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O n November 3, 1976, Rabbi Norman Lamm delivered a presiden-
tial investiture speech at Yeshiva University. The weather was 
markedly cold, testing the tolerance of some 1,800 women and 

men seated in front of a makeshift courtyard dais in New York’s Washington 
Heights neighborhood. President Lamm was bedecked in a fl owing college 
robe, embossed with the university’s Torah u-Madda seal. He arose twice 
before speaking, fi rst to receive a copy of the school’s charter from Chair-
man Max Etra. R. Lamm stood a second time to lower his head and allow 
his longtime friend and supporter, Max Stern, to bestow a presidential me-
dallion around his neck.1 Attendees included Chaim Herzog, Israel’s Am-
bassador to the United Nations, and New York Education Commissioner, 
Ewald Nyquist.2 Students felt moved by the experience, offering that the 
“ceremony was held in an atmosphere of warmth, dignity, and emotion.”3 It 
was certainly a rather regal affair, one for which R. Lamm was ably prepared. 

R. Lamm revered the idea of YU and emerged as a stakeholder in its 
development. In 1946, as an undergraduate, he defended the “foundation 
of Yeshiva University” in the pages of its student newspaper against 
suggestions that he feared were “both harmful and contrary to the basic 
precepts of Torah-True Judaism in general, and the guiding spirit of this 
institution in particular.”4 He stood out as an exceptional collegian and 
then as a rabbinical student at the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological 
Seminary. Concurrent to his duties at The Jewish Center on New York’s 
Upper West Side, R. Lamm completed a doctorate at YU and served as 
the Erna Michael Professor of Jewish Philosophy. That YU remained within 
his focus is unquestionable. “Yeshiva is more than a school,” preached 
R. Lamm at his synagogue in 1969, “but the core of a movement and a 
community.”5 He sermonized about its purpose, the “sanctifi cation of 
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the profane and the illumination of the dark and the Judaization of the 
general.”6 

R. Lamm’s appointment culminated a yearlong search. He was not the 
fi rst choice of several search committee members, and there was a sizeable 
group of candidates.7 President Samuel Belkin had stepped down from his 
position in September 1975 due to ill-health and died eight months later. 
Dr. Belkin’s top choice was likely R. Emanuel Rackman, who had served as 
vice president and had earned a fi ne reputation as a fundraiser. Yet, 
there existed “powerful opposition,” recalled R. Lamm many years later, 
to R. Rackman’s candidacy, principally put forward by Yeshiva’s leading 
fi gure, R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik.8 The latter had vociferously opposed 
R. Rackman in a public gathering of the Orthodox rabbinate.9 

The pair—Rabbis Lamm and Rackman, that is—had been linked for 
some time. Both were often called upon to speak on behalf of American 
Orthodoxy and to write on the burning issues of the moment. They sym-
bolized two distinct approaches. “A man like Rabbi Rackman represents 
what one might call the left wing of Modern Orthodoxy,” offered a com-
mentator in June 1970, “while Rabbi Norman Lamm, for instance would 
stand very much on the right.”10 The latter did not push the theological 
envelope and had a knack for exercising creativity without eliciting much 
criticism in his tradition-bound faith community.11 R. Lamm shared this 
congenial quality with Yeshiva’s fi rst two presidents, Rabbis Bernard Revel 
and Samuel Belkin.

President Lamm endeavored to do much of the same in his investiture 
speech. For instance, he spoke about YU’s Torah u-Madda motto in the 
same manner which Dr. Belkin had discussed it in his May 1944 investiture 
address.12 To be sure, R. Lamm did not need to defend it as his predecessor 
had. Back then, President Belkin had spoken of “synthesis”—a deliberate 
modifi cation of Dr. Revel’s “harmonization”—to describe the “blending 
of science and religion and the integration of secular knowledge with sa-
cred wisdom.”13 In the 1940s, Yeshiva College was still a rather untested 
institution—President Revel had founded the school in 1928 and it did not 
start to recruit large numbers of students for some time—and Dr. Belkin 
felt compelled to justify the Orthodox liberal arts school’s commitment to 
Torah u-Madda as not compromising to either half of the slogan.14 In the 
throes of World War II, amid a reinvigorated spirit of patriotism, President 
Belkin also stressed Yeshiva’s “conformity with the great American demo-
cratic traditions of education,” that its faculty members comport them-
selves, like those in “any other American college.”15 

