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Abstract 

 
This essay submits a thesis on radical religion, discusses the measures of religion and 
proposes the concept of Super-Religiosity. It will be followed by a second essay (in an 
upcoming issue of Numen, 4, 2013) that presents a contemporary “case” to which the 
analytic model of Super-Religiosity is applied. Though the two essays systematically 
relate to each other and are complementary, they can be read independently of one 
another. 
  
The theoretical core of the essay addresses the issue of the measurability of religiosity. It 
supports the recent claim that religion in general and religious extremism in particular, is 
not so much a matter of belief or experience but rather it is essentially a matter of 
performance of the self and the group. It then argues that advancing our understanding of 
religious extremism requires turning the spotlight from a performance oriented towards 
religion’s environment to religious inward-facing performance. It further maintains that 
religious extremism’s center of gravity is the in-group dynamics of competition over 
religious excellence rather than (rational choice) competition over external resources. 
Finally, the paper proposes a measure of religiosity: one used by the practitioners of 
religion themselves.   
 
The religious group at the empirical focus of the essay is the Jewish Ultra-Orthodox in 
contemporary Israel, known as Haredim. More precisely, the essay describes and 
analyzes the hard core of the Haredi society that manifests religious extremism. It offers a 
comprehensive and methodic picture of Haredi society based on a critical survey of the 
literature, combined with examination of updated data into which findings of an 
extensive field research are integrated. The discussion of the Haredi world is harnessed to 
the effort to deconstruct and reevaluate the prevalent concepts of tradition and 
fundamentalism, and suggest new perspective on scaling religiosity and on high-scale 
religiosity. 
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Preface: 

My work on Super-Religiosity consists of two parts. The present essay which is 

theoretical and methodological in nature presents a thesis on radical religion and 

discusses the measures of religion. The next essay (Numen, forthcoming 2013) presents 

an empirical “case” to which the analytic model of Super-Religiosity is applied. The first 

essay may serve as a conceptual and analytic introduction to the second, while the latter 

one may serve as an illustration and test of the former.  

The religious group at the empirical focus of the two essays is the Jewish Ultra-

Orthodox in contemporary Israel, known as Haredim. More precisely, the work on Super-

Religiosity depicts and analyzes the hard core of the Haredi society that manifests 

religious extremism. The discussion of the Haredi world is harnessed to the effort to 

deconstruct and reevaluate the prevalent concepts of tradition and fundamentalism, and 

suggest new perspective on scaling religiosity and on high-scale religiosity. 

I tend to support the recent claim that religion in general and religious extremism 

in particular, is not so much a matter of belief or experience but rather it is essentially a 

matter of performance of the self and the group (e.g., Asad 1993). I will argue that 

advancing our understanding of religious extremism requires turning the spotlight from a 

performance oriented towards religion’s environment to religious inward facing 

performance. I will further maintain that religious extremism’s center of gravity is the in-

group dynamics of competition over religious excellence rather than (rational choice) 

competition over external resources. Finally, I propose a measure of religiosity: one used 

by the practitioners of religion themselves.                         

          The core of the article addresses the issue of the measurability of religiosity by 

developing a multi-dimensional model that measures religiosity, or rather, suggesting a 
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system of parameters that defines the degree of radicalism of religious performance. I 

aspire to redefine radical religiosity with a two-pronged approach. First, I challenge the 

prevalent models of religious radicalism that tend to be reduced to the mono-theme of the 

potentiality of conflict between religious groups and the world that surrounds them. The 

article’s contention implies additional, more subtle elements of religious radicalism. The 

second point of departure is the observation that religious individuals and collectives are 

preoccupied with questions regarding the degree of their religiosity compared to that of 

others. One can detect in the religious world arch-typical sophisticated scales of 

religiosity that are of heuristic value. The observed phenomenon guides the construction 

of an ideal-type of religious radicalism. This hypothetical construct provides a foundation 

for a comparative program. The application of the suggested model depicts the Haredim 

as very religious, even religiously extreme, and as haunted by the perplexities of the 

assessment of their religiosity, which is challenged by inner tension and rapid change.    

