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UltraＧOrthodoxandProlongedSinglehood:
FindingaPartner,NegotiatingwithGod

SaraZalcberg　SimaZalcbergBlock

Abstract:TheultraＧOrthodoxcommunityinIsraeliswitnessinga
phenomenonofprolonged singlehood．Based on semiＧstructured
interviewswith２０ultraＧOrthodoxprolongedmaleandfemalesingles
ofdiverseaffiliations,thestudysuggeststhatprolongedsinglehood
hasimpactedparticipants􀆳faithandpracticedreligiosity．Interviewees
describedtheirdisappointmentinGodandtheirsensethatHeis
testingtheirfaith．They also testified to a decreasein their
observance,especiallyconcerningpraying,abidingbykosherrules,

andmaintainingmodesty．Thedeclineinreligiouspracticeandbelief
wasattributedtoacrisisoffaith,thelooseningofimposingsocial
ties,andtheneedtosatisfyphysicalandemotionalneeds．
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Introduction

TheultraＧOrthodoxJewishcommunityisa minoritygroupinIsrael,

albeitagrowingone．Israelishometoabout１．２５millionultraＧOrthodoxJews,

comprising１３％oftheJewishpopulation．①Thecommunityisdiverse, with
streamsandsubgroupsdifferingindress,communitylifestyles,leadership,

educationalsystems, andattitudestowardsecularsocietyandthe modern

① Lee Cahanerand Gilad Malach, Statistical Reporton Orthodox Societyin Israel ２０２０
(Jerusalem:TheIsraeliDemocracyInstitute,２０２１),１１．[Hebrew]



—８０　　　 —

world．
Still,allultraＧOrthodoxJewsshareseveralcoreattributes．Theseinclude

observingastrictversionofJewishlaw,obediencetothedecreesofrabbinical
leadersoneverydaylifeissues,includingpolitics,andthecommitmentofmen
tothestudyofreligioustexts．①TheydifferfromReligiousZionists,another
largereligiousminority,intheirnotionalrejectionofZionistideology．

UltraＧOrthodoxsocietydictatesanalmostabsoluteseparationbetweenthe
sexesandemphasizeswomen􀆳smodesty, withstrictrulesgoverningfemale
attire．Italsodictatesthatmarriageshouldoccuratanearlyage (１８Ｇ２３,

varyingaccordingtothestreamandsubgroup)tomaintainthecommunity􀆳s
purenessandencouragetheconstitutionoflargefamilies(birthratesinHaredi
familiesareoversixchildrenperfamily)．②

“Traditional” or “arranged” marriagesarethenorminHaredisociety,

similartoarranged marriagesthathistoricallyexistedintraditionalJewish
society．③Couplesmeetandagreetomarryinlinewiththeexpectationsand
preferencesoftheprospectivecouple􀆳sparentsandwithoutapreＧmarriage
periodofsharedlife,incontrasttothe“modernmarriage”intheWest,which
isbasedonthepersonalrelationshipofthecoupleandoftentakesplaceonly
afterasignificantperiodofnonＧmaritalsexualrelations．④

Sincethe midＧ１９９０s, the ultraＧOrthodox communityin Israel has
undergonesignificantchangesduetoitsincreasing, evenifstilllimited,

interactionswiththemajorityofsociety．Theseinteractionshaveledtogreater
opennesstowardnonＧHaredipracticesindifferentaspectsoflife,including
education, occupation, communication, health, leisure culture, and

①
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BenjaminBrown,TheHaredim:AGuidetoTheirBeliefsandSectors (Jerusalem: AmOved/

TheIsraeliDemocracyInstitute,２０１７),１３Ｇ１４,２４Ｇ３３[Hebrew]; MenachemFriedman,UltraＧOrthodox
Society:Sources,TrendsandProcesses (Jerusalem:InstituteforIsraelStudies,１９９１),７Ｇ９．[Hebrew]

SimaZalcberg Block, “Gender DifferencesintheInvolvementof Young Peopleinthe
MatchmakingProcessinanExtremeUltraＧOrthodoxCommunity,” Journalof JewishIdentities５
(２０１２):２７Ｇ５０．

DavidLehmannandBatyaSiebzehner, “Power,BoundariesandInstitutions: MarriageinUltraＧ
OrthodoxJudaism,”EuropeanJournalofSociology５０ (２００９):２７３Ｇ３０８; AvrahamGrossman, Pious
andRebellious:JewishWomeninMedievalEurope (Waltham:BrandeisUniversityPress,２００４),９８．

KarenDionandKennethDion, “IndividualisticandCollectivisticPerspectivesonGenderandthe
CulturalContextofLoveandIntimacy,”JournalofSocialIssues４９(１９９３):５３Ｇ６９．
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consumption, as wellasopennesstoward variousideas, concepts, and
practicessuchasfeministdiscourse．① TheyhadsomeeffectalsoonultraＧ
Orthodoxmarriagepatterns．

Prolongedsinglehood, includingin Israel, hasreceived substantial
scholarlyattention．② However,thisphenomenonhasnotyetbeenstudiedin
thecontextofIsraeliultraＧOrthodox．Thisstudyseekstofillthisgapinthe
literaturebyfocusingontheexperiencesofultraＧOrthodox whoremained
singleintotheirmidＧ２０sandbeyond,particularlyhowtheirsituationaffected
theirreligiosity．

Inhisrichreview, Engelbergnotedtheprolificdiscourseonsinglehood
versusfamily．③Severalstudiessuggestedthata “strongfamily”isnecessary
forstrongreligiosity．④ Thereasonisthat mostreligiousceremoniesare
celebratedinthefamilyenvironment,andmostreligiouspracticesarebasedon
thetraditionalfamilystructure．⑤Studiesfurtherdemonstratedthatsincethe
second half ofthe twentieth century, Orthodox Judaism, like other
conservativereligions,emphasizedtheimportanceoffamilylifeasoneofits
centralmotifsinitswaragainstsecularism．⑥

Studiesamongvariousconservativereligiouscommunitiesinthe West
showedthatsocialpressureisoftenappliedonsinglestogetmarriedandthat

