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The following document is the Evaluation Committee's report on the Department of Jewish 

Thought at Ben Gurion University of the Negev to the Quality Assessment Unit of the Council 

for Higher Education (CHE).   

  

General Background 

 

In response to the invitation of the Minister of Education and the Council of Higher 

Education a Committee of four members was created in early 2009 to review the 

undergraduate and graduate programs in Jewish thought in four Israeli universities, Ben 

Gurion University of the Negev, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Tel Aviv 

University, and Bar Ilan University.  The Committee is comprised of: Professor David 

Novak, University of Toronto; Professor Alfred Ivry, New York University (Emeritus); 

Professor Moshe Idel, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem; and Professor Steven T. 

Katz, Boston University.  Professor Katz also serves as the Chair of the Committee. Ms. 

Michal Kabatznik coordinated the committee on behalf of the CHE. 

The Committee's letter of appointment is attached as Appendix 1. 

The first round of meetings was held in May, 2009.  It involved discussions in Jerusalem 

and 2 day on-site visits to Ben Gurion University and The Hebrew University of 

Jerusalem. The second round of meetings was held in December, 2009.  It involved 

discussions in Tel Aviv and 2 day on-site visits to Bar Ilan University and Tel Aviv 

University.  

In the present report the Visiting Committee will provide its views on, and 

recommendations concerning Ben Gurion University. 

The schedule of the visit, including the list of participants representing the institution, is 

attached as Appendix 2.  
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Committee Procedures 

The Committee members received the self-evaluation reports in January, 2009, and 

discussed them via email. 

The Committee held its first meeting on May 19th, 2009, during which it discussed 

fundamental issues concerning higher education in Israel and the quality assessment 

activity, as well as General Philosophy study programs. 

In May, 2009 and December, 2009, the Committee members visited the institutions 

offering Jewish Philosophy and Jewish Thought study programs. During the visits, the 

Committee met various stakeholders at the institutions, including management, faculty, 

staff, and students.  

The committee conducted its interviews of the Ben Gurion University Department of 

Jewish Thought on Wednesday and Thursday, May 20th-21st, 2009.  At Ben Gurion 

University the Committee’s first meeting was with the senior administration of the 

university and the chair of the Department of Jewish Thought.  The Provost and Dean of 

the Faculty explained their views on the present situation in the department and 

expressed support for, and appreciation of, the Department of Jewish Thought. 

In subsequent meetings the Visiting Committee met with all the permanent members of 

the faculty, the non-tenured members of the faculty, graduate students, undergraduate 

students, and also visited the University Library.  The committee was highly satisfied 

with the level of forthrightness, cooperation, and seriousness of those who participated in 

these meetings.  No question went unanswered or was evaded.   

The Committee wishes to thank the management of the institutions and the Jewish 

Philosophy departments for their self-evaluation reports and for their hospitality towards 

the Committee during its visits. 
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Evaluation of the Jewish Thought Department at Ben Gurion University  

* This Report relates to the situation current at the time of the visit to the institution, and 

does not take account of any changes that may have occurred subsequently. The Report 

records the conclusions reached by the Evaluation Committee based on the 

documentation provided by the institution, information gained through interviews, 

discussion and observation as well as other information available to the Committee. 

 

Mission Statement and Goals 

In their mission statement the Department of Jewish Thought at BGU provided the 

following self description:  

The Goldstein-Goren Department of Jewish Thought is dedicated to 

the objective study of the Jewish intellectual tradition, using 

accepted scientific methods, such as philology and literary theory, in 

the context of open enquiry.  In contrast to some frameworks for the 

study of the Jewish tradition, no restrictions are placed on either 

faculty or students in terms of beliefs, opinions or gender.  Research 

is conducted on a wide range of subjects, and instruction is intended 

to bring the results of this research to as extensive an audience as 

possible.  By covering Jewish thought from the Second Temple 

period to the present, and by teaching both thematic and text 

courses, it is the expectation that students will be exposed to critical 

thinking about the central ideas of Jewish thought. 
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The Committee is of the opinion that this statement is, on the whole, accurate and fairly 

representative of the teaching and research done in the department.  

Content and Scope 

There are many scholarly areas in which the department offers courses and other 

forms of academic content that satisfactorily fulfills its mandate.   Indeed, the Committee 

was impressed by the faculty’s deep commitment to the department’s overall mission. 

There is a fine sense of collegiality and departmental community.  At the same time, we 

recognize that the department has two quite distinctive halves: one half deals with 

rabbinic materials while the other concentrates on Medieval Jewish Philosophy, 

Kabbalah, and Chasidism.  Both of these segments of the department do their job well, 

and the committee appreciates the high quality of scholarship and research of all the 

members of the faculty.  At the same time, especially given the good relationships 

among the faculty members, we believe that the department can advance its mission and 

contribution to the world of scholarship with closer integration in the work being done.  

