
A Partial Guide to Non-Observant Israeli Jews 

Introduction 

When I say non-observant I mean Jews who have crossed the universally 
agreed-upon Orthodox 'cut-off' points (not holding to Shabbat, Kashrut, 
the 13 ikarim) and cease to follow minimal halachic instruction on a 
regular basis. I use this term because it is more inclusive and it is meant 
to convey the complexity of the non-Orthodox public in Israel. 

Contrary to stereotype, the non-observant population is quite varied in 
beliefs and attitudes towards observance of Jewish custom and ritual. 
Only a part of this population comes close to the left-wing, anti-religious 
(and anti-Jewish), atheist and completely non-observant straw-man that 
RWs like to knock down and some far LWs like to admire. Hence this 
guide, which is meant to provide a window into the world of the majority 
Jewish population in Israel. 

First, some ground work: 

A Jew can be non-observant in two ways: become non-observant, or 
OTD, or be born to a non-observant family. There are various reasons – 
emotional, intellectual and social – for Jews to leave observance. For 
some, it comes as a result of a hard break – an intellectual crisis, an 
emotional breakdown or a suffocating social atmosphere. For many 
others, the process is more gradual – more a slow drift rather than a 
sudden earthquake. 

Just as the causes are varied, so are the results. Jews who go OTD can 
end up anywhere on the scale, 
from traditional to cultural to civilian (all terms that will be 
explained in later posts). A lot of it depends on the severity and nature of 
the break, the attitude of the community and family as well as the social 
group the non-observant Jew joins after leaving the fold. Most of all, it 
depends on whether or not the OTD Jew retains any emotional or 
intellectual attachments to his or her Jewish identity. 

The second option, being born into a non-observant family, also has 
different shades. There is a sliding scale regarding the nature and 
intensity of non-observance: by default and by design, with most 
being somewhere in the middle. Non-observance by design was far 
more prevalent in past generations, especially among the highly 
ideological secular groups (think Hashomer Hatza'ir, various socialist 
youth groups). The first generation of such was composed of people who 



grew in (to varying degrees) religious homes and became non-observant 
once they grew up. This generation, especially in Kibbutzim and among 
the more ideology minded, created an entire alternative 'secular Jewish 
culture' as a counterpoint to religion, even using religious language to 
drive home the point ('redeeming the land' being an obvious example). 
This generation and those who sympathized with them, saw to it that 
their children receive a thoroughly secular education free from religious 
interference. 

Fast forward about 2-3 generations. Yaacov Chazan, a leader of the 
militantly secular MAPAM (which thought MAPAI wasn't socialist 
enough, don't ask) expressed the following complaint about the secular 
youth: "we wanted to raise a generation of apikorsim, and we got a 
generation of am-aratzim". This quote is often used triumphantly in 
religious circles as showing the bankruptcy of the idea of Judaism 
without religion. Crowing aside, it did point to a real problem, one which 
has not really been resolved to this day – how to ensure that secular 
Jews know of their heritage in a meaningful way without involving 
religion. Education Ministers of Israel have tried to cut that Gordian 
Knot for decades with limited success. 

In the meantime, more and more secular Jews are secular simply 
because they are born into secular families and communities. They are, 
as Menahem Friedman has said on numerous occasions, secular by 
default. Unlike their forbearers, much of this generation feels no need 
to engage in theological or any other kind of debates with religious Jews 
or prove the validity of their lifestyle and world-view. Much like many 
people who are 'socially Orthodox', this is who they are, no extra 
confirmation needed. As long as everyone leaves each other alone ('live 
and let live'), they could care less. 

So there you have it: these are the non-observant Jews. What types of 
non-observant Jews are there?  

The Traditionalist 

Before I begin, I should note that the people described in this guide are 
largely ideal types. They are meant to convey the different attitudes 
towards Judaism among non-observant Jews. Most usually combine 
different attitudes with regard to different things. 

OK, now that we have that disclaimer out of the way, let's get down to 
the first type of non-observant Jew: the traditionalist. 



The traditionalist, much like the searcher (whom I will discuss 
later), is something of a frustration for people who like to put all Jews in 
neatly defined boxes. 

The traditionalist drives to shul on Shabbat, says Kiddush and then goes 
to watch TV and fasts on Yom Kippur while watching their favorite 
movies. He or she is often familiar with religious Jewish sources on a 
level equal or higher to non-yeshiva educated Jews. They often attend 
shi'urim and learn Torah on various occasions. Many of them often have 
a more heightened sense of God-awareness and inner religiosity than 
frum Jews who just go through the motions. 

