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Professor Peter J. Haas

It all started with a fight I had with the
dean of the College of Arts and Sciences
at Vanderbilt University in 1997-98. To
show him that I had options I applied
to a few open positions. I did not plan
actually to leave Nashville, but I thought
that if he knew I was looking he might
take my promotion more seriously. In
fact, when CWRU first contacted me
in late 1998 to come for an interview, I
turned them down. They persisted and
I finally agreed to come (as I describe
it, for a 3-day all-expense paid vacation
to Cleveland in January). Somehow I
clicked with the Department, the school
and even Cleveland. When the job offer
actually came I went to my dean and told
him. To make a long and complicated
story short, he did not believe me and
tried to call my bluff. I pulled into our
driveway in Shaker Heights in December
1999.
The Department of Religion (now The
Department of Religious Studies) was
in a state of existential transition. The
then chair, Jim Flanagan, was retiring
and of the four remaining members,
three had been hired that year. I was
the senior of the batch and was slated
to take over as chair. In the end I asked
for the appointment to be deferred for
three years so that the one continuing
member of the Department, Bill Deal,
could lead the transition. And so it was.
I stepped up to the chairship in 2003. I
had intended to step down in 2012, but
for a number of reasons (new hire,

strategic planning, etc.) I agreed
to remain on for one more 3-year term.
During those years the Department grew
to 8 full-time faculty and one part-time
lecturer in Islam.
This was also the period in which
the Program in Judaic Studies was
established. It was built on the
foundation of what was then the Samuel
Rosenthal Center for Jewish Studies. In
2003 I heard a talk by Judith Neulander
who had just earned a degree in Folklore
with an emphasis on Jewish folklore.
Looking for some angle that would
make the CWRU program distinctive,
I immediately asked her to join me
in establishing a degree program in
Judaic Studies under the umbrella
of the Rosenthal Center. She agreed
and became one of the mainstays of
the Program. We were approved to
begin offering a minor in 2004. In
2010 the Rosenthal Center money
was “repurposed” into an endowed
Professorship and Jay Geller was hired by
the history department and joined the
Program as well.
So this was an exciting and fulfilling
time for me. I think the Department has
gained a higher profile in the College
and the University more generally,
and the Program in Judaic Studies has
been an important factor in Jewish life
on campus. I am deeply grateful for
the support I received all along from
my colleagues in the Department, on
the faculty more generally, and by the
College and University administration,
which have all been amazingly helpful.
As I now am retiring from the University
and entering “the third half of my life,”
I shall look at my time at CWRU with
gratitude. It was a great time in my
personal and professional life. I am
planning to stay in the Cleveland area for
the foreseeable future and am looking
for volunteer opportunities that take
advantage of my many years’ experience
as a military chaplain. My friends and
colleagues at CWRU will of course always
be part of my fondest memories.
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Student Awards and Honors
The Ira and Ruth Bressler Prize

To a student who has done outstanding work in the area of Jewish Studies.
Hometown: Washington DC
Academic Interests: Computer Science, film, creative writing, Jewish folklore.
Extra-curricular activities: I host a radio show for the campus radio, I am vice president of a disability awareness club, and I watch a lot of bad movies.
Jonanthan Fische

The Eudese and Elmer Paull Prizes

To one or several undergraduate or graduate students who demonstrate an interest in Jewish Studies or Jewish
contemporary life.
Hometown: Cleveland, Ohio
Academic Interests: : I am a PhD candidate in History and Social Policy. My concentration is on modern
American history. In collaboration with Prof. Gillian Weiss and the Freedman Center on Digital Scholarship, I have been investigating the Jewish community at CWRU and in Northeast Ohio.
Extra-Curricular Activities: I enjoy spending time with my family and I am on the Public Policy
Committee of the Adoption Network Cleveland, which advocates for issues effecting children and families involved with foster care and adoption.
Elise Hagesfeld
Hometown: New Rochelle, NY
Academic Interests: Political Science, History
Extracurricular Activities: I am a co-VP of Programming on Hillel Undergraduate
Leadership Council, as well as a member of Israel’s CWRU. I also have an internship with the CWRU Office of Government Relations and teach Hebrew school
at a synagogue outside of Cleveland. I also love going to a cappella concerts on
campus.
Hannah Pomerantz

Hometown: Flemington, NJ
Academic Interests: Psychology, public policy, and bioethics. I’m thinking of going on to become a primary care clinician eventually!
Extra-curricular Activities: CWRU Civic Engagement Scholars Program, cohort leader; Chair, Subcommittee for Social Sciences; Hillel Undergrad Leadership Council, Interfaith Initiative Committee; member
CWRU Undergrad Bioethics Society, P.R. and Social Media Officer.
Josh Lehrer
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The Goddess in the Garden of Eden
Recognition for Outstanding Achievement
Emily Shelton

While the major western religions of today have a
male deity as Creator, this has not always been the case.
Archaeological evidence suggests that the deity most
widely worshipped by ancient peoples was in fact a
female, symbolized by a sacred tree and a totem serpent.
To some scholars, this suggests that the Eden myth, with
its forbidden tree and treacherous serpent, was a vehicle
for vilifying the female deity, and for rejecting the matriarchal social system associated with her.

organs, and sometimes swollen
abdomens that likely indicated
Emily Shelton
pregnancy. Such figures have
even been discovered in Jerusalem,
dating as late as 722 BCE, long after the introduction of
Judaism and therefore coexisting with it (Wanlass 2011:
2-5).

