powerless slaves who resented the domi-
nation of their masters43 who had an essentially life-affirming mode of
existence. The religion of the masters was characterized by veneration of
tradition and of a sense of debt owed to one’s ancestors. The ressenti-
ment44 felt by slaves led to the development of a reactive morality,45

which denied life rather than affirming it, and was responsible for trans-
forming the prevalent sense of guilt into a feeling of sin.46 This slave
morality, however, did not simply invert noble values and instead vener-
ate slaves, but rather announced the wickedness of humanity per se and
its eternal debt to God. Whereas noble morality emphasizes difference,
slave morality posits the notion of the equality of all souls;47 whereas
noble morality took a delight in pleasure,48 slave morality seeks the
mortification of the flesh. Christianity’s meteoric ascendance, which
culminated in the conversion of Constantine in 312 C.E. could be achieved
because, despite all its failings, Christianity offered some meaning for
existence. Formerly “existence on earth contained no goal; ‘why man at
all?’—was a question without an answer; the will for man and earth was
lacking; behind every great human destiny there sounded as a refrain a
yet greater ‘in vain!’”49 Christianity offered an answer 50 namely “that
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mystery of an unimaginable ultimate cruelty and self-crucifixion of God
for the salvation of man.”51 This answer succeeded in that it seemed to
provide more of a reason for human suffering than any previously
offered, since “meaninglessness of suffering, not suffering itself”52 was
what, according to Nietzsche, was the chief ailment felt by humanity
before the advent of Christianity.

Although the slave morality gave life some kind of meaning, it was
not a meaning that had any truth to it. Not only was Christianity reac-
tive, it was also a religion which consciously aimed at demonizing
nature. It was less real even than the world of dreams which at least mir-
rors reality. Christianity does not even have “a single point of contact
with reality.”53 Indeed, for Nietzsche, “what is highest is considered
unattainable, a gift, ‘grace.’ ”54 Or more blatantly stated “Christianity
promises everything but fulfills nothing.”55

Not only, on Nietzsche’s understanding, was Christianity a false
panacea, but, reflecting the base nature of its constituents, Christianity
needed barbaric concepts and values to become master over barbarians;
for example, the sacrifice of the first-born, the drinking of blood in the
Lord’s Supper, the contempt for the spirit and for culture, torture in all
its forms, both sensuous and not sensuous, and the great pomp of the
cult. Christianity would become master over beasts of prey: its method is
to make them sick; enfeeblement is the Christian recipe for taming, for
“civilizing.”56 As a result Christianity was forced to a large degree to
adopt pagan religion in order to prevail,57 another sign of its falsehood.
Not only was Christianity born out of the feelings of bitterness of slaves,
but it was forced to adopt pagan rituals in order to appeal to those who
would accept it, not because of their veracity but simply in order to gain
practitioners.

Rav Kook also sees Christianity as being, by its very nature, uncon-
nected to reality and by the same token hypocritical.58 Nietzsche’s cri-
tique of the ressentiment 59 in Christianity finds an interesting counter-
part in Rav Kook’s description of the daughter who “bites the breast of
her mother”60 and while spreading doctrines of love, has “hands full of
blood.”61 Moreover, by retreating to ethereal realms, the physical world
is left unredeemed and society unreformed. Christianity’s lack of effort
to effect any change therein ultimately results in hypocrisy.62 By con-
trast, Judaism’s focus on the miz. vot is a reflection of the fact that reli-
gion is to be acted out in the physical world.63 The details of Jewish law
redeem physicality by being intimately involved with it rather than by
escaping from it.64
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“Rejection of the practical commandments . . . emerged from
heresy and elements of idolatry . . . to say much and do nothing at all.”
The result was that “the supernal Godly worldview in all its radiance
that binds heaven and earth, body and soul, faith and deed, vision and
project, individual and society, this world and the next (heaven and
earth), the genesis and end of the universe”65 was abandoned. Yet while
Rav Kook agrees with the characterization of Christianity as being life-
denying and hypocritical, he ascribes this not to psychological causes
but rather to metaphysical ones. By desiring to eradicate evil and its
agents before the above mentioned goal of redemption was achieved,66 a
desire which Rav Kook, unlike Nietzsche, takes to have been genuine,
Christianity extinguished the “light of Godly faith” from all forms of
human society “while nations taking refuge in her shade had to adopt
pagan elements”67 to regulate their personal and social existence. (This
criticism was also present in Nietzsche’s account above.) Rav Kook links
this abandonment of reality by Christianity to its hatred of Judaism,
which is a religion of law. By rejecting the commandments and all ele-
ments of natural religion, Christianity retreated into the purely spiritual,
leaving reality untouched in all its baseness.68 This is essentially the same
observation as Nietzsche’s: “an instinctive hatred of every reality, a flight
into ‘what cannot be grasped,’ ‘the incomprehensible,’ an aversion to
every formula, to every concept of time and space, to all that is solid,
custom, institution.”69 

Rav Kook offers a different historical explanation from Nietzsche for
the birth of Christianity. Before the advent of Christianity, Judaism had
been a natural religion in which spiritual and physical inclinations were
in harmony with each other. A healthy and vital love of God coexisted
with a religious ethos which embraced and celebrated life while at the
same time perceiving God as a palpable presence in everyday life. At this
time the Divine presence rested on the Jewish people as a whole and they
were capable of feeling the bliss of Divine love “. . . in all its strength . . .
in all its bright hues which excited the heart and soul without destroying
its purity through the weakness of material and spirit.”70 This ideal reli-
gious state was eventually lost as a result of sin. The consequence was that
the “tangible feeling of the Divine disappeared, and from the concomitant
spiritual gloom, a conception of unity could emerge at the end of the
Second Temple period (this refers to Christianity) which was infiltrated
with paganism.”71 Since Christianity emerged at this time, the concept of
God that was received and transmitted was, by necessity, imperfect. This
then was not the time to “give birth to new daughters.”72 The inevitable
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result was that Christianity was “trembling and weak and cannot sustain
itself properly in the realm of radiant life, and can only be absorbed in
the form of murky ascetism73 which is lesser in its spiritual power than
even idolatry.”74 This is, for Rav Kook, the explanation behind Christ-
ianity’s fundamental flaws. Christianity is characterized both by Nietzsche
and Rav Kook as a prison75 because for both Nietzsche and Rav Kook,
any religion must enhance life to be considered of value.

While Rav Kook and Nietzsche clearly explain the genesis of Christ-
ianity differently, it is highly significant that both Nietzsche and Rav
Kook point to roughly the same time period as a time of malaise and
decay. The exact dates of the prophet Malakhi are not known, but it is
likely that he lived around the time of Socrates. What emerges therefore
is the fact that a break-up of the old spiritual order was seen by both
thinkers as originating at roughly the same time, although the identifica-
tion of the optimum balance and harmony is respectively biblical Israel
and the civic culture of classical Greece. Moreover, Rav Kook may ascribe
more perfection to the situation pertaining in Israel than Nietzsche is
willing to ascribe to pre-Socratic Athenian society. Nietzsche observes
that “Christianity could grow only in the soil of Judaism, i.e. amidst a
people that had already renounced politics and lived a kind of parasitic
existence within the Roman order of things. Christianity is a step further
on: one is even more free to ‘emasculate’ oneself—circumstances permit
it.”76 It could be argued that Rav Kook agrees with this analysis. As we
have seen, Rav Kook identifies Judaism as already being in decline by the
time Christianity emerged. The declining temporal power which Jews
enjoyed, alluded to here by Nietzsche, was certainly, when one views
historical developments from a metaphysical vantage point, as Rav
Kook does, a reflection of a decreasing spiritual stature.77 The contrac-
tion in temporal powers reflects a parallel contraction of the spiritual
consciousness—part of the malaise Rav Kook describes as preceding the
advent of Christianity.