Some attempts have been made recently to explain what traditionalism 
is in current scholarship. Personally, I think it is a "family name" that 
adheres by the following guidelines: 

1)      Traditionalism is not a doctrine. There are few, if any clearly 
defined rules, and most traditionalists 'pick and choose' which traditions 
they adhere to. 

2)      Traditionalism is neutral on the matter of God – one can be a 
traditionalist regardless of the nature of one's belief in God (atheism, 
agnosticism, Orthodox or otherwise). 

3)      Traditionalism is focused on observing customs and rituals (albeit 
selectively) that have been practiced for generations, i.e. ones which 
have religious significance or undertones such as Kiddush, a traditional 
sedder &c. Even if the acts (such as sukka-building) are not by halachic 
standards, the concept is still there. 

Contrary to popular perception, this phenomenon is most 
certainly not an exclusively Mizrachi (as in Middle Eastern Jewry) one. 
There were many 'traditionalist' Jews in generations past among 
Ashkenazim – just read any history of Polish Jewry between the wars or 
of American Jews in the first half of the twentieth century. They were the 
Jews whom Prof. Hayim Soloveitchik spoke of in his famous essay 
'Rupture and Reconstruction' – the old Jews who cried in shul on Yom 
Kippur even though they weren't observant. Even among the so-called 
'secular Jews' of the Yishuv and later the State of Israel – carefully read 
their biographies and you'll find that many of them kept at least some 
traditional customs. 



Now, that caveat aside, it is nevertheless true that the phenomenon of 
traditionalism is far more recognized and public and possibly more 
prevalent among non-Ashkenazic Jewry. Why is that? In my opinion, 
there are two key reasons: 

1)      For a variety of reasons, Middle Eastern Jewry places far more 
emphasis oninductive aspects of religion – experience, religiosity, 
family and community. While hard truths are certainly no less 
important, they are not the only focus. As a result, many people who go 
OTD do so as a matter or drift or laxity rather than a hard break. Also, it 
means that much of the meaning of religious experience has a greater 
chance of survival, since it based on personal experience rather than 
hard, objective analysis. 

2)      More importantly, most families (and many Rabbis) in that 
cultural milieu do not share the "my way or the highway" attitude of 
Ashkenazim whereby you are either frum or nothing. Rather, both 
families and shuls have an "open door" policy that lets non-observant 
Jews attend meals and ceremonies without looking askance at them. 

The Cultural Jew 

'Judaism as Culture': The Concept and its Israeli Expression 

Culture is a very broad term. It potentially includes not only works of 
high literature and art, but also language and slang, folk songs and 
children's books, clothing and musical style. It is important to keep this 
in mind when we discuss the concept of 'Judaism as culture', including 
in the Israeli context. 

The idea of 'Judaism as a culture' seperate from religion is a clear 
product of modernity, both born of it and encouraged by it. It was 
created at different times and in different contexts by Jews who were no 
longer traditionally religious but nevertheless wanted to hold onto their 
Jewish identity by refashioning it into something new and relevant to 
modern times. We see this idea among the socialist Bund and the 
Yiddishists, as well as the various liberal strains of Judaism in the 
Diaspora, both before and after the creation of the State of Israel. 

As I said before, culture is a 'kissing cousin' to tradition, but it 
nevertheless is different in two critical ways: 



1) 'Judaism as culture' is often (though not always) mostly or fully 
secularized; God and religion are deliberately written out of the picture. 
It is no accident that 'Judaism as culture' is often used as a counterpoint 
slogan by secular Jews when debating their religious brothers. This is in 
contrast to tradition, which is neutral on the subject. 

2) If traditionalists often try to keep things as 'authentic' as they always 
were, culturalists do their best to 'make things new' and 'relevant' to 
present times. 

If the Yiddishists emphasized cultural autonomy and liberal Judaism 
emphasized guarded acculturation, Hebrew culture emphasized the 
concept of the Jews as a nation. This meant that God was now replaced 
with the Jewish people as the center (to the point that sometimes 
religious Zionists tried to counter the well-known Chanukah tune 'mi 
yemalel gevurot yisra'el' [who will speak of the greatness of Israel] with 
'mi yemalel gevurot ha-kel' [who will speak of the greatness of God'). 
More than that, it meant that only cultural areas and works that 
emphasized the national-territorial aspects of Judaism were given full 
play. Tanach and Land of Israel history – in, Oral Torah and diaspora 
cultural creations – out (except those which were Zionistic). 

