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Dr. Ruth Sandberg Puts Jewish-Christian Studies into Practice with a 

Transformative Trip to Saint Joseph’s University 

During her years of studying Rabbinics, Dr. Ruth Sandberg was often struck by what 

she describes as the “very compelling parallels between Rabbinic Judaism and early 

Christianity.” This fascination, combined with her conviction that knowledge about 

other faiths breeds understanding, explains her longtime academic focus on the 

relationship between Judaism and early Christianity. In fact, it is a subject that she 

has been teaching at Gratz College for years. In 2011, she even developed a graduate 

certificate program in Jewish-Christian studies, making Gratz the only Jewish 

institution that offers this option. 

Dr. Sandberg’s counterpart at Saint Joseph’s University is Dr. Philip Cunningham, who 

has dedicated much of his career to Jewish-Christian studies and to the improvement 

of relations between the two communities. A prolific writer on this subject, Dr. 

Cunningham is director of the Institute for Jewish-Catholic Relations at Saint Joseph’s 

University as well as a professor of theology. 

On Wednesday, October 23rd, Dr. Sandberg and Dr. Cunningham joined forces. For 

two-and-a-half hours, Dr. Sandberg’s Gratz adult education class “Sages, Saints and 

Sinners” merged with the Saint Joseph’s honors class “Jewish and Christian 

Interpretations of the Bible,” which is team-taught by Dr. Cunningham and Rabbi Alan 

Iser. Describing the goal of the joint study session, Dr. Cunningham explains that 

“there is no better way to promote mutual understanding than through ‘interreligious 

learning’ – structured experiences in which Jews and Christians study their respective 

traditions together.” This point was corroborated by the positive reaction of both 

Jewish and Catholic students to the joint study session, including their expressed 

desire to repeat it.   

The opportunity for learning in a religiously mixed class is unique because students 

are able to think about concepts from a different perspective, as exemplified during 

the study session in the discussion on sainthood. Although there are figures recognized 



as exceptionally holy and righteous in Judaism, who, in some cases, even receive a 

level of ritualistic veneration, such as Lubavitcher Rebbe Menachem Schneerson, the 

Gratz students grappled with the much more formal and universal concept of 

sainthood in Catholicism. The Saint Joseph’s students helped by explaining the 

difference between praying to G-d and praying to saints, as well as the significance of 

having a day on the calendar dedicated to each saint – concepts they had never 

before considered from a non-Catholic perspective. One student remarked, “[T]he 

opportunity for this conversation with Jewish friends made me ponder how others 

view religions not their own.” 

The joint study session not only helped both groups of students better understand the 

differences between Judaism and Catholicism, but it also demonstrated the powerful 

similarities between the two religions. This point emerged particularly strikingly 

during the discussion of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. Reflecting Jesus’ primary 

teachings, this sermon is one of the most important sections in the New Testament – 

and one that expresses many Jewish principles. As a result, according to Dr. 

Sandberg, the Jewish students “gained a greater appreciation of how indebted 

Christianity is to Judaism and of how much more the two religions have in common 

than they had originally thought.” 

Dr. Sandberg describes finding this common ground as the “transformative” aspect of 

interreligious learning. That day at Saint Joseph’s University, she says, both Catholic 

and Jewish students learned that to a large extent, “we speak the same language.” 

This spring, Dr. Sandberg will be teaching “Comparative Theology of Judaism and 

Christianity” online. She will also be teaching an adult education course at Gratz on 

a yet-to-be-determined topic in Jewish-Christian studies. For information on these 

courses or on the graduate certificate in Jewish-Christian studies, contact Dr. 

Sandberg at 215-635-7300, x168, or at rsandberg@gratz.edu.  
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