For example, the important project of collecting manuscripts dealing with tefillah might 

well be linked with important courses concerning the idea of prayer and the intellectual 

and religious issues connected to tefillah. 
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Teaching & Learning 

The faculty received very high marks from the students that the Visiting Committee 

met with regarding the quality of faculty teaching. The students were unanimous in their 

appreciation of the faculty.  Still, the Visiting Committee would like to raise the 

following issues.  

• While appreciative of the quality of the courses taught, the Committee has some 

concern regarding the way questions of methodology are addressed – or ignored.  

The Committee notes that courses are very text oriented.  While this is certainly 

important, the Committee would suggest that there be an added emphasis on 

conceptual and hermeneutical questions as well.  In effect, more attention should 

be paid to critical issues of method, theory, ways of reading, normative matters, 

and philosophical issues.  In particular, these intellectual and methodological 

concerns are important for MA and Ph.D. students.  In discussing these issues 

with the current graduate students, they expressly requested more emphasis be 

given to these areas of study.  Alternatively, the members of the Visiting 

Committee appreciate the innovative course on Christian Kabbalah, which 

indicates an interest and openness on the part of the faculty to new areas of 

research and teaching.  And the course offered on contemporary Kabbalah is a 

welcome addition to the curriculum.  

 

• The Committee would like to address the issue raised by the faculty regarding the 

fact that, “most of the undergraduate program is now taught by doctoral 

students.”  In doing so it would call attention to the fact that the department 
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presently offers 64 courses.  For a relatively small faculty this number seemed 

excessive, and explains why many courses are taught by graduate students.  

Instead of maintaining this pattern of departmental organization and course 

offerings the Committee recommends both that:  

 

• (a) the faculty re-consider its responsibility to teach in the undergraduate 

program; and  

• (b) the department should redesign, and reduce, the number of courses that are 

being offered.   

 

• We recognize the economic dimension (funding) that brings graduate students to 

teach.  However, the Committee believes that the number of undergraduate 

courses is too high and needs to be reduced.  This paring down of the 

undergraduate course offerings should also be linked to a serious re-evaluation of 

the undergraduate program.  Our view is that such a re-evaluation would have 

positive results in the number of undergraduates attracted to the program, both as 

electives and majors. 

 

• (3)  The Committee has taken note of the point made that many of the students 

come to the university with insufficient preparation in Jewish Studies.  We 

recommend that a group of courses be designed at an introductory level to meet 

the needs of these students. 
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Students 

The Visiting Committee is aware that the admission criteria for students in the 

department are low and that the number of students majoring in Jewish Studies is small.  

The Committee has taken note of the fact that many students come to the program with 

inadequate high school preparation.  At the same time, it is not clear from the department 

"Self Study Report," or from our meetings with the faculty while visiting Ben Gurion, 

whether the department is satisfied with the quality of their BA graduates.  

The Visiting Committee has been asked to make suggestions as to how to 

increase the number of undergraduate majors.  After much conversation and reflection 

the Committee would like to recommend that: 

• There should be an increased number of courses dealing with ethical and 

normative issues that directly impinge on the lives of the students today in 

contemporary Israeli society. 

• The department should encourage more inter-departmental & cross listed 

courses 

•  There should be more courses with a methodological thrust 

In addition, the Committee believes that a novel approach to the funding of 

undergraduate majors would be beneficial.  The Visiting Committee would strongly 

recommend that a pool of funds be established to be awarded as grants to promising 

undergraduates who wish to major in the department.  This very practical suggestion 

seems to the Visiting Committee to be well advised in light of current academic and 

economic conditions at BGU.  The Committee would like to point out that in so far as 
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the university receives funding from the PBC for every undergraduate major and every 

MA & Ph.D. student, this proposal, to create a new source of funding specifically aimed 

at students on the BA level will, in fact, be self funding.  That is to say, the 

implementation of this suggestion will produce a positive cash flow. 

   

Faculty 

The Visiting Committee is impressed by the quality of the faculty.  The research 

done is impressive and both the quality and quantity of the publications produced is 

significant.  We are also impressed by the degree of collegiality between faculty 

members.  However, we note an imbalance in the distribution of faculty lines within the 

department.  Of the 7 full time faculty, 3 are in rabbinic thought, 2 in medieval 

philosophy, 1 in kabbalah, one-half in Chasidism, and one-half in Modern Jewish 

Thought.  This structure is unusual and needs to be rebalanced in order to attract more 

students.  The Visiting Committee, therefore, recommends that two appointments be 

made.  One of these should be allocated to the study of kabbalah.  The second should be 

allocated to the study of Modern Jewish Thought.  Such appointments would create a 

more balanced program and also better meet student needs and interests.  

