
The Lilly Fellows Program in 
Humanities and the Arts seeks to 
strengthen the quality and shape 
the character of church-related 
institutions of higher learning. 
Three closely related initiatives 
have been designed to accomplish 
this mission: a National Network 
of Church-Related Colleges 
and Universities that sponsors 
a wide variety of activities and 
publications that explore the 
Christian character of the academic 
vocation; a Graduate Fellowship 
Program that supports graduate 
students who are exploring 
vocations in church-related higher 
education, and the two- year, 
residential Postdoctoral Teaching 
Fellowship. As of 2017-2018 the 
Program has awarded seventy-six 
two-year postdoctoral fellowships 
to teacher-scholars who seek to 
renew and enrich their intellectual 
and spiritual lives while preparing 
for teaching and leadership roles 
at institutions of church-related 
higher education. Fellows teach in 
the honors college (Christ College) 
and departments of the College of 
Arts and Sciences at Valparaiso 
University. In addition, Fellows 
conduct scholarship or creative 
work, participate in a two-year 
colloquium, and interact with 
representatives from a national 
network of one hundred church-
related colleges and universities.
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Ashleigh Elser earned her BA in Intercultural Studies and Philosophy from Prairie 
College and an MA in Religion from Yale Divinity School. In 2017, she received her 
PhD in Religious Studies from the University of Virginia, where she specialized in the 
area of Scripture, Interpretation, and Practice. 

Elser’s research stands at the intersection of biblical studies, Jewish and Christian 
scriptural hermeneutics, and modern religious thought, with a particular interest in 
how the difficulties of sacred texts are interpreted by modern readers. Her current book 
project, based on her dissertation, engages the conflicts we find between narrators in the 
biblical canon, such as the gospel writers’ accounts of the resurrection or the two parallel 
but divergent royal histories we find in the Hebrew Bible. This project narrates the ways 
in which conflicts once central to the Jewish and Christian hermeneutic traditions came 
to be marginalized by modern literary and theological readers in response to the rise of 
higher criticism, and advances an alternative proposal about the ways these hermeneutic 
frictions might provide a constructive site for both literary and theological reflection. 

During her time at Valparaiso, Elser will also be continuing work on a research project 
that explores the creation and curation of literary Bibles in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries as a unique window into the overlapping histories of biblical interpretation, 
religious education, and literary study. 

Alongside her scholarly work, Elser also enjoys wrestling with difficult texts and ideas 
with her students in the classroom. During her time at the University of Virginia, she 
taught seven undergraduate courses in the areas of biblical studies, American religious 
history, and modern theology, and received a Graduate Teaching Award in 2016. As 
a Lilly Fellow, Elser will continue to teach courses in biblical Studies and modern 
religious thought and will also teach great books seminars as part of the Christ College 
Freshman Program. 