①

②
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④

⑤

⑥

OrnaBraunＧLewensohnandTehilaKalagy, “BetweentheInsideandtheOutsideWorld:Coping
ofUltraＧOrthodoxIndividualswithTheir WorkEnvironmentAfterAcademicStudies,” Community
MentalHealthJournal５５(２０１９):８９４Ｇ９０５;GiladMalachandLeeCahaner, “ElementsofModernLife
or‘ModernUltraＧOrthodoxy’? NumericalAssessmentofModernizationProcessesinUltraＧOrthodox
Society,” DemocraticCulture１７(２０１７):１９Ｇ５１．[Hebrew]
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prolongedsinglehoodleadstobeingpushedtothemarginsofthedevoutgroup．
Thesestudiesdescribereligioussinglesasbeing“inthemiddle,”tornbetween
thevaluesoftheircommunityandmainstreamculturalvalues,i．e．, Western
secularvalues．

Forexample, American Muslim singlesstruggle withthe American
mainstream􀆳snormsregardingsex;①andmodernOrthodoxJewishsinglesin
theUnitedStatesandIsraelwerefoundtoexperiencementalstressduetothe
requirementtoavoidsexualrelationsbeforemarriagealtogether．②

Engelbergidentifiedthreepatternsinhisstudyofprolongedsinglehood
amongtheReligiousZionistsinIsrael．Themostcommonseestheperiodof
singlehoodasareligiousmoratoriuminwhichsinglesallowthemselvestobe
lessstrictwithvariousreligiouspractices．Thesecondseessingleswhodonot
reducetheirreligiousobservance, and, infact, theirlevelofreligiosity
remainsasitwasbeforetheyenteredthephaseofprolongedsinglehood．The
thirdpatternseessingleswhoincreasinglyreducetheirreligiousobservance
andmovetowardssecularism．③

Inlightofthereviewpresentedabove,thehypothesesofthisstudywere:

SomeultraＧOrthodoxsinglesdescribethemselvesasbeinginastateof
“between” the values oftheirreligious minority community and the
mainstreamculturalvalues,i．e．, Westernsecularvalues．Thistensionis
reflectedespeciallyregardingrelationswiththeoppositegender．

Somedescribeaperiodofreligiousmoratorium,duringwhichtheyare
lessstrictabouttheobservanceofreligiouspractices,intendingtoresumetheir
religiousobservanceoncethey marry．Ontheotherhand, someremain
observant, perhapseven moreobservant, believingthatrighteousnesswill
advanceadivineinterventionthatwillchangetheirpersonalstatus．Still,some

①
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ZarinahElＧAminNaeem,JihadoftheSoul:SinglehoodandtheSearchforLoveinMuslim
America (Detroit: NiyahPress,２００９)．

Air Engelberg, Prolonged Singlehood among Religious Zionists: Religiosity and
Individualizationin Late Modernity, １６５Ｇ１６７; YaakovFrances, “A QualitativeStudyofSexualＧ
ReligiousConflictinSingleOrthodoxJewishMen,” PhDDissertation, CityUniversityofNew York,

２００８．
Air Engelberg, Prolonged Singlehood among Religious Zionists: Religiosity and

IndividualizationinLateModernity,１６９Ｇ１９９．



—８３　　　 —

becomelessobservanttothepointofleavingtheultraＧOrthodoxworldand
identityaltogetherandadoptinga ReligiousZionistidentityorasecular
identitythatallowsforamoreinclusiveattitudetowardsprolongedsinglehood．

Thearticleopenswithabriefreviewoftheinstitutionofmarriageandthe
traditionalpartner selection processin ultraＧOrthodox communities．A
discussionofthemethodologyisfollowedbyapresentationoffindings．The
articleconcludeswithacomparativediscussionofthefindings．

Ⅰ．TheInstitutionofMarriageandMatching
intheUltraＧOrthodoxCommunity

　　PresentＧdayultraＧOrthodoxareclassifiedtodayintofourmajorstreams:
(a)Hasidim, whosesocietyisorganizedaroundaHasidic “court”ledbya
rebbe,whoisafatherlyfiguretothecongregationatlargethroughadirect
connectiontothedivine．(b) LithuanianJews (LitvakorYeshivish), who
regardthestudyofreligioustexts(Torah)asthecentralandconstitutivevalue
oflifeformales．TheLithuanianstreamismoremodernthantheHasidic
stream, bothinlifestyleandappearance．(c) TheSephardic, astream
comprisedofJewsfrom NorthAfricaandtheMiddleEast．① TheSephardic
joinedtheultraＧOrthodoxinthelastquartercentury,adoptingtheLithuanian
style,includingintheirpartnerselectionprocess．(d) ModernultraＧOrthodox,

whooriginatefrom allthreestreamsand, inrecentyears, demonstrate
increasingintegrationintoIsraelisociety, adopting “modern” concepts,

values,andnormsfromthemajoritysocietysurroundingthem．②

AllultraＧOrthodoxstreamsandgroupsattributegreatimportancetothe
institutionofmarriageandseeitascentraltothecommunity．Forthisreason,

overtheyears,ultraＧOrthodoxparentscouldnotallowtheprocessofchoosing
apartnertobedecidedbythesentimentsoftheirchildrenandtookchargeof
matchingtheirgrownchildren, withthesoonＧtoＧmarrypreferencesplayinga

①

②

BenjaminBrown, The Haredim: A GuidetoTheirBeliefsandSectors, １７Ｇ２４; Menachem
Friedman,UltraＧOrthodoxSociety:Sources,TrendsandProcesses,６Ｇ７．
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NumericalAssessmentofModernizationProcessesinUltraＧOrthodoxSociety．”
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minorroleintheprocess．①

ThetraditionalprocessofsearchingforapartnerintheultraＧOrthodox
communityisconsidered,firstandforemost,abusinessarrangementbetween
thetwosides, mainlytheparents,overseenbyamatchmakerwhoproposes
partnersforthechildren．② Parentsfrombothsidesofprospectivematches
examineandweightheprojectedvalueofferedbythecounterparty．

Thebartervalue, or “matchmakingcapital,” isthepropertiesand
characteristicsofprospectivemarriagecandidatesthatparentsconsiderwhen
selectinga matchfortheirson ordaughter．③ Theparentsreceivethe
matchmaker􀆳soffersandresearchthosethatseem suitable, payingclose
attentiontofamilybackground．

