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In the months since my Zeida, 
Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm, passed, 
he has been spoken about and 

remembered in many different ways: 
as a president, a rabbi, a darshan, a 
father and grandfather. The tributes 
have been beautiful, informative, and 
deeply meaningful. There is one lens, 
however, through which I have not 
seen him viewed. This is the lens of 
Rabbi Lamm as a sukkah. This is not 
a surprise. Rabbi Lamm passed away 
after Shavuot and his actual roles serve 
as a more obvious frame of reference 
to speak about him. But being the 
unrepentant darshan that he was, I 

don’t believe he would be too upset 
about being remembered in this less 
straightforward way. More specifically, 
and to borrow and paraphrase the kri 
u’ktiv that titles Rabbi Lamm’s halacha 
sefer, I intend to use the halachot 
(laws) of sukkah to recount the 
halichot (ways) of this great man. 

The sukkah’s structure ideally has 
walls that reach all the way up to 
kosher schach, with the schach 
completely covering the sukkah with 
gaps only wide enough to see stars, 
and with no large spaces. When 
the sukkah seems to fall short of 
these requirements, under certain 

parameters, halachah provides 
models to redefine how to view the 
dimensions. These models allow us to 
view the reality of halacha, rather than 
the reality that we perceive. 

For example, when there is a 
noticeable gap in the schach that 
is smaller than three tefachim, 
halachah provides the model of 
lavud, establishing that, in (halachic) 
reality, the gap is not there and to sit 
under the gap would be equivalent 
to sitting under schach. Another 
model that halachah provides is that 
of dofen akumah. Dofen akumah is the 
principle that if there are four amot 
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or less of invalid schach or any other 
covering (such as an overhang), and 
that covering runs from the wall to 
the kosher schach, that covering is 
considered an extension of the wall 
and does not invalidate the sukkah. 
Finally, the principle of gud asik is 
utilized in the sukkah as well. Gud 
asik, as applied to a sukkah, means 
that even if a wall at least ten tefachim 
high does not extend up to the schach, 
halacha considers the wall as if it 
continues upward to meet the schach. 
In his life, Rabbi Lamm, through his 
actions, words, and vision, made use 
of these halachic tools. 

Rabbi Lamm used dofen akumah, 
both in his ideology and in how he 
cared for people. Dofen akumah, 
in the Ritva’s view (Sukkah 4), is a 
halachah insisting that walls separated 
from kosher schach by pasul schach 
actually bend toward the center 
to meet the kosher schach. In his 
writings and lectures, Rabbi Lamm 
consistently and wholeheartedly 
maintained his belief in centrism as 
the Jewish ideal. To him, the walls of 
Judaism pointed toward the center. 
This is most classically typified by his 
desire to have Modern Orthodoxy 
be referred to as Centrist Orthodoxy, 
and was often expressed in his 
complete disdain for extremism. One 
of the most common sources that 
comes up in Rabbi Lamm’s drashas 
is the Rambam’s formulation of the 
golden mean, the ultimate call toward 
centrism and moderation. However, 
this did not amount to a retreat to 
halfhearted beliefs, or an apologetic 
and pandering spiritual demeanor. 
Anyone who has read a word of his 
writings or has heard a line of his 
drush can attest to his complete and 
utter belief in the authenticity and 
importance of what he believed the 
Torah to be saying. Seeing him in his 

home learning or sitting next to him 
davening at shul was, for me, the very 
picture of a life lived in dedication 
to Hashem and the Mesorah. His 
centrism and moderation was not a 
call to being moderately passionate, 
but, as he put it, to being passionately 
moderate.

Rashi’s view (Sukkah 4a, 17a), as we 
have it, seems to be different from the 
Ritva’s regarding dofen akumah. Rashi 
holds that dofen akumah is not an 
invisible slanting of the walls toward 
the schach in the center; instead, 
Rashi holds that the walls actually 
bend over completely at a right angle 
to continue via the invalid schach. 
In this way, Rabbi Lamm embodied 
the walls of the sukkah. I knew this 
when he was alive, but even more 
so now that I hear the many stories 
about him since his passing; Rabbi 
Lamm consistently and astonishingly 
bent over completely to help others. 
I was told by my uncles and aunts 
that the nearly default shiva visit 
after Rabbi Lamm’s passing was, “I 
reached out to your father in a time 
of crisis, he moved mountains for me, 
and we stayed in correspondence for 
years.” The flood of examples has not 
stopped. People who were children 
when Rabbi Lamm influenced and 
helped them; immigrants, potential 
agunot, people facing poverty, and 
everyone in between have shared their 
stories of Rabbi Lamm bending over 
backwards for them. But what for me 
makes his acts of chesed and caring 
even more meaningful is that Rabbi 
Lamm was able to do it all while 
constantly writing, reading, running a 
shul, and later and most impressively 
in terms of giving of himself, acting as 
President of Yeshiva University.