In 1976, President Lamm did not feel summoned to justify the exis-
tence of Yeshiva University. He briefl y rehearsed the “guiding vision of 
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this university” and reassured that its “formula has been deepened and 
enhanced.”16 His constituency was already engaged in that Modern 
Orthodox project. The school’s enrollment was also much sturdier. To 
compare, the Yeshiva College graduating class of 1945 included about 60 
students. The class of 1975 featured 150 graduates. By the 1970s, YU 
boasted a women’s college, a medical school, and law school, among 
other academic programs. The total student body of Yeshiva University 
numbered 7,000 women and men. Torah u-Madda was a contested but 
proven commodity among the self-described Modern Orthodox com-
munity in the United States.17 In addition, President Lamm did not need 
to explain how YU fi t within the American landscape since, on the heels 
of Vietnam and Watergate, many in the United States were considerably 
disillusioned by the social forces of their politically fractured moment. 
Moving forward, there would be, for many, no single model, if there ever 
was such a thing, for an “American” type of institution.

On the contrary, President Lamm’s remarks brimmed with self-con-
fi dence about the type of education offered at Yeshiva. His chief concern 
in his investiture remarks was the state of American higher education, and 
what lessons others might learn from YU’s example. It was, in fact, a type 
of triumphalism that matched the “synthesis” offerings of college educa-
tors in Catholic and Evangelical spheres.18 President Lamm begrudged 
the higher education community, leaders who had “mindlessly allowed 
themselves to fall into the trap of commercialism, as they corrupted the 
educational enterprise with the clever hucksterism of Madison Avenue.”19 

President Lamm’s concerns for higher education matched the public 
tenor on the conditions of colleges and universities in the 1970s. The 
business of higher education was more challenging than ever, full of high 
costs—to universities and their students alike. Most pundits, therefore, 
were not overly sanguine about the fortunes of college presidents, specifi -
cally on account of that turn toward high-priced educational peddling, as 
President Lamm had deprecatingly described it. Several months before the 
Yeshiva University investiture, Charles Cole, himself a recent ex-college 
president, authored his fi ndings on the state of the fi eld:

The headlines come with alarming frequency: “Beleaguered President 
Resigns Post,” “Prexy Quits Under Fire,” “President Through At End 
Of Year,” “Pressure Intensifi es For College Presidents.” The college and 
university presidency is reeling, and those who hold the offi ce are exposed 
to more attack, it seems, than ever before. Newspapers and magazines 
have reported, sometimes with sympathy and sometimes not, the increas-
ing burdens that presidents carry. As a result of institutional and fi nancial 
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diffi culties, faculty intransigence, student activism, changes in governance, 
and a host of other hazards, the college president is pictured as staggering 
under enormous pressures, faltering under tensions that tax the strength 
of ordinary humans, and being subjected to demands far heavier than one 
person should have to bear.20

The writer had tabulated that during the 1975-76 academic year, there 
were 118 reports of resignations of college presidents published in the 
columns of The Chronicle of Higher Education. He fi gured that there 
were likely another hundred incidents unaccounted for in that journal, 
and 40 announcements of presidential retirements in that same period. 
All agreed that the job of a college president was a very tall order. The 
upkeep of a college and its departments was a strenuous thing, requir-
ing a felicity for fundraising and amiability with academic accreditors. 
Owing to this, a professor at City College quipped that “it is easier to 
close a university than a single massage parlor.”21 Less sympathetic com-
mentators blamed the latest crop of university leaders for managerial 
incompetence. One of those critics, Andy Rooney, a sardonic television 
personality, griped that “it is possible to be dumb and be a college 
president.”22

What, then, accounted for President Norman Lamm’s self-confi dence? 
No doubt, part of this was his past success as a scholar and public intel-
lectual. But perhaps another component was the condition of the current 
moment. In the 1970s, Americans were expanding their defi nitions of 
pluralism to smaller “group identities,” encouraging people of all types to 
embrace their specifi c ethnic and religious consciousnesses.