It can be seen that both Rav Kook and Nietzsche criticize Christ-
ianity for what they perceive as its flight from the real world and its
hypocrisy. Both see it as a derivative religion born in hatred of its prog-
enitors—in the case of Nietzsche the nobility whom it spurned and for
Rav Kook, post-prophetic Judaism. Their differences emerge on the
explanatory level behind the phenomena; whereas Nietzsche sees the
causes as physiological and psychological, Rav Kook sees both the cir-
cumstances surrounding the birth of Christianity and its subsequent
development as having spiritual explanations. It is interesting to note,
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though, that both Rav Kook and Nietzsche see this process as having
been inevitable, although for distinct reasons. While Nietzsche explains
the tremendous proliferation of Christianity by having recourse to the
“will to power” of the ascetic priests “so that he inspires confidence
and fear from the invalids, so that he can be their support, resistance,
protection, compulsion, discipline, tyrant, and god,”78 Rav Kook asserts
that all ideas or movements that have a kernel of truth in them are des-
tined to survive and flourish because they have some function on the
stage of human history. In the case of Christianity, the fact that, howev-
er tenuous the connection, Christianity is derived from Judaism and
continues to be connected to it through the Bible, accounts for its “ker-
nel of truth.”79

For both Nietzsche and Rav Kook honesty, truth80 and integrity,
along with affirmation of life, are held up as necessary prerequisites for
the attainment of truth. Both Nietzsche and Rav Kook lambaste Christ-
ianity and hold it accountable for not having improved the human con-
dition, either spiritually or materially. For Rav Kook this is an inevitable
consequence of the abandonment of the practical commandments,
which, traditionally conceived, are a Divinely designed regimen for
infusing physicality with holiness and for regulating the totality of
human affairs, an indication that the symbiosis of the physical and spir-
itual elements of reality of which Judaism is capable was not carried
over into Christianity. For Nietzsche, Christianity is an inevitable result
of a morality born out of jealousy and hatred, the result of a reactive
doctrine of resentful and bitter slaves. The shortcomings perceived how-
ever, are essentially the same. 

3. Buddhism

Nietzsche and Rav Kook both discuss Christianity in many places.
Nietzsche also discusses Buddhism in many places, but Rav Kook men-
tions Buddhism only twice in his writings. In a sense, therefore, our
comparison here will lack a certain symmetry. Nevertheless, Rav Kook’s
views here are fairly clear, so a comparison may be attempted.81

Nietzsche has infinitely more sympathy for Buddhism than for
Christianity.82 He sees Buddhism as a doctrine which has already dis-
pensed with the illusion of God and already stands “beyond good and
evil.”83 Moreover, “Buddhism is a hundred times more realistic than
Christianity: posing problems objectively and coolly is part of its inheri-
tance.”84 Buddhism, according to Nietzsche, is free of two cardinal vices
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which taint Christianity, namely jealousy and the tendency to seek to
escape from afflictions of the body by flight into the world of the spirit.85

His “ ‘religion,’ which it would be better to call a system of hygiene, to
avoid confounding it with so pitiful a thing as Christianity, depended for
its effect upon the triumph over ressentiment: to liberate the soul from
it—the first step towards recovery. ‘Not by enmity is enmity ended; by
friendship enmity is ended’: this stands at the beginning of Buddha’s
doctrine—it is not morality that speaks thus, thus speaks physiology.”86

While Nietzsche ascribes to Buddhism purer motives than to
Christianity,87 he perceives Buddhism, with all its realism, as being, in
keeping with other religious systems, a doctrine created to fulfill a
need.88 The aim, after all, of the “physiology” of Buddhism is to cure the
suffering soul. We shall see in our discussion of atheism that Nietzsche
sees the gradual dispelling of false beliefs as engendering the possibility
for the emergence of better humans, a positive and hopeful aspiration.
As a result he discerns in Buddhism’s intuition that the world cannot be
changed nor improved, a pessimism which oversteps the bounds of
objectivity.89 For this reason, in spite of the correctness of the “physio-
logical” aspects of Buddhism, he equates Buddhism, in this respect, with
Christianity.90 Nietzsche sees Buddhism’s definition of perfection as
being completely removed from existence and as such, flawed: “the
highest state, redemption itself, . . . as ‘knowledge,’ as ‘truth,’ as ‘being,’ as
the removal of all goals, all wishes, all acts, and thus [as] as a place
beyond good and evil. ‘Good and evil,’ . . . are both fetters: the perfect
one became master over both.”91 But this mastery takes place “When he
is soundly and completely asleep . . . now that he’s been embraced by a
form of his knowing self, he has no consciousness any more of what is
outer or inner. Over this bridge come neither night nor day, nor old age,
nor death, nor suffering, nor good works, nor evil works.”92 Buddhism
may indeed alleviate suffering but it “represents a pathological transi-
tional stage . . . be it that the productive forces are not yet strong
enough: be it that the décadence still hesitates and has not yet invented
its remedies.”93 Nevertheless Buddhism has its uses in Nietzsche’s view.
“We hold in reserve many types of philosophy which need to be taught:
possibly, the pessimistic type, as a hammer; a European Buddhism
might perhaps be indispensable.”94

Rav Kook also sees Buddhism in both a positive and negative light
and as having an important but transient function. The specific prac-
tices which Buddhism evolved are indeed useful on a cosmic level
because they elevate base evil “to its supernal side which is its desire for
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annihilation.”95 Rav Kook’s theological characterization of the elevation
of evil which Buddhism achieves is complex,96 but the important point
for our comparison is that he discerns within Buddhism intrinsic worth.
Christianity is not seen by Rav Kook as having any intrinsic worth. In
this sense, although Rav Kook’s account of Buddhism is, as mentioned
above, much briefer than Nietzsche’s, Nietzsche and Rav Kook seem to
hold Buddhism vis-à-vis Christianity in a similar position; namely that
while neither are perfect, Buddhism, on its own terms, has some value,
while Christianity has value only as a catalyst for other movements or a
preservative of values or ideas taken from another source.

Notwithstanding Buddhism’s merits, a fundamental flaw remains.
In his four-fold representation of religions,97 Rav Kook characterizes
Buddhism as a religion of “total despair” in which the spiritual and
physical worlds are both negated and in which the total despair of all of
existence is proclaimed along with the desire for refuge in total annihila-
tion and the cultivation of life for that purpose. In this schema and in
contradistinction to Buddhism, Rav Kook discerns three other spiritual
tendencies: Idolatry on the one hand, affirms evil’s dominion over all
values in life and the world. Christianity, on the other hand, despairs of
influencing or controlling evil itself, namely within the temporal realm,
and purports to save from this despair the internality of life which is the
good elements within it (life). In opposition to these three spiritual ten-
dencies, Rav Kook posits Judaism as “the fourth aspiration” which will
salvage “the body together with the soul, the externality of existence
along with the internality, evil itself as the good, and moreover to trans-
form evil into total good, and the elevation of the world and all therein
with all its aspects and features, the world of the individual with all its
physical manifestations and society with all its institutions, and estab-
lish everything on the foundations of good.” The realization of this goal
for Rav Kook, will come through an actualization of “the depths of
Torah . . . God alone will be exalted on that day . . . and the nations will
say, ‘God is king.’”98 According to this schema, Buddhism is important
for its elevation of base and cosmic evil. Ultimately though—and here
Buddhism shares a fundamental identity with Christianity—by acknowl-
edging evil, evil is thereby augmented.99 It is true that, according to Rav
Kook— and as outlined in the fourth spiritual tendency above, (the
Jewish spiritual proclivity)—evil will disappear altogether, in step with
the Divine design of the cosmos, once it has outlived is usefulness.
Similarly evil cannot actually, in any metaphysical sense, be augmented.
Nevertheless, Buddhism shows its inability to grasp the true nature of