Rabbi Lamm made use of lavud in 
his role as a grandfather. There are 

many reasons for a grandparent 
to feel seperate or distant from 
his grandchildren. There are often 
differences in interests, barriers of 
common language, or the natural 
obstacles of relatability that come 
with decades of separation in age. 
In Rabbi Lamm’s case, there were 
far more reasons for any gap in 
connection. He was an impossibly 
busy man, a towering intellectual, and 
someone esteemed by others in a way 
we children could not understand. 
But just as halacha demands we see 
no gap in the schach, Rabbi Lamm 
always made a conscious effort for 
us to feel there was absolutely no gap 
between us, his grandchildren and 
him. He did this by bridging that gap 
himself. As children, whenever we 
entered his home we were greeted, 
not with a hello, but with humor and 
an offer to pull his beard. He let us 
know right from the start we were 
here to see Grandma and Zeida, not 
Rabbi Dr. President and Mrs. Norman 
Lamm. Growing up, my grandfather 
sent doodles and drawings to us, 
knowing this was something of his we 
could appreciate and hold on to. He 
stretched from his end, to reach us 
where we were, the gap vanishing.

Not only would he purposely let down 
his guard and give us attention we 
could appreciate, but he would make 
us feel we were bridging the gap in 
our own right. He was generous with 
sharing that he was proud. Any dvar 
Torah or question we had would be 
met with praise and encouragement. I 
recall, as a child of 10 or 11, that when 
I first heard of Torah U’Madda, I had 
a burning question. A question that, 
in my expert opinion as a 6th grader, 
would disrupt and disband the entire 
project of Modern Orthodoxy. My 
father said, “we have to ask Zeida!” 
So the next time we were with him 
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for Shabbos, my father pushed me 
to bring up the question. Sheepishly, 
because I felt embarrassed that I 
was going to ruin Rabbi Lamm’s 
philosophy, I asked, “Zeida, if you 
believe we have to care about Torah 
and Madda equally, what would 
happen if you ran into a burning 
building and saw both a Torah and an 
encyclopedia, but you could only save 
one? Wouldn’t you have to choose?!” 
Despite my misunderstanding of 
Torah U’Madda and my ignorance of 
what halacha would have to say about 
the matter, Rabbi Lamm feigned 
intense thought. He furrowed his 
brow and brought his hand to his 
chin and said, convincingly, “That’s 
an excellent question.” I felt like a 
million dollars. He continued, “I 
would save the sefer Torah. What 
you have to understand is that you 
could care deeply about two different 
things while not always only giving 
attention to one. You don’t always 
have to choose between your wife and 
your mother.” The reason I remember 
this encounter and many others like 
them so clearly, is because they meant 
for me, not only that the gap could be 
bridged by him sharing cartoons and 
jokes and coming to us, but that he 

wanted us to come to him as well, and 
to believe that we could. This effort of 
a nurturing lavud, of not letting any 
of the potential gaps in relationship 
come to fruition, defines for me his 
role as a grandfather.

The final halachic tool that Rabbi 
Lamm embodied in his life was gud 
asik. To me, this is the most defining 
of his character and vision. To the 
cynic, a wall only ten tefachim high 
stops where his perception of it 
ends. It grows no taller and has no 
more significance. To the halachist, 
there is much more to the wall than 
meets the eye. It rises higher than the 
perceivable ten tefachim. The eyes of 
the halachist in the sukkah, to see the 
wall reaching greater heights than one 
might think, was how Rabbi Lamm 
viewed people and the world in 
general.

