SAMuel Tobias Lachs
(April 8 [14 Nisan], 1926-September 17 [17 Elul], 2000)

 The passing of Professor Samuel Tobias Lachs on September 17, 2000 was a loss to Jewish scholarship in general and to the intellectual-spiritual life of the Philadelphia Jewish community, where he taught for nearly half a century, first as a rabbi in a small congregation in the fifties,  and then as a professor at Gratz College (1960-81) and Bryn Mawr College (1971-97).


A native of Philadelphia, Sam Lachs was educated at Gratz College (1945), the University of Pennsylvania (1946), the Jewish Theological Seminary (1950), and Dropsie College, where he received his Ph.D. in 1958. Following his rabbinical ordination at JTS and a stint as an Army chaplain (1950-52), he returned to Philadelphia and served as rabbi at Congregation Ahavath Israel in West Oak Lane. He made Jewish education a high priority there. He was a dynamic speaker and teacher and had a powerful impact on the youth of his congregation. When one of them, at the age of thirteen, told Lachs that he wanted to become a rabbi, Lachs taught him Mishna in his home at 7 a.m. three times a week for two summers. This receptiveness and generosity to his students became one of Lachs’s defining characteristics. At Gratz, he introduced teenage students to critical scholarship. One of  them, now a noted scholar, would later start a midrasha high school program where he now lives, inspired by his experience with  Lachs at Gratz. He recalls that as a teenager, meeting  a person of such integrity, such commitment to Judaism, and such skepticism, and  who honestly exhibited to the teens all of his own radical questioning, made it hard for teens to rebel. Lachs’s students also saw his internal compass. One, who saw how the audience surrounded  Lachs after a lecture, said to him: “You must really enjoy how much they admire you.”  Lachs replied: “It’s not what people think of you that counts, but what you think of the quality of what you do.” 

One of  Lachs’s students at Bryn Mawr, who became a  scholar under his influence,  recalls that he was devoted to the education of women and  proud of the women scholars who emerged from his classroom. She also recalls that he practiced what he preached:   When he taught a course at Swarthmore one year, some Bryn Mawr students  drove there with him to attend the class, and this student  smelled fresh produce in the trunk;  Lachs explained that he and his wife Phyllis (herself a scholar) shared the shopping, and produce was his responsibility. Gender equality was much discussed at Bryn Mawr in those days, and  Lachs made a big impression on this student.


 Lachs was blessed with a keen intellect, a superb memory, and passion for what he did. He was a forceful, energetic pedagogue who analyzed texts  with surgical skill. He was a charismatic teacher with extremely high standards; students who chose his courses knew they were going to have to work very hard. He applied his high standards to everything and didn’t compromise on matters of principle. Even when it would embroil him in controversy, he outspokenly demanded academic rigor and high quality in every program and institution that he was associated with. He was equally demanding of himself. When he felt a couple of  years ago that his memory wasn’t as sharp as it once was -- though none of his students felt that was the case --  he stopped teaching and giving divrei Torah because he wouldn’t give people anything but his best.


 Lachs regularly delivered divrei Torah in the Havurah at Temple Beth Hillel-Beth El in Wynnewood, Pennsylvania, where he and Mrs. Lachs worshiped for many years. His divrei Torah were among the real treats of Shabbat services, thoughtful reflections on important issues, based on his deep learning. This was true whether he had been given advance notice or had to step in at the last moment. In either circumstance, he never had to grope for words; his thinking was so clear and his formulation so articulate that even what he said impromptu needed no editing. 

 Lachs’s scholarship ranged widely over rabbinic and Christian literature. His two main interests were what he called rabbinic humanism and clarifying the New Testament with the help of rabbinic literature. In his book A Rabbinic Commentary on the New Testament: The Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke (1987) he adduced Talmudic and Midrashic texts that were contemporary with, or a little later than, the New Testament, for the purpose of identifying and clarifying the Jewish elements in the New Testament.  This approach has been followed since the eighteenth century, but Lachs considered previous studies poorly informed about either the New Testament or rabbinic literature, or biased: Christian scholars sought to show the superiority of Christianity, while Jewish scholars sought to show the superiority of Judaism.  Lachs, who was well-trained in both subjects, produced a 450-page commentary on three of the gospels that was more learned, nuanced, and up-to-date than any of its predecessors, and he avoided apologetics and value judgements in favor of a dispassionate presentation of the evidence. 

In his book Humanism in Talmud and Midrash (1993) Lachs did not  avoid value judgements. He was vehemently opposed to the pietistic fundamentalism that has sometimes paralyzed Jewish law in modern times. His aim was to show that although theocentrism has dominated Jewish thought from Talmudic times to the present, there were always humanistic sages as well, and that rabbinic humanism made Jewish law dynamic and responsive to change. As he put it:
[R]eligion by its very nature is conservative. Sacred texts, deemed divine in origin, are said not to change and change itself is regularly cast in the role of tradition’s enemy. The theocentrist almost always tends to be a strict constructionist of the Law and is likely to seek original intent and import when interpreting its content. The anthropocentrist opts for reinterpretation of the divine text to meet the current and future needs of society, which would be ill served were he not to pursue this approach. (pp. 23f.)*
Lachs showed that the rabbis believed that God had placed the interpretation and application of His own revelation in the hands of Torah sages. God’s will meant whatever they said it did in each generation, and God waived the right to pull rank and overrule their interpretations. God’s revealed will is de factoand de jure what learned human scholars say it is. This is what  Lachs meant by anthropocentrism or humanism. He concluded:
A society that lives in an idealized past is immobilized, unable to deal intelligently with the realities of the present. The humanist is an advocate of a dynamic society: others become content with a static, pietistic one. A society is fortunate in which the voice of the humanist is heard and heeded. (p. 121)
Lachs argued that this approach was in no way antithetical to a belief in God and revelation. The relevance of this approach for the modern world is obvious. 

 Lachs left an indelible impression on all who knew him. In one respect he fit the classic description of the Sabra: tough on the outside, warm sweet on the inside. His public persona was that of the imposing scholar, tall, elegant, strong-voiced and strong-willed, articulate and erudite. But those who knew him socially also saw his warmth and humor, knew of his fondness for opera, and  most importantly, his deep devotion to, and admiration for, his wife, children and grandchildren. He was also a devoted friend. Even during his last months, whenever I called to ask how he was feeling, he would give me an honest but brief answer, and then ask about my family and especially about our grandchildren, whose names he always remembered. 

An important part of a scholar's legacy is the students he inspires. Lachs's students included Profs. Arnold Eisen, Ruth Langer and Ruth Sandberg, as well as scores of  future rabbis and knowledgeable lay leaders. As a scholar and teacher, perhaps Lachs left his own epitaph at the beginning of his book on humanism, where he quoted this comment from Maimonides’ commentary on the Mishna (Berakhot 9:7): “It is more precious to me to teach some of the fundamentals of our religion than any of  the other things I study.” 
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