ThedegreeofinvolvementyoungultraＧOrthodoxhaveinthedecision
aboutwhomtomarryvariesfromgrouptogroupwithinthecommunityand
sometimesevenfromfamilytofamily．Coupleswhomatchmaybegivenmany
orfewopportunitiestomeetbeforetheirengagementisannounced,aswellas
moreorlessfreedomtorefuseaproposed matchrecommendedbytheir
parents．

AmongHasidiccommunities,themostconservativeoftheultraＧOrthodox
onmarriage, parentshavealmostexclusivecontroloverthechoiceofthe
spouse．Theyarrangefortheprospectivecoupletomeetonceortwice,usually
atthegirl􀆳shome,fornolongerthananhour．Thegirlandtheboysitina
roomwiththedooropentopreventyichud ―beingalonetogetherinprivate．
Attheendofthesemeetings,thepairmustdecidewhethertheyagreetothe
matchoffered．④

AmongtheLithuanians,aswellastheSephardic,bothmoremodernthan
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SimaZalcberg Block, “Gender DifferencesintheInvolvementof Young Peopleinthe
MatchmakingProcessinanExtremeUltraＧOrthodoxCommunity．”
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—８５　　　 —

theHasidicstream,thefinancialarrangementsbetweentheparentsarealso
crucial, butthereisgreaterindividualfreedominchoosingaspouse．① A
prospectivecouple meets aboutfive to eighttimes, without parental
supervision,usuallyinabusypublicplacesuchasthelobbyofarespectable
hoteloronwalksinpubliclocationstoavoidyichud．Afterthesemeetings,

theymustdecidewhethertheywanttoformalizetherelationshipthrough
marriage．

AmongallultraＧOrthodox, premaritalsexisforbidden, asisphysical
contactbeforemarriage．②Thisprohibitioniscalledshmiratnegiah (observance
oftouching)．

ThesepatternshavebeenthenormintraditionalJewishsocietyforyears．
However,prolongedsinglehoodhasbeenshowntoincreasethedegreeof
freedomthatsingleshaveinchoosingtheirpartner,includingthenumberand
lengthofthemeetingsbetweenprospectivecouplesandthelocationofthese
meetings,whichforsome,havemovedtomoreintimatesettings．③

Ⅱ．TheResearchParadigmandMethodology

Thecurrentstudyutilizedaqualitativeparadigmthatfocusesonreality,

asperceived by thoselivingit, while emphasizing a contextＧinformed
approach．④ Thisapproachallowsforinsightsintoparticipants􀆳experiences
throughtheiruniquesocioＧculturalcontextandthesignificancethattheyattach
tothoseexperiences．

Accordingtotheverse “ateighteenthebridalcanopy” (PirkeiAvot５:
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２１),someultraＧOrthodoxfamiliesprefertomarryofftheirsonsasyoungas
possible．TheHasidicmarryatayoungeragethanLithuaniansdo．Hasidic
girlsusuallygetmarriedattheagesof１８Ｇ１９,andboystypicallygetmarriedat
theagesof１９Ｇ２０．AmongLithuanians,thegirlsusuallygetmarriedattheages
of１９Ｇ２２,andtheboysgetmarriedattheagesof２１Ｇ２３．

Nohalakhicrulingsdetermineatwhatageapersonisconsidereda
prolongedsingle．Therefore,weconductedapreＧtestamong３０ultraＧOrthodox
fromthevariousstreamsandgroups,askingthemforadefinition．

ThepreＧtestfoundthatinultraＧOrthodoxsociety,prolongedsinglehoodis
consideredtostartattheageof２４inallgroupsandstreams．Accordingly,the
studypopulationincludedsingle menand women２４yearsorolderfrom
variousgroupsoftheultraＧOrthodoxcommunityinIsrael．

ParticipantswererecruitedthroughadvertisementsinultraＧOrthodox
WhatsAppgroups,somespecificallyforultraＧOrthodoxsingles,thatcalledto
participateintheresearch．Atalaterstage,someoftheparticipantsreferred
theauthorstoadditionalparticipants (“snowballsampling”)．Attheendof
thisprocess, thefinalsampleincluded２０participants (ten menandten
women) whowerewillingtosharetheirexperiencesandperceptionsabout
theirpersonalstatus．

TheageofparticipantsrangedfromtwentyＧsixtofortyＧtwo．Alllivein
urbanareas．Sixparticipantsarestudentsincollegeoruniversity;fiveworkin
education;fourworkinthebusinesssectororinclericaljobs;threeworkin
healthandwelfareservices; andtwo (males) dedicatetheirtimetoTorah
studyinayeshiva．

Datacollection consisted ofsemiＧstructuredinterviewsconductedin
Hebrew．Intheinterviews, participantsdiscussedtheirreligiousfaithand
practiceandhowthesewereaffectedbyprolongedsinglehood．

Interviewswereconductedduring２０２２byphone,Zoom,andinperson,

accordingtotheparticipant􀆳spreference．Eachinterviewlastedbetweenone
hourtoanhourandahalf．Allinterviewsweredocumented,recorded,and
transcribedwiththeparticipants􀆳consent．
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Dataanalysiswasbasedonthethematicanalysismethod．①Analysisbased
onthisapproachconsistsoftwolevels:thefirstisgeneralＧthematic,aimingto
identifysignificantthemesintheinterviewsandcorrespondence, andthe
secondconsistsofuncoveringthemeaningsunderlyingthesurfaceＧleveldata,

aswellasthemeaningsofthefirstＧlevelcategories．
Thethematicanalysisincludedthefollowingsteps: (a) wefamiliarized

ourselveswiththedatabyreadingtheinterviewsseveraltimes; (b) we
developedpreliminaryideasbyreadingthefirstfiveinterviewsseveraltimes
andidentifiedsegmentsrepresentingdiscreteunitsof meaning; (c) we
manuallyidentifiedcodesandgroupedthemintoinitialthemes,revisingthem
wherenecessary; and (d) finally, werefined, named, anddescribedthe
interrelationshipsbetweenthethemesthatemerged．

Datasaturationwasreachedwhenanalysisoftheinterviewssuggested
thatadditionalcodingwasnolongerfeasible．②