When it came to people, he saw 
not the modest heights that people 
reached; he looked up and saw their 
potential. When reading the drashas 
he gave at the Jewish Center this is 
particularly obvious. Rabbi Lamm 
would push the bar higher and higher. 
Speaking directly against apathy and 
settling for less, Rabbi Lamm would 

aim, not to entertain, but to change 
perspectives. He didn’t quote simple 
sources or rely on cliche ideas to gain 
popularity and acceptance. Despite 
making his ideas understandable 
and accessible, he also challenged 
the listener with sophistication, 
intellectual honesty, and unwavering 
ideals and goals. He saw where his 
congregation could be, not where 
they were. Personally, I felt his vision 
of gud asik in my life as well. I spent 
my childhood much more concerned 
with hockey than Rav Chaim, to 
say the least. Despite this, he always 
introduced me in the following way: 
“This is my grandson, Sam. He’s a 
sports player now but he’s going 
to be a talmid chacham one day.” 
I’m not sure if he knew how utterly 
meaningful this introduction was. I 
wasn’t planning on putting down the 
hockey stick at those moments, but 
I knew that Rabbi Lamm believed in 
me. I knew that he wanted me to see 
myself the way he could envision me. 
Although I have not yet accomplished 
this goal of becoming a talmid 
chacham, his gud asik vision keeps the 
goal to rise to his vision a constant. 

The halachot of the sukkah relate 

The eyes of the halachist in 
the sukkah, to see the wall 
reaching greater heights than 
one might think, was how 
Rabbi Lamm viewed people 
and the world in general.
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to specific halichot of Rabbi 
Lamm, but that is not where the 
comparison ends. At first glance, 
and understandably so, the sukkah 
represents a sense of impermanence 
and transience. It is a structure that 
only needs to last for seven days, 
whose ceiling is perforated, and 
whose walls don’t need to provide 
tremendous shelter. Halacha even 
recognizes the impermanent nature of 
the sukkah by not requiring a mezuzah 
to be placed on its doorpost (Shulchan 
Aruch, YD 286:11). The message is 
often shared that we are to learn that 
despite the impermanence of the 
sukkah, we can still find meaning and 
happiness in it. 

However, I believe that there is 
another, differing message we can 
learn when looking at the context 
of how our sources talk about the 
sukkah. The first source that we deal 
with when discussing sukkah is its 
source from the Torah. In Vayikra, 
23:42, we are given the normative 
commandment to sit in sukkot. Then, 
in Vaykira 23:43, we are told that 
we must do so “in order that future 
generations may know that I made 
the Israelite people live in booths 
when I brought them out of the land 
of Egypt.” At this point, we encounter 
the structure of the sukkah at two 
points in time. First, the expectation 
that any Jew living in the present 
(whenever that may be) must erect a 
sukkah. Then, the Torah informs us 
that doing so should hearken us back 
to the ancient sukkot of the Israelites 
after they left Egypt. That’s not all, 
though. The sukkah is also meant to 
occupy our vision of the future. The 
Gemara, in Baba Batra 75a, describes 
the sukkah of le’atid lavo (future 
days) as one that Hashem makes for 
the righteous from the skin of the 

Leviathan. This meal, and sitting in the 
sukkah specifically here, is meant as 
an ultimate future reward for a life of 
righteousness.

The sukkah structure capturing 
the space of our past, present, and 
future places it not as a symbol of the 
temporal which can be overcome, 
but as a symbol of what is truly 
lasting. The sukkah’s place as formed 
in the past, lived in the present, and 
yearned for in the future makes it, 
as a structure, more established 
and everlasting than any modern 
skyscraper whose history is a matter of 
trivia, and whose future is dependent 
on practical use. The sukkah shows 
that overcoming transience, and 
ensuring its place in the future, is a 
matter of transcendence to a higher 
ideal. There are then two attempts 
at becoming everlasting. One where 
the attempt is a matter of literally 
eternally present, and the other is 
being eternally meaningful. The 
sukkah, although there is no attempt 
to be physically everpresent, and thus 
no mezuzah is to be placed on its 
doorpost, is eternal in its meaning. 

When it comes to people, there is no 
possibility of being physically ever 

present. We are here one day and 
gone the next. Our life in this world, 
like in the sukkah, is a diras aray — a 
temporary structure. However, when 
a life is lived meaningfully, with ideals 
and contributions of transcendent 
value, the individual living that life 
becomes like a sukkah in a different 
way, and they become everlasting. 

Rabbi Lamm, in that way, is a sukkah. 
His contributions of transcendent 
value ensure he is still present. The 
books he left over offer, in the present, 
an open conversation with him. A 
conversation where he guides through 
inspiration, scholarship, mussar, and 
love, not just his grandchildren, but 
anyone who opens them looking 
for meaning. The blood, sweat, and 
tears given to Yeshiva University and 
everything it stands for in the world is 
a contribution that makes him present 
in the present and, G-d willing, in the 
future of the Jewish people. Possibly 
most significantly, he is ever present 
in the lives of the countless people 
for whom he bent over backwards, 
brought to their full potential, and 
gave a roadmap in a plethora of ways 
for what it means to be a thinking, 
inspired, and caring Jew.


