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STANDING ON HIS OWN: A EULOGY FOR
RABBI NORMAN LAMM

M

uch can be said about the legacy of my father-in-law, Rabbi
Dr. Norman Lamm zt”l, president, rosh yeshiva, rabbi, intellectual, writer, leader of Modern Orthodoxy, champion of
Torah u-Madda, darshan, orator, teacher, polymath, logophile, punster, quipster, artist, poet, and actor on the world stage. Much will be
spoken of his leadership—communal, educational, and spiritual—and
of his learning, religiosity, and philosophy. His books and articles and
lectures and sermons speak for themselves, and will continue to speak,
instruct, nurture and challenge spiritual and intellectual seekers for
generations.
Norman Lamm was a man whose DNA was that of a Galitzianer,
whose mind was that of a Litvak, whose soul was that of a Hasid, whose
mien was that of a scholar, whose pen was that of a poet, whose tongue
was that of an orator, and whose heart was that of a ba’al hesed. He had
the thick skin necessary to be a man who voiced and stood by sometimes
unpopular principles and ideas, personifying the Gemara:
And the Sages taught: About those who are insulted and do not insult,
who hear their shame and do not respond, who act out of love and are
joyful in suffering, the verse says: “And they that love Him are as the sun
going forth in its might” (Shabbat 88b).