Over time, two symbols relevant to the Garden of Eden
myth arose in association with the goddess: the serpent
Belief in a goddess as the Creator most likely began in
and the tree. The goddess was represented by, or associthe Upper Paleolithic era, with some archaeological eviated with, a serpent as a symbol of “wisdom and prophdence dating to about 25,000 BCE (Stone 1976: 10). There esy” in Babylon, Egypt, and Greece, and most notably,
are three lines of evidence that point toward this origin:
in Crete (Stone 1976: 204). Many artifacts on Crete link
the development of matriarchal communities, ancestor
representation and worship of the female deity with
worship, and goddess figurines. As stated by Stone, “In
snakes, including an artifact in which figures of snakes
the most ancient human societies people probably did
are wrapped around a cylinder known as a “snake tube”
not yet possess the conscious
(Stone 1976: 200-201). These
understanding of the relationsnake tubes have also been
ship of sex to reproduction.
discovered in goddess-worshipThus the concepts of paternity
ping Philistine temples, sugand fatherhood would not yet
gesting that serpents were well
have been understood” (1976:
known in Canaan as a symbol
11). As such, these societies
of the goddess. As for the tree
would have believed in paras a symbol of the female deity,
thenogenic birth; that women
the sacred tree is known to be
become pregnant without any
found at goddess shrines of
contribution from men, leadmultiple cultures in the region,
ing to veneration of women for
including the Asherah cult,
their ability to create life. Also,
which is mentioned in the Bible
since members of this society
in connection with idolatry
would trace their ancestry along
(Stone 1976: 214-216). Clearly,
the female line, the result, by
the totem serpent and the sadefinition, would be a matriarcred tree were known symbols
chal social system.
of the goddess during biblical
times, and when the paradise
The serpent as a female in the Sistine Chapel
As Stone writes “In these
myth was first written down.
Upper Paleolithic societies . . . the concept of the creator
of all human life may have been formulated by the clan’s
Since patriarchal religion had to compete with persisimage of the woman who had been their most ancient,
tent matriarchal beliefs, the patriarchal Eden myth can
their primal ancestor and that image thereby deified and
be seen as an attempt to defeat the rival belief system by
revered as Divine Ancestress” (1976: 13). The last line of
vilifying the goddess and the matriarchal social system.
evidence for the ancient goddess comes in the form of
We can see this reflected in use of goddess symbols in the
female figurines found in many cultures predating the
Eden story, where, as stated by Stone, “Eating of the tree
patriarchy. While these were not identical from culture to of the Goddess . . . was as dangerously ‘pagan’ as were Her
culture, they shared many traits that identified them as
sexual customs and Her oracular serpents” (1976: 217).
female, including large breasts, emphasized female sex
This is further supported by the role of the serpent as a
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counselor to Eve, tempting her to defy the male deity, and thus to “violate the religion of the male deity in a most
dangerous manor” (Stone 1976: 221). Casting well-known goddess symbols like the serpent and the tree as temptations, and associating them with evil and sin, suggests that Eve’s temptation was in fact to follow the matriarchal
religion, causing humanity’s fall from grace in the patriarchal Eden myth. This was apparently understood by later
religious authorities, judging by artwork they commissioned from some of Europe’s greatest masters, in which the
serpent appears as a female. One of the best known examples is Michaelangelo’s “Temptation of Eve,” in the Sistine
Chapel.
The Eden myth rejected both the goddess and the matriarchy, attempting to replace them with a male diety and
a patriarchal social system. As Wanlass states, “It is plausible that the creation of a patriarchal society had as much
to do with repressing the goddess culture as it did with the subjugation of women’s roles within society” (2011:
13). Much of the Hebrew paradise myth draws from ideas present in a similar Sumerian myth that existed before it
(Kramer 1963: 147-149), but with some important differences. Stone recounts one of these: “According to legends of
Sumer and Babylon, women and men had been created simultaneously, in pairs—by the Goddess. But in the male
religion it was of ultimate importance that the male was created first, and in the image of his creator—the second
and third claims to male kinship rights” (1976: 219). In addition to the ordering and method of Eve’s creation, she is
also depicted as the first sinner and the root cause of human suffering, helping justify subjugation of women by the
patriarchal world.
Archaeological evidence indicates that belief in a female deity predated belief in a male deity. The Eden myth was
likely a vehicle for vilifying the goddess, casting her sacred tree and totem serpent as evil temptations. At the same
time, the Eden myth justified patriarchal dominance of the matriarchal social system; a system long sustained by
persistant belief in a female deity.
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On/Off Campus

In February of spring semester, The PBS News Hour aired a presentation on the Violins of Hope concert in Cleveland. Prof. Jay Geller
appeared on the program, commenting on the history of Jewish
orchestras in Nazi death camps.

