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Seth Ward: Islam expert; spiritual
leader to seniors

r. Seth
Ward is
an

expert at
acquiring,
translating and
disseminating
knowledge.
Although his
pedagogic �lter,
humility and dry
wit might take issue with this assessment — a common
occurrence — it’s an appropriate observation.
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Attired in a suit, his gray hair freshly trimmed at the urging
of his wife Carol Kozak Ward, he insists that he’s not a very
important person before reaching the conference room.

Ward, 66, is a professor (he prefers teacher) at the
University of Wyoming, scholar, historian, past director of
DU’s Institute for Judaic-Islamic Studies and lay leader of
Saturday morning services at Kavod Senior Life.

Teachers introduce themselves by name and title on the �rst
day of classes. What if Ward could describe the man? Where
would he start?

“It depends on the class,” he prefaces. “But I would say that
I’m a happily married guy with a great wife, four wonderful
children and now two grandchildren. 

“That’s the most important place I’d begin.”

Ward, who joined the faculty at the University of Wyoming
in Laramie in 2003, currently teaches in the Philosophy of
Religious Studies Dept. “Almost every term I teach a modern
Middle East course for which there seems to be continuing
interest, for good reason,” he says. 

He’s also instructing courses on the history of Islam, an
introduction to the Koran and one on Moses, Jesus and
Muhammad.

“What my students need to learn from me, and what I feel I
can offer them, is how to pull apart a traditional religious
text from multiple sources,” he says. “I want them to see the
text in the way that people in that particular religion regard
the same text.

“For example, with a text from the Bible or Koran, I want
them to understand how Muslims or Jews or Christians
would look at the texts, and make sure they understand and
appreciate that approach.”

But he also enlarges their understanding of how modern
academic scholarship unrelated to the religious traditions
examine the text. 
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“I sometimes emphasize, perhaps more than I should, the
shared critical ability within the traditions,” he says. “I tell
my students that one of the things they need to respect is
that these are very different approaches.

“You know, traditional Jewish scholars that studied these
texts saw the same problems that modern academic scholars
see.”

Do students enter the classroom with preconceived notions
of Judaism, Christianity and Islam?

Ward’s dry wit answers the question.

“One of the things I have to remember is that my students
are here because they may have heard that I’m a good
teacher — or not,” he shrugs. “Sometimes students put a lot
of thought into which class they take. Sometimes they don’t. 

“I have students who are surprised that they learned more
about religion than they thought they knew before taking
my class,” he says. “But don’t expect a student to say he or
she didn’t know anything before taking your class.” 

ard was born and raised in Manhattan to parents
who belonged to a fairly traditional synagogue
and observed kashrut. While some might deviate

from the chosen path, he intensi�ed it.

The word “deviate” leads to a brief tussle.

“I would always characterize my development as organic
rather than deviant,” he says to his interlocutor, who defends
her verb choice.

“That was your word!” he laughs.

As a kid, Ward devoured books on the ancient Hebrew
language, Mesopotamia, the Sumerians, Babylonians and
Near Eastern cultures — an inexplicable fascination.

His eventual concentration on Arabic, which may seem like a
curious choice for an observant Jew, actually resulted from
his dif�culty mastering Akkadian. 
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“There’s a story behind this,” he smiles. “In my �nal year of
undergraduate school at Yale, I did very well in Arabic and
not so well in Akkadian. The teacher of Akkadian hated
undergraduates, and I was the only one in the class.

“I didn’t do well, but my professor was not very cooperative.” 

Based on the young man’s ostensibly unequal language
abilities, “my advisor wisely suggested I focus on Arabic.”

Ward earned his BA in 1974, MA in 1978 and PhD in 1984, all in
Near Eastern Languages and Literatures, from Yale.

He lived in Israel from 1985-1991, while teaching at the
University of Haifa and studying Arabic at The Hebrew
University. “I was very happy living there. Israel is an
important part of my Jewish identity.”

Ward, who has a blog, is amazed that the internet has
inaccurate personal information about him. For example, he
visited Harvard several times but never took a class there. 

