
''Torah Umadda'' 
A critique of 

Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm's 
book and its approach to 

Torah study and the 
pursuit of secular 

knowledge. 

ANEW APPROACH 
TO AN OLD CHALLENGE 

I t is over 200 years since Moses 
Mendelssohn brought to the fore 
of German Jewry the issue of 

Judaism's stance towards the sur­
rounding culture, and of the proper 
relationship between Torah learning 
and secular studies, And when 
Napoleon's armies spread the French 
Enlightenment 30 years later, the 
confrontation between Torah and 
secular ideals reached Eastern Eu­
rope as we!L 

But the nature of the struggle be­
tween Jewish life and modernity has 
changed over the years. The intellec­
tual challenge to Torah today is, if 
anything, less than it was sixty years 
ago. It is doubtful that any current 
Rosh Yeshiva would feel the need to 
prove that Torah is deeper than Kant, 
as one well-known mashgtach did in 
post-World War I Lithuania. Nor is 
there any modern-day parallel to the 
intellectual attraction that socialism 
and Zionism once exercised on ye­
shiva students. 

Though hedonism and material­
ism seem more powerful lures today 
than great ideas, modern. post-tech-
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nological society poses its own unique 
set of challenges. The isolation in 
which Jewish communities once 
flourished is but a historical memory. 
It is inconceivable today to imagine 
large numbers of Jews unable to 
speak the language of their host 
country. as was tnie in Eastern Eu­
rope a century ago. The openness of 
Amertcan democracy, the pervasive 
nature of the modern media, and the 
fact that most of us are consumers of 
advanced technology, make it harder 
than ever to erect barriers to the out­
side world. With the world a far 
smaller, more integrated place than 
ever, knowledge of the surrounding 
society often seems more necessary 
than in previous generations. 

Budding yeshiva students, kollel 
fellows, and Torah-directed laymen 
must all deal with a secular world, its 
resources of information and its value 
system. Through the years, Gedolei 
Yisroel have prescribed different ap­
proaches to this challenge. Rabbi 
Elchonon Wasserman, i"~. for ex­
ample. addresses the question in a 
letter, published in Koveitz 
Maamarim, wherein he limits secular 
studies to areas that do not deal with 
prohibited topics-such as alien 
forms of worship or atheism-and 
that are essential for career prepara­
tion. (Of course, psak halacha re-
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quires comprehensive knowledge of 
both the circumstances of the case 
beingjudged and the halacha.) 

By contrast, Rabbi Samson 
Raphael HirSCh, exponent of Torah Im 
Derech Eretz, assigned a place to 
secular knowledge as an aux:iliary of 
Torah knowledge. but only to the ex­
tent that it first pass the test of con­
sonance with Torah. In the Hirschian 
worldview, there is no place for the 
sciences or the humanities as a 
source of values, or as a co-equal to 
Torah as an area of study. 

In his recently published work, To· 
rah Umadda; The Encounter of Reli­
gious Learning and Worldly Knowl· 
edge in the Jewish Tradition, Rabbi 
Dr. Norman Lamm, president of Ye­
shiva Uruversity, presents yet a differ­
ent vision of the relationship between 
Torah learning and non-Jewish stud­
ies. Before examining his approach to 
this topic-which defines the Jew's 
view ofhimselfin the broaderworld­
it would be appropriate to briefly 
sketch the traditional approach to 
Torah learning. 

THE PRE-EMINENT MITZVA: 
TORAH STUDY 

T he study of Torah, we affirm 
daily, is not only pre-eminent 
among the mitzvos, but equal 
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to all others combined (Shabbos 
127a). That study is the necessary 
precondition for the proper perfor­
mance of all other mitzvos. In addi­
tion, only through the study of Torah 
can one hope to achieve the spiritual 
refinement of soul which tmbues the 
performance of all other mitzvoswith 
its fullest perfection: "An ignorant 
man cannot be scrupulously pious" 
(Avos2:6). 

Most importantly, the study of To­
rah brtngs man tnto the closest con­
tact possible with the Divine, for To­
rah was the blueprtnt from which the 
Holy One Blessed Be He created the 
world (Zahar. "He looked tnto the To­
rah and created the world"). Torah al­
lows man to apprehend Hashem di­
rectly-nature and history. only indi­
rectly. For that reason one who turns 
from the study of Torah to marvel at 
the wonders of nature is worthy of 
death (Avos 3:9; see Pachad Ylizchak, 
Chanuka, 4). Through the study of 
Torah, man attaches himself to the 
Upper Realms and thereby elevates 
and transforms both himself and the 

flit/. 

Torah does not reveal its 
secrets easily. Those 
secrets are withheld from 
dilettantes seeking yet 
one more form of 
knowledge. Without 
total immersion, over a 
prolonged period of 
time, success in Torah 
learning is impossible. 

physical world around him. 
But the Torah does not reveal its 

secrets easily. Those secrets are with­
held from dilettantes seeking yet one 
more form of knowledge. Without to­
tal immersion, over a prolonged pe­
riod of time, success tn Torah learn­
ing is Impossible: "For every day that 
you abandon me, I will leave you two" 
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(YerushalmtBerachos). One must be 
willtng to forgo sleep, food, and finan­
cial security, if necessary, to hope to 
achieve greatness tn Torah: "This is 
the way of Torah: eat bread with salt, 
drtnk water tn small measure, sleep 
on the ground, live a life of depriva­
tion-but toil tn Torah" (Avos 6:4). 

There is virtually no statement tn 
the foregoing description with which 
Dr. Lamm does not agree atone potnt 
or another tn Torah Umadda. At the 
same time, however, he undermines 
the traditional vision of Torah learn­
tng in significant ways through the 
open-ended approbation he gives to 
secular studies and the value that he 
attributes to these studies. 1 

This unqualifed endorsement is 
just one of the facets of Torah 
Umadda that gives us pause. In ad­
dition. Dr. Lamm offers various mod­
els for his approach toward synthesis 
of Torah and secular studies, and as 
we will show in Section II, none of 
these models seems to carry the 
meaning he assigns to them. Finally, 
he uses his formulation of Torah 
Umadda as the basis for what he 
identifies as a highly desirable cre­
ativity in Jewish Life. This vision of 
creativity is a troubling one, and will 
be addressed tn the third section of 
this article. 