The Torah u-Madda Journal112



cosmic reality by falsely ascribing to evil, along with Christianity, an
ontological existence of its own, seen as a permanent and unchangeable
element of the cosmos. The result of this false perception is that both
Buddhism and Christianity do nothing to bring closer the era in which
cosmic evil will disappear, whereas such is a central element, for Rav
Kook, of any religion purporting to be authentic.  As such, Buddhism
stands opposed to the positive development of the cosmos, while simulta-
neously, somewhat paradoxically, serving a purpose in achieving the ulti-
mate goal of world redemption in its elaboration of “a comprehensive
path comprising a particular culture which guides the lowly side of evil to
its supernal side.”100

We can see, as was the case with Christianity, that both Nietzsche and
Rav Kook see Buddhism as being of some value. For Nietzsche, the values
lies in its correct appraisal of some of humanity’s ailments and its relative
lack of theological encumbrance, while being free also from Christianity’s
reactive jealousy; for Rav Kook the value lies in its elevation of the good-
ness within evil through its spiritual practices. Buddhism fails to affirm life
sufficiently for either Nietzsche or for Rav Kook. Furthermore, Buddhism
contains some degree of illusion due to its thoroughgoing pessimism
which, for both Nietzsche and Rav Kook, obliterates any hope for a future
in any way better or even different from the present. 

4. Atheism

Both Nietzsche and Rav Kook see in atheism a new and fresh spirit which
is free of many of the old errors of other theologies. Nietzsche sees in
atheism the final removal of the illusion of God from the human con-
sciousness. The main advantages of this new outlook are, in his view, its
honesty and realism and its affirmation of life. Nietzsche, as we have
seen, does not share Rav Kook’s metaphysical vision. For Nietzsche the
removal of illusions and the realistic appraisal of life is the end goal itself.
It is clear that by proclaiming the “Death of God,” Nietzsche is not con-
cerned with some cosmic cataclysm in which the Deity perishes, but
rather with a sociological phenomenon, preceded by the “philosophical”
discovery that there never actually was a God. The illusion called “God,”
Nietzsche laments, will take a very long time to dispel. For Nietzsche, of
course, “God” was never an ontological or theological reality, but rather
an entity, a weltanschauung, invented at a specific time for a specific rea-
son.101 Eventually, Nietzsche assumes, everyone will realize that “God”
does not exist. At that time “God” will finally “die.” 
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Unbelief for Nietzsche is not, however, an all-or-nothing state in
which one instantly finds one’s bearings. Indeed in our discussion of
religious belief above, we mentioned Nietzsche’s assertion that other
beliefs, at first blush seeming more secular or fundamentally different
from religious beliefs, are, in fact, also to be regarded as religious
beliefs.102 Nietzsche believes that it is necessary to move beyond even
this stage, which seems relatively unencumbered by unnecessary beliefs.
True, says Nietzsche, science103 has to a large degree freed itself from
unnecessary dogma and arrived at a position where convictions are seen
merely as “a provisional experimental point of view, of a regulative fic-
tion,” and even when apparently proven, “they remain under police
supervision, under the police of mistrust.” Nevertheless, science still has
a metaphysical foundation, namely the search for absolute truth. Accord-
ing to Nietzsche this search has religious roots and cannot be justified,
since the pursuit of absolute truth and understanding, for Nietzsche, pre-
supposes its existence.

Rav Kook acknowledges the fundamental logic of atheism, at least
from a human point of view. By being above all existence “through
which we might receive any feeling or notion of Him” and as with any-
thing else humans cannot perceive, God is “is in our reckoning as noth-
ing, and the mind cannot be satisfied with nothing.”104 If we cannot actu-
ally perceive God directly either emotionally or intellectually, then we do
not in fact have any direct sense of Him at all and by extension, no rea-
son to “believe” in Him. Nevertheless, humans, due to the impossibility
of perceiving God directly or seeing existence as it were from “His” van-
tage point, cannot see themselves or the cosmos as it actually is.

In light of the impossibility for the human perception of ultimate
reality, Rav Kook also sees atheism105 as having overstepped its bound-
aries by trying to know absolutely rather than simply to describe, regu-
late and improve. According to Rav Kook, even Epicurus did not try to
attack God but merely “the knowledge of God on earth,” namely the
“moral” influence that theology produces, “which they considered to be
negative for humanity and an obstacle to its moral and natural develop-
ment, and this is not far from the truth.”106 As we mentioned, Rav Kook
sees human perception as incapable of perceiving and describing reality
in its fullness. This is possible only through the “zeal of the Lord” in the
“living spirit in the heroism of Israel” as expressed in “the depths of the
Torah.”107 The result of this position is at first glance paradoxical; since
any doctrine created by humanity is by definition incomplete and mis-
leading, therefore having no particular doctrines is preferable, especially
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when the process of denying existing positions has the effect of clearing
away the debris of false opinions and the vestiges of idolatrous beliefs.108

Every disproof is better than the theological position it removes precise-
ly because it is subjective, and therein lies its truth.109 When human
knowledge poses as object knowledge, knowledge about existence itself,
it is false; and thus when it is presented simply as a lack of knowledge,
given that lack of knowledge stems from the fact of our humanity, it is
always closer to the truth than any positive doctrine. In fact these false
beliefs themselves can be seen as inviting their own refutation.110 Here
again Nietzsche’s and Rav Kook’s positions are very close. Both criticize
any doctrine which tries to posit an overarching ideology or theology.
Both see denial as more accurate than false and fabricated beliefs. 

Rav Kook sees true faith, as we saw in our discussion of Christianity,
as being a symbiosis of the natural and the spiritual elements of exis-
tence. Any imbalance of these tendencies does not represent genuine
faith. Consequently, the greater the imbalance of these elements the fur-
ther one is from this ideal. In light of this position, the conventional
descriptions of “religious” and “secular” and their relative merits need
to be redefined. Indeed “a heretic can be found who has strong internal
illuminating faith which flows from the source of supernal holiness,
higher than thousands of ‘believers’ of little faith.”111 For Rav Kook this
view emerged from a deeply religious world-view. If all of reality is
Godly, then all observed phenomena have Godly roots and are necessary
in some cosmic sense. As soon as one takes a functional approach, the
relative presence or absence of explicit connection to God becomes
irrelevant and one who examines the “depths of non-belief sees how,
from the deepest depths, souls which are full of Godly light in the
recesses, are drowning and screaming with a terrible and heart rending
voice ‘Save! Help!’ They are the elite of God’s servants.” This insight
exposes Rav Kook’s theology as being at the same time similar to and
different from Nietzsche’s. Nietzsche and Rav Kook both look hopefully
to atheism as a vital development in the human condition, but whereas
Nietzsche is glad to be rid of the illusion of God, Rav Kook is glad to be
moving towards the eradication of the ascription of erroneous beliefs to
God. Both seek the removal of illusions and fictions, but they see the
horizon of possibilities this phenomenon engenders very differently. 

