
Five new institutions, including
Brown University and Graduate
Theological Union, were named as
Posen Grant recipients for the 2006-07
academic year, joining 11 other
American colleges and universities that
now receive funding through the Posen
Project for the study of secular Jewish
history and cultures. 

Rutgers University, Binghamton
University, and Miami University of
Ohio were also added to the growing
program. Each will receive a $50,000
grant—for up to three years—towards
the development and teaching of new
courses in Jewish secularism. 

The institutions were chosen for sev-
eral reasons, said Myrna Baron, execu-
tive director of the Center for Cultural
Judaism, which administers the grants
on behalf of the Posen Foundation.
Most important was each school’s
“core” course—the centerpiece of its
application.

“Selections were made on the basis
of a strong ‘core’ course; an understand-
ing of what it means to teach secular
Jewish culture; and an ability to inte-
grate these courses over time and make
them permanent,” said Ms. Baron.
Those criteria were established by the
Posen Foundation and an Academic
Advisory Committee that includes Dr.
David Biale of the University of
California–Davis, the committee chair;
Dr. Mark Raider of the University of

Cincinnati; and two scholars from the
University of Massachusetts–Amherst,
Dr. Susan Shapiro and Dr. James E.
Young. 

As for the courses themselves, they
explore a period of rapid secularization
known as Haskalah, or the Jewish
Enlightenment, that began in the 
18th century after the European
Enlightenment. “It marked a dramatic
change in intellectual Jewish thought
and Jewish life,” explained Ms. Baron,
“yet students often don’t understand its
impact unless it is taught as a discrete
subject.”

To that end, the Posen courses
explore the subject in great depth, over
the course of a semester or a full year.
The proposed courses reflect the impor-
tance of secularization, said Ms. Baron.
The Graduate Theological Union, for
instance, proposed a course in “Secular
Jewish Thought.” Miami University of
Ohio conceived a survey called “Secular
Jewish Culture from the Enlightenment
to Zionism.” 

The addition of five new institutions
marks the latest expansion of the Posen
Project, which began in 2000 and, in
less than six years, has expanded to 25
institutions in Israel and the United
States. “The Posen courses and guest
lectures have more than enriched our
curriculum,” said Dr. Vanessa Ochs, the
Ida and Nathan Kolodiz Director of
Jewish Studies at the University of

Virginia. “They have expanded the
awareness of our community of learners
to include cultural Judaism as a vibrant
and diverse heritage, a body of knowl-
edge that is a vital pillar of Jewish
Studies.” 

Other institutions that have received
grants include Bard and Dickinson
Colleges,UCLA, Temple University, the
University at Albany, the University of
Denver and the University of Michigan;
and nine institutions in Israel, includ-
ing Tel Aviv University and the Ofakim
program at Tel Aviv University, Oranim
College, Open University, Achva
Hebrew College, Haifa University, the
Interdisciplinary Center at Herzliya,
Kerem Teacher Training Institute, and
Lewinsky Teachers College. 5
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“It’s been a very exciting twelve
months,” said Felix Posen, addressing a
roomful of scholars in Miami, Florida.
As the chair of the Posen Foundation—
and the host of the two-day conference
on teaching Jewish secularism—he
sounded sanguine about the future of
the Posen Project, which underwrites
courses in secular Jewish history and
cultures. 

“The number of institutions is 25,”
he went on. “I think we’ll double that
in the next four or five years.”

Eighteen of those institutions had
representatives in the room at the Sue
and Leonard Miller Center for
Contemporary Judaic Studies at the
University of Miami. The gathering of
Jewish Studies professors—which drew
scholars from the United States and
Israel—focused on the future of the
evolving project, now six years in the
making. 

Mr. Posen, who chaired both days’
sessions, also unveiled another major
project: a history of Jewish secularism
slated for 2007. “It will be the first time
in history we’ll have a book on it,” said
Mr. Posen, who introduced the forth-
coming book’s author, University of
California–Davis professor Dr. David
Biale. Meanwhile, a separate project,
The Posen Library of Jewish Culture and
Civilization, has also been initiated
through Posen Foundation funding,
and will take significantly longer.

The scope of that project—an
anthology of all Jewish cultural and reli-
gious productions—seemed “ambi-
tious, if not impossible” at its inception,
said Dr. James E. Young, Editor-in-
Chief of the anthology. “Yale is very
excited,” said Dr. Young, referring to
the project’s publisher, Yale University
Press. He read from a 13-page prospec-
tus outlining its many collaborators.
“The volume editors are the experts in
their fields,” said Mr. Posen afterward.

More than 30 professors and depart-
ment chairs had arrived the weekend of

March 26. The conference, set against
the lush backdrop of the University of
Miami campus, convened Jewish
Studies professors, historians and
Yiddishists; an anthropologist and two
sociologists; and professors of literature,
rabbinics, philosophy, comparative lit-
erature and German Studies. 

“Shalom and welcome,” said Dr.
Haim Shaked, founding director of the
University of Miami's Sue and Leonard
Miller Center for Contemporary Judaic
Studies and director of the George
Feldenkreis Program in Judaic Studies.
“I’m delighted to see we have more
institutions around the table.” 

Those institutions included five new
grantees for the 2006-07 academic year.
For some at the conference, it was a
reunion; for others, an introduction to
the growing program. 

