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By Michelle Cohen
HAKOL Editor

Jodi Eichler-Levine is an associate professor of 
religious studies and serves as the Berman Profes-
sor of Jewish Civilization at Lehigh University. She 
holds a Ph.D. in religion from Columbia University 
and a bachelor’s degree in Near Eastern and Judaic 
studies from Brandeis University. In the follow-
ing interview, she speaks about her new research 
project, a book tentatively titled “Crafting Judaism: 
American Jewish Women and Creativity.”

Can you give me an overview of the research you’re 
doing?
The book is in progress, it’s a large project and 
I’m at the ‘gathering lots of research’ stage right 
now. The book is an exploration of how Jewish 
women sew, knit, crochet and also take part in 
other creative endeavors like creative writing or 
painting.

Why did you choose to write about this topic?
I want to write this because I feel like there’s a lot 
of material culture, a lot of stuff that women make 
that is a huge part of Jewish life that hasn’t really 
adequately been looked at by scholars. Jewish 
studies historically has privileged the study of 
Jewish texts, which is of course very important, 
but as we work on women’s history and sociology, 
there’s a lot to look at in terms of what women 
create.

Can you describe your research process?
I’m doing a lot of interviews, talking to people 
for hours about their work, and I’m also looking 
historically at the history of Jewish art and craft. 
I also take part in participant observation, which 
means learning how to do some of these activities 
myself. Mostly I’m trying to get a sense of what’s 

on the ground today in terms of how Jewish 
women are creating things and where that fits in 
their Jewish identity.

How did you first begin thinking of this idea?
There are two ways, and they both started when 
I was in graduate school. When I was at Colum-
bia, I was writing my dissertation that would 
become my first book, about Jewish children’s 
literature and African-American children’s 
literature and their overlaps. At that same time, 
I became a knitter. I learned to knit in gradu-
ate school and it became sort of my form of 
therapy. I noticed two things at that point that 
gave me the idea. One was that there were a lot 
of books coming out about crafting and spiri-
tuality. I found a book on kabbalah and quilt-
ing, and there’s a book called “Zen and the Art 
of Knitting,” among others. There are a lot of 
crafters engaged in spiritual matters. I study all 
religions, although Judaism most of all. At the 
same time, in the books I was writing about, in 
children’s literature, I noticed that a lot of books 
that focused on memory also focused on tex-
tiles, on quilts, on shawls. I decided that rather 
than just looking at the representations of quilts, 
which I loved doing in one chapter of my dis-
sertation research, I wanted to get out there and 
talk to people about their creations as well as 
look at the creations themselves.

How many people will you be speaking to?
I’m doing a national sample and I’m coming at 
it in many different ways. For example, I did 
one online survey that had a couple hundred 
respondents, I’m still analyzing that data. Then 
I’m doing face-to-face interviews. By the end 
of the book it’ll be several dozen, hopefully 
more. Right now I’ve talked to about six people 
in the northeast, and I’m going to California in 

the middle of April to interview people there. 
I’m studying the Pomegranate Guild of Judaic 
Needlework, which is one of the organizations 
that really focuses on this stuff, so I’m going to 
their convention in May. I’m trying to reach as 
many people as I can. I’ve also done some email 
and skype interviews.

What message are you hoping for readers to get 
from the book?
At this point, since I’m in the midst of the re-
search, it’s a little soon to say that there’s a mes-
sage to take away, but what I am hoping for is 
for people to really think deeply about the fact 
that religious practice, which I would understand 
very broadly, is embodied. It’s not just about the-
ology or doing the right thing on a particular 
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When Yafit was seven, she and her 
family began to walk. This journey 
to escape famine and persecution 
took them from their village in 
Ethiopia to Israel. For a month and 
a half, they scaled mountains and 
forded rivers, moving in silence to 
avoid the attention of robbers and 
kidnappers.

When they arrived in Sudan, 
the family slept in a tent city, 
biding their time and fending off 
mosquitos and dysentery. But 
when Yafit and her younger sister 
became too weak to travel further, 
their parents left them behind, 
promising that they could join 
them once their strength returned.

Time passed. Nothing 
happened. One night as they slept, 
a stranger came into their tent and 
nudged them awake. Thinking it 

was a dream, she boarded a truck 
and was whisked away to an 
airport. Next thing she knew, she 
was embracing her parents in the 
Promised Land.
 