Rav Kook, due to his willingness to perceive hidden patterns in real-
ity, ascribes a symmetry to belief and non-belief which Nietzsche does
not appear to subscribe to, in the sense that while Nietzsche seems sure
that progress towards truth has been made, he does not have an external
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yardstick against which to measure the developments. Rav Kook sees
atheism, in a sense, as not being superior to belief, but as its antithesis;
“through the clash of these two opposites humanity will be greatly
assisted in coming close to an illuminating knowledge of God.”112

Moreover in an ultimate sense, as it were, from “God’s perspective,” all
of existence is the same—all numbers, to take a mathematical paradigm,
being equally proximate to and at the same time removed from, infinity.
Atheism, in this context, also contains intrinsic value and “spiritual
heroes draw from it excellent ‘spiritual sparks.’”113

Rav Kook views the advent of atheism ultimately in eschatological
terms. Nietzsche, while less expectant than Rav Kook, also looks for-
ward to a new era which will be possible when the shadows of belief
have finally been expelled. It is “as if a new dawn shone on us . . . at long
last the horizon appears free to us again, even if it should not be bright;
at long last our ships may venture out again, venture out to face any
danger; all the daring of the lover of knowledge is permitted again; the
sea, our sea, lies open again; perhaps there has never yet been such an
‘open sea.’”114 He also perceives that a new era will emerge when even
the new shadows cast by the “secular religions” have been dispelled;
“only after we have corrected in such an essential point the historical
way of thinking that the Enlightenment brought with it, may we once
again carry onward the banner of the Enlightenment . . . we have taken
a step forward.”115

The difference between Nietzsche and Rav Kook at this point is
clear enough. Rav Kook, presumably having recourse to Jewish tradition
and mystical knowledge, sees the historical developments he perceives as
part of the unfolding of a cosmic drama. Nietzsche, equally honest and
with perhaps an equally discerning eye, is not privy to such knowledge.
The doctrine of the “eternal recurrence,”116 while arguably central to
Nietzsche’s vision of how humanity should ideally live, can hardly count
as a coherent schema of human reality. Nietzsche can, therefore, do no
more than look forward to the prospect of the acquisition of real knowl-
edge after millennia of falsehood, while Rav Kook anticipates an entirely
new era in which the nature of existence itself will be fundamentally dif-
ferent. Nevertheless the way in which both thinkers viewed the specter
of atheism while being appropriated into markedly different under-
standings of reality, was essentially the same. The advent of atheism was
viewed, moreover, by both Nietzsche and Rav Kook, with the same atti-
tude, as being an improvement of humanity as a result of its fresh
insights and its casting off of false beliefs.
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5. Conclusions

We have examined Nietzsche’s and Rav Kook’s views on religions in
general, Christianity and Buddhism in particular and their attitudes
towards atheism. We have shown that on all of the above issues a funda-
mental similarity exists in the identification and appraisal of the merits
of the phenomenon under discussion. In our discussion of religions,
both Rav Kook and Nietzsche detected a series of beliefs fabricated by
humans, which by definition, cannot be ultimately true. Both Christ-
ianity and Buddhism were shown to be characterized by this phenome-
non. Christianity was seen by both thinkers as being both disconnected
from reality and hypocritical, by preaching values which did not actual-
ly produce any visible benefit. While Buddhism produced something of
value, its thoroughgoing pessimism was seen as a denial of the world,
which as such cannot produce either the kind of life-affirming realism
that Nietzsche desires or the cosmic redemption of existence in its
entirety to which Rav Kook aspires. Finally atheism was viewed positive-
ly by both Nietzsche and Rav Kook for its essential function in destroy-
ing false beliefs. 

Clearly, as we have seen, Rav Kook and Nietzsche ascribe different
reasons to the above phenomena. Nietzsche attempts to understand the
psychological117 background for the above. Christianity develops out of a
feeling of ressentiment, a reaction of slaves to master morality, Buddhism
from a refined susceptibility to pain and an overspiritualization. Rav
Kook does not discuss the human motivation behind the above phenom-
ena, and is even willing to ascribe pure motives to the actors creating and
propagating the above beliefs, at least in terms of their own conscious
motivations for action. He is interested rather in the spiritual characteri-
zation of the phenomena in question, be it the four-fold characteriza-
tions of spiritual tendencies, or the desire to redeem the world prema-
turely or reject the practical commandments (as for example, in the case
of Christianity), or the search for a more authentic expression of the urge
to find God in the case of modern secularism. 

It is true that the causal explanations offered by Nietzsche and Rav
Kook respectively differ greatly. On the other hand it is highly signifi-
cant that Nietzsche and Rav Kook saw such diverse and broad phenom-
ena as the religious impulse in general, Christianity, Buddhism, and
atheism in such a similar way. While we cannot explain fully the reason
for this remarkable similarity, we may attempt a brief characterization
of their respective impulses and approaches to the above phenomena:
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Rav Kook, in line with Jewish tradition in general, sees prophecy as both
a gift from God and as a statement of some ultimate reality beyond any
human sensual perception.118 This, for Rav Kook, is the only source of
knowledge of anything outside the human realm of experience. For any
human endeavors to be successful and any human notions correct, they
must be undertaken without any pretence or attempt to reach any “ulti-
mate truth.” On the one hand, Rav Kook hereby denies the ultimate
veracity of any concept or belief system created by humanity. On the
other, he also denies radical scepticism, which is also a kind of system.
All that is left, when both of these have been discarded, is the keen and
honest appraisal of whatever we might find in front of our eyes and in
our heads—again, as far as possible, on its own terms and without the
illusion of ultimate perception. Nietzsche does not believe in prophecy,
but his method, if we could describe it as such, is surely the same as Rav
Kook’s.119 Nietzsche also wanted to rid himself of pretension and of illu-
sions. Perhaps this characterization of how Rav Kook and Nietzsche
attempted to observe the phenomena discussed may explain their differ-
ences. Both thinkers, when observing the above phenomena, attempt to
see only what emerges from the phenomenon itself, without any pre-
conceptions. Rav Kook then assimilates these observations into a tradi-
tion in which he “knows” other things through inherited, or perhaps
direct experience of, prophecy. Nietzsche does not and cannot under-
take this additional step. The interpretation of the phenomena observed
for Nietzsche must take place on the same plane as the observation, as
he will admit no other medium either of perception or of explanation.
Hence, with regard to atheism, for example, Rav Kook and Nietzsche
both view it as a positive and necessary phenomenon, as mentioned
above, for its refutation of false beliefs. Nietzsche at this point simply
says that “perhaps there has never yet been such an ‘open sea,’”120 while
Rav Kook assimilates this perception into a metaphysical scheme which
he perceives as coming from beyond human perception, a source of
knowledge which Nietzsche does not acknowledge. This is perhaps why
Rav Kook and Nietzsche differ in that Rav Kook is more relativistic with
regard to atheism than Nietzsche is. Rav Kook awaits the day when athe-
ism too will be repudiated, a hope derived, as discussed, from prophetic
sources or the interpretation thereof. His ultimate vision, again, based
on Jewish prophetic sources, has Israel understanding “how to develop
the holy, pure and Godly feeling which is within our soul . . . then we
will be filled with the strength of God, our life, to see life in the land of
the living.”121 Atheism obviously cannot, in this scheme of things, be the
end goal, although it may well point the way towards it.
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In a sense then, Nietzsche and Rav Kook must be seen as being in
fundamental opposition due to the former’s materialism and the latter’s
mysticism. Moreover, Rav Kook’s theological assumptions allow him to
characterize any position as being at the same time true and false in
relation to the ultimate unfathomable truth.122 Thus it is true to say that
Rav Kook, while admitting to a large degree, the truth of Nietzsche’s
observations, to some degree neutralizes them through his metaphysical
characterization of reality and his assertion that all perspectives are an
integral part of the multi-faceted tapestry of reality, as opposed to the
transcendent unity of the Divine reality on the other. “In comparison to
the Infinite Light everything is equal.”123

Nevertheless, if we take at face value Rav Kook’s observations about
the superficial nature of much of what passes for “religion,” then conven-
tional categories of “religious” and “atheist” have little meaning.124 These
notions are usually seen as polar opposites. Whatever is consistent with 
a religious weltanschauung of whatever kind, is usually expected to 
conflict with whatever is supposed to comprise an atheistic weltan-
schauung, of whatever kind. Yet if, as Rav Kook asserts, “atheism” is in
some ways preferable to “religion”125 from the point of view of dis-
pelling illusions which distort the way in which humans perceive reality,
then Nietzsche, a self-declared atheist, should be able to perceive reality
more accurately than many, in Rav Kook’s terms. Indeed, we have seen,
in the confluence of their views noted above, that he does. It would seem,
then, that their concerns are similar enough to allow for a questioning of
the conventional divisions that separate thought which is usually consid-
ered to be “secular” in nature from that which is considered to be “reli-
gious” and “mystical.” The similarities observed here demonstrate that
central questions about the meaning of phenomena can be discussed
meaningfully across any perceived divide between either “secular” and
“religious” or between “theology” and “philosophy.”