And he had the soft heart necessary to help thousands—family, friends, community members, and strangers—often discreetly and quietly, with advice,
financial assistance, connections, a kind word, and encouragement.
He was a man who never wasted a second, dedicating himself to
learning, reading, thinking, writing, leading, administering, organizing,
fundraising, to name just a few of his many activities and responsibilities,
and yet who consciously and deliberately made time for students, congregants, widows, and especially family: his children, grandchildren, greatgrandchildren, sisters and brother, nieces and nephews. He was a man
who bore the weight of the Jewish world and the burden of the Jewish
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future on his shoulders. He bore them responsibly, with elegance, grace,
and dignity. Generations from now, people will be incredulous when they
open his biography and read that all of these traits were possessed, and all
of these accomplishments were achieved, by just one man.
I would like to paint a picture of the father-in-law, rebbe, mentor,
confidant, and havruta that I came to know, respect, and love for the
past 38 years. He was, of course, first and foremost, father to my late
wife, Sara a”h, whose ready, ceaseless humor, and antics often lightened the burdens and worries he constantly carried. He was also
grandfather to my children, Tova, Bobby, Yolly, and Sam. For me he
was also a rebbe and havruta, with whom I learned at least once or
twice a week for many years, with whom I discussed and analyzed
she’elot and communal and pastoral issues when I served as a community rabbi, to whom I turned for guidance in matters spiritual, theological, and mundane, from whom I learned to write and speak, and
from whom I learned to love The New York Times crossword puzzles
and Hebrew Scrabble.
He often spoke about those who had great influence in his life: his
parents, Samuel and Pearl Lamm z”l; his grandfather, Rabbi Yehoshua
Baumol zt”l, a great talmid hakham and posek; the Rav, Rabbi Joseph
B. Soloveitchik zt”l; his uncle, Rabbi Joseph Baumol zt”l, founder of
the Crown Heights Yeshiva; Rabbi Samuel Belkin zt”l¸ his predecessor
as president of Yeshiva University; and Rabbi Joseph Lookstein zt”l,
whom he served as an assistant rabbi. There were many others, of
course.
His grandfather learned with him from a young age. When he was ten
years old, he and his grandfather were learning a Tosafot in Pesahim,
which cited a Rashi in a different masekhet. The young boy read the words
of the Kuntres and continued to read Tosafot’s question.
“Wait,” said his grandfather, “Do you understand what Rashi is
saying?”
“Yes, Zeida,” he answered confidently. To which Rabbi Baumol
retorted, “Does Rashi really say this?”
The young Norman Lamm was confused, certainly the Tosafot had
just cited the quote. Rabbi Baumol explained, “Don’t be lazy. Go to the
bookshelf and take down the tractate in which the Rashi is found and
check for yourself if the Tosafot quote Rashi properly. Know, my child,
that faith and trust are the foundational principles of religion, but when
you enter the inner sanctum of Talmud Torah, you cannot rely on trust;
when you learn you must doubt—you must be a skeptic and a disbeliever.
When the Gemara brings a baraita, check it. When the Tosafot quote a
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Rashi, look it up. When I, in my teshuvot, cite the Noda bi-Yehuda, do
not rely on me or on them. Check the sources yourself, evaluate each
sevara and question every hiddush. Ask. Suspect. Check. Investigate.
And only then do you have a chance that maybe you will learn how to
learn.”
This sense of independence and responsibility prepared the fertile soil
of his creative and analytic mind and became hallmarks of Rabbi Lamm’s
intellectual and scholarly independence.
This independence was expressed with great humility and
responsibility.
When Rabbi Lamm published, in Hebrew, a collection of his shiurim
and Talmudic discourses entitled Halakhot ve-Halikhot (Mossad HaRav
Kook, 1990), he remarked to me that now he will be able to greet his
grandfather in Olam ha-Ba and present him with his sefer, head held high,
with the knowledge that he had produced something worthwhile. I am
certain that at that meeting his grandfather declared that there is so much
more of which he is proud of his grandson.
Rabbi Lamm’s life as a student, a rabbi, and as university president
was intertwined with that of Rabbi Soloveitchik. They would meet often
to discuss the affairs of the yeshiva and the Jewish world. In the beginning
of his administration, the Rav insisted that he come to Rabbi Lamm’s
office, in deference to his role as president. Rabbi Lamm, however, insisted
the meetings take place in the Rav’s apartment, after all, he was his rebbe
from whom he received both his semikha and his Ph.D., the only student
to have that distinction. They compromised and alternated locations for
their meetings.
Rabbi Lamm was very proud that he introduced advanced Talmud
study for women at Stern College, with the Rav delivering the inaugural
shiur.
He frequently told two stories about his interactions with the Rav.
The first occurred during the year that the Rav was teaching Mo’ed
Katan. He had spent three days analyzing and explaining a particular
Tosafot. On the fourth day, the Rav opened the shiur by asking Rabbi
Lamm to explain the Tosafot, which he did, exactly the way the Rav
had explained it the day before. The Rav got angry and castigated him.
“Lamm,” he said, “I know how I interpreted the Tosafot. I don’t
want to hear what I said. I want to hear what you have to say. If you
want to stay in the class, you must think for yourself and not merely
parrot what you hear from others, even from me. Next time you come,
don’t leave your yetzer ha-ra outside the classroom. Bring it inside
with you.”
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The second episode began in 1958, when he came to the Jewish Center
as rabbi. He needed to take a position on the then controversial eruv in
Manhattan. After studying the sugya well, he went to see the Rav in the
Greasy Spoon eatery across from the Main Building. To make a long and
very interesting story short, the Rav told him that he, the Rav, was not an
expert in the laws of eruvin but that he sees that Rabbi Lamm is well
versed. The Rav told him, “If you feel that you have learned the laws
properly and are confident in the pesak, decide for yourself. Do not be
afraid. I gave you semikha for a reason.”
Rabbi Lamm supported the use of the eruv. A number of years
later, the Rav came out publicly against the Manhattan eruv. Rabbi Lamm
returned to him and asked, “Now that my rebbe has a position on the
eruv, should I reverse my ruling?”
The Rav repeated what he told him a number of years earlier, “If you
feel that you have learned the laws properly and are confident in the pesak,
decide for yourself. Do not be afraid. I gave you semikha for a reason.”
Rabbi Lamm often cited R. Hayyim of Volozhin’s explanation of the
first mishna in Pirke Avot: “ha’amidu talmidim harbe,” which is usually
translated as “amass many students.” Rabbi Lamm observed:
R. Hayyim of Volozhin explained that this dictate is not concerned with
the quantity of students that a teacher amasses, but with the goal of the
education to which a teacher aspires. The verb ha’amidu is in the hifil,
causative construct. Hence, a teacher is not exhorted to amass many
students but, rather, to cause the students he has “to stand on their
own.” R. Hayyim draws a parallel to the same word as it is used in the
halakhic concept of davar ha-ma’amid, a term which derives from the
same root in the same grammatical construct. A davar ha-ma’amid is a
substance—like gelatin or rennet—which, when added to a mixture,
causes it to gel, to become a solid. A teacher’s job is to nurture disciples
who have the knowledge, skills, and confidence to be independent and
creative thinkers.
The Rav aspired to have talmidim, not hasidim—challenging, questioning, independent minded disciples, not fawning, accepting, unquestioning acolytes. That is why at the same time that he forced us into systematic
thinking and molded our derekh, our methodology, he also gave us
“space,” insisting that we think and decide certain halakhic questions on
our own. He lived this interpretation of the injunction in Pirke Avot literally, “set up many students”— “make a great effort to have your students
stand on their own” and not be permanently tied to your apron-strings.
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But so great was his personal charisma that many of us ended up as both
talmidim and hasidim.*