Finding an Eshet Chayil
 
As a new immigrant who knew 
neither the language nor culture 
of her new country, Yafit faced 
significant hurdles to success, but 
she was scrappy and determined. 
She learned Hebrew, earned a 
degree in education and started 
teaching Hebrew to Russian 
immigrants in Ashdod.

Her skill and spirit soon 
caught the attention of the Jewish 
Federation of the Lehigh Valley’s 
partner the American Jewish Joint 
Distribution Committee (JDC). 
Representatives invited her to 
run workshops for their Eshet 
Chayil (Woman of Valor) program, 
which helps Israeli women from 
disadvantaged backgrounds 
enter the regional job market. It 
surprised no one that she 
soon rose to become regional 
coordinator.
 
The meaning of success
 
Now, as head of JDC’s Southern 
Region’s Career Advancement 
Program, Yafit works with dozens 
of Israeli women one-on-one, 
assessing their potential and 
helping them plan and reach 
goals for a better future. The 
program is a part of TEVET, JDC’s 
comprehensive employment 
initiative forged in partnership 
with the Israeli government.

“Some women worry about 
childcare, and some already have 
many personal and communal 
responsibilities. They take care of 
everyone else and have no time to 
take care of themselves,” she says. 
“My work is to help show them 
that by improving their careers, 
they are in fact strengthening their 
families and communities.”

And it is in doing this work—
helping others find success 
through wisdom she learned 
the tough way as an immigrant 
working mother of three—that 
Yafit truly shines as her own 
Israeli woman of valor.
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Since the first issue of HAKOL in 
September/October 1976, HAKOL has 
featured a myriad of articles, maps, political 
cartoons and more relating to current events 
in the state of Israel. As we celebrate Yom 
Ha’atzmaut, let’s take a look back to June 
2002, when HAKOL provided an Israeli flag 
to every subscribed family on the back of the 
paper, to be cut out and displayed. Please 
feel free to cut out this picture and use it to 
express your Jewish pride.

Yafit: An Ethiopian-Israeli 
Woman of Valor
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holiday, it’s also about all of that stuff 
that’s around us. Take the Passover seder, 
for example; you go to a seder and there 
might be a matzah cover that is hand-
made. In my family, it was embroidered 
by my great-aunt. You hold Kiddush 
cups, someone made that. Religious com-
munity isn’t just formed around formal 
ceremonies like bar and bat mitzvahs or 
Shabbat, although those are wonderful 
ceremonies, they’re also formed around 
informal communities. I’m just as inter-
ested in Jewish women who knit a hat for 
charity because for them that’s an act of 
tzedakah, or Jewish women who come 
together and knit pink hats to go to the 
Women’s March in Washington. To me, 
that can also be understood as a Jewish-in-
flected act. For some people it is, for some 
people it’s not. That’s part of what I’m 
asking my interviewees. In having these 
conversations about objects and creativity, 
we learn more fully what it means to be 
Jewish in America today.

What else would you like the community to 
know about your project?
It’s important to know that there’s a long 
history of Jewish women creating things. 
When you look back at Europe or earlier 
time periods in America, there were male 
artisans and also female artisans. The 
women artisans are less likely to have their 
names known but there’s been some good 
study of the fact that, for example, in early 

modern Europe, Torah binders were some-
times made from the swaddling cloths 
used at circumcisions; the cloths were cut 
into long strips, connected, and sometimes 
quite elaborately embroidered. You had all 
of these objects that were very intimately a 
part of Jewish life that women created. 

I also think it’s important for people 
to think about what it means to be Jewish 
very broadly, because when we look at so-
ciology and at surveys of what it means to 
be Jewish today, it means a lot of different 
things. So, when you look at something 
like the Pew Survey of American Jewry, 
you see that more and more Jews are not 
affiliated with a formal organization like 
a synagogue or a JCC; more and more, 
Jews are connecting with Judaism through 
other kinds of activities. It might be an 
environmental bike ride like the kind 
that HAZON runs, it might be through 
a stitching group, it might be through an 
urban farm like Urban Adamah on the 
west coast or the Jewish Farm School in 
Philly. For scholars, it’s really important 
to look at the very diverse ways people 
are being Jewish today, so that’s the con-
text in which I’m thinking about what we 
call “lived religion,” religion and activity 
on the ground.

Finally, I am always looking for more 
people to interview; readers are welcome 
to reach out to me at jeichlerlevine@
lehigh.edu.

Dr. Eichler-Levine will also be speaking about 
her book at Hadassah Shabbat on May 6 at 
Congregation Brith Sholom at 9 a.m. The 
event is free and open to the community.
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