“One of the reasons there’s such
good buzz is they’re doing something
real: they’re working hard and thinking
through issues,” said Dr. Susan Shapiro
of University of Massachusetts–
Amherst, referring to students in the
core courses. Later, in the first of four
study sessions, Dr. Shapiro spoke force-
fully about the meaning of secularism
and the roles of secular Jewish thinkers
who frequently appear on “core” course
syllabi. Dr. Shapiro’s paper, a reconsid-
eration of Baruch Spinoza and Moses
Mendelssohn, led to an unscheduled

symposium on the definition of secular-
ism and its meaning in different contexts.
Conference attendees differentiated
between two kinds of secularism: a
“hard” secularism that pertains to one’s
religious beliefs, and a “soft” secularism
that refers to the separation of church
and state, a prerequisite for modern
democracy. 

During study sessions, there was
time to debate some perennial ques-
tions—and also raise some fresh ones.
In a study session titled “Who is a Jew?”
Yaakov Malkin turned his attention to
Israel, and an Orthodox rabbinate that
would enforce halacha, or Jewish law,
on the Israeli citizenry. Dr. David
Shneer and Dr. Caryn Aviv, colleagues
at the University of Denver and co-
authors of New Jews: The End of the
Jewish Diaspora, a book that questions
the concept of Diaspora for contempo-
rary Jews, took turns discussing their
book, their research, and their travels
into various Jewish communities,
including the secular Russian commu-
nity of Moscow.

Like the subjects of Dr. Shneer’s and
Dr. Aviv’s book, the 25 institutions are
themselves eclectic—small and large,
private and public, and geographically
scattered, from Davis, California to Tel
Aviv. The conversation stayed acute.
“Because of our Posen lecture series, we
were able to have guests at UVA that we
never would have had before,” said Dr.
Vanessa Ochs, University of Virginia’s
director of Jewish Studies. She singled
out Dr. Jonathan Sarna, the Brandeis
historian, whose lecture on “The Rise,
Fall and Rebirth of Secularism” was en-
thusiastically received by students. 

The tone of the conference varied
with each discussion. In the end,
though, there was agreement on a
common subject. “I think it’s really
important for these courses to last,”
said Dr. Laura Levitt of Temple
University. “It takes a lot of effort, but
it’s really crucial.” 5

University of Miami Hosts 2nd Annual Posen Conference

Dr. Haim Shaked welcomes attendees to the
2nd annual Posen Conference in Miami.
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Felix Posen, the chair of the Posen
Foundation, was named Doctor
Philosophia Honoris Causa in a ceremo-
ny last spring at Tel Aviv University. He
was honored “in recognition of his
extraordinary contribution to the pro-
motion of Jewish culture, history, phi-
losophy and society in Israel and
around the world.” 

The ceremony, held on May 20th
and attended by over one thousand
guests, marked the 50th anniversary of
Tel Aviv Universi-
ty. Among this
year’s distinguished
honorees from all
over the world
were Joschka
Fischer, the former
German Foreign
Minister and Vice
Chancellor, who
addressed the audience on behalf of the
honorees.

“It is a great honor and pleasure for
all the honorees to be here tonight,” he
told an audience that included Yuli
Tamir, Israel’s Minister of Education.
Mr. Posen’s fellow honorees included
Liz Mohn, chairperson of Bertelsmann
Asset Management Group, and Amalia
Kahana-Carmon, an Israel Prize-win-

ning scholar, with whom Mr. Posen
shared the dais.

Among such distinguished compa-
ny, Mr. Posen was singled out for “his
indefatigable effort to familiarize secu-
lar Jewish communities throughout the
Diaspora with the richness and diversi-
ty of Judaism.” Those efforts include,
primarily, a plan to fund college cours-
es in Jewish secularization, an initiative
known as the Posen Project for the
study of secular Jewish history and

cultures. 
“There is a

huge number of
Judaica programs
in the United
States, and some
of them are
a b s o l u t e l y
superb,” said Mr.
Posen in a 2005

Public Radio interview. “But no one
until now has had a course in teaching
Judaism as a secular culture.”

Sixteen American colleges and uni-
versities have received funding through
the Posen Project, including five named
as recent grant recipients. 

Mr. Posen was born in Berlin,
Germany and made his career as a busi-
nessman. A longtime champion of

Jewish education, he started the Posen
Project in 2000. The success of pilot
schools in Israel convinced him that
courses in “Judaism as Culture” (as they
are referred to in Israel) could be adopt-
ed in the United States, where roughly
40 percent of the world’s Jews live; and
in 2004, the first group of American
institutions received funding. From
there, the Posen Project has expanded,
with grant applications being consid-
ered—and rigorously vetted—by an
Academic Advisory Committee. At the
2nd annual Posen Conference last
March, Mr. Posen predicted that the
program would double in size within
several years. 5

Felix Posen Receives Honorary Doctorate from Tel Aviv University

Felix Posen

“... his indefatigable effort
to familiarize secular Jewish
communities throughout the
Diaspora with the richness
and diversity of Judaism.”

In addition to the two planned works of scholarship
unveiled at the Posen Conference, a third major project is
underway: a four-volume encyclopedia of secular Jewish
cultures.

“This hopefully will be a very notable publishing
event,” said Felix Posen, chair of the Posen Foundation,
which underwrote the project. That seems likely given who
was involved: 240 writers from Israel and the Diaspora,
including Chief Editor Yirmiyahu Yovel, an Israel Prize lau-
reate; Yair Tzaban, who managed and initiated the project;
and scholars ranging from Paul Mendes-Flohr to the writer
Amos Oz.