Thestudy􀆳squalityassurancewasbasedonLincolnandGuba􀆳scriteriaof
qualitativeresearch．③ThecredibilityofthefindingsasindicativeofHaredimat
largewasestablishedbyincludingparticipantsfromvariousHaredigroupsin
ordertoobtainabroadrangeofopinions．Inaddition,inＧdepthinterviews
encouragedfreeandopendialogue．Arepetitivereviewofdatacollectionand
analysisprocesses, andapeerreview ofthefindings, alsoenhancedthe
credibilityofourwork．

Toreduceauthors􀆳bias, wedidourbesttobeconsciousofourown
perceptionsaboutthetopicandavoidedguidingparticipantstofocuson
particularissuesduringtheinterviews．

Thestudy wasconductedperthecodeofethicsdeterminedbythe
AmericanPsychologicalAssociation．④ Assuch, thestudy􀆳spurpose was
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explained to participants before their participation．Participation was
voluntary,andparticipantswerenotifiedthattheycouldwithdrawfromthe
studyatanytime．Participants􀆳confidentialityandanonymitywereensured
throughoutallstagesofthestudy, includingtheomission ofpotential
identifyingdetailsfromthecurrentpaper．

Ⅲ．Findings

Allparticipantsreportedthatprolongedsinglehoodaffectstheirspiritual
andpracticedreligiosity．Someparticipantsreporteda decreasein both
dimensions;somereportedanincreaseintheirfaithalongwithadecreasein
theirreligiouspractice;othersreportedadecreaseinreligiouspracticewithno
effectontheirfaith．

Almostwithoutexception, those whoreporteda decreaseintheir
religiosity(eitherinpracticeorfaithorboth)saidthattheydonotforesee
changingtheirreligiousbehavioraftertheyhavemarriedandstartedafamily,

iftheydo．

Ⅳ．ReligiousFaith

Analysisofparticipants􀆳observationsabouttheeffectofprolonged
singlehoodontheirreligiousfaithpresentsthreecentralthemes．Oneis
disappointmentin Godanddoubtsabout Him．AnotherisconstantselfＧ
reflection,reckoning,introspection(cheshbonnefesh),andfeelingthatGodis
testingthem orputtingthem ontrialby not matchingthem with an
appropriatespouse．YetanotherisacceptanceofGod􀆳sbehaviorandeventhe
strengtheningoffaith．

SomeparticipantsreportedfeelingdisappointedinGod．Theysaidthey
usedtotrustGod,whostoodbythemuntilthetimewasripetofindaspouse,

andthenwasnolongerpresentintheirlives．Oneofthem,a３０ＧyearＧold
Sephardicfemalefrom southern Israel, explained: “We getslaps and
disappointments．Wesay[Psalms１２１:２], ‘myhelpcomesfromtheLORD,

whomadeheavenandearth,’right?IexpectGodtostandbymysideand
bringmeredemption,buteachtimeIgetburnedagain．”
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Another, a３３ＧyearＧoldLitvakfemalefromJerusalem, alsoexpressed
disappointmentinGod: “AsmuchasI􀆳vestrived,andIcontinuetostrive,it􀆳s
frustrating．Isometimesaskmyself: maybeGoddoesn􀆳tseeme．”

Theconceptof“striving” (hishtadlut)iscentralinJudaism．Accordingto
Meor,thisis “ageneraltermforalltheactsandeffortspeopleperformto
improvetheirlives,theireconomicandsocialsituations,andtheirstatusin
anyotherfield．”① “Striving”isawayforpeopletotryandenticedivine
assistancetoimprovetheirphysicalexistenceinthisworld．

A２７ＧyearＧold Hasidicfemalefrom BneiBrak, whoengagedinseveral
practicesconsideredasstrivinginthehopesoffindingapartner,explained:“I
wenttotheWesternWallfor４０days;itdidn􀆳thelp．IwenttoRashbi􀆳s[Rabbi
ShimonBarYochai]grave;itdidn􀆳thelpeither．Ikeepgivingtocharity;it
doesn􀆳thelp．IadmitthatIbrokedownabit; Ifellapart．Itwasabig
disappointment．”

Someparticipantsstatedthattheirprolongedsinglehoodraisedinternal
doubtsoffaith．A３６ＧyearＧoldSephardicfemalefromsouthernIsraelsaid:
“Singlehoodraisesmanyquestionsaboutfaith,suchas‘God,whereareyou,’
‘whyisthishappening?’IdialoguewithGodandtellHim, ‘Givemeasignof
whatIhavenotdoneuntiltodaythatImustdoinordertofindmymate．’”

Anotherparticipant, a３０ＧyearＧoldLitvakfemalefromoneofthenew
ultraＧOrthodoxtownsinthecenterofIsrael, describedaninternalstruggle
thathauntshereverytimesheprays．Accordingtoher:“Istruggletopray．I
tellGodIhavebeeninthiscycleofmatchmakingfor１１to１２years[sincethe
ageof１８]．Iprayeveryday,andwhathaschangedsinceyesterday? Whatwill
today􀆳sprayerdothatyesterday􀆳sprayerdidnot?It􀆳shardformetopray
becauseIseethingsarenothappening．Butdespitethesefeelings,IdecidedI
wouldnotletupontheprayer．”

SomeparticipantsstatedthattheirsinglehoodleadsthemtoengageinselfＧ
reflection,reckoning,andintrospection．Theyexaminewhattheyhavedone
wrongandwheretheyshouldimprovereligiously．

A２５ＧyearＧoldHasidicfemalefromoneofthenewultraＧOrthodoxtowns

① Menachem Meor, The Believer VersustheStriver (Jerusalem: Hamikhlala, １９９４), １５．
[Hebrew]
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inthecenterofIsraelsaidthateveryFridaywhenshelightsShabbatcandles,

shereflectsonherbehavioroverthepreviousweek: “Iaskmyself, maybethe
guyImetthisweekdidn􀆳tsuitmebecauseIdidn􀆳tpraywithenoughdevotion?

MaybeIwasn􀆳tmodestenough? MaybeIdisrespectedmyparents?”

