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A retrospective of the 
Posen Foundation

• BY FELIX POSEN

Since I first wrote about Juda-
ism as Culture for The Jerusa-
lem Post back in 2009, there 
have been substantial devel-

opments in the field. 
We at the Posen Foundation have 

been fortunate to contribute and re-
spond to those developments in our 
areas of focus and support. But before 
we touch on recent years’ cultural Juda-
ism, I hope that you, the readers, will 
indulge my desire to briefly trace the 
history of the Posen Foundation, in-
cluding my own motives and influenc-
es, as a retrospective should start from 
one’s individual point of beginning.

What inspired me to devote so many 
years to the question of what it means 
to be a Jew? I was both fascinated and 
confused by the phenomenon that 
the majority of our people, although 
very successful in science, business, 
philosophy, the arts, and much more, 
were essentially ignorant about their 
Jewishness. I, personally, could not re-
ally articulate the issues properly. Born 
and raised in an Orthodox family, I had 
given up the religious aspects of Juda-
ism after hearing what had happened 
to my first cousin, a survivor of Aus-
chwitz and the death march, who lived 
with us for the first few weeks of her 
freedom. I struggled to reconcile such 
slaughter, particularly of infants and 
children, with the existence of a god.

After the birth of my own children, 
I had to decide what to do about their 
Jewish education. I found no answer. 

On the one hand, I was still enam-
ored of the amazing intellectual ac-
complishments of the relatively small 
Jewish population, including the dis-
proportionate number of Nobel Prize 
winners, but could not understand 
how the Jewish religion played any 
part in the successes of these people.    

Around 1990, after retiring from 
business, I became involved in the 
establishment, in Jerusalem, of the 
School of Educational Leadership, 
jointly ran by the Education Ministry, 
the Mandel Foundation, and the Posen 
Foundation, and finally learned not 
only what it means to be a Jew but also 
what you have to learn to become an 
educated Jew. 

A wonderful group of scholars were 
brought together to discuss aspects of 
Jewish education – from Orthodox, 
Reform, Conservative, and secular 
backgrounds and viewpoints – and 
the results of these discussions were 
celebrated in a book titled Visions of 
Jewish Education. A chapter by Prof. 
Menachem Brinker, “Jewish Studies 
in Israel from a Liberal-Secular Per-
spective,” was immensely instructive; 
it helped me realize what I had to do, 
and gave me the framework I needed. It 
helped guide me in the areas of Jewish 
education that would engage me in the 
future. 

The Posen Foundation began sup-
porting small, nascent organisations 
that were starting to teach using the 
framework of Judaism as Culture. Even-
tually, we decided to approach Tel Aviv 
University, known to have a superb 

Judaica department, which collabo-
rated with us, and enabled us, for the 
first time, to establish new courses on 
non-religious Judaism. It was through 
this experiment that we arrived at the 
Ofakim program.

This is the Posen Foundation’s single 
most successful project. Undergradu-
ate students demonstrating academic 
excellence, who wish to become teach-
ers in Israel’s mamlachti school system, 
are trained to teach Jewish philosophy 
from a Judaism as Culture viewpoint to 
secondary school students. 

Since Ofakim’s establishment in 
2004, more than 100 teachers have 
now graduated, many of whom are 
teaching in the Israeli school system; 
some have also begun teaching in a 
couple religious day schools in the 
United States. Israel’s Open University 
has created an outstanding and com-
prehensive two-volume textbook for its 
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students. This textbook, too, is a first, 
and is being translated into English.

And so we arrive at the shift of focus I 
alluded to earlier. Israel has become the 
focal point of the Posen Foundation’s 
activities. Although we had supported 
Jewish secularism courses in about 35 
universities in the United States and 
Canada – some classes had as many 
as 100 students and focused on secu-
lar Jewish philosophy in the Haskalah 
and post-Haskalah periods – we were 
unable to persuade these universities 
to institutionalize their courses, nor 
could we find any support 
from Jewish organizations, 
all of which were directed by 
one of the religious denom-
inations. These leaders were 
not interested in the idea of 
teaching the discipline of 
Judaism as Culture, let alone 
living by its precepts. So we 
turned to Israel.