 I propose rethinking both Religious Radicalism and Jewish Ultra-Orthodoxy. This 

is conducted through an ethnographic study of a particular Haredi institution titled ZaKA 

(Hebrew acronym for Disaster Victim Identification). It is a volunteer organization 

founded in the 1990s in the wake of a series of Palestinian terror attacks, dedicated to 

caring for the bodies of the dead after a bombing and ensuring their proper religious 

burial (Stadler et al. 2005). ZaKA leaders and activists are exclusively ultra-orthodox 

Jews. ZaKA is essentially a Haredi enterprise, reflecting the fundamental features of 

Haredi society and culture including its heterogeneity, typical inner tensions, and current 

transformation.  

This study of Haredim is equivalent and complimentary to my previous study of 

another Jewish radical religious group in Israel, namely Gush Emunin (The Bloc of the 

Faithful. Henceforth: GE), or rather the messianic hard core of the ultra-Zionist Right 

wing settler movement in the West Bank (Aran 1987). Both Haredim and GE are 

resourceful and thriving revival movements that burst into Jewish public life in the last 

generations and left a decisive imprint upon it. These two religious phenomena are 

known as the two brands of Jewish Fundamentalism. The two exemplify entirely 

different versions of Super-Religiosity. My study of GE is also based on fieldwork, 

mostly three years of participant observation. Some subtle yet potentially explosive 
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matters analyzed in these two research projects and their main thrust have been 

crystallized, to a large degree, while the True Believers were my captive dialogue-

partners, densely enclosed with me alone in a small car, driving long distances late at 

night. It was in this traveling confessional box of Haredi men that the following 

conception of Jewish Ultra-Orthodoxy in general, and the thesis on Super-Religiosity in 

particular, was subject to scrupulous examinations. 

          During one of those nocturnal rides, on the way back from some horrific terror 

scene, an animated conversation broke out concerning what motivates the Palestinian 

suicide bombers. Naturally enough, the Haredi ZaKA volunteers expressed much rage 

and disgust towards the terrorists. They ascribed the latter’s evil and brutality to their 

“inferior Muslim religiosity.” But then, one of the young Ultra-Orthodox Jews in the car 

hesitantly ventured a daring speculation that the bomber who sacrificed his life for a 

cause he considers sacred acted out a superior kind of religiosity, may be even more 

elevated than their own. A tense moment of complete silence followed. Anxiety, 

embarrassment and bewilderment prevailed. One could sense traces of reserved 

admiration, a shadow of repressed envy. At that moment the present study was born. 

Soon after this rare occasion of awe and self-awareness the lively conversation was re-

kindled, vocal, flowing and assured. 

 
 
 Degrees of Religiosity  
 
It is said that some people are religious, some are very religious, and some even more so.  

This might sound ridiculous, strange or outrageous to many. Not so for various religious 

groups, including Orthodox, and particularly Ultra-Orthodox Jews.  

 The Ultra-Orthodox community of Jews in Israel is regarded as representing 

anything from paragon to radical religiosity. This stands in contradistinction to standard 

religiosity, which conventional wisdom hold is moderate and civilized, related to the 

establishment, and mainstream. While a large proportion of Israeli Orthodox is in fact 

located in the range of “normal” religiosity, only a minority among them are truly 

emancipated from a charged position towards the Ultra-Orthodox (and the secular). 
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According to idiomatic diagnosis, local Jews are either chazir trefe or meshuge frum. 

Translated from Yiddish, they are either abhorred piggish filth eaters (as far as you can 

go in the violation of kashrut), or, in contrast, crazy punctilious ritualizers. Some 

mainstream religious Israelis are frustrated by the polar alternatives conceived as 

abomination and madness. A genuine solid conception of ideal religiosity as a matter of 

middle way is much less prevalent than could be expected. 

      Adherents to this extreme group, many of its religious opponents, and, curiously 

enough, secular Jews as well, see in Ultra-Orthodoxy the embodiment of “high-degree 

religiosity,” or, “religiosity par excellence.” The notion of being more religious, or very 

religious, in the eyes of the Ultra-Orthodox as well as among others, gives the former a 

unique and authoritative standing. Most Orthodox Jews--of all types--accept this 

perception, thereby relegating themselves to a lesser religiosity, a somewhat apologetic 

view of their own level of observance alongside awe for that of their more religious 

counterparts, one that relates to the religiosity of the latter as a point of reference for 

which they yearn and according to which they conduct themselves. Though criticism of 

the Ultra-Orthodox on a wide range of issues is not uncommon, their supremacy in the 

religious realm is indisputable and the admiration they receive from other Jews is 

undeniable. Even those labeled Modern Jews whose lives are guided by “enlightened” 

values are ambivalent in their feelings toward the Ultra-Orthodox. When Modern (neo) 

Orthodox Jews in Israel, especially those who are regarded as maintaining a “feeble” 

religiosity, wish to embark on a path toward greater religious observance, they essentially 

are on a journey to becoming Ultra-Orthodox. This phenomenon is known as hitchazkut 

(strengthening).  

