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support for authority over chaos, with 
protests against the imperfections of an 
unjust society. “There must always be 
an equilibrium between law and 

freedom, between system and 
spontaneity, between order and liberty, 
between rigidity and fluidity. But at no 
times must we ever submit to either of 
the extremes: tyranny on the one hand, 
or anarchy on the other.” 
 

Violence 
In his derashah for Beha’alotcha that 

year, Rabbi Lamm noted that Yaakov, 
father of the Jewish people, bitterly 
castigated Shimon and Levi for using 
weapons of death, which a midrash 
(Bereishit Rabbah 98:5) label as more 
appropriate for Esav. In Rabbi Lamm’s 
words: “When a Jew takes up weapons, 
he is indulging in an un-Jewish theme; 

he is appropriating what is more in 
accord with the character of an Eisav.” 
 

Nevertheless, Rabbi Lamm argued that 
Judaism doesn’t subscribe to pacifism. 
Jewish law allows for the death penalty, 
and for killing murderous attackers in 
self-defense. This conflict between 
accepting and condemning violence is 
expressed by Rashi (Commentary to 

Bereishit 32:8), who explains that while 
preparing for an encounter with Esav, 
Yaakov was afraid lest he be killed and 
distressed lest he have to kill Esav. 
Yaakov saw both excessive restraint and 
excessive retaliation as morally 
reprehensible. 
 

Racism 
In his derashah for Vayera in 1966, 

Rabbi Lamm quoted Rabbi Avraham 
ben HaRambam, who contrasted Adam 

and Avraham. Rabbi Lamm explained 
that both Adam and Avraham had guilty 
consciences - Adam for eating from the 
Tree of Knowledge, and Avraham for 

neglecting to invite any but the greatest 
members of society to the feast he made 
upon weaning Yitzchak. [See Kav 
HaYashar, Chapter 10.] However, while 
Adam hid from his bad conscience, 
Avraham harnessed it to overcome the 
challenge of Akeidat Yitzchak. 
 

Rabbi Lamm used this idea to broach 

the topic of racism in the Jewish 
community. He argued that while Jews 
weren’t responsible for the status of the 
African-American community in the 
United States, the Jewish community 
did participate in an economy which 
thrived upon the exploitation of 
minorities, and shared deeply held 

prejudices against those minorities.  
 
 

How should the Jewish community 

respond to our guilty conscience? Once 
again Rabbi Lamm presented a nuanced 
approach. We cannot dedicate our 
whole lives to the civil right movement 
while ignoring the preservation of our 
own community. However, we cannot 
simply shift our feeling of guilt toward 
others. Rather, we must attempt to 

address the problems of racism in our 
community in a constructive way.  
 

Tragedies such as the death of George 
Floyd often inspire extreme stances on 
complex issues. Let us instead follow 
Rabbi Lamm’s example and respond 
pass i ona te l y ,  e f f e c t i v e l y ,  and 
thoughtfully.  
 

sbergman@torontotorah.com 

The importance of nuance and balance 
feature prominently in the thought of 
Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm z”l, who 
passed away this past Sunday. In the 

toxic societal climate following the 
horrific killing of George Floyd, and the 
violent protests that have followed, it’s 
worth reflecting on Rabbi Lamm’s 
a r t i cu l a t e ,  b a l a n ce d ,  To r a h 
perspectives on the difficult issues of 
activism, violence, and racism.  
 

Activism 

In his derashah for Bamidbar in 1968, 
Rabbi Lamm addressed worldwide 
protests by university students, 
exploring the Jewish notion of law and 
order. In Rabbi Lamm’s vision, the 
diglei midbar, the majestic procession 
of the tribes of Israel as they sojourned 
through the desert, represented the 

notion of order. “The peregrinations of 
the Israelites through the great desert 
of Sinai was not to be a helter-skelter 
rush of an unruly mob; it was to be an 
orderly march of the hosts of the Lord 
who follow His direction in the 
prescribed manner.” The Torah 
understands that the alternative to an 

orderly society is chaotic anarchy. For 
this reason, despite the unscrupulous 
behavior of kings during his lifetime, 
Rabbi Chanina instructed in Avot (3:2): 
“Pray for the peace of the kingdom, for 
if not for its fear, each man would 
swallow his neighbor alive.” 
 