It may be said with certainty that the thought of Nietzsche and Rav
Kook can be meaningfully compared. Indeed, we may say, in search of a
characterization that does justice to the high degree of confluence
observed in the description of the phenomena discussed above, and
notwithstanding the view that from the Divine perspective, as men-
tioned above, “everything is equal,” that Rav Kook does not, by and
large, disagree with Nietzsche; rather, he utilizes the observations which
both Nietzsche and Rav Kook produced to describe the unfolding of a
Divine cosmic drama,126 the existence of which Nietzsche does not and
could not have access to. Rav Kook and Nietzsche produced their obser-
vations by dint of their incredible degree of self-awareness and integrity,
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as they were careful in their respective attempts not to add any extrane-
ous factors into their observations. It is the context into which Nietzsche
and Rav Kook assimilate their observations which accounts for most of
the differences between them, both in terms of the questions they ask
and the answers they provide for those questions. 

If the question we are attempting to answer is: to what degree are
Rav Kook’s and Nietzsche’s philosophies compatible, we will have to
admit that firm conclusions will have to await a more thorough study
which attempts to characterize the central features of both philosophies
in their entirety and to make a point by point comparison.127 From such
a study will emerge the answer to three central questions which any
such study must tackle, namely 1) To what degree do their concerns
overlap? 2) What degree of confluence exists in those areas? 3) Does the
nature of the subjects which are not discussed by both (i.e. that are cen-
tral for one thinker and not for the other) preclude a generalized com-
parison? Subsequently, the question of the degree to which any areas of
disagreement negate the significance of the similarities observed could
be answered.

Notes

I am indebted to Charlotte Katzoff and an anonymous referee for many valuable comments
on an earlier draft of this paper.

1. This description is here applied to Nietzsche based upon his own declara-
tion. (See for example BGE: 53, 219, GM II:20)

The abbreviations of Nietzsche’s works used here are as follows:
A=Antichrist, BGE=Beyond Good and Evil, BT=The Birth of Tragedy,
EH=Ecce Homo, GM=The Genealogy of Morals, GS=The Gay Science,
HAH=Human, All Too Human, WP=The Will to Power. Translations are
from The Nietzsche Channel (http://www.geocities.com/thenietzschechan-
nel/ntexteng.htm). Publication and translation information appears for each
work at the beginning of each text.

2. EH IV:1
3. I use the terms “thinker/thought” and “philosopher/philosophy” inter-

changeably throughout this essay and do not intend to imply by the latter
the degree to which Rav Kook was or was not influenced by secular philoso-
phy. This question is of course subject to much debate, with Eliezer
Goldman and Rav Adin Steinzaltz with Yosef Avivi representing the two
poles of advocacy for and against the view that Rav Kook was crucially influ-
enced by secular philosophy. For Eliezer Goldman, see Goldman, “Rav
Kook’s Relation to European Thought,” in The World of Rav Kook’s Thought,
ed. Benjamin Ish-Shalom and Shalom Rosenberg, trans. Shalom Carmy and
Bernard Moses Casper (Jerusalem, 1991) (Hebrew: Benjamin Ish-Shalom
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and Shalom Rosenberg [Eds.] Yovel Orot [Jerusalem, 1985]; for Rav
Steinzaltz see Adin Steinzaltz, “ha-Be’ayot be-Orot ha-Kodesh (Hebrew),
Kovez. ha-Reayah, ed. Yizhak Rafael (Jerusalem, 1966); for Avivi see Yosef
Avivi, “Historiyah Z. orekh Gavoah” (Hebrew), Sefer ha-Yovel le-Rav Mordechai
Breuer, ed. Moshe Bar-Asher (Jerusalem, 1992).

4. Rav Kook was known for his supererogatory performance of various aspects
of Halakhah. For example he would spend the entire festival of Sukkot in a
sukkah in acknowledgement of the kabbalistic idea that such dwellings are
suffused with holiness. Similarly, Rav Kook wore tefillin continuously during
daylight hours, a practice followed by only the most pious.

5. There are a number of areas which will not be examined here but could shed
light on the degree of compatibility between the thought of Nietzsche and
that of Rav Kook. It is my impression that, for example, Nietzsche’s charac-
terization of the uebermentsch or overman as someone who is capable of will-
ing all of his past life, the eternal recurrence, the will to power and some of
Nietzsche’s characterizations of and prescriptions for those of noble spirit,
would be areas in which the thought of Rav Kook could provide an informa-
tive and illuminating counterpoint and to some degree complement for
Nietzsche’s ideas. I have deliberately listed features of Nietzsche’s doctrine
for comparison with Rav Kook because it is my belief that an opposite com-
parison would be much less useful, as Rav Kook’s philosophy is more over-
arching and comprehensive than Nietzsche’s and discerns more in reality,
and indeed posits more layers of reality than Nietzsche will concede. It
makes less sense, therefore, to ask, for example, what Nietzsche says about
manifestly metaphysical subjects which Rav Kook discusses, such as the
future ceasing of death, the principle of cosmic teshuvah, and concepts
which presuppose a Jewish orientation to existence, such as Keneset Yisrael
and the spiritual centrality of Erez. Yisrael, to quote but a few examples.

6. Rav Kook does not mention Nietzsche in his works. This fact has given rise
to different theories as to whether Rav Kook is, at times actually referring to
Nietzsche, an issue the discussion of which is beyond the scope of this essay.

7. Shalom Rosenberg, “Introduction to the Thought of Rav Kook” in World of
Rav Kook’s Thought 16-127.

8. Ibid., pp. 44-46. It is clearly unreasonable to expect a full discussion of
Nietzsche in such an article, but Rosenberg’s identification of the “slave men-
tality” which Nietzsche decries, as in fact “an expression of the unity of all
reality” would in my view not stand up on closer inspection. Rav Kook and
Nietzsche are both bothered by moral weaknesses that Nietzsche characterizes
as belonging to the “slave mentality.” Smadar Sherlo’s comparison of
Nietzsche and Rav Kook (Smadar Sherlo, “ha-Oz ve-ha-Anavah: Shittat ha-
Musar shel ha-Rav Kook mul Musar ha-Oz. mah shel Nietzsche,” in Nietzsche
be-Tarbut ha-Ivrit, ed. Ya‘akov Golomb [Jerusalem, 2002]) can be seen, inter
alia, as an elucidation of this point. The current study will also show how Rav
Kook and Nietzsche both criticize the servility and lack of vitality which they
find in religion which, according to Nietzsche, flows from slave morality.

9. Benjamin Ish-Shalom, Rav Avraham Itzhak HaCohen Kook: Between
Rationalism and Mysticism (New York, 1993) (trans. Ora Wiskind-Elper) 38. 