Similarly, anotherparticipant, the２７ＧyearＧold Hasidicfemalefrom
BneiBrak,said:“Atnight,beforefallingasleep,Ialwaysaskmyself, what
haveIdonewrong?Almostallmygirlfriends[alreadyhave]achildortwoor
eventhree,andI􀆳mtheonlyonealone．Iprobablyneedtofixsomething．A
fewyearsago,Idatedacertainguy,andmyparentsputalotofpressureon
metomarryhim．Hewasaverygoodguy．ButIdon􀆳tknowwhyhedidn􀆳tsuit
me．MyparentsandthematchmakertoldmeitwasapityIrejectedhimand
wouldregretit,butIinsisted．SometimesIwonder, maybewhatI􀆳mgoing
throughnowisbecauseIrejectedtheguyandalsocausedmyparentsagony．”

“Testing”intheJewishreligiouscontextmeansthatGodputsapersontoatestof
faithbyexposingthatpersontocertainadversity,givingthepersonanopportunityto
expressfaiththroughadherencetoHim, despitetheadversityexperienced．Some
participantsexpressedthissentiment．

A２９ＧyearＧoldLitvakfemalefromJerusalemsaid: “Singlehoodisonebig
test．Godputsmethroughtests．ThankGodIhavebeenabletomeetthose
testssofar．Lately,IamstartingtofeelthatmaybeHeisputtingmethrough
testsmorethanothers．”

Similarly,a３５ＧyearＧoldSephardicfemalefromJerusalemsaid:“Theysay
thatGodtestsonlythosewhocanstandit．．．eventhoughIwouldhavegivenup
thisexperience．Eachoneandhisowntest．[For] one [it] ismakinga
livelihood, [for] anothercoping withahealthissue; Ihaveprolonged
singlehood．WhatshallIdo?IprayI􀆳llsucceedwithGod􀆳shelp．”

Incontrast, someparticipantsstatedthatdespitethepainandagony
causedbytheirprolongedsinglehood,theyacceptrealityasitisandexplainit
tothemselvesasanintegralpartofGod􀆳swayofleadingtheworldthatcannot
bedisputed．The３５ＧyearＧoldSephardicfemaleexplained: “Itellmyselfthat
Godisnotworkingforme．Imean, Hedoesn􀆳towemeanything,andHeis
theone whocontrolsourlivesandguidesus, sothereisnoroomfor
bookkeepingandcomplaints．Heguidesthingsastheyshouldbe．WithGod􀆳s
help,Iwillfindtherightoneattherighttime．”
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A２６ＧyearＧoldHasidicmalefromoneofthenewultraＧOrthodoxtownsin
thecenterofIsraelsaid: “Everythinginitstime．Theremustbeareasonwhy
mypairingisdelayed．Noteverythingisvisibleandknowntous．Thewaysof
Godarehidden．”

Therewereparticipantswhonotonlyacceptedthedelayinfindingtheir
matchbutalsostatedthatprolongedsinglehoodmadethemspirituallystronger
andincreasedtheirfaithinGod．Oneofthem,theabovementioned３０ＧyearＧold
Litvakfemale,said: “Thereisagreatspiritualstrengthening．Iprayhard,

talktoGodandgetalotofstrengthfromit．Intermsoffaith,I􀆳monlygetting
stronger．”

The３５ＧyearＧoldSephardicfemaleexplainedthatherfaithhasincreased
becauseshehasbeenleftwithnootherchoice: “Iamstrengthenedbyfaith．
Clingingtofaithistheanchorofmysanity．WithoutfaithinGod,Iwouldnot
havesurvived．IbelieveinGodbythepowerofinertia．Ihavenochoicebutto
believe;otherwise,thereisnohopeandnomeaning．”

Someparticipantsattributedthestrengtheningoftheirfaithmainlytoa
parallelprocessthatoccurredduringtheyearsofsinglehood:theirdeparture
fromthereligiousＧeducationalframeworkinwhichtheywerebroughtup―the
yeshivaortheseminar．Intheseinstitutions, strictadherencetoreligious
practiceswasthedefaultandaninseparablepartoftheirdailyroutine．Beingon
theirownandsingle,faithbecameadifferentkindofchallengewithparticular
rewards．

A４２ＧyearＧoldSephardic malefrom Jerusalem said: “Myfaith grew
strongerbecauseIamnotreallysupervisedbyanyauthoritysinceIleftthe
yeshiva．Iamnotinasettingwhereobservanceisautomatic[thedefault]nor
withfamilyandwife,aspacethatalsodemandsacommitmenttoacertain
religiousbehavior．NowIhavenosupervisionofthatkindthatrequiresmeto
inquireandthinkaboutwhatIamdoingandwhy．Thishasledmetobelieve
morestrongly．Notsimplytoobservebut [tobelieve] duetoreason,

understanding,andstrongfaith．”

Forthisparticipantandothers, mainly men,theyearsofprolonged
singlehoodledtoselfＧinquiryaboutreligiosityandcontemplationaboutwhich
rigiditiesareindeedimportantandrequiredaccordingtoJewishlaw (halakha)

andwhattheobservanceofreligiouspracticesactuallymeansforthem．Their
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selfＧreflectionstrengthenedtheirfaith,althoughinsomecases,atthesame
time,itledtoadecreaseinobservanceofreligiouspractices．

Ⅴ．ThePracticalDimension

Allparticipantsreportedadecreaseintheirpracticeofreligion,especially
prayer, keepingkosherlaws, and maintaining modesty．Theanalysisof
participants􀆳answerspointstofiveprimaryreasonsforthisprocess: (a) a
looseningofsocialcontrolontheirreligiousobservance; (b) adetachment
fromsocialframeworkswithstrictnormsofreligiouspractice; (c)achangein
outlookandperspectivesregardingreligiouspracticesandvalues; (d)acrisis
offaith;and(e)emotionalandphysicalneeds．

Whileforsomeparticipants,leavingtheeducationalinstitutionsinwhich
theywereraised―theyeshivaortheseminar―ledtoastrengtheningoftheir
faith,somebecamelessobservantasaresult(includingseveralwhoclaimed
theirfaithhadbeenstrengthened)．

Theysaidthatbeingoutsidetheauthorityofacontrolledsystemand
withoutintensesupervision,theyallowedthemselvesto “letloose,”asthey
describedit．A３６ＧyearＧoldLitvakmalefromthecenterofIsraelexplained:
“Changingtheframework, nolongerbeingintheyeshiva,requiressetting
yourlimits．Theboundariesblur, andsettingtheboundariesforyourself
becomesmoredifficultandcomplex．Thatis,atthisstageinmylife, whatI
usedtoseeasaredline,I[now]daretocrossit．”