Nevertheless, Rabbi Lamm contended 

that Judaism doesn’t require 
submission to bad government. After 
all, Moshe began his career by 
destroying the unjust Egyptian empire. 
Rather, we need to balance our 
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Synopsis 
The chapter  beg ins wi th  the 
parenthetical comment that Shmuel 

dies and is buried. (25:1) 
 
David and his troops relocate to the 
south of the country to the desert of 
Paran. One of the prominent people 
living in that area is Naval, who may 
have been a descendent of Kalev (Rashi 
25:3) and therefore tribally related to 
David. Naval is described as being very 

wealthy, with thousands of sheep and 
attendant staff. (25:2-3) 
 
David and his men had been guarding 
Naval’s shepherds and ensuring the 
safety of the sheep. Now that it is time 
to shear the sheep, David sends 
messengers to Naval with tidings of 

peace and a request for supplies for 
himself and his men. Naval not only 
refuses the request, but berates David, 
calling him a rebellious slave, implying 
he has betrayed Shaul, the real king. 
David responds to the slight by 
preparing his troops to attack. He plans 
to destroy Naval’s entire encampment. 

(25:4-13) 
 
Meanwhile, one of Naval’s servants 
alerts his wife, Avigayil, about what has 

happened. She quickly gathers a fitting 
tribute for David and his men, and 
rushes out, meeting the troops in the 
valley below Naval’s encampment. She 

begs David for mercy, reasoning with 
him that this attack is beneath him 
since it is vengeance for a personal 
slight. Surely G-d, who has appointed 
David as a leader, and whose wars 
David fights, will avenge David 
directly. David accepts Avigayil’s 
arguments and blesses her. He views 

her as a messenger of G-d, sent to 
save him from the mistake of taking 
personal vengeance. (25:14-35) 
 
The next day, as Naval emerges from a 
drunken stupor, Avigayil tells him 
what happened. He is distraught at the 
news, and he eventually dies. David 

sends messengers to propose his 
marriage to Avigayil, and she accepts. 
David also marries Achinoam of 
Yizrael. In the meantime, Shaul 
marries off his daughter Michal 
(David’s erstwhile wife) to Palti son of 
Layish. (25:36-44) 
 
Analysis 

In a 1960 derashah entitled Struggle 
and Triumph (https://bit.ly/2XpSrYA), 
Rabbi Norman Lamm z”l describes the 

greatness of Yehudah and his 
descendant, David. They had the 
humility to reflect on their own actions, 
realize where they had made a mistake, 

and take the courageous step of 
changing course. David, says Rabbi 
L a m m ,  r a g e d  w i t h  “ a l m o s t 
uncontrollable passion”, but was able 
to restrain the negative forces within 
himself. He emerged as the ideal 
religious-political leader.  
 

In this chapter, this quality is 
prominently on display. David gratefully 
accepts Avigayil’s criticism, and 
corrects himself. He so values her 
advice that he marries her! 
 
The lesson is poignant for our present 
reality: Actions taken through passion 

and anger require the utmost care and 
restraint. We may feel that we are being 
driven by righteousness, but we may 
simply be indulging dangerous, and 
ugly, urges. Often we cannot see these 
things ourselves, and only an outside 
voice can speak reason to passion. 
When these voices make themselves 

heard, will we draw on David’s example 
and listen?  
 

afriedmann@torontotorah.com 

Holy Land Halachah: Halachah, Morality and Amalek Rabbi Baruch Weintraub 

Journey Through Tanach: Shemuel I, Chapter 25 Rabbi Adam Friedmann 

After rejecting Rabbi Soloveitchik’s approach, Rabbi Lamm 
proceeds to suggest his own explanation of the mitzvah, 
which he saw as twofold, based on its two mentions in the 
Torah: 

• The first component of the mitzvah is to physically destroy 
Amalek. This obligation obligates the Jewish people as a 
nation, and requires a king and a prophet. It refers only to 
the biological Amalek, which no longer exists.  

• The second component is the mitzvah to remember the 
deeds of Amalek. This part of the mitzvah is educational 
in nature, is incumbent upon every individual, and can be 
expanded to include any enemy who rose against us.  

 
Rabbi Lamm concludes his article by elaborating on the 
ability of the sages to prevent execution of a mitzvah 
because of its seeming contradiction with moral standards. 
His main argument is that such extreme steps can be taken 
only if the moral values are not imported from a system 
external to the Torah, but are natural growth and evolution 
of values and mores planted by the Torah itself. 

