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Israeli politics has a bewildering array of parties and political ideologies, and to make matters “worse” they also change their shape and name over time. When it comes to religious camps in the Holy Land, however, there seems to be a comforting consistency: Ultra-Orthodox, Orthodox, and Secular. Right? Nothing could be further from the truth.


Approximately 50% of Jewish Israelis define themselves as “secular”. Yet, this is no monolithic secularity. One group is ideologically secular, even atheistic, and determinedly anti-clerical. For them, God doesn't exist, never did, yet the Jewish people did develop a worthy national culture that makes us still “Jewish” – but there's no way they will allow the Rabbis to determine what “Jewish” means. Another group isn't sure about God, doesn't know much about Judaism at all (Isaiah who?), but is happy to celebrate Chanukah (delicious jelly doughnuts), Purim (fun masquerade party), and Passover (great family get-together). A third secular group is groping: formerly (and perhaps still) agnostic religiously but very interested  in Jewish history, philosophy and customs. They have even produced an amazing oxymoron: secular “kollel” (religious school of deep study)! 


The next major religious “camp” is called the masoratim, i.e. Traditionalists, not to be confused with the Jewish-American, religious Conservative movement's clear religious philosophy (even if many American adherents don't follow it guidelines in practice). Rather, Israeli masoratim are a hodgepodge of Jews who feel deep respect for the Jewish faith, its customs, and the rabbinical leadership – but are very lax in following the letter of the Law. Thus, they will invariably go to Shabbat services every Saturday morning (in an Orthodox synagogue, of course), return home for kiddush and family meal – and then drive off to the beach.... They are mostly Mizrachim (emigrants from the Arab countries), with a low level of “theology” – not to be discount, constituting 30% of Israel's overall Jewish population.


The third camp (10%) is what Israelis call “National-Religious” – the ones with the knitted skullcaps. Yet here too there is much greater diversity than meets the yarmulkah. On the one hand are the familiar Orthodox Jews attending State religious schools, serving in the army and zealously supporting Zionism – which is why so many live in Judea and Samaria, the historical seat of the Jewish people. On the other hand, the more “modern Orthodox” have more of a Western, liberal-political ethos (caring for the downtrodden, including the Palestinians); besides the medium-to-small kippah on their head, they're indistinguishable from general Israeli society. And on the third hand (another miracle from the Holy Land), there are the hardalim, an acronym for “Haredi-Leumi”: religiously ultra-Orthodox but nationally Zionist. They wear much larger skullcaps (more like skull covers), even when serving in the army; at home, though, they could easily be confused with the ultra-Orthodox.


From here to the final 10%: the ultra-Orthodox, seemingly the most monolithic of all. The reality is precisely the opposite! It would take a book to explain all the nuanced diversity (and internal, mutual animosity) of the haredim. Suffice it to say that they are split along ethnic lines (Ashkenazim vs. Mizrakhim), along national lines (“moderate” non-Zionists vs. rabid anti-Zionists), and even along religious lines (true hardliners vs. mild adaptationists). 


The last sub-group is the most recent and perhaps the most interesting: Israel now has a growing number of... “neo-Haredim”! These are ultra-Orthodox who live a very religiously observant life, but they now go to college, serve in the army, and (Heaven forfend!) even surf the internet. That's a big deal for a society that has always blindly obeyed its rabbinical leaders who continue to forbid the use of TV and the Net.


In short, Israel has its own version of global warming: a religious iceberg that is cracking into many smaller floats, each moving in a different direction, occasionally clashing with each other, but mostly seeking its own calm, coastal waters. To be sure, there are many economic, social, and political ramifications of this phenomenon but we shall leave these for another time. Merely keeping track of all these religious breakaways is enough of an effort for now.

* * * * * * * * * * * *

Prof. Lehman-Wilzig teaches at Bar-Ilan University in Israel where he served as Head of the Division of Communication Studies (1991-96) as well as Chairman of the Political Studies Department (2004-07). During 1997-1999 he was Chairman of the Israeli Political Studies Association, and in 2008-09 was Schusterman Visiting Professor at Brown University. For more information, see his website: www.profslw.com