I. TORAHANDMADDAAS 
COMPLEMENTARY AND EQUALLY 
VALID WAYS TO VIEW THE WORLD 

Let us first examine how Dr. 
Lamm invests secular studies 
with tntrtnsic religious value: 

Throughout Torah Umadda, he 
dwells on the potential for "fasctnat­
tng creativity" offered by a "synthesis" 
of Torah and Madda (p.2). on the op-

1 This is not to say that secular knowledge has no 
worth or that the Orthodox community has not 
benefitted from it. We can readily concede that (1) a 
proper understanding of both science and histo:ry 
can bring one to a deeper appreciation of Hashem 
as both Creator and as the moving force in human 
history; (2) there are those who will require some 
post-high school education to earn a livelihood; and 
(3) the Orthodox community has benefitted in recent 
years from the infusion of the skills of ba'alei 
teshuva with broad secular educations and from 
their demand for sophisticated answers to the deey-. 
est questions of faith. But so broad are Dr. Lamm's 
claims for the value of secular education, that one 
might grant any or all of the aOOve propositions with­
out conceding anything of his essential thesis. 
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portunity afforded by worldly knowl­
edge "to create something new and 
original in the world of the spirit" 
(p.128). Worldly knowledge, he 
claims, offers to the religious Jew, "a 
large and embracing vision ... and a 
more capacious theoretical frame­
work into which (oneJ can integrate 
his most precious Jewish Ideals" 
(p.85) than he would have in a pure 
Torah-only setting. 

The effect of this emphasis on syn­
thesis is to transform Torah and 
Madda into what appear as co-equal 
forms of knowledge. Torah and 
Madda are presented as composite 
parts of some primordial unity of all 
knowledge (p.141, 184). complemen­
tary-and equally valid-ways of 
viewing the world, just as the appar­
ently contradictory descriptions of 
light as waves and as particles are 
both true and complementary 
(pp.232-236). 

'Torah, faith, religious learning 
on one side, and madda, science, 
worldly knowledge on the other, to­
gether offer us a more overarching 
and truer vision than either one set 
alone. Each set gives one view of the 

EWISH 

EDUCATION: 

Creator as well as His Creation, and 
the other a different perspective 
that may not agree at all with the 
first .... Each alone is true, but only 
partially true; both together present 
the possibili1y ofa larger truth .... " ' 

So great is the value of Madda for 
Dr. Lamm that the distinction be­
tween it and Torah finally blurs alto­
gether: 

.. So long as we continue to learn 
Scripture and Oral Law, to acquire 
new knowledge and to refrain from 
forgetting what we know, then the 
study of the sciences and hW11l1Jli­
ties is, in effect, the study ofGemom 
and thus afal}Wment of the study of 
Torah" (emphasis addedl (p.165).3 

This conclusion leads him to en-

2 Titis extraordinary quotation gives us some idea 
of the vast gulf between Rabbi Lamm's Torah 
Umadda and the Torah Im Derech Eretz of Rabbi 
Samson Raphael Hirsch-a theory which Dr. 
Lamm finds wanting in compartson to his own. 
Complementarttyrequires. Dr. Lamm argues. that 
the distinct methodologies of the Torah and secu­
lar studies be preserved and that secular studies 
not be taught from a Torah perspective. This posi­
tion is diametrtcally opposed to that of Rabbi S.R. 
Hirsch, for whom Torah was always the litmus test 
for the value of any idea from non-Torah sources. 
3 We shall consider the validity of this View in Sec­
tion II. 

A 
VOLUME 

In this one volume you will find the most 
authentic and thorough treatment of Hirsch's 
'Torah im Derech Eretz' ideology available in 
English. 

FOR 
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HOME ... 

In addition, there are essays on -Ethics In The 
Classroom • Our Mission: The Paramount 
Importance Of 'Limud Torah' •Collaboration 
Between Home And School • A Child's First 
Year• Advice To Educators• Education By 
Example • The Woman's Role In Jewish Educa­
tion• Enthusiasm For One's Duties• The Joy Of 
Leaming• The Relevance Of Secular Studies To 
Jewish Education • and much more. 

Here in one volume are Torah lessons of 
immeasurable value for parents and teachers 
alike, insights as pertinent today as when they 
were first written. 472 pp., h.c. $19.95 
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tertain seliously such questions as: 
Should one recite birkhat ha-Torah on 
entering the chemistry lab? May one 
study calculus all day and thereby 
fulfill his obligation ofTalmud Torah? 
(pp.163-64). 

Torah learning, devoid of secular 
knowledge, becomes in this view de­
ficient. In a recent speech to Yeshiva 
University alumni entitled, "Is 
Chiddush a Chiddush?", Dr. Lamm 
maintains that one no longer hears of 
students in traditional yeshivas who 
are oker harim [lit., "uproot moun­
tains"!, blessed with creative insight, 
as opposed to being repositories of 
vast stores of knowledge. The very 
concepts of creativity and innovation, 
he maintains (based on two bits of 
anecdotal evidence heard second­
hand), are suspect in such yeshivas. 4 

And in Torah Umadda he ex-

4 One wonders what precisely Dr. Lamm means by 
creativity and innovation. If he is refening only to 
chiddushei Turah, then his comments reflect noth­
ing more than ignorance of what is going on intra­
ditional yeshivos. But if he is championing some 
other type of innovation. then his criticism of tra­
ditional yeshivos may indicate an even more fun­
damental dtvergence of approach. 
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presses his fear that the "ignorance of 
the facts. realities, and temper of con­
temporruy life" of poskim produced by 
traditional yeshivas "will distort the 
knowledge base that goes into proper 
halachic decision-making" (p.230). 
He gives no examples of such distor­
tions nor of the superiority of decisors 
with a secular education. 5 By imply­
ing that the ability to be oker harim or 
5 Formal scientific trianingis demonstrdbly not a pre­
requisite for acquisition of the knowledge base nec­
essary for proper halachic decision -making. Many of 
the leading halachic works dealing with modern 
medicine and technology are the work of poskfm with 
no formal secular training. The posekforthe Machon 
ofTechnology and Halachah in Jerusalem is Rabbi 
Levi Yitzchak Halperin, who has no formal scientific 
training. Similarly, three of the major, recent works 
in the area of Hilchos Nfddah. which in-

This Purim, when you send 
your little ones out to deliver 

Mishloach Manos, send 
along somethingspecial-Haolam Cheese. 