The same sentiment was evident in the remarks offered by President 
Richard Gross of Gordon College, a nondenominational Christian college 
in Wenham, Massachusetts. Gross had delivered an inaugural address 
six months prior to President Lamm’s investiture. “We are one of a select 
number of faith-affi rming colleges which provide a unique coloring to the 
pluralistic spectrum that has historically characterized American higher 
education,” averred Gross. “We do not debate whether we should be Chris-
tian, but only how Christianity can be visibly present and effectively func-
tional in all aspects of life.”23 

Like President Lamm, Gordon College’s head man had presented an 
unrestrained assessment of his school’s place in higher education, without 
need for apologetics or explanation of its fi tness alongside nonsectarian 
schools. “Our distinction is achieved by persistently pursuing our goal of 
relating faith and reason, not by imitating other institutions,” said Gross. 
“We affi rm that a Christian view of the world and reality is a proper 
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context for academic endeavor; it is an ideological frame of reference ca-
pable of giving coherence and purpose to scholarly activity.”24 

Similarly, President Timothy Healy in March 1977 spoke proudly of 
the Jesuits’ place in higher education during his opening statements as 
Georgetown University’s leader. He did not rehearse Catholic justifi ca-
tions for liberal studies. Instead, Father Healy embraced Georgetown’s 
role as a moral leader in Washington, D.C. “God has made us a university 
and not a Church,” claimed Healy. By that, Healy meant that he would 
deem it a “failure” if the school did not make an impact on its surround-
ings, “if we are not of help to all the other forms of education within the 
District,” if Georgetown did not better the broader community, to “work 
for justice and... educate for justice.”25

President Lamm believed that Yeshiva University—and through it, 
Orthodox Judaism—had a similar role to correct the ills of American 
life. His focus during that investiture was the unsteady foundation of 
higher education. More than anything else, President Lamm observed 
too many students and administrators evaluating the effi cacy of a col-
lege education in fi nancial terms, looking at job placement as a sole 
determinant of a return on investment. “It is offensive, self-defeating, 
and dangerous,” he cautioned, “to link career training with the purpose 
of study, to confuse culture with professionalism, to identify the benefi -
cial economic consequences of the educational enterprise as its proper 
motives.”26 

Then again, the newly installed president also separated his position 
from those university professors—and their “ivory tower” faculty—who 
believed that unapplied research was suffi cient. “Education, then, must 
always strive for more than an arrogantly unresponsive quest for informa-
tion or facts or knowledge alone,” he demanded. “It must be concerned 
with the quality and dignity of human life.”27 He censured both extremes: 
those who were proffered “cheap commercialization” and the other side 
that promoted a form of learning “which ignores human dignity and 
morality and the quality of life.”28 

President Lamm opined that Yeshiva occupied a sturdier middle 
ground. His school could point to a better direction for all American 
universities. “Yeshiva University’s distinctive philosophy of education 
has something of enduring value to contribute to this particular dilem-
ma not only to the Jewish community but to American society in gen-
eral.”29 Or, as he also phrased it, to teach “America and society at 
large” based on the “perennially relevant educational and philosophi-
cal insights it has culled from a tradition of study and teaching over 
the past 3,500 years.”30
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President Lamm offered three reasons why YU had not, in his estima-
tion, sold out to the commercialism that he so dreaded. First, Yeshiva could 
not be so complacent. The school and its constituents remained tethered to 
the challenges of an “open society,” fully focused on its fi delity to the “sa-
cred traditions of Jewish law and life.”31 He claimed that YU was more 
self-aware and that the constant conversation on the scope of its unique 
curriculum had a knack for checking forces that might otherwise allow a 
school to drift into either extreme of the higher education orbit. That syn-
thesis of Torah and Western civilization, which he attributed to his “two 
distinguished predecessors,” kept YU grounded in a nuanced reality, full of 
tensions, and optimistic that college students could accomplish multiple 
goals—“gainful employment,” one of them; “intellectual pursuits,” in To-
rah or otherwise, another—without moving to a single-minded extreme.32