The other two separate Posen-funded projects—a
history of Jewish secularism by Dr. David Biale, and The
Posen Library of Jewish Culture and Civilization, an
anthology of all Jewish cultural productions, including
religious texts, literature, art, and other works, for which
Dr. James E. Young serves as Editor-in-Chief—were

both unveiled at the 2nd annual Posen Conference this
past March. The third project, an encyclopedia titled A
New Jewish Time: Jewish Culture in a Secular Age, will be
published later this year and will feature thematically
arranged sections on “Jewish Thought,” “Jewish
Historiography,” and “Languages of the Jews” (among
others), with subsections for personalities, concepts,
occurrences, and institutions. “These are not short lexi-
cographic entries, but are comprehensive articles, hun-
dreds or thousands of words in length,” the editors write
in a précis. “In brief: our aim is to produce a book in
which each section can be read in one sweep, so that the
reader thereby gains a wide and relatively deep concept
of that particular field, all in the same section.”

A New Jewish Time: Jewish Culture in a Secular Age
will be published in Hebrew by Keter Publishing House,
with the English translation scheduled for late 2007 or
early 2008. 5

New Jewish Time



Temple University Introduces Certificate in Jewish Secular Studies

In May, Elizabeth Manlin became
the first in her class—or any class—to
graduate with a certificate in Jewish
Secular Studies. But she wasn’t the only
one marking the occasion. Ms. Manlin,
an honors student at Temple
University, shared the achievement
with Dr. Laura Levitt and Dr. Miriam
Peskowitz—two members of the Jewish
Studies faculty at Temple who helped
bring the program into existence.

When they began planning the pro-
gram three years ago, Dr. Levitt envi-
sioned it as a “mini-minor”: four
courses in Jewish secularism, including
one required “core” course and a possi-
ble internship. She and Dr. Peskowitz
had worked together before, collaborat-
ing on a book that they co-edited
(Judaism since Gender); but creating a
program from scratch posed a different
kind of challenge. 

“At every step there was paperwork,
questions and committees to answer,”
said Dr. Levitt, the director of Jewish
Studies at Temple. “Miriam played an
instrumental role in writing the various
documents and support materials to get
official approval at Temple.”

For Dr. Levitt, the program was a
way to bring “intellectual cohesiveness”
to the study of Jewish secularism, which
is seldom taught as its own subject. “We
designed this to appeal to students who
want to do Jewish Studies but don’t see
this as a career path,” said Dr. Levitt.
Thus, the program is open to all stu-
dents who want to do “sustained work
in Jewish Studies.”

“Of course, it’s also available for

Jewish Studies majors and minors,” said
Dr. Levitt, who, along with Dr.
Peskowitz, saw the program through a
long gestation. Before 2005, Jewish
Studies majors could choose between
religion and history concentrations. A
concept of Jewish secularism could best
be acquired piecemeal. So Dr. Levitt
pitched the idea, along with a detailed
proposal, to the Posen Foundation.
Once it was approved (and after a
lengthy vetting by Temple University),
the program was initiated last year.

At present, Temple’s new concentra-
tion is the first of its kind in an
American college or university. In that
sense, it marks not only a leap for
Temple University but a step in the evo-
lution of Jewish Studies, a field that
barely existed 40 years ago, and, until
the 1970’s, was mostly restricted to
Holocaust Studies. 

Today that is no longer the case—
142 institutions now offer some kind of
degree in Jewish Studies, whether a
bachelor’s degree, a master’s, a doctor-
ate, or a certificate, according to the
Association for Jewish Studies. But few
of those schools approach Jewish secu-
larism as a discrete subject, and even
fewer devote the kind of resources, and
academic rigor, that Temple University
has.

That commitment was apparent in
Dr. Levitt’s proposal, which included
plans to expand Temple’s Jewish Studies
website with links and a discussion
board, creating a formidable resource
for students interested in Jewish secu-
larism. Dr. Levitt also sought to inte-
grate the new concentration into
Temple’s existing framework, and to
develop new courses in Secular Jewish
Studies.

It was with this last idea that the
Posen Foundation, through its signa-
ture grant project, provided additional
help. In the fall of 2003, Temple
received $50,000 towards developing
and teaching new courses in Jewish sec-

ularism. The result was “Jewish
Secularism and Jewish Civilization,” a
core course that surveys Jewish ideas
and cultures from the Second Temple
period to the present. 

Students must take the core course,
but aside from that, they have freedom
to cherry-pick courses from Temple’s
Jewish Studies catalogue, including four
new courses related to Jewish secular-
ism. An internship with a local commu-
nity organization can count towards the
three electives that are required. 

For her part, Ms. Manlin began tak-
ing Jewish Studies courses as an under-
classman—credits that counted
retroactively towards her certificate.
The program is still growing, thanks to
positive reactions to both the courses
and Dr. Levitt. “Wonderful and bril-
liant,” a student gushed on the website
ratemyprofessors.com—an admittedly
subjective index of a professor’s teach-
ing ability. “Love her love her love her,”
another student wrote. (A more objec-
tive measure may be that enrollment
topped 50 in the core course last year.) 

As Dr. Levitt makes clear, she and
Dr. Peskowitz couldn’t have created the
program by themselves. First, there was
the financial largesse of the Posen
Foundation. Second, there was the
cooperation from Temple University
and the Temple faculty. (Eleven profes-
sors from seven different departments
have taught courses now included in
the concentration.) Rebecca Alpert, the
chair of the Religion department at
Temple, did a great deal of administra-
tive work (“Rebecca has been a great
supporter and helper with this,” Dr.
Levitt said) and professor Elliot
Ratzman, a doctoral candidate in
Modern Jewish Thought at Princeton,
taught the inaugural core course. 

And last but not least, there was the
enthusiasm of students like Ms.
Manlin, the first at Temple and in the
country to graduate with a certificate in
Jewish Secular Studies. 5

Dr. Laura Levitt
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A diverse list of courses, including
“Jewishness Beyond Religion” and “The
Spirit of Secularism,” have been offered
through the Posen Project, and while
they vary greatly, a few things distin-
guish them collectively: their scope, for
one, but also their variety. 