Hao!am Cheeses add variety 
to "Shalach Manos" -a wheel of Hao lam 
Gouda or Muenster, our popular Smoked 
Cheese Sticks, or your favorite triangles. 

And when you give a bottle 
of wine, a nice piece of fruit, and Hao!am 

HAPPY 

a posek depends on a broad secular 
education, Dr. Lamm leaves us 
puzzled as to how such talents were 
found among the Jewish people in the 
32 centuries predating Yeshiva Uni­
versity. Similarly. one wonders why 
there are not infinitely more 
chiddushim in institutions that en­
courage secular studies than in the 
traditional yeshivas. 

volves a great deal of medical knowledge, were writ­
ten by poskim with no secular education-Badei 
HaShulchan, by Rabbi Feivel Cohen: GufeiHalachos, 
by Rabbi Joshua Wolhender, and Shevet HaLevi, by 
Rabbi Shmuel Halevi Wosner. With respect to a lack 
of knowledge of the "temper of contemporary life," Dr. 
Lanun is simply pointing to what is perhaps the cen­
tral point of dispute between so-called Modem Ortho­
doxy and those to the "right": Is haku:hato be brought 
into conformity with the "temper of the times"? 

THURl'lll!IOS .• WORLD CHEESE CO., INC., N[WYORI\ N.Y. 

Cheese, you're giving wholesome gcxxlness 
-nature's finest gifts for this special holiday. 

So this Purim, don't give stale cake, 
loose popcorn, or crumbling cookies. 
Give the gift that's good for you ... and 
the little ones, too! 

This year, smile, give cheese, and say ... 

PURIM! 

THE l'IOST TRUSTED Ml'IE ll'ICHOLOVYISROELCHEESE 
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So great is the value that Dr. 
Lamm places on non-Torah studies 
that he is quite content to sacrifice the 
immersion in Torah studies which 
has always been considered the sine 
qua non of any substantial achieve­
ment in Torah (see Mashiv Davar44). 
Torah Umaddais by Dr. Lamm's own 
admission an apologia for Yeshiva 
College (p.XIII) and its bifurcated cur­
riculum-Torah studies from 9:00 
a.m. to 3:00 p.m. and the rest of the 
day in Madda, with it being left to the 
individual himself "to perform ... the 
essential synthesis of the teachings 
that [make] up Torah Umadda" 
(p.35). 

Il. THE SEARCH FOR 
A PEDIGREE 

T he bulk of Torah Umadda is 
taken up with a search for 
"models" for Dr. Lamm's broad 

approbation of secular studies. Be­
fore considertng these various "mod­
els," a few general observations are in 
order. The first is that Dr. Lamm cites 
virtually no sources in either the Tal­
mud or the vast halachic literature in 
support of his position.6 Tirroughout 
he shows a decided preference for the 
most esoteric sources--e.g., Lurtanic 
kabbala, the dicta of Rav Kook-pre­
cisely. one suspects, because the 
meaning of these passages is so no­
toriously hard to pin down, much Jess 
to attach to any particular educa­
tional program. Even within the 
"models" he does find, Dr. Lamm, by 
his own admission, only focuses on 
implications in the thought of those 
who were far removed from his ap­
proach: they were either explicitly op­
posed to secular studies (such as 
Rabbi Chaim Volozhiner or the great 
Chassidic masters) or their closest 
disciples did not find in their master's 
6 Dr. Lamm attempts to finesse this point by term~ 
ing the issue of educational policy one of meta­
halacha, which is based on "one"s total 
Weltanshauung" {p.72). He then quotes Rabbi 
Avraham Yitzchak Bloch, ,."i'l, the Rav of Telshe, 
who described the law in this area as contingent 
on the nature of the individual as well as conditions 
of place and time. But to say that one cannot give a 
decision for all people in all times and places is not 
to remove the issue from the realm of halacha. 
Moreover, Rabbi Bloch went on to give a series of 
guidelines that he considered valid for all times and 
places. guidelines that are all inconsistent with the 
curriculum ofYeshiva University. 
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thought a sanction for broad secular 
studies (as in the case of Rabbi 
Avraham Isaac HaKohen Kook). 

Dr. Lamm's presentation is 
throughout more imaginative and 
passionate than it is convincing. One 
small example will give some sense of 
the leaps to which his argument is 
prone. 

Explaining Hashem's command­
ment to Avraham "vehiyei tamim-be 
whole" (Bereishis 17: 1), the Ramban 
refers to the command to "be tamim 
with the Lord your G-d" in Devarim 
(18: 13). There the command follows 
a sertes of prohibitions concerning all 
forms of foretelling the future through 
recourse to necromancy or other 
forms of magic. The Ramban thus ex­
plains that the earlier command is a 
requirement to attrtbute everything to 
G-d and nothing to any other source. 
Dr. Lamm claims (p.224) that this ex­
planation accords with his own view 
on the possibility of religious growth 
through secular studies. Apparently 
he means that since everything 
comes from Hashem study of any as­
pect of that world or of man's ere-

12! 

To say that there is no 
power in the world other 
than Hashem does not 
turn the study of every 
aspect of the created 
world and human 
society-i.e., sociology, 
anthropology, political 
science, etc.-ipso facto 
into Divine service. 

ations becomes a study of Hashem 
But to say that there is no power 

in the world other than Hashem does 
not turn the study of every aspect of 
the created world and human soci­
ety-Le., sociology. anthropology, po­
litical science. etc.-ipso facto into 
Divine service. 