The Cultural Jew of Yesteryear 

Your average Israeli 'cultural Jew' was very well-versed in Tanach and 
had a powerful command of First and Second Temple history. He knew 
the land of Israel backwards and forwards down to the names of 
individual streams and hills. He traveled the land with his feet and often 
took a strong interest in archaeology – there were many 'amateur' 
historians and archaeologists among them. Some made important 
contributions such as Shmarya Gutman, who uncovered Gamla. 

The 'cultural Jew' followed some of the Jewish calendar, with emphasis 
on nation and territory. Pesach and Chanuka were holidays of national 
liberation; Tu Bishvat and Sukkot – agricultural holidays. Purim was 
also 'secularized' – for many years during the Mandate, Tel Aviv 
conducted a famous and very popular parade called the 'adloyada'. With 
the establishment of the state, this 'culture' was turned into a fully 
fledged 'civil religion', as documented by Profs. Eliezer Don-Yehiya and 
Charles Liebman. 

In the Aftermath of the fin-de-siecle Kulturkampf 



"In terms of students...we get a lot of non-frum students who come to 
learn Tanakh at Bar-Ilan.  It used to be, when I started at Bar-Ilan in the 
mid-‘90s, that Hillonim would come to learn Tanakh because they 
wanted to know the history and they saw Tanakh primarily in cultural or 
historical terms, but now they come to study Tanakh because 
they are seeking meaning, and in many cases seeking a 
relationship with God, because there is a big mashber (crisis) 
in Israel.  In the ‘90s, there was a sort of headiness about Oslo, that we 
could be ke-khol ha-goyyim (like all the other nations), and it did not 
work.  Over time, all the big “isms” of secular Israeli culture fizzled out: 
the army did not really turn out to be invincible – Lebanon was a big 
mess (twice); agriculture – the Philippinos do all that now; the idea that 
we will have a new Middle East – but it is the same old Middle East; and 
the kibbutz collective life and socialism – none of it panned out.  So 
there is a huge vacuum now, and Israelis feel it, and secular Israelis 
know that they do not have a big flag to wave...What is a Jew?  Hmmm, 
I would like to find out in a way that suits me.” 

- Dr. Josh Berman in Kol Mevaser (emphases are mine) 

Fast forward to the 1990s. Many 'cultural' Jews have increasingly lost 
touch with their Jewish roots, almost to the vanishing point (this is 
covered in depth in the massive two-volume Hebrew study 'Farewell to 
Srulik'). There were several reasons for this: the increasing privatization 
of Israeli life, the bitter struggle over the fate of Yesha, the trauma of the 
Yom Kippur War and the alienation felt towards those Jews (religious, 
Middle Eastern) who put Begin in power. The elite of this group, and 
subsequently its broader body politic, increasingly stressed their 
Western and secular bona-fides and considered Zionism and anything 
'Jewish' to be an embarrassment. This came to a head in the Oslo days, 
with open calls for the abolition of the Jewish nature of the state and 
wholesale slaughtering of national myths by 'new historians' of every 
shape and size. Important sections of cultural Jews were sick of war, 
fighting and yearned for 'normalcy'. 

Somewhere along the way, the 'normalcy' (re: non-Jewish) train came to 
a stop. Historians will debate the when and the how. Some will say it was 
the trauma of the Rabin assassination. Others will place it at the Second 
Intifada. Regardless of the cause, the effect cannot be denied. Many of 
the 'normalcy' seekers are trying to recreate the 'Jewish culture' they 
were so eager to chuck out the window. 

This has created a new phenomenon: the non-observant searcher. 
The searcher is a non-observant Jew who either passively or actively 



desires to increase and augment their Jewish identity. They are different 
from their forebearers in that they do not restrict themselves to any type 
of source or attitude. More than anything, they are looking for 
ameaningful Jewish identity. This has resulted in the following 
new/old types of cultural Jew (there are more, but these are the primary 
groups): 

1)      The old-style Zionist – contrary to popular perception, the 
'cultural Jew of yesteryear' exists and is enjoying a renaissance in many 
areas. A perfect example of this is 'Im Tirzu', which is composed largely 
of non-observant Jews. Other signs of life can be seen in various openly 
Zionist think tanks like Metzila"h and IZS. All throughout the country, 
small, but highly motivated groups of non-observant Jews are 'setting up 
shop' in cities on the social and geographic periphery, emulating the old 
pioneers. 