Second, President Lamm contended that Yeshiva approached a pursuit 
of excellence from a healthier vantage point than other colleges. Other 
schools claimed they are excellent. “Yet if I mention it here,” he clarifi ed, “it 
is not so much to persuade you that we are excellent, as to remind myself that 
the search for excellence lays a moral obligation upon me and my administra-
tion, that we must never cease from pursuing it, though we will never attain 
it in its fullness.”33 This, too, was an infl uence of the 1970s, a decade that 
brought about the cultural turn in the Humanities, a departure from straight-
forward and siloed explanations of facts to more humbled and nuanced de-
scriptions of scholarship.34 President Lamm’s willingness to strive for truth, 
to work to “locate faith in a world so beset by doubt,” was the hallmark of 
his worldview and something he knew could resonate with his listeners.35 

President Lamm looked to a “moral obligation” to seek knowledge 
for self-betterment in much of the same way that other faith-based schools 
portrayed their students’ educational journeys. For instance, Father J. 
Donald Monan, president of the Jesuit-affi liated Boston College remarked 
in June 1975 that “I do not feel I need to belabor the point that in Jewish 
and Christian biblical tradition, the measure of a man or a woman was 
never to be found in the magnitude of one’s intellectual attainments. 
That measure was to be found rather in how sensitively, how responsively, 
one exercises his or her freedom.”36 Both university presidents, speaking 
at the very same historical moment, emphasized the process of education—
the accrual of moral and religious tendencies—rather than the collection 
of knowledge, however vast and impressive. President Lamm returned to 
this theme again in 1986, during YU’s yearlong centennial celebration. 
In the pages of The New York Times, he encouraged other universities to 
follow the lead of faith-based colleges and “not be ‘spooked’ by the spec-
ter of sectarianism.”37 Indeed, he viewed other faith educators as peers. 
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Each had the wherewithal to withstand the pressures of that “commer-
cialization” impulse.

But President Lamm did believe that YU had something uniquely 
Jewish to offer higher education. Borrowing from the subject of his doc-
toral dissertation, he stressed that it was Torah Lishmah, a “love of learning 
for its own sake,” that Yeshiva and its supporters “must urge upon Ameri-
can society” and “must be invoked and implemented if higher education in 
this country is to be spared the humiliation of trivialization.”38 That com-
mitment to immersive learning with no end goal other than to strive for 
continued study represented an attitude that only Yeshiva could impart. 

President Lamm’s remarks were well-received by Yeshiva’s students. 
The undergraduate newspaper reported that Yeshiva was an institution 
anchored in sensible instruction and resolute in its commitment to the 
liberal arts.39 This, as well as its Torah education, remained deep within 
the core of President Lamm’s school. Ten years later, three-quarters of YU 
undergraduates still resisted a type of college education that was predi-
cated on vocational training.40 The same survey indicated that most YU 
students found the tenets of Torah u-Madda compelling, even as they 
debated its meaning and motives, just as did their Yeshiva forebears.41