10. References to Nietzsche in Ish-Shalom are all from Will to Power. This would
be problematic if a serious comparison had been attempted. For it has been
generally been agreed, since Heidegger’s interpretations of Nietzsche, which
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were based largely on this posthumously published work that was not
approved by the author for publication, that Will to Power should be used in
conjunction with Nietzsche’s published works when attempting to elucidate
Nietzsche’s views.

11. Yehuda Gellman, “Aesthetics” in World of Rav Kook’s Thought, 195-206.
12. A comparative study will aim to focus on subjects that both thinkers treat,

the comparison of which would add to our understanding of both thinkers.
When the aim is not purely comparative, but the philosophy of a second
thinker is utilized for the light it sheds on the primary figure of investigation,
the choice of subject matter and the dynamics of the comparison are likely to
be different.

13. Many examples could be given, but to give just one, Nietzsche makes a num-
ber of references to Hegel in his writings. These are always brief and usually
include Hegel in a list together with other philosophers. It is difficult to
compare Hegel and Nietzsche based on these passing comments. Meaningful
comparisons between the two can nevertheless be carried out; in such com-
parisons the above-mentioned comments are not particularly useful.
(Examples of Rav Kook and Spinoza, Kant, Schopenhauer etc. could also be
given.) This is even truer when this type of comparison is carried out in a
case like Rav Kook and Nietzsche, where one philosopher probably refers to
the other but doesn’t mention him by name.

14. Sherlo, “ha-Oz ve-ha-Anavah.“
15. The article compares Rav Kook’s comments to contemporary figures on the

Zionist literary scene and tackles the question of the degree to which Rav
Kook’s comments are directed to or are in response to certain figures. We
will not be concerned with those questions which focus solely on the com-
parison of Rav Kook and Nietzsche’s ideas and do not attempt to discuss the
context or ostensible target of the various passages.

16. As I have outlined, the current study proceeds according to the assumption
that the “big picture” which would make firm statements about the ultimate
similarity or lack thereof between Nietzsche and Rav Kook in toto can only be
built up piecemeal from the analysis of all the major elements of their respec-
tive philosophies. Until this work is carried out, only localized conclusions
should be reached, more general conclusions being, at this stage, tentative.

17. Sherlo, p. 374.
18. In Sherlo’s paper it makes sense to talk about Rav Kook “agreeing” or not

with Nietzsche as the paper discusses the question of influence. In contrast,
the current study is interested rather in the degree of confluence. This ques-
tion is obviously unconnected to the question of influence or agreement. 

19. The reason for this is again methodological. If philosophers are compared on
specific issues and solidarity is detected, this provides a basis for comparison
on further points. Generalization cannot be made, however, until their
respective oeuvres have been compared on all major questions. 

20. A systematic comparison of Nietzsche’s and Rav Kook’s views on Jews and
Judaism will not be made in this essay. For the most recent discussions of
this subject see Jacob Golomb and Robert S. Wistrich (eds.), Nietzsche,
Godfather of Fascism?: On the Uses and Abuses of a Philosophy (Princeton, NJ,
2002); Siegfried Mandel, Nietzsche & the Jews, Exaltation & Denigration
(Amherst, NY, 1998); Yirmiyahu Yovel, Dark Riddle: Hegel, Nietzsche, and
the Jews (University Park, PA, 1998).
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21. Nietzsche wrote his major philosophical works between 1872 and 1888 and
died before Rav Kook wrote his most important works between his arrival in
Israel in 1902 and his death in 1935. We can be sure that Nietzsche never
heard of Rav Kook. Conversely, Rav Kook, who probably knew of Nietzsche’s
writings, never mentions Nietzsche by name in his writings. Unlike other
“traditional” rabbinic figures, Rav Kook does mention modern secular
philosophers such as Spinoza, Kant and Schopenhauer, so the omission is
surprising. Of course, it may be that Rav Kook actually hadn’t heard of
Nietzsche, but that is highly unlikely. Indeed, some passages in Rav Kook’s
writings could be construed as references to Nietzsche; for example, Orot ha-
Kodesh 2:397 which construes atheism as jealousy towards God. (See discus-
sion of previous scholarship above.)

22. See for example GS: 149.
23. This characterization does not fit all religions Nietzsche describes. Clearly

the Greek civil religion described approvingly by Nietzsche in BT is not
ascetic. Nor are the various forms of ancestor worship Nietzsche collectively
describes as “noble” forms of religion.

24. HAH: 141, GM III:17.
25. GS: 344. Nietzsche also characterizes science as having an ascetic tendency

(GM III:25).
26. See GM III:16.
27. See for example Orot (Jerusalem, 1985), 102. 
28. This point is important to remember if the entire philosophies of Nietzsche

and Rav Kook are to be compared, as such a comparison will have to discuss
their respective views of Judaism. It is less important for the current study
which does not attempt to discuss Nietzsche’s or Rav Kook’s views of
Judaism per se.

29. Orot ha-Kodesh, vol. 2 (Jerusalem, 1985), 488. 
30. Although, as with many of Rav Kook’s ideas, there is a positive aspect to

idolatry which is absent in other forms of religious expression (excluding
Jewish prophetic religion), namely “a vital and natural, although corrupt,
spirituality” this desire could either be directed towards idolatry, which, as
we read above, is the “aspiration of complete evil,” or directed to God. When
directed to God, this religious passion “among the Jews resulted in the pas-
sionate yet spiritual love of God” (Eder ha-Yakar [Jerusalem, 1985], 31).

31. We will return to this schema in our discussion of Buddhism.
32. This is not to say that any cosmic forces of evil are actually strengthened by

such an admission. But, by acknowledging the essential reality of evil, the
cosmic process which will ultimately result in its disappearance is delayed
and hampered. From this viewpoint, Christianity and Buddhism can be seen
as augmenting evil.

33. Nietzsche clearly did not have access to the kind of all-encompassing view of
Judaism that Rav Kook espouses and may not have been acquainted with
Judaism as actually practiced. Certainly he conflates Judaism and Christian-
ity in many passages, indicating that this was probably the case. It is interest-
ing to note that both Nietzsche and Rav Kook believed in their ability to
intuit the fundamental essences of phenomena without being directly
acquainted with them, or without studying them exhaustively. A clear exam-
ple of this is the discussion of Buddhism below.

34. It is questionable whether Nietzsche believes that any kind of ultimate
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understanding in what he might call a “Platonic” sense of the word is possi-
ble, but he seems to relish the prospect of perceiving the world in whatever
optimal way will be open to humanity once all unnecessary illusions have been
removed. For the sake of convenience we will use terms like “true” and “truth”
in reference to Nietzsche’s thought. We mean this, however, at least as far as
Nietzsche is concerned, only in the negative sense of exposing and discarding
illusions and not in the sense of affirming a specific idea or doctrine.

35. GS: 343.
36. A characterization of Rav Kook’s view of what the word “Torah” encom-

passes or its theological significance for the universe is beyond the scope of
this paper. We will here merely hint at the scope that this concept is seen to
possess for traditional Judaism. First, the 613 commandments with their
inclusion of “religious” injunctions such as loving and fearing God, “ethical”
directives such as pursuing justice, not taking bribes, and injunctions against
theft and murder, ritual precepts such as the observance of the Sabbath and
laws of forbidden foods, directives to administer society by establishing local
and national law courts—these are seen as a Divine blueprint for the cre-
ation of optimal, spiritually competent individuals and an optimal spiritually
perfect society. Moreover the word “Torah” is taken to include the entire
contents of the Bible, oral law, Talmud, legal codes, and ethical and kabbalis-
tic literature, the study of which is also believed both to procure fresh
insights into the true nature of reality and to sustain the world on a cosmic
level. The work Nefesh ha-H. ayyim by Rabbi H. ayyim of Volozhin is perhaps
the most eloquent book length novellum expounding the theological signifi-
cance and value of the enterprise of Torah study. Torah study, according to
Rabbi H. ayyim, is the only medium of direct communication with God,
greater even than prayer. Halakhic literature, because of its rational nature,
is deemed to allow the possibility of direct intellectual communion with the
Divine. In the view of the Zohar (vol. 3, 166b), endorsed by Rav Kook, the
Torah as an entity has cosmic significance. It is described as “the light of all
the worlds (in the cosmos - spiritual and physical) and the life-force, suste-
nance and root of them all.” 