2)      The Learner – This relatively new type of 'cultural Jew' may be 
secular, but he no longer denies himself the enjoyment of religious 
Jewish sources alongside secular ones. Walk into any bookshop and 
you'll notice a virtual explosion of books on Judaism, many of them 
targeting a secular or at least neutral crowd. Whether it's the vaunted 
'Am Hasefer' and 'Yahadut Kan Veachshav' series by Yediot publishing, 
or the staunchly secular 'Zman Yehudi Chadash' encyclopedia, the non-
observant Israeli public is hungry for Jewish knowledge, and where 
there's demand, there's supply. The establishment of secular 'Batei 
Midrash' is more evidence of the strength of this phenomenon. 

3)      The New Cultural Jew – The 'new cultural Jew' attends piyut 
sessions, listens to the ever-growing trend of 'Jewish music' (music with 
Jewish themes and sources, some of it done by avowed atheists or 
agnostics) and attends lectures at Avi Chai or similar institutions. Some 
are trying out Yiddish again or are rediscovering their roots in Europe. 
What the learner gains through knowledge, they gain from experience. 

The Civilian 

The civilian is one of the more inscrutable versions of the non-
observant Jew. He doesn't really stand out in a crowd. If it weren't for 
the fact that he speaks Hebrew and is in the majority in a state with an 
overwhelming Jewish majority and identity, you might not peg him for 
such. Indeed, there is little difference between him and other middle-to-
upper class urbanites in the Western world. Many of them refer to 
themselves first and foremost as Israelis. 



The civilian's knowledge of Judaism from his surroundings (family, 
school, cultural references &c) is often minimal to non-existent. Their 
primary frame of reference of "being Jewish' is the fact of their Israeli 
citizenship. As such, Jewish holidays are merely neutral civilian holidays 
to them, perhaps ones with interesting culinary attributes, but nothing 
more. Holidays related to the State, such as Independence Day and 
Memorial Day have just as much, if not more resonance for the civilian. 

There are two primary types of civilian attitudes to Jewish identity: 

The Republican 

The republican understands their Jewish identity primarily in terms of 
their service to the state. Ergo - if I serve in the army and risk my life, 
pay my taxes and have my kids stay in Israel, then that is "Jewish" 
enough for me. In return I don't want anyone to tell me how to live or be 
a Jew. 

The republican, and their more emotionally attached variant – the 
nationalist, is thus outraged at Jews who don't "pull their weight" in 
terms of national service. This means the Charedim who don't go to the 
army or pay their share of taxes or celebrities and "yuppies" who find 
ways to duck army service. 

This has bearing on the conversion debate in Israel. To a republican, 
anyone who shoulders their civilian burdens like the rest and observe 
the Jewish civilian calendar should be automatically accepted as a 
member of the tribe. It is thus since the potential convert has joined the 
"bond of fate" with the rest of the Jewish people. 

The Liberal 

In a post I wrote in the past, I discussed the "other Israeli right" – the 
civilian-liberals. In a nutshell, there was always a strong bourgeois and 
individualist presence in Israel. Although they did not win elections by 
themselves, they always exerted a powerful influence on economic and 
social policy, influence that increased from the mid-60s on. Although 
they had a heady presence in the right (the Likud is a combination of the 
liberal parties and Herut), the left also became more "liberal" as time 
went on. 

Without going too much into the details, much of what we call the 
"political left" today transformed from the 60s to the 90s into a "new 



left". Whereas before, it was a more classically socialist and collectivist 
left, from 1967 onward, it increasingly became focused more and more 
on individual rather than collective rights (free market, freedoms to get 
married &c). Indeed, the only justification for calling the "left" as such is 
its increasingly dovish policy with regard to the Israeli-Arab conflict. 
Aside from that, their policies are little different from conservatives and 
classical liberals that want to do everything possible to free the 
individual from the clutches of the state. 

The spread of the "democratic (re: liberal democratic) faith", as Oz 
Almog calls it, penetrated much of the urbanite populace. This includes 
important segments of the elites such as much of the media and the legal 
profession on both sides of the bench (lawyers and judges). It has 
replaced the collectivist-national faith for many, a sentiment expressed 
daily in the pages of the most openly liberal and non-Zionist paper – 
Haaretz. 