The secular Jews of Israel 
now have many more op-
portunities to learn Jewish 
thought – in schools, uni-
versities, and other orga-
nizations which teach this 
subject – than their breth-
ren elsewhere. The average 
secular Jewish child in the 
Diaspora is unable to receive 
a Jewish education that is in 
accordance with her fami-
ly’s belief and lifestyle. But, 
to this day, the British, Eu-
ropean and American Jew-
ish communities continue 
to build only religious day 
schools, despite the fact that 
most of their members are no longer 
religious.  We should not see this as 
unrelated to the Jewish demographic 
decline in the Diaspora.

In addition, it was obvious, from the 
great shift of world Jewish demography 
towards Israel, that the main impetus 
in all Jewish activities, and particularly 
Jewish education, would be centered 
in Israel. When I was born in Germa-
ny in 1928, the majority of Jews in the 
world lived in Europe. During my mid-
dle years, when I lived in the United 
States, that is where the majority lived. 
Today, the Jewish population of Israel 
has surpassed the Jewish population of 

the United States. Never before in Jew-
ish history has such a major Jewish de-
mographic shift occurred, and in such 
a short time!

And so, the Posen Foundation has 
increased its support of Judaism as 
Culture educational avenues in Israel. 
In addition to the Ofakim education-
al program, we also installed master’s 
degree programs at Kibbutzim College 
in Tel Aviv and at Haifa University, al-
lowing mamlachti school teachers in 
Israel to further their own education 
in this new field.

Our foundation then teamed up 
with the Hartman Institute and the 
Avi Chai Foundation to create new 
online programs and archives through 
the Tarbut.il website.

The Posen Foundation’s largest lit-
erary project, The Posen Library of 
Jewish Culture and Civilization, is an 
anthology of 10 extensive volumes 
that collects 3,000 years of important 
Jewish literature, artwork, and arti-
facts, presenting the best of Jewish cul-
ture in its historic and global entirety, 
published by Yale University Press. The 
only volume yet published is Volume 
10, which covers 1973 to 2005. There 

are about 120 scholars associated with 
this project, which was expected to 
take about a decade. In fact, it will be 
closer to 20 years. We expect two more 
volumes to be published in 2017 and, 
hopefully, two volumes per annum 
thereafter. This anthology is already 
being digitized and is available at po-
senlibrary.com.

The Posen Foundation also plans 
to publish an abridged English ver-
sion of the five-volume encyclopedia 
Zeman Yehudi Hadash (New Jewish 
Time) within the next few months. 

This will be a digital pro-
duction of the finest of the 
articles from the original 
Hebrew publication, arti-
cles that do not appear any-
where else.  

What is my dream? It is to 
help establish educational 
programs for the majority 
of Jews, i.e. the secular, who 
have essentially abandoned 
the study of their heritage. 
I think this is a tragedy. I 
believe that everyone who 
calls themselves Jewish 
should have the opportuni-
ty to learn about Judaism. 
Those who are religious are 
well set with educational 
institutions, leadership and 
formulas. The secular ma-
jority, at least in the Diaspo-
ra, are the least knowledge-
able about their heritage, 
and their children have no 
suitable way of learning 
about the amazing success-
es and innovative achieve-

ments of their people, an under-
standing of which would perpetuate 
this secular form of Judaism.  

I am very pleased that my son Dan-
iel, though very active in his business 
career, is heading the Posen Founda-
tion with professionalism and deep 
interest. He has the expert assistance 
of Yael Nakhon-Harel, head of the 
Posen Foundation in Israel, as well 
as the contribution of Jesse Tisch in 
New York.

I am confident that in their hands, 
the Posen Foundation will continue to 
develop new and creative ideas to ex-
cite secular Jews around the world.   ❖
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