Mqjor Thinkers ... 
and College Students 

T orah Umadda is replete with 
lists of major Jewish thinkers 
who had a wide familiarity 

with aspects of the non-Torah knowl­
edge of their day (albeit nothing com­
parable to the literature or social sci­
ences of our day). One can readily ad­
mit that such seminal figures as the 
Rambam Maharal and Vilna Gaon 
read in non-Torah texts without con­
ceding that their example serves as a 
precedent for institutionallzed secular 
studies. There is an absolute chasm 
between such giants and the average 
college student raised in a cultural 
milieu in which the non-Jewish influ­
ences may be at least as strong as the 
Torah influences, and who is often at 
least as familiar with present day 
sports heroes and popular culture 
icons as with Abaye and Rava. This is 
not, as Dr. Lamm seems to think, a 
mere practical distinction. When it 
comes to the reading of non-Torah 
sources. it depends on who is doing 
the reading: there is an absolute 

'T'urnz:ibout 
Insights into The Malbim on 

Megilfas Esther Megillas Esther 
Compiled from the words of 
Ghazal by Mendel Weinbcch 

There were 127 provinces in 
King Achashveirosh~ vast 
empire. When Chazal 
expounded the Purim miracle, 
they uncovered 127 insights 
into the vastness of the 
Megillah. Here they are. in all 
their richness, collected in 
English for the first time. 

Translated and Adapted 
by Mendel Weinbach 

Shushan comes alive in this 
colorful adaptation of the 
Malbim~ commentary on 
Megillas Esther. This new 
edition of TURNABOUT 
includes the complete 
Megillah and the Malbim~ 
commentary in the original 
Hebrew. Here is the Megillah 

Distributed by FELDHEIM PUBLISHERS 200 Airport Executive Park, Spring Valley. N.Y. I 0977 
Tel (9141 356-2282 /Out of state, call toll free: (800)237-7149 
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There is an absolute chasm between a person whose 
perspective has been shaped by decades of intense Torah 
study and a young college student, who is simultaneously 
exposed to Torah and secular studies and left to work out 
their interrelation for himself. 

chasm between a per­
son whose perspective 
has been shaped by de­
cades of intense Torah 
study and a young 
college student, who is 
simultaneously ex­
posed to Torah and 
secular studies and left 
to work out their inter­
relation for himself. The 
difference is roughly 
the same as between 
innoculating a person 
with vaccine and then 
exposing him to small­
pox, and exposing him 
first and only after­
wards giving him the 
vaccine. 

With the possible 
exception of the 
Rambam the non-Torah studies of all 
those Dr. Lamm cites formed a small 
fraction of the time they spent in To­
rah learning, and, in every case, came 
only after acquiring a mastery of To-

rah to a degree un­
fathomable to us. 
This is a far cry 
from a day divided 
between Torah 
and secular stud­
ies-including art, 
dance, drama and 
modern litera­
ture---each with its 
fixed times. Most 
importantly, the 
non-Torah reading 
of each of these fig­
ures was based on 
a clear vision of 
how those read­
ings were of an aid 
either to under­
standing the To­
rah, to conveying 
Torah, or to inten­

sifying one's love of Hash.em or else 
related to their roles as leaders of 
their generation; it was not based on 
some diffuse notion that the study of 
any aspect of "G-d's world" is a reli-

Tochnit 
SAIS YAAKOV 
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Rabbi Yehoshua Freilach, Dean 
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gious act. Certainly there was no in­
tention to "synthesize" Torah and 
worldly knowledge to create some­
thing new in the world of the spirit. 
The Vilna Gaon, for instance, bitterly 
criticized the Rambam for having 
been drawn after philosophy and for 
having been caused to err by the need 
to reconcile the plain meaning of the 
Talmud to his philosophy. All those 
who followed the Rambam, says the 
Gaon, refused to follow him in his at­
traction to philosophy (see Shulchan 
Aruch, YorehDe'ah 179113]). 

In Search of a Source 
in the Talmud 

0 n only one occasion does Dr. 
Lamm attempt to find sanc­
tion for his position in the 

Talmud (pp. 64-69). The Gemora in 
Men=hos 99b records the position of 
R' Shimon bar Yochai that one fulfills 
the verse, 'This book of the law shall 
not depart from your mouth; but you 
shall pronounce it day and night ... " 
(Yehoshua 1:8), with the recitation of 
"Sh.emd' morning and evening. The 
Gemora then records an exchange 
between R' Yishmael and his nephew 
in which the nephew asks if one such 
as himself who has learned all of To­
rah can learn Greek wisdom. R' 
Yishmael answers, on the basis of the 
verse from Yehoshua: "Find a time 
that is neither day nor night and you 
can learn Greek wisdom." Finally, the 
Gemora brings the opinion of R' 
Yonasan that the verse in Yehoshua 
is a blessing to Yehoshua for his de­
votion to Torah, not a mitzva at all. 

Since R' Yishmael forbids Greek 
wisdom only on the grounds of bittul 
Torah argues Dr. Lamm, and since 
two other Tannaim disagree with his 
interprelation of the verse on which 
he bases his proscription, therefore 
the majority opinion favors learning 
Greek wisdom. This is a truly remark­
able conclusion in view of the fact that 
neither R' Shimon nor R' Yonasan 
said a wor.j <1bout Greek wisdom, and 
R' Shim01is opinion precedes any 
mention of Greek wisdom. Moreover, 
the entire question of Greek wisdom 
only arose with respect to one who 
knows the entirety of Torah. Finally, 
it must be remembered the R' 
Shimon is the same R' Shimon who 
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says elsewhere (Berachos 35b) that 
one should not even take time off to 
sow one's crops and gather them in 
the appointed seasons lest Torah be 
lost. Rabbi Lamm must assume a to­
tal reversal in R'Shimon's "hard-line" 
view regarding any temporal pursuits 
to read this innovative, permissive in­
terpretation into the Gemora in 
Menachos. The accepted reading ofR' 
Shimon's opinion in Menachos is not 
a softening of his previous stance. as 
Rabbi Lamm claims. Rather. in 
Mena.chos he was discussing a Jew's 
minimal obligation to study Torah; in 
Berachos he delineates the type of 
Torah study necessary to preserve 
the world (see Tos. HaRosh to 
Berachos 35b); The world does not 
exist. in R' Shimon's opinion, for the 
sake of those who fulfill only their 
minimal obligations. Read this way, 
R' Shimon's position is the very an­
tithesis of support for non-Torah 
study of any sort! 