From Heine to Spinoza, from Marx
to Sartre to Mel Brooks, they cover the
full sweep of Jewish history—3,000
years of high culture, low culture, and
counterculture. Among the eleven core
courses are ones that explore the
Haskalah, or Jewish Enlightenment. A
second category of “peripheral” courses
covers everything else Jewish, a list so
expansive it resists summarization.

The courses were funded by the
Posen Foundation, whose chairman,
Felix Posen, has sought to expand the
course offerings of Jewish Studies
departments. “Jewish culture is one of
the great cultures of the world,” said
Mr. Posen in a 2005 interview.
Students “take Japanese culture, Indian

culture, Chinese culture. Why not
Jewish culture?” 

The Posen Project was launched in
2000, and since then, sixteen American
schools have received $50,000 grants
toward the teaching of new courses in
the phenomena of secularization and
shifting definitions of Jewish identity.
(Similar programs are also underway in
Israel.) But they differ from other
Jewish Studies courses in an important
way—by treating the history of Jewish
secularization as a single, coherent
topic, and devoting an entire semester
(or year) to understanding its impact.

“A dozen years ago, it was possible to
graduate with a Jewish Studies degree
and not understand the impact of the
secularization of Jewish thought,” said
Myrna Baron, who directs the New
York-based Center for Cultural
Judaism. “Not any more. The Posen
courses will fill that gap.”

The timing of the Project was
important, she went on, citing a grow-

ing number of secular Jewish college
students, and a need for coursework
that engages them. 

The Project is expected to grow as
more schools apply for grants. In the
meantime, new courses are being devel-
oped at 16 different U.S. schools,
including five that joined the program
in the current academic year: Rutgers
University; Miami University of Ohio;
the Graduate Theological Union;
Brown University; and Binghamton
University. There may be no single, rep-
resentative course, but a close look at a
few (and a survey of the rest) sheds light
on the breadth—and depth—of the
Posen Project. 

A

The courses tend to fall into two
broad categories. The first looks at cul-
tures, movements, and patterns of
change—specifically, the period known
as Haskalah.

The second looks at individuals: the
artists and writers, thinkers and machers,
who define themselves as Jews (and
define Jewish culture to non-Jews). 

For instance, “The Spirit of
Secularism” follows the rise of secular-
ism from Spinoza to the present day.
“Judaism between Modernity and
Secularization,” another core course,
takes a look at how Jews reacted—and
adapted—to the changes wrought by
modernity. “Jewishness Beyond
Religion,” a core course at Bard
College, looks broadly at how Jewish
identity changed in modern times, and
closely at several different manifesta-
tions of change: politics, literature, and
language. 

Some courses use timeless questions
as jumping off points; others aim for
topicality. “Where is God?” introduces
students to the works of ten living
scholars, before introducing them to
the scholars themselves at a colloquium
at the end of the quarter. “Pluralism
and Identity in Israel” examines culture
and politics in a part of the world so
volatile that current events begin where

Courses Offer Varied Perspectives on Secular Jewish Cultures

Core Courses Supported by the Posen Project
Bard College: Jewishness Beyond Religion: Defining Secular Jewish Culture

Binghamton University: Secular Jewish Ideologies and Identities*

Brown University: Secular Jewish Identities in the United States*

University of California–Davis: Introduction to Religious and Secular Jewish Cultures;
Secular Jewish Thinkers; The Making of Secular Jewish Culture

UCLA: The Spirit of Secularism: Jewish Cultures in a Secular Age 

University of Denver: Jewish Culture in a Secular Age: History of the Modern Jewish
Experience; The Modern Jewish Revolution; Where is God? Medieval and Modern Jewish
Thought in Conversation 

Dickinson College: Rethinking Judaism: Jewish Identity in a Secular Age

Graduate Theological Union: Secular Jewish Thought*

University of Massachusetts–Amherst: Negotiating Religion and State: Jewish Secularism
and the Emergence of European Modernity

Miami University of Ohio: Secular Jewish Culture from the Enlightenment to Zionism*

University of Miami: Judaism and Modernity: Pluralities of Jewish Culture since the
Enlightenment 

Rutgers University: The Secular Turn: Jewish Thought from Medieval to Modern*

Temple University: Jewish Secularism/Jewish Civilization

University of Virginia: Judaism between Modernity and Secularization: An Introduction to
Judaism as a Culture

*new courses for the 2006-2007 academic year
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the syllabus leaves off. And
“Negotiating Religion and State,”
taught by Dr. Susan Shapiro at the
University of Massachusetts–Amherst,
parses the complex, evolving relation-
ships between Jewish bodies politic and
manifold host states, from the time of
Napoleon to the present day. 

The breadth of the courses is reflect-
ed in the syllabi, which include books
like Cultures of the Jews, a multi-volume
omnibus edited by University of
California–Davis professor Dr. David
Biale, and The Jewish Cultural Tapestry
by Steven Lowenstein. Those two aim
for comprehensiveness, and cram an
entire survey course between two cov-
ers. On the other end of the spectrum is
Jewish Life in Muslim Libya: Rivals and
Relatives, by Harvey E. Goldberg,
which takes a particular culture—a
strand of the tapestry—and parses it
even further.

Many of the courses are impossible
to pigeonhole. “Jews in Counter-
culture,” for instance, is a peripheral
course that looks at how Jews
shaped—and were shaped by—several
decades’ political movements. (“Not
your parents’ seminar” might be an apt
hook—or disclaimer—for several
courses that cover material students
may only know, well, from their par-

ents.) Idealism is a common thread
between that course and “Secular
Promised Lands,” which covers three
different utopian visions (Zionism,
Communism, and Liberal Democracy)
and evaluates each.