A３０ＧyearＧoldHasidicmalefromJerusalemsaid: “[my]religiouspractice
hasweakened．Iamlessstrictaboutprayersand minyans [theminimum
quorumforprayer]．[It􀆳s] moreliberating．[My]levelofreligiouspracticehas
decreasedduetoachangeinthecourseof[my]life―leavingtheyeshiva．”

The２５ＧyearＧoldHasidicfemalefromcentralIsraelsaid:“Overtheyears,

youcandefinitelyseeadecreaseinthe[levelof]observance．Itisnoticeablein
myprayer．Iusedtoprayeverymorning,butthathaschangedsinceIleftthe
seminar．Now,Iamlessstrictaboutprayers．Theframeworkhaschanged,

andtheagendahaschanged．”

Anotherareainwhichadecreaseinreligiousobservancewasrevealed,

mainlyduetonotbeingpartofareligiousinstitution,istheobservanceof
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kosherlaws．TheultraＧOrthodoxworldisstrictabouteatingonlyfoodsubject
toparticularlyrigidkosherinspections．InIsrael,thereareover４０panelsthat
grantkoshercertifications, withcommunityaffiliationbeingasignificant
parameterinkosheracceptance．Thechoiceofsupervisingauthorityisan
importantaspectofaffiliationwithonecommunityoranother．

Koshercertificationsdivideintotwo maintypes ― one, knownas
“ordinarykosher,”whichissupervisedandapprovedbytheChiefRabbinateof
Israel(thereforealsoknownas“rabbinic”kosher),andthe“strictlykosher”
(mehadrin), to whichtheultraＧOrthodoxpublicadheres．Thedifference
betweenthemisthelevelofhalakhicstandards．

Almostwithoutexception,participantsstatedthatduringtheirprolonged
singlehood, theybegantobeless meticulousabouteatingfood withthe
“strictlykosher”labelandweresatisfiedwiththe “ordinarykosher” ofthe
Rabbinate．

The３５ＧyearＧoldSephardicfemalesaid: “Alltheseyears,Iwasmeticulous
abouteatingmehadrin．SinceIlefttheseminar,Istillkeepkosher,butnot
mehadrin．Ilivealone;Idon􀆳teatwithmyparents;Iamlessstrict．”

A２８ＧyearＧoldLitvak malefrom BneiBrakexplained: “If, asayoung
yeshivaguy,Ididn􀆳tdaretoputfoodinmymouththatwasn􀆳tmehadrin,

afterleavingtheframework [theyeshiva],IallowedmyselftoeatRabbinate
aswell．Youdon􀆳thavethesupervisionofyourparents,ontheonehand,nor
thesupervisionoftheyeshiva, whereyoueatmostofthetimeanyway．The
foodisstrictlykosher,andIhangoutinmanyplacesthatarenotmehadrin
kosher．”

UltraＧOrthodoxmodestyrequirementsdictatethatmenandwomenwho
arenotmarriedshouldavoidcloseness,bodilyexposure,andintimacy．Women
shoulddressinawaythatexposestheirbodiesaslittleaspossibletomenso
theywillnotarousemen􀆳ssexualdesire．① Modestynormsareintended,first
andforemost, topreventsexualintercourseoutside marriage, whichis
prohibitedaccordingtoJewishlaw．

Aswithkosherlaws,withmodesty,therearedifferencesinthedegreeof

① SimaZalcbergBlock, “ShoulderingtheBurdenofRedemption: Howthe‘Fashion’ofWearing
CapesDevelopedinUltraＧOrthodoxSociety,” Nashim２２(２０１１):３２Ｇ５５．



—９４　　　 —

strictnessbetweenthevariousultraＧOrthodoxgroups．However,allstreams
dictatethatwomenwalkwithstockings,withsleevesdowntotheelbow,and
withaskirtthatfallsbelowtheknee．

Severalfemaleparticipantsstatedthattheystoppedadheringtosomeof
thesenorms,asthe２９ＧyearＧoldLitvaksaid:“Iamnolongerintheseminar,so
Istoppedwearingstockings．Andtheshirtsandtheskirtarenotsolong
anymore[．．．]．Sometimes,ItravelalonetoTelAvivandsitbythebeach,not
swimming,withclotheson,butstillatthemixedbeach．”

Severalparticipantsstatedthattheyearsofprolongedsinglehoodand
beingoutsidereligiouseducationalinstitutions madethem ponder what
religiouspracticesmeantothem．Thisinvestigationledtoachangeinoutlook
andperceptionsregardingsomereligiouspracticesandvalues,resultingina
decreaseinobservanceincertainareas．A ３９ＧyearＧold Litvak malefrom
Jerusalemsaid: “Icansaythattheexaminationandstudyindepthledmetobe
lessstrictaboutsomecommandments．”

Inthiscontext,the２６ＧyearＧoldHasidicmalereferredtoobservingkosher
lawsanddefinedhisprocessas “development．” Hesaidthatinthepast,he
believedthatproductsnotbearingthe“mehadrin”stampwerenotkosher,but
overtheyearsandwithexposuretomoreinformationaboutthesubject,he
learnedthatthekosherissueinIsraelispoliticalandthatinpracticethereisno
realdifferencebetweenmostkosherstypes．Hesaid: “Overtime,Imatured．I
learnedthatmehadrinisnomorekosherthantheRabbinateandthatthereis
mainlyalotofpoliticshere,soIallowmyselftoeatRabbinatekosher．”

Anotherparticipantwhotestifiedtoachangeinherperspectivesaid:“Iam
lessstricttodayaboutwearingsocks．Overtheyears,Ihavedevelopedand
realizedthatthisisnotwhatisimportant, anditwillnotmakememore
religious．IwantahomeofTorahandvalues,andIamlookingforanultraＧ
Orthodoxpartnerforwhomthesethingsareimportant．Ihopethatthefact
thatIamnotcarefulaboutsockswillnotlabelmeasunsuitableformarriagein
theeyesofultraＧOrthodoxmen．”