To be sure, some students voiced discontent, as Lawrence Grossman 
has recently pointed out, about the long-term viability of President Lamm’s 
vision.42 Of course, varying viewpoints are inevitable. This paralleled the 
group of uninspired students at Evangelical schools who just “wanted their 
colleges to maintain a moral climate on campus... prepare them for their 
careers, and to provide opportunities for students to meet Christian friends 
and spouses.”43 Others contended that in due time YU did capitulate to the 
pervasive pressures placed on higher education. For instance, in 1987 
Yeshiva opened the Sy Syms School of Business in response to student re-
quests for “new areas of interest.”44 In this case, President Lamm antici-
pated the criticism and exercised that amenable spirit that had long before 
ingratiated him to Yeshiva and the Modern Orthodox community. Even as 
students—at YU and elsewhere—pleaded for business programs, he was 
adamant that Yeshiva remain a leader in the liberal arts, even for those who 
wished to remain on the periphery of the discipline. To him, it was an op-
portunity to bring a larger pool of students to his university and its mission. 
YU’s business school, therefore, trumpeted President Lamm, “insists on a 
liberal dose of the liberal arts.” He remained resolutely opposed to total 
vocationalism. President Lamm demanded that YU’s brand of business 
courses be “presented in an academic fashion so that they become intel-
lectually challenging and culturally edifying.”45 Whether this and other 
programs at Yeshiva University have remained committed to Norman 
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Lamm’s vision is a question about how others have interpreted and drawn 
meaning from his carefully crafted legacy for higher education.

1 Dale Polakoff, “Large Crowd at Investiture Ceremony as Rabbi Dr. Lamm Begins 
Presidency,” The Commentator (November 10, 1976), 1.

2 “Lamm is Installed as Head of Yeshiva,” New York Times (November 8, 1976), 36.
3 “Warmth, Dignity and Emotion,” The Observer (November 22, 1976), 2.
4 Norman Lamm, Letter to the Editor, The Commentator (November 7, 1946), 2.
5 Norman Lamm, The Royal Reach: Discourses on the Jewish Tradition and the 

World Today (Feldheim, 1970), 54.
6 Ibid., 53.
7 See Victor B. Geller, Orthodoxy Awakens: The Belkin Era and Yeshiva University 

(Urim Publications, 2003), 289.
8 Norman Lamm, “Rabbi Emanuel Rackman z”l: A Critical Appreciation,” TRADITION 

42:1 (Spring 2009), 10.
9 Joseph B. Soloveitchik, “Surrendering to the Almighty,” Light 116 (17 Kislev 

5736), 11–15, 18.
10 Chaim Dov Keller, “Modern Orthodoxy: An Analysis and a Response,” Jewish 

Observer 6 (June 1970), 4.
11 In time, the politics of Orthodox Judaism grew very tenuous and it was no longer 

possible for R. Lamm to escape harsh critics. See, for instance, Zev Eleff, Modern Ortho-
dox Judaism: A Documentary History ( Jewish Publication Society, 2016), 355–358.

12 Unfortunately, not much information is preserved about President Revel’s fi rst 
address as Yeshiva’s head. See Aaron Rothkoff, Bernard Revel: Builder of American 
Jewish Orthodoxy (Jewish Publication Society, 1972), 47.

13 Samuel Belkin, “Synthesis,” Gesher 3 (June 1963), 3.
14 On the founding curriculum of Yeshiva College and its implications for the 

school’s mission and direction, see Zev Eleff, “Jewish Immigrants, Liberal High-
er Education and the Quest for a Torah u-Madda Curriculum at Yeshiva College,” 
TRADITION 44:2 (Summer 2011), 19–34.

15 Belkin, “Synthesis,” 3.
16 Norman Lamm, “A Vision for Yeshiva University,” in Seventy Faces: Articles of 

Faith, vol. 1 (Ktav, 2002), 206.
17 In time, R. Lamm undertook a book project to defend and explicate YU’s motto, 

aptly titled Torah Umadda: The Encounter of Religious Learning and Worldly Knowl-
edge in the Jewish Tradition (Aronson, 1990). That he engaged in this project in the 
late-1980s refl ects the difference between the self-confi dence of Modern Orthodoxy in 
the 1970s compared to the subsequent decade. On this, see Zev Eleff and Seth Farber, 
“Antimodernism and Orthodox Judaism’s Heretical Imperative: An American Reli-
gious Counterpoint,” Religion and American Culture 30 (Summer 2020), 237–272.