 

Departmental Administration 

The Visiting Committee was happy to learn that students and faculty are more 

than satisfied with, and positively appreciative of, the secretary of the department.  
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Students in particular commented on how helpful and supportive she is in all their 

interactions with her.  

Infrastructure 

The Committee visited the University Library and is satisfied that a serious effort 

has been made, within very real budgetary constraints, to create and maintain a basic 

working Judaica collection. At the same time, we would note 3 things:  

(1)  Funding for the library is inadequate and should be increased for the 

purchase of foreign material.  

(2)  The Library should make effort to take maximum advantage of the many 

new resources now available online. 

(3)  The faculty expressed concern that the practice of removing older books and 

journals to an off campus depository creates hardships for research by students 

and faculty.  Given the importance of older materials in the field of Jewish 

Studies, different arrangements should be made for the housing of the library’s 

Judaica collection.  

Research 

The Visiting Committee is unanimously agreed that both the quality and quantity 

of the research done by the faculty is very high and is recognized as being so by both the 

Israeli and the international scholarly community.  The work of all senior faculty 

members is known to all the members of the Committee and is appreciated for its merits. 
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It is the Visiting Committee’s opinion that ongoing research affects the program 

in a number of ways.  First, people teach what they study and the quality of teaching 

reflects expertise.  Second, graduate students are attracted by and come to the department 

because of their recognition of the expertise of the faculty.  Third, the faculty funds 

graduate students in connection with research.  Fourth, the quality of the research done 

by members of the department contributes directly and substantially to the very positive 

profile of the department at the university.  

Self- Evaluation 

Because of all of these valuable attributes the department has earned the 

continued generous support of the central University Administration.  The impression of 

the Visiting Committee is that the senior administration at Ben Gurion University has a 

high regard for the evaluation process it has been asked to participate in.  In 

conversations with the senior administration, the members of the administration have 

seemed genuinely interested in the department’s recommendations as to how the 

department should organize itself and should conduct its scholarly and teaching 

responsibilities as it goes forward. 

The Visiting Committee would like to acknowledge that the department’s “Self-

Study Report,” was prepared with care.  It was put together by the members of the senior 

faculty of the department and was then shared and reviewed by other department 

members.  
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The Committee’s only criticism is that the process of preparing the “Self Study 

Report” did not involved student participation and input.  As a consequence, there was a 

built in limit to the evaluation process.   

Recommendations 

• Within a year curriculum should be redesigned in conformity with the 

suggestions of the Visiting Committee made above. 

• There is a serious need for additional faculty in kabbalah & Modern Jewish 

Thought.  In the absence of such new appointments the faculty – and all the 

things the faculty does – is unbalanced vis-à-vis the department’s academic 

mission and goals. 

• The suggested new International MA in English (to attract non-Israeli students), 

that is presently being discussed within the department and between the 

department and the University’s central administration, is an ambitious project.  

In principle, the Visiting Committee is not opposed to the suggestion and is 

aware that it might well have positive consequences for the growth and visibility 

of the department.  Nevertheless, based on the limited conversation that 

Committee members had with the department faculty regarding this issue, it 

would urge caution and further, detailed, analysis of the proposal before any 

attempt to implement it is made.  The Visiting Committee also notes that to 

create such an international program, and to assure its viability, will require 

additional faculty. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, the Visiting Committee feels confident in reporting that it was 

impressed by the quality of the Department of Jewish Thought at Ben Gurion University.  

In its relatively brief history the Department has become an important center of 

significant and creative scholarship and has built an enviable reputation regarding the 

quality of its faculty.  In addition, the Department has achieved a good reputation among 

the university administration, other colleagues, and students, both undergraduate and 

graduate.  Now, as one looks to the future, two things need to happen to make the 

program still better and more viable.  The first, as already noted, is additional 

appointments in Modern Jewish Though and in Kabbalah.  It is not possible for the 

Department to represent its central subject area adequately without serious faculty 

representation in these two major areas of study.  Second, the department, with the 

cooperation of the university administration, needs to devise new and more innovative 

strategies to attract undergraduate students.  Given the importance of this goal, the 

department and the university should be willing both to take more daring recruitment 

actions and to attempt more radical recruitment measures as suggested above. 

The Visiting Committee would like to end this report on a positive note and 

commend the Department of Jewish Thought on the many successful things that it has 

accomplished, and promises to continue to accomplish. 
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Signed By: 

 

 

 

                                    

________________________     ________________________ 

Prof. Steven Katz, Chair     Prof. David Novak 

 

 

                                                

________________________   _____________________________ 

Prof. Moshe Idel               Prof. Alfred Ivry 
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Appendix 1- Copy of Letter of 
Appointment
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Appendix 2- Site Visit Schedule 

 

 