"Textless Torah" 

D r. Lamm attempts to enunci­
ate both a Misnagdic and a 
Chassidic model of secular 

studies. The former is based on the 
following syllogism: (a) Rabbi Chaim 
Volozhiner made a distinction be­
tween different levels of Torah leam­
ing-e .g., between the study of 
Gemoraand Tehillim; (b) Nevertheless 
he did not view the study of Tehillim 
as bittul Torah; (c) Non-Torah studies 
may be considered a form of"textless 
Torah"; (d) Therefore non-Torah stud­
ies are not bittul Torah Now, Rabbi 
Chaim Volozhiner made an absolute 
distinction between knowledge ofG-d 
through nature and through Torah, 
and even between different types of 
Torah study. In this novel interpreta­
tion. Rabbi Chaim Volozhiner is stood 
completely on his head. 

Dr. Lamm's entire argument that 
there is such a thing as "textless To­
rah" is predicated on the statement of 
the Rambam that those things that 
are called "Parcles" are included in the 
category of Gemora (Hilchos Talmud 
Torah I: 12). Dr. Lamm extrapolates 
from this statement to the conclusion 
that "the study of the sciences and 
humanities is, in effect, the study of 
Gemord' (p.165). But even the most 
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cursory giance at the first four chap­
ters of the Rambam' s Hile hos Yesodei 
HaTorah, where he discusses the 
knowledge included in the category of 
Pardes. demonstrates how unwar­
ranted any claim is that the Rambam 
is discussing science or humanities. 
in general. The Rambamidentifies the 
Pardes as two categories of know1-
edge-ma'aseh merkava and 
ma'aseh bereishis. Knowledge of the 
latter can be taught only to individu­
als, and knowledge of the former can­
not be taught at all (Hilchos Yesodei 
HaTorah 4: 10-11). These caveats on 
the learning of Pardes would seem a 
death blow to any claim that such 
learning can serve as a basis for 
today's college curriculum. Obviously 
the Rambam is discussing some very 
deep esoteric knowledge; knowledge 
so deep that even some of the great­
est men in the generations preceding 
him did not attain it; knowledge 
which should not be sought by any­
one who has not "filled his belly" with 
the study of the mitzvos of the Torah 
(ibid. 4: 13). a criterion not met by Dr. 

•Private Sedorim 
• Communal Seder 
• Daily Shiurim 
•Entertainment for 

Lamm's curriculum, no matter how 
Pardes is defined. And finally, it is 
knowledge leading directly to the ful­
fillment of one of five mitzvos: knowl­
edge that there is a G-d: recognition 
that there is no other god; under­
standing of His unity; love ofG-d; and 
fear of G-d. Any resemblance between 
the Rambam's Pru-des and the mod­
ern college curriculum is purely co­
incidental. 

Without the concept of "textless 
Torah," the entire house of cards, 
upon which the "mitnagdic model" is 
built, falls. Moreover, Dr. Lamm ac­
knowledges. the inclusion of all sci­
ences and humanities within the cat­
egory of Torah poses another prob-
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!em: Torah is to be studied in "fear 
and trembling." Dr. Lamm knows too 
well that college students do not ap­
proach their studies with any rever­
ence, much less "fear and trembling." 

Though few of those studying in 
yeshivas themselves sustain the level 
of fear and trembling, at least there is 
a constant recognition ofTorah study 
as activity of a radically different na­
ture from any other. But when every­
thing is defined as Torah, then nothing 
is Torah, and all sense of awe is lost. 

The Chassidic Model 

I t is in part to surmount this prob­
lem that Dr. Lamm then turns to 
a "Chassidic model," according to 

which secular studies have religious 
significance as long as one ap­
proaches them with a generalized 
sense that all life is service of 
Hashem Dr. Lamm ultimately finds 
the "Chassidic model" the most 
promising for his version of Torah 
Umadda, notwithstanding that the 
Chassidic leaders he quotes were uni­
formly hostile to all forms of secular 
study. Dr. Lamm's starting point is 
the concept of avoda be'gashmiut Di-

vine service through one's mundane 
physical activities. The oft-quoted 
source for this concept in Chassidic 
writing is the Midrash that the Bibli­
cal Enoch was a cobbler, who recited 
the words. "Blessed is the Name of 
His glorious kingdom forever and 
ever" over each stitch. And its most 
radical formulation is found in Noam 
Elimelech: "For the tzaddikim, there is 
no difference between the study of To­
rah and prayer [on the one handj ... or 
eating and drinking [on the other}. All 
are ... [forms of] the service of the Cre­
ator, and it is merely a matter of 
switching from one form of service to 
another." Asks Dr. Lamm, if Hashem 
can be served through eating and 
drinking, why not through intellec­
tual activity such as non -Torah learn­
ing? 

Rabbi Lamm himself admits that 
the radical formulation of avoda 
be'gashmiutfound in NoamElimelech 
should not be taken loo literally.'The 
underlying idea that every physical 
7 The Noam Elimelech is. to say the least, an odd 
choice as the celebrant of physicality. He was re­
nowned for his asceticism. In his famous Tzettel 
Kattan. he writes that after reciting the blessing 
over bread, one should always recite the following 
prayer " ... I a.In not eating for any physical pleasure, 

Dr. Lamm ultimately finds the 
"Chassidic model" the most 
promising for his version of 
Torah Umadda, 
notwithstanding that the 
Chassidic leaders he quotes 
were uniformly hostile to all 
forms of secular study. 

action can be elevated if it is per­
formed in the prescribed manner, 
that nothing we do in life is spiritu­
ally neutral, is hardly revolutionary. 
But to say that eating may be trans­
formed into a mitzva by the recitation 
of a bracha, is far from saying that 
one should become a gourmand, 
spending vast amounts of time con­
cerned with the food he consumes. If 
eating itself becomes one's focus, 
even with the recitation of a bracha, 
one becomes a naval be'reshus 

chas veshalorn. but only so that n1y body should 
be strong and healthy for the service of Hashem .... ~ 
Any time a person is not involved in Torah study, 
he advises, he should occupy himself with 
thoughts of being cast into a roaring flame for 
Kiddu.shHashem. 
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haTorah-a disgusting person, who 
nonetheless has not transgressed the 
Torah's minimal obligations. There is 
certainly no warrant. then, in the idea 
of avoda be'gashmiut for focusing 
large parts of one's mental energy on 
inquiry into secular disciplines. 
Chassidism may have begun. in part, 
as a reaction against the exclusive fo. 
cus on the intellectual activity of 
learning Torah; it was certainly not 
the substitution of one form of intel­
lection for another. 