 
While Rabbi Lamm does not explicitly tie his discussion to 
the Holy Land, it can be argued that moral sensitivity, 
which stems from pure Torah values, can only be achieved 
in an all-encompassing Torah society, which is viable only 
in Eretz Yisrael, within a Jewish kingdom governed by 
Halachah. For more on this idea, see Igrot HaRa”ayah 

(Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak Kook), Letter 90.  
 

bweintraub@torontotorah.com 

In an article in his book “Faith and Doubt,” Rabbi Dr. 
Norman Lamm debates the relevance of the mitzvah to kill all 
Amalekites in our times. His thorough analysis goes back 
and forth between a broad analysis of the relationship 

between morality and Halachah, and a more specific analysis 
of the question at hand.  
 
He specifically raises questions against Rabbi Yosef Dov 
Soloveitchik’s approach to the definition of Amalek. Based on 
a sophisticated inference from the Rambam by his father 
Rabbi Moshe Soloveitchik, Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik 
concluded that the mitzvah to destroy Amalek consists of two 

parts: the obligation of any Jewish individual to annihilate 
any genealogical descendant of Amalek, and a commandment 
to the whole nation to extirpate any nation that seeks to 
destroy the Jewish people, which becomes the “Amalek” of 
that generation.  
 
After apologizing for taking issue with his own revered 
teacher, Rabbi Lamm presents no fewer than eight questions 

against Rabbi Soloveitchik’s approach. Some of Rabbi 
Lamm’s objections expose weakness in textual basis, or point 
to lack of explicit support in the words of other halachic 
authorities. However, most of them relate to the moral 
dilemma. Can it be, asks Rabbi Lamm, that the Torah would 
command us to see any nation who ever rose against us as 
Amalek? Wouldn’t that include almost all European nations, 
along with many others? In Rabbi Lamm’s witty words, “Such 

a program of wholesale vengeance might solve the problem of 
anti-Semitism as well as that of the earth’s overpopulation, 
but it offends one’s moral sensitivity, and is simply beyond 
moral comprehension, and would therefore constitute a 
massive Chillul Hashem.” 

https://bit.ly/2XpSrYA
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Torah and Translation 

Halachah and the “Philosophy” of Judaism 

Orthodox Judaism in Light of Several Questions, S. 1-3  

Translated by Ezer Diena 

Biography 

Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm 

Ezer Diena 

Norman Lamm was born to Samuel and 
Pearl (nee Baumol) Lamm in late 1927 in 
Williamsburg, Brooklyn, New York. He 
attended Mesivta Torah Vodaath, until 

his maternal grandfather, Rabbi 
Yehoshua Baumol (the author of 
Responsa Emek Halacha, which includes 
many of Rabbi Lamm’s insights), 
encouraged him to switch to Yeshiva 
University in 1945. He combined his 
Torah study with a Liberal Arts program, 

graduating with a bachelor’s degree in 
Chemistry in 1949. While still a student, 
he worked on a secret munitions project 
during Israel’s War of Independence; the 
head of the project, Dr. Ernst Bergmann, 
later headed the Israel Atomic Energy 
Commission. Rabbi Lamm was ordained 
in 1951 and eventually received his PhD 

in Jewish Philosophy in 1966, while on 
faculty at Yeshiva University. 
 

During this time, he married Mindy 
Mehler, and they had four children 
together. A certified teacher, Mindy was 
highly involved with the Yeshiva 
University Women’s Organization at this 
time, and later contributed her time and 
efforts to various other YU projects. She 
passed away in April from COVID-19. 
 

Rabbi Dr. Lamm served as a pulpit rabbi 
for nearly 25 years. After beginning his 
pulp it  career  in  Springf ie ld , 

Massachusetts, he became Rabbi of the 
West Side Jewish Center in 1952, and 
later the Assistant Rabbi and then Rabbi 
of the Jewish Center of the Upper West 
Side from 1958 through 1976. In 1976 
he was appointed President of Yeshiva 
University, a post he held through 2003. 
However, he remained Chancellor (and 

Rosh Yeshiva) of YU through 2013, when 
he stepped down. 
 

A prolific writer, Rabbi Dr. Lamm 
authored 10 books and published 
numerous articles. He also founded the 
Tradition journal, the Torah U-Madda 
Journal and the Orthodox Forum. He 
also served as an editor of Tradition, 
HaDarom (a well-known journal of 
Jewish Law), and a series of books as 

part of The Library of Jewish Law and 
Ethics. In terms of his philosophy, he is 
best-known for his articulation and 
promotion of the philosophical ideal of 
Torah UMadda, literally Torah and 
Knowledge (or Science). Rabbi Dr. Lamm 
offered no fewer than six models of this 
ideal in his book with the same title. 
 