“I did study at the Jewish Theological Seminary but I never
�nished. I need to put more of my CV up there.”

He met Carol Kozak in 1974. Married in 1978, the couple
moved to Denver in 1991. The Wards, who belong to EDOS,
have four children, Gila, Shoshana, Simcha and Ra�, and two
grandchildren.

Ward repeatedly scoffs at suggestions of intellectual
precocity, despite perusing the World Book Encyclopedia
and investigating Near Eastern religions and societies at a
tender age.

“I have no idea what my IQ is,” he says a bit derisively.  “I’m
not sure about having more information than anybody else
locked in my brain,” Ward counters.

“The problem is learning how to get it down on paper and
transmitting it to students. 

“I’ve been lucky that very often I can pull it out at the right
time. Most of us forget things at this time of life.”

https://www.ijn.com/opinion/columns/reflections/
https://www.ijn.com/opinion/columns/view-from-central-park/
https://www.ijn.com/opinion/columns/snapshot/
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hose who know Ward personally, share Kiddush with him at

EDOS or read his blog are familiar with the saga of
his father and a distant cousin during the Holocaust.
Many are hearing it for the �rst time.

Aba (Warscawczyk) Ward, born in Kutno, Poland, �ed
Europe and fought in Palestine. Only a few cousins survived.
The rest of his family perished.

“My father felt it was important to observe Holocaust
Awareness Day and Holocaust remembrances, and made
sure the names of his family were recorded in the Yizkor
Book,” Ward says.

“But he was far more interested in Jewish support for Israel
than the remembrance part.” 

Aba left Poland in the late 1930s to continue his dental
education in Italy. “He never got there. Instead he put Jews
on legal immigration boats to Palestine — and eventually got
on a boat himself.

“He spent a couple of years in Palestine, joined the British
Army, not the Jewish Brigade, and was active in the Irgun.”

Once authorities discovered Aba’s association with the
Irgun, he was arrested and imprisoned in the fortress at Acre
(Akko) until he escaped.

“This was not the famous prison break in the �lm ‘Exodus,’”
Ward grins. “A guard knew about my father’s service in the
British Army, and he always said the guard was a little bit
careless, on purpose.”

Israel (Mietek) Kamal, a distant cousin, is regarded as the
captain of the Second Command of the Warsaw Ghetto
Uprising.

 “Our family is very proud of what he did,” says Ward, who
quali�es that factual accounts “are often blurred by
survivors who relate the narrative — but this does not
diminish the truth of the man.”
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It is Ward’s understanding that Kamal was one of the people
who escaped through the sewers in the �nal days of the
uprising. He was recaptured and executed by the Nazis at
Auschwitz.

Despite the history �owing through his veins, Ward says he
feels no special connection to the Holocaust. 

“I don’t like to think of myself in quite the same way as
people who are second-generation survivors because my
father was a survivor of a very different type,” he says. 

“His experience in WW II was that of a soldier in the
Palestine Army, not an inmate in a camp. My wife’s father
was in Auschwitz and her mother left Germany after
Kristallnacht. Carol is the Holocaust representative in our
family. I honor this.”

ince the early 1990s, when Dr. Ivan Geller could no
longer devote suf�cient time, Ward has led traditional
services at Kavod Senior Life (formerly the Allied

Jewish Apartments). 

Traditional is the operative descriptor for Ward’s approach
to prayer at the senior residence with mixed demographics
in need of individualized religious expression.

“I told Uncle Max (Frankel) years ago that Kavod should have
services derived from a traditional basis on Shabbat
mornings and hold progressive or liberal services on Friday
nights,” Ward says. 

Kavod Chaplain Rabbi Stephen Booth-Nadav and Rabbi
Birdie Becker now conduct semi-monthly progressive
Shabbat services at Kavod.

“Up until about four or �ve years ago there was a nucleus of
people, many of them Russians, who would come to my
services,” Ward says. “I would describe the services as
Denver-style traditional: we used Orthodox siddurim; had
full Torah readings.”