Moreover, Rabbi Lamm points 
out, within Chassidus itself, there 
was a wartness of radical, potentially 
antinomian extrapolations from 
avoda be'gashmiut. That is why that 
form of service was specifically limited 
to tzaddikim, as we saw in the quoted 
passage from Noam Elimelech. Both 
the Midrash about Enoch and the re­
strtction of avoda be'gashmiut to a 
spirttual elite strongly suggest that 
highly refined kavanos (intentions) 
are central to the doctrtne. Thus the 
concept of avoda be'gashmiutcannot 
solve Dr. Lamm's problem that no one 
approaches secular studies with the 
kavana required to confer upon those 
studies religious value. (The problem 
is hardly solved by the recitation of 
prayers such as the one Dr. Lamm 
composed to be recited upon entertng 
the chemistry lab or opening a soci­
ology text-p.210.) 

ID. TWO VISIONS OF CREATIVITY 

T he weakness of Dr. Lamm's 
"models" indicates that they 
were meant to be merely sug­

gestive, not precedents in the sense 
used in halachic argument. One 
senses that Dr. Lamm does not con­
sider such precedents necessary. 
This impression is confirmed by a 
mini-essay on the prtnciple of the de­
cline of the generations-hiskalnus 
hadoros-which suddenly appears in 
the midst of Dr. Lamm's treatment of 
the Rambam.' After acknowledging 

~ Dr. Lamm is ostensibly respondln,!!, to Rabbi 
Elchonon Wasserman's argument that the 
Rambwn·s very greatness precludes him from be­
ing used as any kind ofprec-edential model for in­
stitutionaltt..ed sttular education. But nothing Dr. 
lc'llnm writes in any way di1ninishes the point that 
no compartson is possible between the Rambam­
perhaps the greatest JeWish figure of the post-Tal~ 
mudie period-and the avPrage college student. 
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that the decline of the generations is 
a pervasive theme in both Talmudic 
and post-Talmudic rabbinic litera­
ture, Dr. Lamm proceeds to argue 
that nevertheless such decline is nei­
ther inevitable nor does it always oc­
cur in every respect. Each generation 
is left its own makom ... le'hisgader 
b<r-space in which to grow (ChuUin 
7a). The unstated conclusion is that 
there are no satisfactory precedents 
for Torah Umadda, but nonetheless, 
even at this late date in Jewish his­
tory, one may completely transform 
the age-old content and form of Jew­
ish education. 

Dr. Lamm does attempt to estab­
lish the right to introduce changes by 
adducing implication that later gen­
erations theoretically overrule earlier 
ones, but these attempts amount to 
little more than quibbles and trivial 
qualifications. Dr. Lamm cites the 
Talmudic rule that a later beis din 
greater in wisdom and numbers can 
overrule the takanos of an earlier beis 
din (p.92), as proof that the pattern of 
decline since Sinai is not theoretically 
inevitable. But as a practical matter, 
we find no such instances; nor would 

a few such examples vitiate the gen­
eral principle of decline. Moreover, it 
is possible that such a beis din 
greater in wisdom will one day exist­
but only in the days of Moshiach- No 
serious student of Gemora has ever 
failed to be overwhelmed by his sense 
of inadequacy vis-a-vis earlier genera­
tions, and this feeling is reflected in 

tors), is only out of voluntary self-re­
straint (p.93)9 • But again, that re­
straint has been virtually universal 
and reflects later generations' feeling 
of their comparative inferiority. 

Finally, one is at loss to see what Dr. 
Lamm hopes to prove by quoting the 
Chazon lsh's statement (p.101): "I 
have taken it upon myself to search in 

the writings 
of the great­
est scholars 
throughout 
the ages. 
Similarly, Dr. 
Lamm at­
tributes to 
Rabbi Yosef 
Karo the view 
that the re­
fusal of 

No serious student of Gemora has ever 
failed to be overwhelmed by his sense of 
inadequacy vis-a-vis earlier generations, 
and this feeling is reflected in the writings of 
the greatest scholars throughout the ages. 

Amoraim 
(Rabbis of the Talmud) to overrule 
Tannaim (Rabbis of the Mishna), or 
Acharonim (later commentators) to 
overrule Rishonim (early commenta-
9 This interpretation of voluntarism is rejected by 
the Chazon lsh: see exchange ofletters with Rabbi 
Elchonon Wassem1an in Kuntras Jnyanim. Bnei 
Brak 1975. 

the Talmud as best I can, even though 
[my conclusions] may go against the 
Rishonm" As the Chazon lsh specifi­
cally writes, the failure to carry on that 
search would reflect a lack of tn1e in­
volvement in Torah study, without 
which it is not possible to understand 
the Rishonim either. And in terms of 
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fixing the hnlacha, the Chazon !sh de­
finitively states in the quoted passage 
that one may not follow his own opin­
ion if there is an explicit contrary psak 
(halachic ruling) in the Rishonim; on 
many occasions he refused to follow in 
psak his own reading of the Gemora 
against that of the Rishonim (see 
Chazonlsh, YorehDe'ah2:23). 

It may be true, as Dr. Lamm ob­
serves. that a dwarf on the shoulders 
of a giant sees further than a giant. 
But not every dwarf succeeds in 
climbing onto the shoulders of a gi­
ant: most dwarfs remain just 
dwarfs.'° Only by committing every 
fibre of one's being to learning can 
one begin to climb at all. The tradi­
tional attitude to preceding genera­
tions is nicely captured by a story 
about Rabbi Aharon Kotler . ., .. ,,,,. Reb 
Aharon once celebrated having found 
a solution to a difficult Be'ur HaGra 
which had puz7Jed him for years. "l 
was only privileged to find a solution," 
said Reb Aharon, "because not once 
in those many years did it occur to me 
that the problem lay with the Gaon 
and not with me." 