A new book, Jews and Genes: the genetic future in contemporary
Jewish thought, includes a chapter by Prof. Judith Neulander. The
book has been named first runner-up in the National Jewish Book
Awards for contemporary life and practice. The book is available at
Kelvin Smith Library.

In April 2016, colleagues, faculty and friends of Prof. Peter Haas
gathered for his Retirement Reception. It was a large gathering filled
with warmth and well wishes, roasts, toasts and gifts that included a
plaque, a gift basket, and a Festschrift in Honor of Peter Haas comprised of all issues of the JDST eJournal from its inaugural 2008 issue.
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Courses of Interest
fo r Fa l l 2 0 1 6
JDST 101

JEWS AND JUDAISM
Jay Geller

This course provides an introduction to Jewish religion,
culture, history, and life. It does not presuppose any
previous study of Judaism or experience with Judaism,
and it prepares students for additional coursework in
Judaic studies, Jewish history, or religious studies with
an emphasis on Judaism. Required for the minor in
Judaic Studies.
Also offered as RLGN 213.

JDST 220
JEWISH TRADITIONAL ART AND ARCHITECTURE
Judith Neulander
The course will trace tradition and transformation in Jewish
artistic expression over time and across space. The semester
will carry us from the Israelite phase beginning with
Solomon’s Temple, to the present day in Israel and the USA,
over the course of which 27 centuries terms like “Jewish” and
even “art” will undergo remarkable change.
Also offered as ARTH 220.

JDST 268
WOMEN IN THE BIBLE:
ETHNOGRAPHIC APPROACHES TO RITE AND RITUAL,
STORY, SONG AND ART
Judith Neulander
From Ishtar to Esther, the Christian Marys to the Muslim
Mary, we will examine rabbinic and other interpretations of several women in the sacred texts of western
religions. We will explore the strategic and creative ways
that women in the Bible were influenced by, and came
to influence changing values through rite, ritual, story,
song and art. Using folkloristic theory and ethnographic
method students will come to understand how these
various views of women inform, reflect and challenge
gender roles in modern society.
Also offered as RLGN 268 /WGST 268.

For courses in Hebrew and Arabic visit the Modern Languages and Literatures website:
http://www.case.edu/artsci/dmll/
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Sampling of Final Paper Titles
A sampling of titles for final research papers in
Introduction to Jewish Folk lore - JDST/ANTH 233
reflects the diversity of interests in a typical JDST classroom
The Controversy over Who Wrote The Zohar
Sylvester Amponsa
Golems of Jewish Folklore in the Discworld
Amy Aube
Influence of the American Experience on Jewish Vernacular Speech
Aaron Danielpour
The Wise Men of Chelm: The Importance of the Fool in Constructing Jewish Cultural Identity
Teddy Eisenberg
Khazarian Folk Heroes, Warriors and Dragons: A Search for Ashkenazi Jews
Reuben Treatmen
Serious Games: Purim Traditions and the Constitution of Community
Max Zimon
More Than Just a Housewife: The Jewish Variant of AT 510 (Cinderella)
Siddarth Ghanta
Klezmer: A Traditional Jewish Music Style
Alizain Tejani
The Blood Libel and Its Anti-Semitic Roots
Nicholas Wagner
You Are What You Eat: How Food Helps Define Jewish Identity
Sharon Fass
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The Program in Judaic Studies
By bringing a variety of fields
and disciplines to bear on
its subject, the Judaic Studies Program at Case Western
Reserve University conveys
to students the complex
interaction of forces that
create Jewish ethnic identity.
Students completing the
program will have a broad
knowledge of the field along
with the tools necessary for
continued academic study
of Jewish civilization in all its
manifestations.

Editor:
Dr. Judith Neulander
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Technical Support:
Lauren Gallitto
Dept. RLGN/JDST
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Support the Program in Judaic Studies
Please consider supporting the
Program in Judaic Studies as we
continue building on our achievements. You can contribute to our
success by making a gift to the College of Arts and Sciences. Your gift
allows us to continue to offer opportunities for our students to excel academically and to conduct important
research. You can give online at:

giving.case.edu

In April 2016 student and faculty researchers spoke on The Jewish View at CWRU:
Campus Activism, 1967-1973. Photos and related materials were on display at KSL.
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