The liberal's attitude towards their Jewish identity is a deeply 
ambivalent one. On the one hand, many have imbibed the idea of 
"Jewishness" as "universal high-level morality" as understood from a 
selective reading of the Nevi'im. This is bolstered by an idea by which 
the fact that we suffered the Holocaust places a special burden on us to 
be a "light unto the nations" and be especially sensitive to the needs of 
other suffering populations. One can see this in the recent debate 
regarding the deportation of the children of foreign workers (i.e. "Jews 
don't do this" &c). 

The liberal's primary problem is the attitude towards the state as a 
Jewish one. The past two decades have seen a very bitter and difficult 
struggle between Zionist liberals and non-Zionist liberals. The former 
wish to see a "Jewish and democratic" state with a solid Jewish majority 
and identity (which is a major reason for them to object to holding 
Yosh). The latter want to turn Israel into a "state of all its citizens" 
and/or a bi-national state with no Jewish meaning. The former have an 
emotional and intellectual attachment to their Jewishness at least in 
latent fashion, the latter see themselves as cosmopolitans. 

Indeed, the latest anti-settlement brouhaha of the "national left" needs 
to be understood in this context. After years of intellectual domination 
by the non-Zionist liberals, the Zionist liberals such as Amnon 
Rubinstein, Ruth Gavison, Ben-Dror Yemini and Gadi Taub are trying to 
"take back the left" from the moonbats. One can legitimately disagree 
with their anti-settler stance while still understanding the importance of 
their struggle. 



Epilogue and Select Bibliography 

I wrote this partial guide with a clear goal: to show fellow Orthodox Jews 
some of the primary complexities and ideal types of non-observant 
Israeli Jews out there. I wanted to break the stereotypes that often run 
rampant in our circles regarding Israelis who are nit fun 
undzere (Yiddish for "not one of us"). The first step to achieving 
coexistence with our fellow Jew must be to recognize them as human 
beings, not straw-men. 

The reason this was a partial guide is obvious. To truly do justice to the 
myriad attitudes and positions of non-observant Israeli Jewry would 
require a (at least) book-length in-depth study. I do not have the 
resources to undertake such a project. I hope this partial guide at least 
piqued the interest of my readers, who are welcome to continue their 
study via the bibliography provided at the end of this post. 

Chizuk Before Kiruv 

So what does this mean for us Orthodox Jews? 

In the poll in my About page (the poll has since been taken down – 
AIWAC), I asked readers where they would prefer an OTD Jew end up, 
assuming teshuva is not in the cards: An apikores who is committed to 
the Jewish people, an Orthoprax Jew, a traditionalist or a know-nothing. 
So far no-one has chosen the know-nothing. 

By chance (or perhaps by design?), this aversion to the know-nothing 
dovetails nicely with my own thinking regarding Jews on the opposite 
end of the spectrum. I believe that our goal in outreach should be first 
and foremost to create committed Jews or strengthen already existing 
commitments. If they are hozer bitshuva it's a nice bonus for us, of 
course (in much the same way many avowedly secular Jews hope we'll 
"see the light"), but it is not the sole or even primary goal. 

Most non-observant Jews are not keen on joining Orthodoxy, and are 
highly unlikely to do so. The reasons for this are varied, from illegitimate 
ones such as negative media stereotypes to legitimate issues with 
halacha and theism, to say nothing of the issue of women's status. They 
are also extremely averse to anything that smacks of coercion - a tool 
which Orthodox Jews, especially but not only RW ones, use far too often. 
This is to say nothing of issues like laxity and lifestyle. 



Faced with the option of "Orthodoxy or nothing", most will prefer 
nothing, or a very weak "something". If offered other options, however, a 
large and growing pool of searchers andtraditionalists will, I believe, 
jump at the chance to buttress and strengthen their Jewish identity. This 
is already happening in many places, as I have already shown. 

We can play a big part in helping this renewal. We don't need to 
compromise our beliefs or values. All we have to do is keep the door to 
our homes and shuls wide open. We can be there to answer questions on 
Judaism without forcing them to act on it, to learn torah with them in 
hevrutot or daven with them during the yamim nora'im. We can lead by 
example in ethical behavior, going beyond what the strict "letter of 
halacha". If we can do this with respect and care, I believe much of the 
populace will reverse the drift away from Jewish identity begun 200 
years ago, at least in Israel, the Jewish National Home. 
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