Rav Kook, setting aside the myriad references to the supernal nature of
“Torah” and the Divine commandments, devotes his work Orot ha-Torah
(Jerusalem, 1985) solely to the task of spelling out the unique nature of the
Torah. Nevertheless we may attempt a very brief overview. First, the word
“Torah,” when used in this context, usually refers not to the Five Books of
Moses, as its name might suggest, but rather to the whole Hebrew Bible and
Oral Tradition, some of which, traditionally conceived, was revealed at
Mount Sinai, but much of which is seen as being part of the ongoing inter-
pretive enterprise by the Jewish People of its central texts. The whole of this
ever-growing corpus, because of its connection to its Divine source and the
belief of its adherents that there are involved in a Divine activity by studying
this body of literature, is considered to be part of “Torah.” “Torah” includes
legal, homiletical, esoteric and ethical elements. In Orot ha-Kodesh vol. 1
(Jerusalem, 1985), p. 1, Rav Kook writes that “Holy wisdom (Torah) is supe-
rior to all other wisdoms in that it transforms the will and the spiritual char-
acter of those who study it bringing them closer to the heights that are
embodied in it. This is not the case for other wisdoms which, even though
they describe lofty beautiful and noble matters, they do not . . . access the
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true essence of the student (person learning them) . . . and do not relate to
the other aspects and qualities of a person other than the cognitive.” In other
words only “Torah” involves the whole personality simultaneously and is
capable of improving a person. This process is also seen, by Rav Kook and by
others before and after him who share the same Kabbalistic worldview, as tak-
ing place on a national and cosmic level when “Torah” laws are observed and
“Torah” texts are studied. Another element in this view of the supernal nature
of the Torah is the notion that God “looked into the Torah and (from it) creat-
ed the world.” This doctrine is even taken to the point by some, as for example
R. Yiz.h. ak Zeev Soloveitchik in his commentary to Song of Songs 2:10 (Digital
Book System, Version 9.0) where he has murder and theft being harmful and
detrimental to society because God created the world to mirror the Torah and
the Torah contains injunctions against stealing and murder. Had they not been
written there, God would have created a world where these elements were ben-
eficial. This is only the most extreme formulation of an idea shared by many
thinkers that the created universe reflects the nature of a supernal Torah which
was its blueprint. (See for example Zohar, vol. 2, p. 161a.)

37. GS: 346.
38. Presumably Rav Kook is referring to the entire body of Jewish tradition. (See

also previous note.)
39. Orot, 102.
40. Presumably there are degrees of self-deception. We shall see that Christianity

is further from the mark in Nietzsche’s view than Buddhism, while Athenian
civil religion is, arguably, closer still.

41. See GM I:9 and GS: 343.
42. Living in Eastern Europe, Rav Kook would have had ample opportunities to

experience a Christian culture and would have had exposure to Christians. It
is difficult to know, however, what direct exposure Rav Kook had to
Christian ritual or texts. Nietzsche clearly had a much more direct exposure
to Christianity, at least of the Lutheran variety; his father and both his
grandfathers were Lutheran ministers. (See also previous note about both
Nietzsche’s and Rav Kook’s willingness to analyze phenomena without
much, or any, direct experience.) 

43. A:5.
44. This term is used by Nietzsche to capture the particular sense of resentment,

hatred and jealously felt by the slaves towards the masters and their values,
which engendered the slave revolt of morality of which Christianity is sup-
posed to be a manifestation.

45. GM I:10.
46. Nietzsche devotes much of the first and second essays of GM to a detailed

analysis of the various stages of the development of moral conscience which
led up to this transformation.

47. See A:43.
48. GM I:11.
49. GM III:28.
50. Although for Nietzsche, this “answer” “brought fresh suffering with it, deep-

er, more inward, more poisonous, more life-destructive suffering,” neverthe-
less it provided a context for this suffering (namely “guilt”) which was what
had previously been lacking. See GM III:28.

51. GM I:7.
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52. GM III:28.
53. A:62.
54. A:21.
55. A: 42.
56. A :22.
57. The attempt to achieve and the success at achieving domination is presum-

ably connected to the activities of the ascetics, an area that Rav Kook, by
contrast does not discuss.

58. We shall see below that Rav Kook characterizes Christianity as exhibiting a
wide disparity between speech and action. “To say much and do nothing at
all.” (See below.)

59. See definition of this term in note 44 above.
60. Iggerot ha-Reayah vol. 1 (Jerusalem, 1985), p. 226.
61. Ibid. Rav Kook is referring to atrocities committed in the “name of Christianity.”
62. Orot, 22.
63. It will be remembered that the 613 commandments of Judaism pertain to all

areas of ritual, social, commercial and political life, regulating each area in
infinite detail. Hence adherence to these directives, at the time when optimal
fulfillment of them is possible, is to be measured respectively in the degree to
which the individual and the community carry out all the myriad details of
the above.

64. On page 21 of Orot Rav Kook states that “heresy [probably a reference to
Christianity] abandoned law [probably meaning civil law] and confined
itself in the attributes of ‘compassion’ and ‘kindness’ which removes the
foundation of the world and destroys it.” (Render unto Caesar that which is
Caesar’s and unto God that which is God’s.) It will be remembered that
Nietzsche characterizes noble religion as being characterized by actions and
deeds as a way of repaying the debt to ancestors. As previously discussed,
Nietzsche could not conceive of Judaism as a religion of action and as being
fundamentally different in nature from Christianity, even though, on his
terms, such a characterization might in fact be justified.

65. Orot, 22-23. (All translations of Rav Kook, unless otherwise stated, are my
own.)

66. It will be remembered that Rav Kook believes that eventually evil will disap-
pear, but a long process will result in this end which cannot be artificially
preempted. 

67. Ma‘amarei ha-Reayah (Jerusalem, 1984), 508.
68. Ma‘amarei ha-Reayah, 289 and Manuscript, Collection 5, p. 103b, quoted in

Benjamin Ish-Shalom, “Religion, Repentance and Personal Freedom,” in
World of Rav Kook’s Thought, 388.

69. A:29.
70. Eder ha-Yakar (Jerusalem, 1985) 29.
71. Eder ha-Yakar, 31.
72. Ibid. Rav Kook quotes Isaiah 54:1 “Sing, O barren, You who have not

borne!” (New King James Version). Presumably the meaning is that this
daughter (i.e., Christianity) was stillborn.