Creative Understanding or 
Innovative Legislation? 

fter all the quibbles with the 
principle of the decline of the 
generations, what remains is 

only Dr. Lamm's plea that we not act 
as if there is no place in Judaism for 
chiddush or creativity (p.91). The 
need for creativity runs through To­
rah Umadda as a major subtheme. 
But Dr. Lamm confuses two types of 
creativity: the Jew1sh creativity, 
which is a byproduct of one's fullest 
efforts in Torah, and a more modern 
10 Botl1 with respect to the dwarf metaphor and his 
discus._<;ion of Niels Bohr's complen1entartty theory 
in the final chapter, Dr. Lan1n1 confuses metaphor 
with proof. With respect to a physical quallty such 
as height. it is easy to see how the height of a dwarf 
can be added to that of a gianl. Il is far less dear. 
however. that we can add to the Torah vision of ear­
lier generations whose grasp of the entirety ofTo" 
rah was far more all"encompassing than our own 
and whose perfection of middos is unknown today. 
Of course, the process of halachic decison-makin~ 

+ involves n1uch more than simply looking up what 
was decided previously. Nf'W quest.ions are con­
stantly artsing, whosP proper resolution requires 
the poseik to reason both on the basis of his vasl 
knowledge ofTalmud and of relevant ha/a chic pre" 
cedents. Creativity is thus a requisite of the 
halachic proC'ess, but not its goal. 
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idea that stresses novelty for its own 
sake, and makes leaving one's mark 
on the world the self-conscious goal 
of life. Every individual Jew is a cre­
ator born with the potential to trans­
form the world through his Torah 
study and performance of mitzvos 
!see Dovid Freund. 'Thinking About 
Trees: The Jew as Creator" in Janu-

ary. 1992 JO-ed.). And every Jew 
must strive to fulfill his unique role in 
recreating the perfect world. But his 
ability to thus transform the world 
does not depend on performing a 
mitzva no one has ever performed or 
arriving at a conclusion in the 
Gemora that no one has ever reached. 
If one comes to a full understanding 
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of a Tosafos through the complete 
engagement of all his mental abilities, 
that too is a chiddush. In our time, 
said Rabbi Chaim Blisker- perhaps 
the most creative Talmudic thinker of 
the past I 50 years-a chiddush is 
achieved by properly understanding 
the Rishonim 

The destre to leave one's mark, as 
a goal in itself, is fraught with danger. 
Rabbi Meir Simcha of Dvinsk 
(Meshech Chochm.a to Vayikra 26:44) 
explains that it is part of human na­
ture to seek to make a name for one­
self-the more talented the person, 
the greater the urge to add something 
new. And it is precisely the lack of 
ability to add to the Torah of earlier 
generations which led Jews in golus 
to look for new ways, outside of To­
rah, to place their stamp on the 
world, and what insptred those Jews 
of Rabbi Meir Simcha's time who 
found thetr greatest source for inno­
vation in German culture, to replace 
Jerusalem with Berlin. 

IV. AND WHY NOT? 

D r. Lamm is far too astute, and 
his association with Yeshiva 
University far too long-stand­

ing, for him not to recognize the very 
grave dangers inherent in an open 
approach to vtrtually every aspect of 
secular knowledge. He writes: 
"Madda certainly does confront stu­
dents with an array of ideas, many of 
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which are thoroughly incompatible 
with traditional Jewish beliefs, and 
many more of which pose indirect 
challenges to the premises of religious 
faith. Moreover, the lifestyles of mo­
dernity, enshlined in literature and 
often justified by the social sciences, 
are inimical to sacred Jewish values 
of modesty, sexual temperance, fam­
ily cohesiveness, respect for parents 
and elders, and the like" (p.49). And 
elsewhere he gives a laundry list of 
the underlying assumptions of mo-
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dernity, which are "enshlined in lit­
erature and ... justified by the social 
sciences": the substitution of experi­
ence for tradition, a rejection of au­
thority, radical individualism and 
preoccupation with the self, a repu­
diation of the past, seculalism, and 
the rejection of particulatisms in fa­
vor of universalism (p.12). 

"Many religious casualties have al­
ready resulted from this histolic pro­
gram ofTorah Umadda, and there are 
more yet to come," Dr. Lamm ac­
knowledges (p.134). But despite this 
acknowledgement, Dr. Lamm consis­
tently downplays the danger that lies 
in an exposure to heretical ideas or in 
an educational structure that con­
veys the message to students that 
Torah and non-Torah studies are 
fully compatible. Objections on these 
grounds are consistently dismissed 
as "prudential," not theoretical 
(pp. I 49-50). And even the admission 
of casualties past, present, and fu­
ture is dropped as an aside within a 
passage filled with high-flown rheto­
Iic about the infusion of the holy into 
the profane promised by Torah 
Umadda. 

Though he frequently notes that 
the particular vision of Torah and 
Madda for which he is an apologist is 
at least fifty years old, Dr. Lamm does 
not examine that history for the evi­
dence needed to perform the cost­
benefit analysis. We are neither told 
the precise nature of the casualties 
nor shown the examples of a grand 
synthesis of Torah and Madda, the 
spilitual monuments which would 
justify these costs. 

