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Dear Rabbi Ellenson,  

 

Thank you for the attempts you are making to put HUC-JIR in position for a better future. 

We all face unprecedented challenges just now, and I understand the work you are doing to 

make it possible for the College-Institute to move forward into a bright future.  

 

Please allow me to offer a few reflections based on my own experiences as a graduate 

student in the 1980s in Cincinnati. At the HUC-JIR School of Graduate Studies, I benefited 

from the best the Reform Movement has to offer in the way of applying an “open and 

pluralistic spirit” to the study of the great issues of Jewish life and thought, as well as to the 

critical study of Jewish culture and related disciplines with the highest standards of 

academic scholarship. As you know, when the School of Graduate Studies was founded in 

1947, the leading centers of Jewish learning in Europe had been destroyed by World War II 

and the Holocaust. The College-Institute wisely founded the School of Graduate Studies for 

the purpose of propagating the vision of the Reform Movement in the highest academic 

circles of the United States. Its success has been remarkable and is a gift to the world.   

 

I serve at a Christian seminary with over 1650 students and 65 faculty. We are currently the 

seventh largest seminary in North America. I have colleagues who are publishing scholars 

of the Hebrew Scriptures, holding degrees from Harvard University, Yale University, Johns 

Hopkins University, and Union Theological Seminary. Yet my training at HUC-JIR easily 

matches the academic rigor and excellence of any of theirs, and in fact, I am convinced that 

overall, my training was superior to most. Moreover, I clearly have the deepest and most 

vocal interest in Jewish-Christian dialogue. Without my voice, there would be little interest 

in this topic on our three campuses. My public lectures and modest publications on this topic 

are directly related to my years as a student at the Cincinnati campus. I am truly a product of 

our beloved HUC-JIR.  

 

Beyond these general reflections, please allow me to offer a few practical suggestions from my 

own experience as the former Provost of our seminary. At the moment, cohort instruction is all 
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the rage among education experts. In this model, 30-50 students enter the degree program 

together, take the courses together, all at one off-site location. In HUC-JIR’s context, all that is 

needed is a synagogue willing to let the cohort use their facilities, and access to a university 

library close-to-hand (for accreditation purposes). Faculty members commute from the sending 

campus, and most of the instruction is offered in block, intensive courses (week-ends, or once-

a-week sessions). The savings, when compared to maintaining a campus and large faculty in 

each location, is obvious. A single home campus could sustain any number of cohorts in 

numerous cities for a fraction of the expense of maintaining multiple campuses. Although the 

doctoral programs are not best offered in this context, the MAHL, for example, could easily be 

delivered in this model.  

  

Ten years ago, Asbury Theological Seminary opened a second campus in Orlando, Florida (in 

addition to the home campus in Kentucky). The new campus now has 250 students, and 

significant faculty in central Florida. Today, however, the Seminary would never consider 

launching a new campus because of these changes in delivery systems and the cost of launching 

such a new campus. Instead, Asbury is beginning to offer cohort instruction at multiple 

locations. 

  

A second component of this model is the use of on-line instruction. I realize that on-line 

instruction is not part of the culture of HUC-JIR, and I understand the hesitation. The programs 

of the School of Graduate Studies are not best delivered in web-based contexts. By contrast, 

MA-level instruction can be delivered effectively this way. Delivery of our MDiv has 

progressed to such an extent that the accrediting agency has allowed us to offer as much of the 

degree online as we choose. Currently, our faculty has mandated that one-third of the degree 

must be earned on one of our geophysical campuses (i.e., Kentucky or Florida). The remaining 

may be taken online. We currently think in terms of three campuses: Kentucky, Florida, and 

Virtual, because we have so many online students. They come to one of our geophysical 

campuses occasionally to fulfill the one-third requirement.  

  

Perhaps HUC-JIR should consider having one stateside campus. Obviously, Cincinnati presents 

itself as a strong candidate because of its library, the AJA, and historic significance of that 

campus. Professors could travel periodically to synagogues in LA and NY (or any number of 

other cities) for delivery of intensive courses, and additional course work could be taken online. 

Core faculty could remain in LA and NY as well, but the campuses in those cities could be 

liquidated. I believe such a delivery model would serve HUC-JIR well and would strengthen the 

MAHL around the country. Moreover, it would allow the Klau Library, the AJA, and the 

School of Graduate Studies to continue to make significant and vital contributions to Reform 

Judaism. 

 

Thank you for the formational education I received at HUC-JIR (Ph.D., 1985). After serving 

for more than twenty years in three separate Christian seminaries, I am increasingly grateful 

for the impact HUC-JIR had on me. In my participation in professional societies (Society of 

Biblical Literature, and the American Schools of Oriental Research, for which I serve as a 

board member), I am always proud to answer the question, “Where did you do your Ph.D.?” 

The reputation of HUC-JIR has no ideological bounds and is universally recognized as a 

top-tier program in Judaica. Beyond the temples and Jewish communities served by HUC-
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JIR, I am part of the wider influence of the institution in the field of religious studies more 

generally. And in my case, I intentionally wanted a Jewish context for studying the Hebrew 

Scriptures. HUC-JIR was the only graduate program to which I applied, because it was my 

first choice, and it more than met my expectations and hopes. (Incidentally, I am available to 

speak in any context about the significant contributions of HUC-JIR, as in fact I was 

privileged to do at the 2004 commencement in Cincinnati.)  

 

Please accept this letter in the best of intentions. I understand the enormity of the task facing 

you, and I trust you will hear my passion only as an indication of the high regard I have for 

the College-Institute.  

 

All best wishes,  

 

A 

 

Bill T. Arnold 

 

cc: Ms. Barbara Friedman,  

Chair, Board of Governors    

 


