
 
A Graduation and a Yarhzeit 

Reflections on the 30th Yahrzeit of Rabbi Joseph H. Lookstein 
(Sermon for Parshat Shelach, June 20, 2009) 

 
 What made Calev unique, set apart from all of the scouts?  The Torah addresses 
that question 
והביאותיו אל הארץ אשר בא שמה וזרעו יורישנה , וימלא אחרי, רת עמוועבדי כלב עקב היתה רוח אח   
“But my servant Calev, inasmuch as he had a different spirit, and he followed me 
faithfully, therefore I will bring him to the land to which he is going and his descendants 
will inherit it “ 
 
 On the words ruach acheret – “different spirit”, Rashi, quoting the Midrash 
Tanchuma, comments “he had two spirits, one expressed with his lips and one in his 
heart.  To the scouts he said: ‘I am with you,’ but in his heart he was determined to 
speak the truth.” 
 
 Unless we are to assume that Calev was a charlatan, a devious person who 
appeared one way to one group and another way to a different group – something 
which doesn’t fit with our general understanding of Calev and which is unlikely to be 
Rashi’s interpretation of him – we must assume that there were two aspects to Calev’s 
behavior and personality.  It is those two aspects that I would like to explore with you. 
 
 First, Calev got along with the establishment.  He was at one with his fellow 
Jews.  He was on speaking terms with them all.  He respected others whose views he 
did not share, because he knew that – as Rav Kook used to say – “that which unites us 
is far greater than that which divides us.”  This was one aspect of his personality and his 
MO.   
 
 But he had another side to him.  ובלבו היה לומר האמת 
“In his heart he spoke the truth” and he would not compromise on it.  He knew that God 
would bring Israel to the Promised Land and that his fellow scouts had brought back a 
false report, a report from which he dissented publicly. 
 
...ויהס כלב את העם     “And Calev silenced the people”.  As Rashi explains, only he 
could silence the people because they knew that he was one of them.  Only he could 
say .   עלה נעלה וירשנו אותה כי יכול נוכל לה  
“let us go and inherit the land because we are capable of doing that.”   
 
 This dual approach of Calev mirrors the pattern of behavior of my father, of 
blessed memory.  He was very much a part of the Jewish people, beloved, respected 
and appreciated by all streams:  Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, Reconstructionist, 
Chabad, Yiddishist, Zionist, Secularist – every group and every person.  For a week 
after his passing on Friday, July 13, 1979, from Sunday until the next Friday, there were 
no less than fifty-seven death notices in the The New York Times, representing the total 
Jewish community.  A partial listing will illustrate how much of a persona grata he was to 
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all Jews.  Aside from the notices of KJ and Ramaz, there were extended obituaries from 
Federation, UJA, the New York Board of Rabbis (of which he had been a President), the 
Rabbinical Council of America (of which he was a past President), the JDC on whose 
board he sat for decades, Bar Ilan University of which he had been President and then 
Chancellor, Yeshiva University in which he took a major leadership role, especially 
during the period between the death of Dr. Bernard Revel and the appointment of Dr. 
Samuel Belkin as the new President, American Mizrachi Women, the Religious Zionists 
of America, Emunah Women of America, the Greater New York Conference on Soviet 
Jewry, The National Conference on Soviet Jewry, The Union of Orthodox Jewish 
Congregations of America, The Jewish Community Relations Council of New York, the 
Jewish Welfare Board, The United Synagogue of America, (Conservative) the Warsaw 
Ghetto Resistance Organization, The World Federation of Bergen Belzen Association, 
Congregation B’nai Jeshurun, the Park Avenue Synagogue, the Synagogue Council of 
America of which he had been a President only a few years before his passing, the 
Board of Jewish Education, Yeshiva Torah Vadaath, The Rabbi Jacob Joseph School, 
the Israel Bond Organization and many local synagogues. 
 
 I do not recall such a wall-to-wall response of mourning, grief and appreciation – 
not before nor since.  All of this was indicative of how he embraced the total community 
and how he was in turn embraced by it.   
 
 But he had another ruach too.  A ruach balev, a spirit in his heart which reflected 
the fact that although he was a practical pluralist who respected all Jews and who knew 
that different Jews would worship differently and think differently, he was not a 
theoretical pluralist.  He believed in his heart that Modern Orthodox Judaism was the 
right way to live and he was determined to emplant in our community something very 
special.  That something, that ruach, was caught by the Rav, of blessed memory, in a 
centennial lecture which he delivered at KJ in the winter of 1973 before a packed 
synagogue.  At the end of an hour’s presentation on “The Synagogue:  Institution and 
Idea”, the Nature of the Jewish Community, the Rav added something about my father 
that captured his ruach baalev, his essence, the qualities and vision that made him 
unique and that impacted so decisively, not alone upon this community, but on the 
entire Orthodox world.   
 

I have a liking for pioneers, for experimenters, for people who do not 
follow the crowd.  I have always admired the first ones, the early ones, the 
beginners, the originators.  Even in my derashot I prefer to speak about those 
who defied public opinion, disregarded mockery and ridicule, and blazed new 
trails leading man to God. 