Proof of the dangers posed by mo­
dernity is all about us. The history of 
the last 200 years of Jewish life is 
largely that of the attlition of all reli­
gious knowledge and practice in the 
face of the attractions of modernity. 
Aspects of modernity that may ap­
pear innocuous at first have fre­
quently turned out to be wolves in 
lambs' clothing. The example of 
Moses Mendelssohn is instructive. 
Despite his own mitzva observance, 
his attraction to contemporary Ger­
man culture left !Um without a single 
Jewish descendant within two gen­
erations. A reader of the recent 
alumni magazines ofYeshiva Univer­
sity and its affiliated professional 
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schools would have come across pic­
tures of alumni dressed up in formal 
attire for a night at the opera; or list­
ings of honorary degrees being be­
stowed on great authors who are cel­
ebrated for their works that Iidicule 
the yeshiva world or cast doubt on the 
veracity of Torah. Loss of faith is far 
from a problem of the past. A recent 
demographic survey 11 of Amertcan 
Jewi:y shows that. despite tens of 
thousands of ba'alei teshuva and an 
extremely high birthrate among Or­
thodox Jews, the number of those 
identifying themselves as Orthodox is 
not growingnumertcally-i.e .. the de­
fections equal the newcomers. Cer­
tainly there are too many spirttual 
defections from every sector of Ortho­
doxy for any group to greet these find­
ings with equanimity. But it is also 
undeniably true that by far the larg­
est percentage of losses are expeli­
enced by those who define their Or­
thodoxy in terms of their modernity. 

Dr. Aaron Rakefet, a prominent au­
thor and Modem Orthodox educator. 
recently told a group ofYeshiva Univer­
sity alumni that "parents have been so 
busy giving their children the message 
that they can live a normal life" that 
their children have a hard time recog­
nizing that there are any limits at all 
(JerusalemPost,Jan. 31, '92). 

Dr. Lamm's plimary response to 
those fearful of the consequences of 
the exposure of young Jews to the full 
panoply of secular knowledge and of 
an Orthodox school sponsortng the 
acquisition of that knowledge is: the 
infiltration of modernity into our lives 
is, in any event. inexorable (pp.49-
50). That is Uke arguing that because 
one will get his feet wet jumping on 
rocks across a stream, he might as 
well plunge into the water. Just two 
sentences later, Dr. Lamm character­
izes the current revival of"shtetlism" 
as an astonishing phenomenon 
(p.49). In other words, the traditional 
yeshiva world has, to a large extent, 
protected itself against foreign ideas 
even while functioning in the midst of 
a modern, technological society, but 
in his view that is worthy of a 
perjorative. Cutting ourselves off from 
Madda, Dr. Lamm warns. risks con­
signing Judaism to the status of a 
sect- forever outside the main-
11 by the Council of Jewish Federations 
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stream of history-not a nation 
(p.51). But a people that has pre­
served its national identity over two 
millennia, without land or political 
power, bound together only by a com­
mon allegiance to Torah, needs no in­
struction in the true meaning of na­
tionhood. Dr. Lamm, however, is con­
cerned that we Iisk eschewing any 
role in evolving human history. We, 
however, need not become Uke all the 
nations to have an impact on the 
world. The Jewish people are a nation 
destined to dwell alone, a nation 
whose leading role in bringing the 
world to its ultimate fulfillment lies 
precisely in preserving its distinctive­
ness from all the other nations. A be­
lieving Jew, far from feeling himself 
removed from the fate of the world, 
knows that ultimately he has been 
blessed with the greatest capacity to 
improve the world. As Rabbi Chaim 
Volozhiner teaches in Ruach Chaim 

The effect of this 
emphasis on synthesis is 
to transform Torah and 
Madda into what 
appear as co-equal 
forms of knowledge. 

(1:3). Hashem desires to shower the 
world with all manner of blessings. 
but can do so, k'veyachal only when 
we fulfill His will, which is known to 
us through the Torah. The Jew, then, 
has the greatest potential to serve as 
a conduit for blessing to the whole 
world. 

The only other concrete argument 
offered by Dr. Lamm for the need to 
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To bit in constam awe of Hashem and to raehze Hos 
awarel\ilss ol our OWll'Y thought and actkin 

invest years in the acquisition of 
worldly knowledge is that such 
knowledge is a prerequisite to reach­
ing out to secular Jews. to being able 
to speak their idiom and to counter 
their arguments. 12 This argument 

6a. Not to haw thou9hls nor undertake any actNity that may '9ad 

12 Dr. Lamm also suggests that we must know the 
demonic aspects of secular culture so that we can 
defend ourselves (p.5l). After the Holocaust, how­
ever. it is doubtful'that we need any instruction 
in the demonic potential ofvartous secular ideas 
or that our defense lies in schoolbooks. Moreover, 
the standard college curriculum is value-free. 
dealing: with all branches of knowledge on equal 
terms, as ifTorah and Shakespeare {lehavdi/J were 
of identical validity. 
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may sound impressive, but major 
forces in the kinw movement of the 
last twenty years have been drawn 
from those trained in traditional 
yeshivas. And in every major Jewish 
population center today. kollelim 
made up of those trained in such 
yeshivas are at the center of renewed 
interest in intense Torah learning. 

The Ultimate Trade-Off: 
For What Benefit? 

D r. Lamm ultimately fails to 
provide any reason why one 
should Jessen his study of 

that which brings us the World-to­
Come for that which primarily en­
hances our appreciation of this world; 
why one should exchange the study 
of Torah. through which Hashem is 
apprehended most directly. for the 
study of nature, through which He 
can only be deduced. The Torah is 
eternal and unchanging; much of 
Madda is ephemeral. with new "dis­
coveries .. supplanted in their turn. 
(Dr. Lamm himself critiques both the 
Rambwnand Rabbi Samson Raphael 
Hirsch for having been enchanted 
with philosophies-neo-Aristotelian­
ism and German idealism. respec­
tively-which today seem outdated.) 

To Dr. Lamm. the distinction be­
tween a Jew and a human being is an 
"artificial"' one (p.143). And thus he is 
led to the celebration of a life of explo­
ration of what it means to be fully hu­
man (p.216)-a life in which the 
study of the music of Beethoven. the 
painting of Cewnne. and the poetry 
ofWordsworth takes its rightful place 
alongside the study ofTorah. for that 
study reveals the potential with 
which the Creator has imbued those 
created in His Image (p.223). 

The distinction between a Jew and 
a human being. however. is funda­
mental: All men are created in the Di­
vine Image; only Jews are called chil­
dren of the Omnipresent. And that 
special closeness is reflected in the 
gift of the Torah. given to Israel alone 
(Avos 3: 18). Our task in the world is 
not to discover what it means to be 
fully human. but what it means to be 
fully Jewish; it is to develop ourselves 
in those areas given to us alone and 
thereby reveal Hashem's Will to man­
kind. • 
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