Eclecticism seems to be the idea
behind other courses. Brilliant Jews and
brilliant curmudgeons are amply cov-
ered in “20th Century American Jewish
Pop Culture,” a course that dips into
the respective oeuvres of Leonard
Bernstein and Larry David. 

At most schools, students have the
option of taking more than one course
at a time. That may be ideal, since
many of their subjects seem to dovetail.
Dr. David Biale, for instance, has
taught two courses at UC Davis: one
surveys Jewish cultures, while a second,
“Jewish Thinkers,” limns the great
minds that produced those cultures
(or, seen another way, were produced
by them). 

Of all the offerings, the one with the
broadest scope may be “The Making of
Secular Culture,” a core course that
covers both the trends and the seminal
thinkers of the last two centuries, pay-
ing equal attention to movements, peo-
ple, and a third topic that might be the
most quintessentially Jewish. That is, of
course, ideas. 5

7

New Academic Center Examines Secularism in Society
Dr. Barry Kosmin, director of the

renowned 1990 National Jewish
Identification Survey and two major
national surveys of religious identifica-
tion, and Dr. Ariela Keysar, who served
as the study director of the American
Religious Identification Survey (2001),
have spent their careers immersed in
America's religious differences. But
since fall 2005, they've been involved
with a new endeavor—the Institute for
the Study of Secularism in Society and
Culture at Trinity College in Hartford,
Connecticut.

Founded on the premise that while

“America is not short on academic cen-
ters dedicated to examining the role of
religion, what has been missing is a ven-
ture focused on the other side,” the
Institute's raison d'etre is to ask difficult
questions about religion and secularity—
and in the process, serve as something
of a think tank, something of a salon.

“Even as religion appears to be a
growing force in world affairs, the size
of the non-religious population of
many countries is increasing,” said Dr.
Kosmin, the Institute's founding direc-
tor. The Institute's goals are broad and
diverse, and include the development of

undergraduate and graduate level cours-
es on secularism; an annual scholarly
conference; and lectures, conferences,
and colloquia for scholars, journalists,
and the public.

“With a global research agenda on
secularism, secularity and seculariza-
tion, the Institute will monitor pub-
lic opinion and social attitudes on
these topics as well as produce and
archive social statistics on secular
populations in the U.S. and abroad,”
said Dr. Kosmin. 

And indeed, the Institute’s

REQUEST FOR GRANT
PROPOSALS

The Center for Cultural Judaism is
accepting grant proposals for the Posen
Project for the study of secular Jewish
history and cultures, a growing program
that underwrites the teaching of college
courses in Jewish secularism and secular
Jewish cultures. According to the Center’s
Executive Director, Myrna Baron, the
grants are “intended to encourage well-
established university programs and
departments in Jewish Studies, Philosophy,
Literature, Sociology and other related
disciplines.”

Previous grantees—which include the
University of Virginia and UCLA—current-
ly offer students a “core” course in
Jewish secularism in addition to several
“peripheral” courses. According to Ms.
Baron, applicants must propose a strong
core course and “demonstrate the ability
to integrate these courses over time and
make them permanent.”

“Grants will be awarded to support
the teaching of two to four courses per
year, including a core course in secular
Jewish history, texts, philosophy and liter-
ature,” said Ms. Baron. Grantees receive
up to $50,000, which is renewable for two
additional years.

Other criteria—to be weighed by a
four person Academic Advisory
Committee—include an understanding of
what it means to teach courses in Jewish
secularism, and scholarship in this area.

continued on page 11



A May conference on teaching
“Judaism as Culture”—as courses in
Jewish secularism are commonly
known in Israel—drew scholars from
throughout Israel, and from multiple
academic disciplines, to discuss the
possibilities for core courses in the his-
tory of Jewish secularization. 

Among the 41 scholars at the May
4th conference, held at the Yitzhak
Rabin Center in Tel Aviv, were repre-
sentatives from six of the nine Israeli
institutions that offer courses through
the Posen Project. They included Dr.
Fania Oz-Salzberger, a member of the
Faculty of Law at the School of History
at Haifa University; Dr. Ron Margolin
of the Ofakim Program for the Study of
Judaism as Culture at Tel Aviv
University; and Dr. Avriel Bar-Levav,
head of the department of History,
Philosophy and Judaic Studies at The
Open University.

A busy schedule was designed to
cover as much as possible over a single

day. And indeed, the discussions covered
an array of topics, from educating
today's university students to training
tomorrow's professors of Judaism as
Culture, to shifting definitions of Jewish
“culture,” to how the past has shaped
modern notions of Jewish identity.

“I think the most revealing discus-
sion was the one between Professor
Menachem Brinker and Professor
Yirmiyahu Yovel about the question of
Jewish identity,” said Dr. Eli Yassif,
head of the Ofakim Program and the
Berger Chair of the Study of Jewish
Folk-Culture at Tel Aviv University. Dr.
Yassif also praised the Revivim Program
at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem.
“These are the most ambitious and
promising university programs any-
where, and they raised a lot of questions
and admiration,” he said. 

With so many areas of expertise
among them, the professors were under-
standably loath to restrict themselves to
a single approach to Judaism as Culture.

Indeed, among the innovations of the
Posen Project courses is a multidiscipli-
nary approach, which was discussed by
Dr. Pnina Mutzafi-Haller, of the Jacob
Blaustein Institute for Desert Research
at Ben-Gurion University of the Negev,
and others in a seminar chaired by Dr.
Oz-Salzberger. That afternoon seminar,
one of several held over the course of
the day, served as a forum to discuss a 
“trans-disciplinary” approach that
might incorporate education, law, and
anthropology. 