Rabbi Dr. Lamm passed away on May 
31, 2020. 
 

ediena@torontotorah.com 

 

In line with the modern inclination, I dis-
approve of [claiming] an “ideology” and an 
“approach” of complete and systematic 
form. I reject the idea that Judaism is a 

consistent philosophical “approach”. As a 
way of life that has guided us since Sinai, 
it contains far-reaching instructions and 
values, and it is possible to find within it, 
through slight analysis, many fundamen-
tals of thought, including philosophical 
[fundamentals], however, one should not, 
under any circumstances, attempt to fit it 

into a Sodomite bed of ideology [forcing it 
to fit pre-set dimensions – ed.]. The an-
swer to the first question, therefore, is 
that my analytical principles identify, in 
my humble opinion, with the principles of 
Torah Judaism as I understand them. 
And this specifically is the aim of my en-
tire analysis: to recognize these princi-

ples, to sort them, to clarify them. For 
me, therefore, this is the very problem: 
What are the Jewish-religious principles?  
 
In my opinion, the formal Halachah 
serves as an essential material for Juda-
ism’s view of man; meaning, a worldview 
designed from the start to be confined to 

an anthropocentric framework. Every 
ruling in the Torah of man must emerge 
from Halachah. However, in regards to an 
outlook more comprehensive and inclu-
sive than a person on earth, that is, 
[within] a theosophical approach, Hala-
chah fills the role of setting boundaries. 
Even though it does not offer an absolute 

obligatory ruling on such questions, it is 
able to negate false religious beliefs de-
rived from subjective philosophizing or 
from the Tanach or the Aggadah in and of 
themselves.  
 
The above remarks regarding the relation 
between the Halachah as a whole and the 

philosophy of Judaism, serve as a basis 
for my assessment of the specific Ha-
lachic act. The religious deed, as it is lim-
ited and defined by Halachah, serves as 
both a framework and a key to the reli-
gious experience. On the one hand, the 
deed is the essential starting point for 
internal religious life. The deed on its own 

is not the final goal and purpose. It is a 
key to the spiritual world, the entrance 
ticket to [join] a group of those who desire 
closeness to G-d. On the other hand, the 
mitzvah deed is also a framework, to lead 
man on a straight path of the spirit, that 
he should not be lost on the crooked and 

antinomic paths that are the afflictions of the religious spirit. The minimum part of 

it: the deed [serves] as a bridge to the Endless, as per the words of Rabbi Yehudah 
Halevi in the Kuzari (1:68): “A man can only reach the Divine influence through the 
Divine message [meaning, the deeds commanded by G-d]”. 

בהתאם לנטייה המודרנית, אני מסתייג 
בעלת צורה “  שיטה “ ומ “  אידיאולוגיה “ מ 

שלמה וסיסטמתית. אני מזניח את הרעיון 
פילוסופית עקבית. “  שיטה ” שהיהדות הנה  

בתור דרך חיים שיעודה לנו מסיני, יש לה 
הוראות וערכים מרחיקי לכת, ואפשר 

י נתוח דק כמה וכמה יסודות “ למצוא בה ע 
מחשבתיים לרבות פילוסופיים, אולם אין 
בשום אופן לנסות להתאימה למטת סדום 
אידיאולוגית. התשובה לשאלה הראשונה 

העיקרים העיוניים שלי מזדהים   -אפוא  
ד עם העיקרים של היהדות התורנית “ לענ 

כפי שאני מבינם. ודוקא זה מגמת כל עיוני: 
להכיר עיקרים אלה, למיינם, לבררם. אצלי 
אפוא זהו עצם הבעיה: מה הם העיקריים 

  יהודיים?-הדתיים
 
לדעתי, ההלכה הפורמלית משמשת כחומר  

יסודי להשקפת היהדות על האדם; כלומר: 
עולם מצומצמת מראש למסגרת -השקפת 

אנתרופוצנטרית. כל הוראה בתורת האדם 
צריכה לנבוע מן ההלכה. אמנם באשר 
להשקפה מקיפה וכוללת יותר מאדם עלי 
אדמות, זאת אומרת משנה תיאוסופית, 
ממלאת ההלכה תפקיד של הצבת גבולות, 

פ שאינה חותכת הוראה פסוקה חיובית “אע
על שאלות מעין אלה, היא יכולה לשלול 
וצאות מתוך  זבות הי ות כו דתי דעות 

ך “ התפלספות סוביקטיבית או מתוך התנ 
  והאגדה כשלעצמן.

 
דברי לעיל בנוגע ליחס בין ההלכה בכללותה 
לפילוסופיה של היהדות משמשים יסוד 
להערכתי את האקט ההלכתי הפרטי. 