73. Ibid.
74. It is significant to note that Nietzsche too sees “even primitive idolatry” as

being in some ways superior to Christianity, albeit for different reasons. In
A:56 Nietzsche states: “poisoning, slander, negation of life, contempt for the
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body, the degradation and self-violation of man through the concept of
sin—consequently its means too are bad. It is with an opposite feeling that I
read the law of Manu, an incomparably spiritual and superior work: even to
mention it in the same breath with the Bible would be a sin against the spirit.
One guesses immediately: there is a real philosophy behind it, in it.” It is true
that Nietzsche lumps Judaism and Christianity together in this passage, as in
many others, where he lumps all religions together. Certainly Nietzsche did
not have access to any of the myriad sources of rabbinic literature on which
Rav Kook drew, as mentioned above. But the point remains valid, namely
that both Nietzsche and Rav Kook saw in “religion” a weak and life-denying
phenomenon which lacks the vitality of idolatrous forms of worship and
social organization. It is also interesting to recall, as we have seen, that Rav
Kook also censures the Christian understanding of religion based on a dis-
tortion of the Bible. Nietzsche was of course unaware of an independent and
“un-Christian” Jewish understanding of the Bible. It is also important to
note that Nietzsche’s criticism of Judaism is often quite literally a criticism of
Christianity as the following passage amply demonstrates:

. . . And once more the priestly instinct of the Jew committed the same
great crime against history—he simply crossed out the yesterday of
Christianity and its day before yesterday; he invented his own history of
earliest Christianity. Still further: he falsified the history of Israel once
more so that it might appear as the prehistory of his deed: all the
prophets spoke of his “Redeemer.” [A 42]

75. GM I: 17 and Iggerot ha-Reayah vol. 1, p. 164.
76. WP: 204.
77. I was unable to locate the source in which Rav Kook quotes a talmudic passage

to this effect and expands on it by making the point that by Divine design, the
scope of Jewish autonomy mirrors the level to which the Jewish people are fit
to take on and administer various areas according to Godly ideals.

78. GM III:15.
79. Iggerot ha-Reayah vol. 1, p 52.
80. See note 34 about the use of this word in connection to Nietzsche.
81. It is unlikely that either Nietzsche or Rav Kook had any direct exposure to

Buddhism. Their comments should be seen in light of that fact. It is interest-
ing to note that both Nietzsche and Rav Kook were of the opinion that
meaningful comments may be made, and in this case judgments passed,
without intimate first-hand knowledge. (I am indebted to Yiz. h. ak Melamed
and an anonymous referee for making this point.) See also note 33.

82. There is some debate about the degree to which Nietzsche saw Buddhism as
a philosophy consistent with his own. According to Robert Morrison
(Nietzsche and Buddhism: A Study in Nihilism and Ironic Affinities [Oxford
University Press, 1997]), Sakyamuni Buddha may have been an uebermensch.
In a similar vein, Richard Brown asserts that “Bhakti yoga therefore serves
the very same function in the Gita that amor fati (love of fate), and by exten-
sion, the eternal return of the same, does for Nietzsche. Both are simply
means for redeeming or delivering human beings via an attitude of complete
acceptance.” According to David Loy (David Loy, “Beyond Good and Evil? A
Buddhist critique of Nietzsche”, Asian Philosophy 6,1 [March 1996]: pp. 37-
58), Sakyamuni was not an uebermensch. We shall leave this debate and the
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connected discussion about Nietzsche’s sources of knowledge about
Buddhism raised by Morrison and concentrate solely on Nietzsche’s own
pronouncements on the subject.

83. A:20.
84. A:20.
85. EH I:6, A :20.
86. Ibid.
87. A:20, 21.
88. GS:347.
89. As mentioned in a previous note, while Nietzsche probably does not believe

that any “objective reality” exists, we may rid ourselves of illusions by elimi-
nating all unnecessary conceptualizations or generalizations about the
nature of the world or of humanity in general.

90. GS:346, BGE:61.
91. GM:III 17.
92. Ibid.
93. WP: 2, 13, 22, 23.
94. WP:132.
95. Arpelei Tohar (Jerusalem, 1983), 98.
96. “The meaning of this is that the most internal point of the goodness within

evil combines with the good and subsequently remains in its eternal compo-
sition. That very desire of evil for annihilation endures forever within the
good in unbounded happiness” (Arpelei Tohar, 98).

97. The four are: Idolatry, Buddhism, and Christianity in contradistinction to
Judaism.

98. Ibid.
99. Orot ha-Kodesh, 2 : 488.
100. Arpelei Tohar, 98.
101. A detailed analysis of Nietzsche’s method and a detailed characterization of

his explanation of how “religious morality” came about, is given most sys-
tematically by Nietzsche in BGE and GM and A. Brian Leiter’s book-length
study on GM is a useful source on this subject (Brian Leiter, Routledge
Philosophy Guidebook to Nietzsche on Morality [London and New York,
2002]).

102. GS:344, HAH: 110, GM III:27.
103. We shall for the sake of simplicity equate all modern ideas such as atheism,

science etc. to concentrate on the degree to which they are free of the shack-
les of religious belief. 

104. Orot , 119.
105. The word used by Rav Kook here is “heresy” (kefirah) which refers to all het-

erodoxy, but it is clear from the context when this refers to atheism.
106. Eder ha-Yakar, 37.
107. Orot ha-Kodesh vol. 2, 488. See note 36, which discusses the scope of this

concept and why it is seen as playing such a preeminent role in the scheme
of the cosmos.

108. Orot ha-Emunah (Brooklyn, NY, 1985), 6.
109. Orot , 154.
110. Orot ha-Emunah, 17.
111. Orot ha-Emunah, 21. It is true that Rav Kook had something of an ambiva-

lent attitude towards secularism and saw points on which secularism was
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superior and inferior to conventional religion. In the context of the secular
Zionist revival, Rav Kook characterized souls (nefesh) of the secular pioneers
as being more perfect than that of the religious Jews while the spirit (ruah. ) of
the religious Jews was much more perfect that those of the secular Jews.
(Arpelei Tohar, 11). To appreciate this passage fully a discussion of the fol-
lowing points would be necessary: a) the kabbalistic schema of the different
levels of the soul and b) a discussion of Rav Kook’s use of this terminology.
Such a discussion is beyond the scope of the present paper.

112. Orot, 126.
113. Orot ha-Emunah, 24.
114. GS: 343.
115. HAH: 26.
116. See for example EH III: Z-1.
117. A discussion of Nietzsche’s genealogical method, most clearly evident in On

the Genealogy of Morals, would be relevant in a longer study but was not
deemed necessary here. The main aim was a comparison of attitudes to the
phenomena in question more than of the methodologies by which those atti-
tudes were formed.

118. It is this position which allowed him to view atheism’s casting aside of preva-
lent, but humanly generated beliefs, as discussed above, as a positive phe-
nomenon

119. Clearly Nietzsche would not take seriously any kind of mystical insights,
whereas Rav Kook was known to have many such insights. Nevertheless the
quest for honesty and impartial observation still remains, it would seem, in
both cases.

120. GS: 343.
121. Eder ha-Yakar, 32.
122. It is interesting to note, however, that Nietzsche also has contradictory views

about many subjects. Christianity, for example, while clearly negative—as
evidenced in the discussion above—allowed humanity to become “deep,”
which was presumably one of many factors leading to the threshold that
Nietzsche describes himself as being on. (See for example BGE: Preface.) This
may suggest a need to characterize Nietzsche’s schema, if he indeed has one in
such an explicit sense, as having various layers or facets, which would necessi-
tate an examination of the ways in which Nietzsche and Rav Kook respective-
ly attempt to reconcile contradictory insights into their systems of thought. 

123. Orot ha-Emunah, 24.
124. As we have seen, what any given religion may hail as meritorious or else

deleterious bears no relationship to what may actually, from Rav Kook’s per-
spective, be such. Thus an “atheist” may well conform more to the ultimate
spiritual ideal than a person who is conventionally seen as such. This is clear-
ly the case for Nietzsche as well.

125. Clearly this characterization of religion does not include Judaism, which Rav
Kook sees, by this definition, as a meta-religion, as a phenomenon, in con-
tradistinction to all others, with a Divine source as opposed to a human one.

126. Again, we are not distinguishing here between the classical biblical prophe-
cies and Rav Kook’s own mystical insights.

127. A central feature of such a study would be a comparison of Nietzsche’s ueber-
mentsch with Rav Kook’s z. addik elyon and a specification of the nature of the
path that each marks out for individuals to live authentically and creatively.
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