Attendees agreed on a common
principle: pluralism. That was the only
way, the professors decided, to ensure
“an open and critical discussion” of the
ideological disputes that sometimes
arise in Judaism as Culture. 

Said Dr. Yassif: “The conference was
important as it exposed the different
approaches and, even more important,
programs of groups, institutions and
individuals in all the academic institu-
tions in Israel.”5

The AJS conference is a smoothly
run affair, but for many years, one
important thing has been left to chance:
professional childcare. Not anymore. 

Days before the conference, an
announcement by the AJS Women's
Caucus resolved what has become a
looming issue for young academics: the
cost of childcare at the conference.

“There was an excited buzz,” said
Dr. Laura Levitt, director of Jewish
Studies at Temple University.
Professional childcare had often been
costly at the conference, though last
year, the cost was reduced to $100 per
child, thanks to a generous grant from
the Center for Cultural Judaism. 

“We want to support scholars who
are parents, so they can work and
study,” said Myrna Baron, the Center's
director. She linked childcare to the val-
ues of secularism, which “enables Jews
to choose if and when they want to start
families.”

The grant was good news for parents

who attend the conference: not only
would childcare be affordable, it would
be within stroller distance at the hotel.
And more good news: the Center for
Cultural Judaism reaffirmed its commit-
ment to childcare with two additional
grants, one for the 2006 AJS
Conference, and another for the 2nd
annual Posen Conference, a gathering of
Posen Grant recipients held in Miami.

As professors poked on blackberries
and raced to meetings, the rush seemed
to illustrate the baseline stresses of mere-
ly being an academic. But it can be far
harder for professors who are also par-
ents, said Ms. Baron. They can easily
become mired in a loop of concerns that
runs from tenure to lectures to nannies
to office hours.

“Every day I am faced with these
choices,” said Dr. Andrea Lieber, a co-
chair of the Women's Caucus and the
Sophia Ava Asbell Chair of Judaic
Studies at Dickinson College. “How
much time to spend in the office, how

long to keep my kids in daycare, how to
make time for their needs and for mine.”

She seemed to speak for many at the
conference. And, indeed, there was no
better place to discuss childcare issues in
the broader context of the debate over
birthrate and demographics.

“It raises the stakes in these discus-
sions,” said Dr. Levitt, who is not a par-
ent but cheered the “new vision” of the
conference. “We view it as part of work-
ing toward a cultural shift,” said Dr.
Lieber, who is a professor and is also
married to one. “The point was to help
parents, but also to raise awareness.”

Some echoed her sentiments at the
conference, where extra childcare work-
ers were hired at the eleventh hour to
care for a larger-than-expected number
of children. Meanwhile, others were
simply glad to be there. “I hadn't
attended AJS in seven years, because
they didn't have childcare,” said Dr.
Anita Norich, a professor at the Univer-
sity of Michigan. “Now I can attend.” �

First Israeli Conference on Teaching “Judaism as Culture”
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Global Jewry Through the Eyes of Photographer Frederic Brenner

Top: “Former Tajik Barbers, Dead Sea, Israel”; below right, “Jews on Hogs” 
(photos courtesy of the Howard Greenberg Gallery).

The photographer Frederic Brenner, whose
knowledge of the world comes from having
traveled most of it, has shown his work in New
York and Paris, Brooklyn, The United Nations
and Switzerland.  

To that list, one can now add the University
of Denver, where a selection of his photo-
graphs was on display last winter. “Diaspora”
approaches the question of Jewishness from
many angles—55, to be
exact—and drew almost
5,000 visitors to the
Myhren Gallery over sev-
eral months.

Why acquire a Brenner
exhibit? According to Dr.
David Shneer, the point is
to highlight the diversity of Jewish life: 3,000
years of history, culture, and society. “Brenner’s
photographs do just that,” says Dr. Shneer,
director of the Center for Judaic Studies at the
University of Denver. In the process they raise
questions about what binds—but mostly, what
separates—global Jewry. 

Brenner’s Jews are a mélange; shot in black
and white, they seem to inhabit a different
world (or several different worlds). A
Ukrainian midget; a quorum of female rabbis
and cantors; Jews on Harley Davidson motor-
cycles are all included. The obvious question—
how Brenner chose his subjects—is not
addressed, but one thing is clear: “Brenner

shows that the ‘Jewish face’ is a figment of our
imagination,” said Dr. Shneer. “Jewish faces
have always been, and will always be, multieth-
nic and multicultural.”

As arresting as the photographs themselves
is the scope of the project, which took 25 years
to complete. What began as a quest for “the
quintessential Jew” took Brenner to more than
40 countries on five continents. “The more I

progressed, the more I was
forced to abandon the myth
of ‘One People,’” he wrote in
2003. His search for “conti-
nuity” yielded the opposite;
“And the more Jews I met,
the less I understood what a
Jew looked like.” 

That lack of understanding serves as a
jumping off point, raising questions about
other Jewish stereotypes—bookishness, sensi-
bility, sense of humor.

“What do Jews have in common?” says Dr.
Shneer. “It seems to be their willingness to self-
define as Jews and thus place them in a millen-
nia-long history of this group of people.”

If that is all—and it seems to be—it may be
enough. 

“The more we allow more voices (and faces)
into this group of people called Jews,” says Dr.
Shneer, “the richer and more vivacious Jewish
life becomes.” 5

“The more I progressed,
the more I was forced to
abandon the myth of
‘One People.’”