It was this independence, an independence that demands a great
deal of constant learning, deliberation, creativity, and responsibility that
I observed in his learning, his leadership, and in his decision making. It is a
path that I learned from him. When I had a she’ela, he refused to answer
it. He expected me to learn the sugyot well, to review the halakhic literature, to formulate my own opinion and to defend it, to be willing to listen
and consult with others, and to change my mind when necessary. He had
undeserved confidence in me, so I learned to have confidence in myself.
He expected much from me, and I stretched to meet those expectations
as best I knew how. When leadership is concerned and required, he taught
me “there is nothing wrong with trying and failing; there is everything
wrong with failing to try.”
To me, my father-in-law, was a davar ha-ma’amid. He taught me,
with love and affection, how to learn and how to live. He, with his wife
and my mother-in-law, Mindella Lamm a”h, was the davar ha-ma’amid
to our family, forming our values and our direction, our sense of mutual
love, trust, and responsibility. He was the davar ha-ma’amid for Yeshiva
University, championing and explicating Torah u-Madda, rescuing it
from bankruptcy, expanding its Torah learning and improving its colleges,
and nurturing, inspiring, and guiding its students. And he was the davar
ha-ma’amid for Modern/Centrist Orthodoxy, its most eloquent spokesman and its deepest intellectual, setting many on the path of passionate
commitment to uncompromising religious moderation, religious Zionism,
community engagement, and new, halachically valid opportunities for
women.
The halakha is clear: a davar ha-ma’amid is never batel—it is never
nullified; it never disappears. So, too, we pray, that the legacy and
teaching of our father, grandfather, rabbi, rosh yeshiva, and friend—a
legacy that gives meaning, direction, purpose, and dignity to our religious and spiritual lives; that causes us to think and learn; that bids us
to stand tall as Modern/Centrist Orthodox Jews, Religious Zionists,
and benei Yeshiva University—will never be batel. It will never cease to
encourage us, support us, and give us the ability to hold our heads up
with pride.

* This quote is reconstructed from my private notes, and see also Norman Lamm,
Seventy Faces: Articles of Faith, vol. 1 (Ktav, 2001), 18.
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Finally, Rabbi Lamm himself, in an unpublished autobiography he
wrote for his children and grandchildren, describes what he wants for his
family:
I want them to learn from my experience, both positive and negative, to
achieve success with grace and to face failure with dignity, to be prepared
for the extreme periods [of alternate success and challenge] without
hubris or despair, and never to stop hoping and expecting better news
and better times. Above all, I want them to learn from my narrative the
importance of commitment to great and noble ideals even when it hurts
and disappoints, but to trust that ultimately it will all prove worthwhile.
I pray that they always strive to live morally upstanding and spiritually
fulfilling lives, marked by abiding loyalty to the principles of Orthodox
Judaism, to Torah u-Madda, along with respect for all people who honestly follow the dictates of their own beliefs and conscience even when
such do not accord with my own deepest commitments, and to combine
their love of God and Torah with love of all humans created in the image
of God.
If in any way my story can encourage in them the aspiration to attain a
modicum of wisdom; a trust in the faith in their fathers’ and ancestors’
spiritual strivings from Abraham through Moses through the giants of
the sacred Jewish tradition; a measure of the value of the sweetness and
intellectual excitement in the study of Torah; a desire to excel in the practice of mitzvot; the reassurance that ultimately character and Godliness
are infinitely more ennobling and valuable than any worldly goods or
social approbation; and the strength to hold fast and persevere in the face
of discouragement, discourtesy, disappointment, and disparagement—
why, then, not only my biography but my life will have proven worthwhile. Halevai!
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