A４０ＧyearＧoldSephardicmalefromsouthernIsraelreferredtoaperceptual
changeregardingmodestynorms: “ThefirsttimeIapproachedagirlinan
onlineultraＧOrthodoxmatchmakingforumwas,forme,crossingaredlineof
modesty．EventhoughthecontentofthemessageIsentherwasarequestto
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communicatewithherviaamatchmaker, whowouldbeathirdparty,Ifelt
uneasywithmyactions．IfeltIhaddonesomethingverywrongregarding
modesty．Thisexperiencechangedmyessence,andIdidn􀆳tfeelthesameafter
ithappened．Somethingin mechanged．Iwasaguywhoneverdaredto
approachagirl．Thefirstconversationwithagirlwouldonlybeonthefirst
datearrangedbyamatchmaker．ThisstepwasadefiningmomentbecauseI,as
abachelor,tookthemostguarded,sacred,andpurethinginultraＧOrthodox
society,whichuptothatdayIhadadheredtostrictly,andthrewitawaywhile
daringtobuildadifferentworldofmyown, withotherconcepts．Itwasa
dramatic,lifeＧchangingmoment．”

Someparticipantsreporteddecreasedobservanceofreligiouspracticesdue
toacrisisoffaiththeyexperiencedduetotheirprolongedsinglehood．Oneof
them,the３０ＧyearＧoldSephardicfemale, relatedaninternalstruggleabout
faithshewasexperiencingthatledhertodecreaseherreligiousobservance,

especiallyregardingmodesty．Shesaid: “Singlehooddefinitelycausedmeto
slackinmyobservance．Iconstantlystruggleinternally [overwhethermy]

skirtwillremainlongenoughorwhetherIwillshorten mysleeves．Iam
alwaysatwar: shouldIshortenbyonecentimeterorlengthenbyone
centimeter?It􀆳safeelingofdefiance,akindofrebellion．Iknowitdoesn􀆳t
makesensethatI􀆳msortofpunishingGod,but．．．inthepast,forexample,I
didn􀆳tdaretogowithoutstockings,andIexpectedthingstohappenasthey
weresupposedto,thatIwouldfindamatch．Anditdidn􀆳thappen．IdidwhatI
hadtodo;IobservedthewayIshould,andthat􀆳sthebreakingpoint．Itdidn􀆳t
helpmewithGod．”

Thesewordsindicateadecreaseinstrictobservanceasanexpressionof
rebellionagainstGod, orevenpunishingHim,fornotrescuingthemfrom
singlehood．Still,theparticipantknewGod􀆳spunishmentwasirrelevantand
inapplicable．

The２９ＧyearＧoldLitvakfemalespokeaboutadecreaseinthefrequencyof
herprayersinlightofdoubtsanddisappointmentwithGod: “Itrytoprayat
leastonceaday,atleastthedawnblessings．ButIskipprayers;I􀆳mnotas
strictasIwasinthepast．It􀆳snotintentional;it􀆳sjusthardformetopray．I􀆳m
reallyfightingwithmyselfaboutthis,butIdon􀆳tfeelGod􀆳spresenceinmy
life,soit􀆳sveryhardtopraytoHim．”



—９６　　　 —

Anumberofparticipantsreportedadecreaseinadherencetoavoidingyichudand
adherencetoshmiratnegiah．

A２７ＧyearＧoldLitvakmalefromoneofthenewultraＧOrthodoxtownsin
thecenterofIsraelexplained: “Inrecentyears,Idomeetwithgirlsaloneand
violatetheprohibitionofyichud．Everynowandthen, Ialsoviolatethe
prohibitionofshmiratnegiah．Thebodyandminddemandtheirs．”

Severalfemaleintervieweesmadesimilarobservations．Forexample,a２９Ｇ
yearＧoldLitvakattestedthatadecreaseinadherencetostrictmodestynormsis
anattempttocreateafemininepresence,nottomentionasexualpresence,to
beattractiveandattractpotentialpartners:“Atschool, wetalkedalotabout
modestyandtheprohibitionsofyichudandshmiratnegiah．Yet,itishardto
maintainitasphysicalcontactandhugsaresonecessaryinthisdifficulttime．
Thiscausesustobreaktheboundariesofmodestywehavebeenraisedwithall
theseyears．Weweretaughtthatamanmustnotenjoyhislittlepinky．And
theclothing,it􀆳sakindofstatement, whenyou􀆳relookingforarelationship,

andyouexposeyourself,yourbody,alittle,youbasicallysay[totheguys],
‘Hey,look,I􀆳mhere．Come．’”

Anotherreasonforthedecreaseinstrictlyobservingmodestynormsthat
severalparticipantsmentionedwastheneedtogivethemselvesa “discount,”

tomakeiteasyforthemselvesduringthedifficulttimetheygothroughasa
sortofcompensationfortheirbitterfate．

The２７ＧyearＧold Hasidicfemaleexplained: “Inrecentyears, with my
prolongedsinglehood,Iallowmyselftobelessstrict．Istillkeepmysleeves
downtotheelbow,butnotnecessarilybeyondthat．Iwanttogivemyselfa
betterfeelingaboutmyself．”

Ⅵ．FuturePlans

Participantsstatedthattheydonotexpecttheirreligiousbehaviorto
changeinthefuture,eveniftheymarry,becauseofwhattheydescribedas
“reachingadifferentplaceinlife,”aplaceinwhichtheiropinioniscorrectand
appropriate．Theydescribedareturntostricterreligiosityas“goingback．”

Forexample, the３６ＧyearＧoldLitvak maleexplained: “Idon􀆳tbelieve
thingswillchangeafterIstartafamily．Iamnowinadifferentplace,which,
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inmyopinion,iscorrect,better,andmorereal．Sowhygoback?”

The３０ＧyearＧoldLitvakfemalesaid: “Ibecamemoremodern,Ideveloped,

Iwentthroughaprocess．Iaminaplacefromwhichthereisnoreturn．Nor
wouldIwantto[return]becauseIbelievethateverythingIwentthroughled
metoalifestylewithnofewervalues．”

Anotherparticipant, the ４０ＧyearＧold Sephardic male, clarified: “I
underwentafundamentalchange．Ibuiltadifferentworldformyself．You
can􀆳tgobacktowhatwas．”

Onlyahandfulofintervieweesreportedadesiretoreturntotheirformer
levelofobservanceoncetheymarryandstartafamily．Theirmainmotivation
istobeamodelfortheirfuturechildren．

The２７ＧyearＧoldHasidicfemaleexplained: “Inthefuture, whenIget
marriedandhavechildren,Iwillreturntobeingstricterwithmodesty．Itis
importantformetobeanexampleformyfuturechildren．”Similarly,the３０Ｇ
yearＧoldHasidicmalesaid, “IguessIwillgobacktoobservingthethreedaily
prayersandstrictkosherstandards．ThisishowIgrewup,andthisishowI
wouldliketoraisemychildren．”