The Temple University students
didn’t know what hit them. “Why
Spinoza?” “Non-religious Judaism?”
“When are we watching Seinfeld?” 

My fall course, “Jewish Secularism:
From Spinoza to Seinfeld,” probably
left many students with more questions
than definitive answers, but I saw the
course as a sort of extended argument.
My claim: that there is a tradition of
secular Jewish thought and culture, and
it owes its intellectual origins in large
part to Spinoza. Spinoza is cited and
gestured to by the giants of modern sec-
ular Judaism: Mendelssohn and Moses
Hess, Marx and Arendt, Freud and
Einstein, Herzl and Ben Gurion, Kafka
and Cahan, down to today’s experi-
ments and innovations in (self-con-
sciously) secular Judaism. 

My challenge was to show in the
first four weeks how Spinoza’s
Theologico-Politico Treatise set so many
agendas for modern Jewish (and
Western) life, to show why wading
through this difficult text would be
worth it at the end; how the TPT shed
light on the Enlightenment, on democ-
racy, and on the various political move-
ments of the 19th and 20th centuries. 

If Spinoza provided the center
point, the giants we read—Rakovska,
Freud, Arendt, Einstein, and Cahan—
painted a colorful picture of Jewish his-
tory, criticism, politics, and culture.
With Puah Rakovska’s memoir, we dis-
cussed the various ideologies sweeping
the Jewish world in the 19th and 20th
centuries while also addressing the issue
of gender in Jewish society. Rakovska’s
memoir sketched a detailed picture of a
changing Jewish world in Eastern
Europe, the Soviet Union, and Israel.
Freud’s odd Moses and Monotheism
enabled me to articulate the modern
critiques of religion, discuss the cultur-
al politics of psychoanalysis, and
explain how Freud thought of his book
as an act of resistance—much like
Spinoza’s TPT—against the dominant

Christian politics of his day. While
exposing students to the literary lumi-
naries Ahad Ha’am and Abraham
Cahan, I reviewed the history of mod-
ern Hebrew and Yiddish. All these rich
texts, besides being interesting in them-
selves, were also windows into a larger
historical context.

It was gratifying teaching a course
on modern Judaism where the positive
contributions of the Jewish Diaspora
were placed front and center. The
course did touch on antisemitism and
the Holocaust. Otto Weininger, per-
haps the most pronounced “self-hating”
Jew, was an excellent introduction to a
discussion of 20th century scientific
antisemitism. We also discussed the
Holocaust through the analysis of
Hannah Arendt. We looked at Arendt’s
statements on evil, her response to
Scholem on “love of Israel,” and her
discussion of Jewish politics and passiv-
ity. Using Arendt, I discussed the
“problem of evil,” the traditional theo-
logical conundrum, and how it
changed in the 20th century, largely
through Arendt’s writings. Killing a
number of academic birds with one
stone, the students learned some tradi-
tional “philosophy of religion,” some
history, and were exposed to debates
about the Holocaust and its meaning
for religion and culture. 

As the semester was winding down,
the students delighted in our unit on
Jewish comedy. We screened excerpts
from the Seinfeld series, Woody Allen,
and read articles on Sarah Silverman.
We discussed Ali G, Lenny Bruce,
Seinfeld, Woody Allen, and issues of
race and stand-up comedy. We had the
good fortune of the release of Sarah
Silverman’s edgy stand-up movie Jesus is
Magic, which contains some of the
most controversial comedy about Jews,
blacks, and class I have ever heard. Our
discussion about race, ethnicity, blacks
and Jews, and comedy, was lively and
fruitful. 

I ended the course with Douglas
Rushkoff ’s Nothing Sacred. It is an
ambitious, if amateurish work, but one
that enthusiastically brings together a
cluster of interesting issues for the study
of secular Judaism. Rushkoff ’s book is
also an attempt to create a robust
Judaism loyal to the tradition, but with-
out theological (or nationalist) commit-
ments, a sort of “cyber-Judaism” or
“post-secular” Judaism that sees the
benefits of religious practices while
avoiding theology and hierarchy.
Students reacted strongly to Rushkoff—
and were able to appreciate (and criti-
cize) him after a breakneck semester of
modern Jewish theory and history. 

As for the students, the first class
drew around eighteen, about half of
them Jewish, the rest Christian, one
Buddhist, and one Muslim. Some
highlights:

One Jewish student, who is half
Japanese, was really taken with
Hannah Arendt’s notion of the Pariah,
and applied it to issues of the socializa-
tion of the Mizrachim in Israel during
the 1950s. He attended a Birthright
trip during the winter break and
reported that our readings/discussions
on Zionism and Israel enhanced the
experience. 

My best student wrote a fantastic
paper on the use of religious elements
in secular Jewish poetry.

A non-Jewish pre-veterinarian stu-
dent, and last-semester senior, greatly
appreciated the debates about religion
and secularism; she was always emailing
me with great questions in the middle
of the night, having been perplexed by
Freud, or baffled by Spinoza. 

A mixed race Jewish student took
both courses, writing various splendid
papers on Spinoza, race, and Marx. His
friend, non-Jewish, reported he learned
a tremendous amount about 20th cen-
tury politics and political thought,
alongside the Judaism. 

The spring semester, I taught

On Teaching Jewish Secularism from Spinoza to Seinfeld
By Elliot Ratzman, Temple University 
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“Secular Promised Lands: The Jewish
Romance with Communism, Zionism
and Liberalism.” It was the political ver-
sion of the fall course, inspired in large
part by Yuri Slezkine’s The Jewish
Century. I started the course, a day after
Martin Luther King Day, with MLK’s
speech “I have Seen the Promised
Land”—a fascinating use of Exodus and
a “midrash” on the Good Samaritan
parable. King talks about his trip to
Israel, about the tensions between
structural and personal change; it is
truly a stunning document. One of my
students, after class, reported that he
had spent the winter break traveling
through Israel and the Palestinian terri-
tories with that exact speech in his
backpack.