י “ המעשה הדתי כפי שהוא מוגבל ומוגדר ע 
הלכה, משמש כמסגרת וכמפתח גם יחד 
לחויה הדתית. מחד גיסא, המעשה הנו 
נקודת המוצא ההכרחית לחיים דתיים 
פנימיים. המעשה כשהוא לעצמו אינו 
המגמה הסופית והתכליתית. הוא מפתח 

הכניסה לחברה של -לעולם הרוחני, כרטיס 
אלה החפצים בקרבת אלקים. ומאידך 
גיסא מעשה המצוה הוא גם כן מסגרת, 
להוביל את האדם על דרך ישר של הרוח, 
ושלא יתעה בדרכים עקלקלות אנטינומיות 
שהם נגעי הרוח הדתית. החלק המינימאלי 
שבו: המעשה כגשר אל האין סוף, וכדברי 

אין האדם מגיע ” רבי יהודה הלוי בכוזרי:  
ל “ אל הענין האלוקי אלא בדבר האלוקי ]ר 

  “.במעשים שיצום האלקים[
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SPECIAL PROGRAMMING 

Sunday June 7 

A Mysterious Midreshet Yom Rishon for Women 
10:00 AM EDT Rabbi Sammy Bergman, The Mystery of the Sixth Book of the Torah  

10:40 AM EDT Mrs. Judith Hecht, The Mystery of Miriam 
 

Wednesday June 10 

Rabbis in the New World!  
A Four-Part Miniseries on the Rabbinate in Early American Life, with Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner 

10:00 AM EDT, Week 2: The Slave Trade 
 

Thursday June 11 

Parshat Behaalotcha: Finishing Shas on Vacation in Nova Scotia 
8:30 PM, Torah in Motion, with Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner 

Register (free) at https://www.torahinmotion.org/civicrm/event/register?id=178 to receive the Zoom link 

 
DAILY 

Adult Seder Boker, with Rabbi Moshe Yeres  
Mondays-Thursdays at 10:00 AM EDT (men) 

Mondays and Wednesdays: Gemara, Orot haTeshuvah, Tuesdays and Thursdays: Parshah, Tanach 

  
WEEKLY 

Sunday June 7 
9:15 AM EDT Contemporary Halachah with Netanel Klein: Tevilat Keilim  

 
10 AM EDT Gemara Shabbat for university students, with Rabbi Aaron Greenberg (pwd: 613613) 

 
11 AM EDT Contemporary Halachah Rotation (university students): Lactaid on Shabbat & Yom Tov, R’ Sammy Bergman 

 
7:30 PM EDT Gemara Avodah Zarah, with Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner (men) 

 
Monday June 8 

8:45 AM EDT She’arim baTefillah Chabura for university students, with Rabbi Alex Hecht 
 

8:30 PM EDT Gemara Shabbat, Chap. 13, with Rabbi Moshe Yeres 

 
Tuesday June 9 

1:30 PM EDT Yeshayah, with Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner  
 

7:30 PM EDT Shoftim, with Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner (men)  
 

Wednesday June 10 
7:00 PM EDT Stories from the Talmud, with Rabbi Alex Hecht  

 
7:40 PM EDT Ancient Texts, Modern Meanings, with Rabbi Sammy Bergman (not this week) 

 
Thursday June 11 

1:30 PM EDT Shemuel, with Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner (women) 
 

2:15 PM EDT Mishlei for university students, with Ezer Diena  
 

7:30 PM EDT Gemara b’Iyun: Laws of Yom Tov for university students, with Rabbi Sammy Bergman (women)  
 

8:30 PM EDT Gemara Beitzah, with Ezer Diena (men) 
 

Friday June 12 
8:30 AM EDT Parshah Chabura for university students, with Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner 

 
10:30 AM Bava Metzia Perek 6, with Rabbi Sammy Bergman and Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner 

 
FOR MORE OPPORTUNITIES, GO TO WWW.TORONTOTORAH.COM/LETSLEARN! 
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https://us04web.zoom.us/j/74414221471?pwd=VTlZUHBzSVBIS2JISGJPVTJ1ejRSdz09
https://us04web.zoom.us/j/836443184?pwd=YVNTeXhUWksvU3dDWWRmWi9Wa25DZz09
https://us04web.zoom.us/j/74728862577?pwd=UTZZZTU2ZURDUU9hRWFITnVGdWVGZz09
https://us04web.zoom.us/j/74728862577?pwd=UTZZZTU2ZURDUU9hRWFITnVGdWVGZz09
http://www.torontotorah.com/letslearn