18 See Philip Gleason, Keeping the Faith: American Catholicism Past and Present 
(University of Notre Dame Press, 1987), 136–177; and Arthur F. Holmes, The Idea 
of a Christian College (William B. Eerdmans, 1975), 13–20.

19 Lamm, Seventy Faces, 205.
20 Charles C. Cole, Jr., “The Reeling Presidency,” Educational Record 57 (Spring 

1976), 71.
21 Ewald B. Nyquist, “On Education,” New York Times (December 3, 1977), 23. 



Zev Eleff

59

22 Richard Severo and Peter Keepnews, “Andy Rooney, a Cranky Voice of CBS, 
Dies at 92,” New York Times (November 6, 2011), A28.

23 Richard Gross, Inaugural Address, April 23, 1976, President Richard F. Gross 
Papers, Reference 1 D6 (A1–A4), Gordon College Archives, Wenham, MA.

24 Ibid.
25 Timothy S. Healy, Inaugural Address, March 26, 1977, President’s Offi ce - Timothy 

S. Healy, S.J. Speeches/Articles, GTA.GAMMS276. Box 1, Folder 16, Georgetown Uni-
versity Archives, Washington, D.C.

26 Lamm, Seventy Faces, 206.
27 Ibid., 210.
28 Ibid.
29 Ibid., 206.
30 Ibid., 211.
31 Ibid., 206.
32 Ibid., 206–207.
33 Ibid., 207.
34 See Julie Thompson Klein, Humanities, Culture, and Interdisciplinarity: The 

Changing American Academy (State University of New York Press, 2005), 159–160.
35 See Norman Lamm, “Faith and Doubt,” TRADITION   9:1–2 (Spring-Summer 1967), 14.
36 J. Donald Monan, S.J., Echoes of a University Presidency: Selected Speeches (Lin-

den Lane Press at Boston College, 2008), 116.
37 Norman Lamm, “A Moral Mission for Colleges,” New York Times (October 14, 

1986), A35. The article was based on his centennial address. It was republished in 
Seventy Faces, vol. 1, 214–216.

38 Seventy Faces, 207. See also Norman Lamm, Torah Lishmah: Torah for Torah’s 
Sake in the Works of Rabbi Hayyim of Volozhin and His Contemporaries (Yeshiva Uni-
versity Press, 1989).

39 “Dr. Lamm at Helm,” The Commentator (November 10, 1976), 4.
40 Chaim Waxman, Orthodox Judaism and Modern Society: A Study of Undergradu-

ates at Yeshiva University (Yeshiva University, 1987), 5.
41 See Jacob J. Schacter, “Torah u-Madda Revisited: The Editor’s Introduction,” 

Torah u-Madda Journal 1 (1990), 1–22.
42 See Lawrence Grossman, “The Rise and Fall of Torah U’Madda,” Modern Juda-

ism 41:1 (February 2021), 71–91. Grossman’s presentation offers a very different 
analysis of the Lamm era. One factual point that deserves correction is Grossman’s 
claim that a book project to feature several champions of Torah u-Madda was shelved 
and “recast” to become R. Lamm’s book on the subject. This is not the case. In fact, 
both R. Lamm’s book and the volume of collected essays appeared to a very positive 
reception. See Judaism’s Encounter with Other Cultures: Rejection or Integration?, 
ed. Jacob J. Schacter (Aronson, 1997). President Lamm’s contribution to the lecture 
series became chapter 10 in his Torah Umadda book.

43 Michael S. Hamilton, “The Fundamentalist Harvard: Wheaton College and the 
Continuing Vitality of American Evangelism, 1919-1965,” Ph.D. dissertation (Uni-
versity of Notre Dame, 1994), 168.

44 “Yeshiva U. to Open School of Business in Fall,” New York Times (December 
7, 1986), 73.

45 Lamm, Torah Umadda, 203–204.

Searching for sources is particularly diffi cult during a pandemic. I am very grateful to 
Shelley Barber, Shulamith Berger, Menachem Butler, Abby Campanaro, Lynn Conway, 
and David Komline for their help in locating crucial material for this essay.