Although Saturday morning Shabbat services have changed
somewhat to accommodate the times, they remain faithful
to Ward’s intention.
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“I feel very strongly that our synagogue on Shabbat
mornings should be a traditional Jewish synagogue — but
now it is open to all residents and anyone from the outside,
including non-Jews.

“On the other hand, I also try to stay within the boundaries
of something that an Orthodox person recognizes as coming
from an Orthodox background.” 

he Wards’ daughter Shoshana was diagnosed with
Rett Syndrome, a rare genetic disorder occurring
almost exclusively among females that severely

impairs function.

They care for their daughter at home, where she’s
surrounded by love, attention, smiles and laughter. 

“Shoshana’s doing better than people who test genetically
positive for the disease, which she did not,” Ward says. “She’s
in her 30s now and looks eight to 12 years old. She is also
nonverbal.

“We are very happy to have her at home. And she seems to
love going to EDOS every Shabbat.”

Ward says her life expectancy is the same as anyone else’s
life expectancy.

“However, there are secondary issues,” he adds. “Because
Shoshana is nonverbal, there is no way for her to tell us what
is going on. She has to rely on the observation of others, and
that might shorten her life expectancy.”

Don’t call Seth and Carol saints, a well-intended appraisal
they �nd grossly inaccurate.

“You mentioned the Holocaust. People who rescued Jews in
the Holocaust will say, ‘What else would we do?’

“There was a period in our life when we had to work through
all these things,” he says. “Research about obtaining the right
level of care and talking to parents facing similar issues
helped considerably.”
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When it’s suggested that not all parents are equipped to
raise a developmentally disabled child, Ward’s eyes �ash
mild disbelief. 

“It’s just part of being a parent,” he says.

ard says that the University of Wyo-ming, a
secular environment with a minimal Jewish
population, is essentially devoid of the pro-BDS,

anti-Israel and anti-Semitic wave sweeping many campuses.

“There is a degree of favor for the state of Israel that is not
coming from Jewish students because of their small
demographic,” he says. “It usually comes from evangelical
Christians. But in terms of what they know about Judaism,
it’s not very much.”

A few Jewish students have told Ward that they’ve
encountered micro aggression, today’s buzzword for
indirect bullying. “They may hear things like, ‘Funny, you
don’t look Jewish’ or ‘You look nice for a Jewish person,’” he
says. 

 One Holocaust denier who posted several anti-Semitic
comments on Facebook hung posters on Holocaust
Remembrance Day and similar events.

“The police hauled him away,” says Ward, adding no other
Holocaust deniers have surfaced in his wake.

 One year has elapsed since 11 Jews were massacred at Tree
of Life*Or L’Simcha Synagogue in Squirrel Hill, Pa. 

Asked whether US Jews feel safer, Ward’s provocative
commentary acknowledges facts on the ground while
challenging myopic perspectives.

“I think that we as a community tend to look more closely at
things that make front page headlines,” he says. “What’s that
phrase from the 1980s? ‘When it bleeds, it leads.’

“This is not to say that we shouldn’t be worried about
violence against synagogues. But the big problem for the
American Jewish community is probably not the relatively
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tiny number of Jews who enter synagogues alive and end up
dead. 

“I’m being very blunt.”

Ward lists major dif�culties facing US Jewry that remain
front, center and unaddressed: educating Jewish youth,
supporting impoverished Jews, providing a Jewish response
to societal issues, maintaining Jewish identity in an America
context.

“I often feel that the money we allocate for security may be
well spent, but we have to realize that it may come at a cost
to funds we could direct to other things,” he says. 

“This is a very real issue we should consider,” he says. “I am
not saying advocating that we should ignore security for our
synagogues. What I am saying is we should seriously discuss
how we allocate our resources of energy, money and time.”

As Ward prepares to leave, he’s interrupted by a misplaced
question.

Why teaching?

“Why not!” he exclaims with a spontaneous, hearty laugh.

He �lls in a few noteworthy gaps — but all we hear is the
laughter. 

Andrea Jacobs may be reached at andrea@ijn.com
(mailto:andrea@ijn.com).
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