 
I accepted without any hesitation the invitation to be present here tonight.  

I did not tell young Rabbi Lookstein, “Come back, I’ll think about it, I’ll consult my 
calendar.”  I said, “Do you want me?  I’ll be there.”  My presence here tonight is 
only due to my profound respect for your rabbi, your illustrious rabbi, Rabbi 
Joseph Lookstein. 
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Your Rabbi – I don’t know whether he knows it himself – is a courageous 
pioneer.  I have watched Rabbi Lookstein.  He has performed an almost 
superhuman task in representing the Orthodox Jewish community vis-à-vis the 
outside world – I mean the Jewish outside world, the non-Orthodox, 
nontraditional community , as well as the gentile world – with tact, dignity, and 
wisdom.  He has enhanced our prestige.   

 
When I came to the United States so many years ago, Orthodoxy was at a 

low ebb.  People, including Orthodox Jews themselves, laughed at Orthodoxy, 
greeted the Orthodox rabbi, and the so-called Orthodox Shul, with disdain and 
contempt.  As a matter of fact, twenty-five or thirty years ago we were not 
confronted by opponents, for we meant nothing.  We did not arouse enmity; no 
one fought us.  We simply did not exist.  We were met with laughter and ridicule, 
not with opposition.  The situation is different now.  And the change is due to a 
few people, among whom Rabbi Lookstein is the most outstanding pioneer.  He 
showed the American Jew that it is possible to have a synagogue conform to the 
Shulchan Arukh both architecturally and ritually.  As an example, I mean that this 
type of Bimah – which reminds me of my youth, of my childhood years, and I feel 
kind of nostalgic about it – conforms to the Shulchan Arukh, and at the same 
time, this Shul excelled as far as good behavior, cultivated manners, and 
beautiful sermons were concerned.  Rabbi Lookstein contradicted the accusation 
hurled at us – and I heard this accusation many times – that Orthodoxy is 
synonymous with slovenliness, vulgarity, ignorance, lack of culture, lack of 
refinement.  I believe that we owe Rabbi Lookstein a yasher koah for it.   

 
He was not satisfied with a house of worship.  He built the Ramaz School.  

To build a day school in the New York East Side nearly forty years ago bordered 
on the heroic. 

 
Rabbi Lookstein is fully responsible for the survival, growth, and 

development of Bar-Ilan University. 
 
What else can I say?  I can only pray that your illustrious rabbi should 

continue for many, many years to build, to quest for greater and greater things, to 
reach out for the impossible; however, as far as Rabbi Lookstein is concerned, I 
do not know whether “impossible” is the proper description. 

 
 

Was my father successful?  Did he establish a lasting legacy?  There are many 
ways to answer those questions.  One way, however, is to cite the two valedictory 
addresses delivered at the Commencement Exercises of the Rabbi Joseph H. Lookstein 
Upper School of Ramaz this past Wednesday night.   
 
 The first was delivered by Talia Thurm of our congregation who was both the 
President of the student-body and the captain of the undefeated Ramaz Girls Varsity 
Basketball team – undefeated until the finals of the Yeshiva League Playoff in which we 
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were upset.  She said:  “We know the importance of being a mensch and exemplifying 
true Jewish values.  We are Torah observant men and women with a strong 
commitment to Israel and helping, not just our fellow Jews but anyone in need.  We can 
quote Shakespeare or Shas.  We leave with a clear sense of who we are as both 
keepers of tradition and citizens of the modern world.”  My father would have kvelled.  
 The second valedictory address was delivered in a beautiful Hebrew by my 
father’s great-grandson, David Baruch, who was the second third generation graduate 
in the history of Ramaz.  There was also a third that night, Daniele Deluty, the daughter 
of alumna Rebecca Schub, and the granddaughter of alumna, Frances Durst Schub. 
 
 David’s speech was all about making a difference in the world and the capacity 
that each of us has to change the world.  He credited Ramaz with inspiring this 
conviction in him and he cited one example of how a Ramaz program strengthened that 
conviction. 
 
 In February 2008, when David was a Junior, he went with DeeDee Benel and 
twenty students from Ramaz to work over President’s weekend for Habitat for Humanity 
in York, Pennsylvania, building and renovating houses for the poor.  For two days the 
students worked tirelessly to improve the life of people whom they had never met.  One 
of their co-workers was a retiree by the name of Gary with whom they established a 
warm relationship.  David asked Gary: “Why are you doing this after you have retired 
from your previous work?”  Gary answered:  “Because there is a job to do.”  David 
concluded that the most important thing he learned during those two days was just that:  
“There’s a job to do”.   
 

One hundred and seven years ago, on the first night of Chanukah, a Yosef was 
born who had two ruchot within him:  One, a love for and a commitment to all Jews; and 
the second, to change the Jewish world, to make a difference, to affect decisively the 
face and essence of American Orthodox Judaism.  He left his lasting imprint on our 
community – KJ and Ramaz  –  and on the total Jewish community.  He knew he had a 
job to do and, because of him, so do we:  his children, grandchildren and great 
grandchildren.   
 
 Thirty years after his passing, in tribute to him and in reverence for his sacred 
life, let us continue to do that job! 