Ⅶ．ComparativeDimensionsandConclusion

Anumberofstudiesdemonstratedthatwomentendtobelievemorethan
meninapersonalGodandalmostseeHimasapartnerinarelationship．①

EngelbergfoundthatthispatternappliestoReligiousZionistsingles．② The
reasonisthat, unlikeReligiousZionistwomen, ReligiousZionistmenare
educatedintheyeshiva, whichexposesthemtoasystemofthoughtdeeply
rootedintheTorah,andbecomestheirmainreligiouspointofreference．The
mainattitudeoftheyeshivasisrationalistandseesGodassublimeand
supreme．Accordingly,thestudentsstrivetoapproachHimthroughspiritual

①

②

RobertWuthnow, SharingtheJourney: SupportGroupsand America􀆳s New Questfor
Community (NewYork:TheFreePress,１９９４),２３９;SusanStarrSered, “MotherLove,ChildDeath
andReligiousInnovation:AFeministPerspective,”JournalofFeministStudiesinReligion１２(１９９６):

５Ｇ２３．
Air Engelberg, Prolonged Singlehood among Religious Zionists: Religiosity and

IndividualizationinLateModernity,１８８Ｇ１９５．
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ascension,notthroughnegotiatingwithHim．
ThestudyindicatedthisisalsothecasefortheultraＧOrthodox, withfemale

participantsdiscussingnegotiationswithGodasanaspectoftheirprolongedsinglehood．
Atthesametime, mendidnottestifytohavingsucharelationshipaspartoftheir
attemptstomakesenseoftheirunfavorablecondition．

Thestudyfoundthatparticipantswhosubmissivelyacceptedtheirsituationasan
expressionofGod􀆳swillwerenotnecessarilymoredesperate;instead,somebelieved
Godwouldsummontherightpairingforthemattherighttime．Thesefindingsarein
linewithfindingsamongReligiousZionistsingles,①amongprolongedsingleMalay
Muslimwomenwhomentionedthenotionof“jodoh” ―asoulＧmateasfated
byGodattheperfecttime,②andamongprolongedsingle Mormonsthat
emphasizedtheideaofhavingfaithinGodandmarryingtherightperson,at
therighttime,intherightplace．③

Allparticipantsreportedacertaindecreaseinadherencetoreligiouspractices,

especiallyinprayer,keepingkosher,andmodesty,withsomenotingunsatisfiedsexual
urgesasareason．ThisreasonisinlinewithEngelberg􀆳sstudy,whichfoundthatlife
outsideafamilyledyoungReligiousZionistIsraelistodeviatefromreligiouslaws．

Although the decreasein religious practiceis reminiscent ofthe
experiencesdocumentedamongReligiousZionistssingles,noneoftheultraＧ
OrthodoxparticipantsdefinedthemselvesasReligiousZionist．Instead,almost
withoutexception,theysituatedthemselvesinthecategoryofmodernultraＧ
Orthodox．ThissubgroupofultraＧOrthodoxdevelopedonlyattheturnofthe
century．Itischaracterizedbyopennesstowardvariousissuesandmodernlife
practicesandadoptingconceptsandvaluesfrom modern Westernsociety．④

Manifestationsofthiscanbeseeninexposuretotheunfilteredinternet,

①

②

③

④

Air Engelberg, Prolonged Singlehood among Religious Zionists: Religiosity and
IndividualizationinLateModernity,１８９Ｇ２１０．

RozitaIbrahimandZaharahHassan, “UnderstandingSinglehoodfromtheExperiencesofNeverＧ
MarriedMalayMuslim WomeninMalaysia:SomePreliminaryFindings,” EuropeanJournalofSocial
Sciences８(２００９):３９５Ｇ４０５;RozitaIbrahim, “‘WhatIsWrongwithMe?’―SingleWomen􀆳sReflections
onMissingtheMarriageTransition,”AsianSocialScience１２(２０１６):２１３Ｇ２１９．

JanaDarrington,KathleenPiercy,andSylviaNiehuis, “TheSocialandCulturalConstructionof
SinglehoodamongYoung,SingleMormons,”TheQualitativeReport１０(２００５):６３９Ｇ６６１．
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perceptionsofwomen􀆳sstatusandrabbinicalauthority, secularpatternsof
leisureactivity,andtheimportanceattributedtoacademicstudies．①

Incontrasttothesecondhypothesis,andunlikeReligiousZionistsingles,

amajorityofparticipantsdidnotdescribetheyearsofprolongedsinglehoodas
atemporaryperiodofreligiousmoratorium,inwhichtheyarelessstrictabout
observanceyetintendtoreturntostricterreligiosityaftertheyfinallymarry．
Rather,someseetheirnewlyadoptedandmorerelaxedconductaspermanent．
However,noteveryoneadoptedthisapproach,anditdoesnotapplytoall
aspectsoflife．

Inoneway,someparticipantshavefoundnewreligiousmeaningintheir
livesduetotheirprolongedsinglehood．Beingalone,theyfindthatexternal
pressuresandexpectationsdonotdictatetheirfaithbutratherarebornof
innerconvictions．Whiletheyarepossiblylessreligiousinthedemonstrative
sense,theyfeelmoresobecausetheirbeliefsweretestedandhavedeepened．

Asisthecasewith membersofotherreligiousgroups,includingthe
ReligiousZionist, prolongedultraＧOrthodoxsinglesdonotchallengetheir
perceptionofmarriageasanultimatedesiredexistentialgoal．②Thisisnotthe
caseforsecularsinglesintheWesternworld, where, whilemarriageisstill
thenormandthedesireofmostpeople,singlehoodhasbecome,inrecent
decades,amorecommonwayoflife．

WithmarriagestillbeingasocialdefaultintheultraＧOrthodoxworld,young
Haredimenandwomenwhodesiretoremainpartofthetraditionsandthesociety
intowhichtheywerebornareconfrontedwithenormouschallengeswhentryingto
negotiatetheirsituation．Theirsearchforapartnerthusalsobecomesanegotiationof
faithandpractice,creatingnewmeaningsandestablishingnewboundaries．

①
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