During the semester, we read the
utopian (and dystopian) writings of the

three great Jewish political movements.
The three centers of America, Soviet
Russia, and Israel are a great way to talk
about national identity, the culture of
politics, the investing of religious forms
with secular content, and the struggle
for social justice in the West. For exam-
ple, we discussed the experience of
Jewish immigrants to America, their
hopes and fears, the freedoms and con-
straints. We also discussed the Jewish
dimension of the black freedom strug-
gles reading literature that reflected the
Jewish story of black-Jewish collabora-
tion, as well as critical voices (Norman
Podhoretz, Harold Cruse) who call into
question the accuracy of this narrative. 

We ended the course with Tony
Kushner’s Angels in America, a fantastic
text that is both anti-Utopian and polit-
ically radical. It offers a recent take on

the question of “home in America” with
references to race, communism, immi-
gration, and sexuality. For Kushner,
New York City is a sort of promised
land, an anti-utopia whose vision of
heaven is where “race, taste, and history”
are overcome. 

Teaching these courses on secular
Judaism and Jewish culture has been a
fantastic learning experience for me,
my students, and for the onlookers
and well-wishers who learn about the
class. I’m hoping to improve and refine
the courses as the years go by. Teaching
the subject matter this way has been
liberating; I’m grateful for the oppor-
tunity, and proud of the new move-
ment to place secular Jewish culture
and history in the center of the Jewish
Studies curriculum. 5

International Research Conference,
held in June for scholars and journalists,
drew professors from around the world
including the University of Haifa, the
Centre for Society and Secularism in
Mumbai, Roskilde University
(Denmark) and University of Regina
(Canada). 

They assembled to address a funda-
mental question—“Who is Secular
Today?”—from a global perspective.
Part of the difficulty of answering that
question is that “secular” means differ-
ent things to different people in differ-
ent countries. In India, for instance, the
word is synonymous with the official
policy of pluralism, while in France, it
serves as a bedrock value of a society that
rejects public expressions of religion. 

Americans tend to define secularism
narrowly as the absence of religious
belief, but for their part, Dr. Kosmin
and Dr. Keysar employ a more nuanced
definition. “Secularism is more than
just a rejection of religion and religious
authority,” they have written. “It

involves positive attributes such as
rationalism and a belief in human pos-
sibilities. It has its own moral values.”

One place for those values is the
Institute itself; another might be the
classroom. And indeed, the Institute's
most ambitious project may be a five-
year plan to develop college courses on
secularism and secularization. Three
courses were unveiled at the Institute's
Curriculum Development Conference
this past May in Lenox, Massachusetts,
where they were presented by Institute
fellows and vetted by outside evaluators
from Yale and Boston University,
among other institutions. The courses
were “Science and Religion in Early
Modern Europe,” “From Theocracy to
Democracy: the Foundation of Modern
Liberal Politics” and “Skepticism 
and Toleration in Early Modern
Philosophy.”

“I think the contact between histori-
ans, scientists and political theorists is
the most promising aspect of the pro-
gram,” said one conference attendee. “I
know that as a political theorist, I found

myself thinking throughout the confer-
ence that it would be quite fascinating
and invigorating to be involved in a
project like this that involved close and
sustained contact with people in other
fields.”

For the coming academic year, four
courses are being prepared by ISSSC
faculty fellows on the theme of “The
Secular Tradition and Foundations of
the Natural Sciences.”

Both Dr. Kosmin and Dr. Keysar
hope that the Institute will further
understanding of secularism, and
engage the public through various con-
ferences, lectures, and colloquia. A sec-
ond goal, more closely tied to academe,
is that the questions raised (and natu-
rally, debated) at the Institute will serve
as jumping-off points for further
inquiry.

“Secularity and secular people have
largely gone unresearched until now,”
the professors have written. But “just as
America has long been notable for its
religiosity, neither is secularism any-
thing new under the American sun.” 5

Academic Center Examines Secularism
continued from page 7
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Request for Grant Proposals 
$50,000 Awards annually for up to three years

The Center for Cultural Judaism invites applications for Posen Project grants for the study of secular Jewish history
and cultures. Recipients will receive $50,000 per year, for up to three years, towards new courses of study.
These grants are intended to encourage the study of secular Jewish history within already well-established university programs 
and departments of Jewish Studies, Philosophy, Literature, Sociology, Anthropology or other related disciplines.

Grants will be awarded to support the teaching of two to four new courses per year, including a core course in the history, texts, 
philosophy and literature of secular Jewish history and cultures. Selections will be made on the basis of a strong proposed core course; 
an understanding of what it means to teach courses in Jewish secularism or secular Jewish culture; scholarship in this area; and the 
ability to integrate these courses over time and make them permanent.

for courses in the Study of Secular
Jewish History and Cultures

Grants of up to $50,000 each per year will be awarded
for the 2007-2008 academic year. Upon review, these grants 
are renewable for up to two years.

Deadline:  December 4, 2006
Background, Guidelines, Application, and Sample Syllabi
are available at www.culturaljudaism.org 
or by contacting Myrna Baron, Executive Director
The Center for Cultural Judaism
212-564-6711 x301 or myrna@culturaljudaism.org
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David Biale, Chair, University of California – Davis
Mark Raider, University of Cincinnati
Susan Shapiro, University of Massachusetts – Amherst
James E. Young, University of Massachusetts – Amherst
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