 There is explicit discourse in the Ultra-Orthodox world regarding levels of 

religiosity (madregot), including informal distinctions between high, low, and 

intermediate degrees (benoniyyim). One’s level of religiosity is regarded throughout the 

Ultra-Orthodox community as intertwined with one’s professional-scholarly career. 

Those who excel at studying Jewish texts and take on Torah study as a full-time job to 

the extent that it precludes their engaging in any other occupation (Talmidei Hakhamim 

she-Toratam Umanutam) are considered, together with their families, to be at the top of 
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the hierarchy. Those who hold jobs and engage in Torah study for only a few hours per-

week, usually in the evening and on the Sabbath, are one step below and find their places 

in the middle of the hierarchy (Balebatim). Finally, those who do not engage in formal 

Torah study are labeled as ignoramuses (amaratzim), and notwithstanding their daily 

prayers and moral way-of-life find themselves ranked at the bottom. The guiding 

presumption of the hierarchy is that one’s scholarly ranking will be consonant with one’s 

stringency in the observance of all of the commandments.1 There exist other religiosity 

ranking systems in the Ultra-Orthodox world, including intersecting systems as well as 

subcategories of the aforementioned gradation. In general, one may observe in the Ultra-

Orthodox community concentric circles of religiosity. As one advances from the 

periphery toward the center, the level of religiosity becomes elevated and intensified.  

       Ultra-Orthodox culture embraces elaborate, high-resolution scales of religiosity. A 

prominent example is the hierarchy among those institutions which issue kashrut 

certification, particularly when it comes to the certification of ritual slaughter. First, there 

exists a fundamental distinction between “regular” kashrut and “special” kashrut for the 

stringent (mehadrin), popularly referred to by the Yiddish designation Glatt (Smooth). 

“Regular” kashrut is deemed sufficient for Israeli Jews at large, including a decisive 

majority of the Orthodox. 2 The Ultra-Orthodox, on the other hand, find “regular” kashrut 

insufficient, and prefer the “special” certification instead despite added expenses and 

hassles. But even this special level of certification has its own internal religiosity ranking 

system, the intricacies of which are known only to experts within the community. The 

stamp of kashrut issued by the Haredi Jerusalem Rabbinate is not satisfactory for certain 

members of the Ultra-Orthodox community and some will prefer the certification of the 

Edah Haredit (Badatz). For many Ultra-Orthodox the certifying body upon which they 

rely for kashrut is determined by affiliation with certain sects or loyalty to specific 

                                                 
1 This statement needs some qualification: among Lithuanian Yeshiva students there is a distinct index for 
scholarship and a separate one for observance (frumkeit). 
2 This kashrut is under the auspices of the Chief Rabbinate of Israel, a wholly Orthodox entity led by Ultra-
Orthodox rabbis, but deriving its authority and funding from the State of Israel. 
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rabbinical authorities (Belz, Landau, Rubin, etc.) reputed as upholding different standards 

of stringency.3 These kashrut rankings are subject to constant change, controversy, and 

negotiation. Rarely does the question of quantifying religiosity stand alone without being 

affected by issues of prestige or financial and political considerations. 

 On the Ultra-Orthodox street there is talk of the “table test”: who can--or cannot--

eat at whose homes in the community. The stronger or more radical one’s Judaism, the 

fewer homes where one may eat. A clear-cut pyramid emerges designating rising levels 

of religiosity. An association with the Hindu food-taboo system is unavoidable.4  The 

Jewish case of food stringency, rather than reflecting a rigid hierarchy of castes, is a 

metonym for the measurability of religiosity. 

 What is the meaning of “more” or “less” religious, or “very” religious? Is 

religiosity indeed a variable which may assume various quantifiable values and be 

compared to values of other religiosities, with the possibility of competition between 

them? Is it possible that in addition to horizontal differentiation between types of 

religiosity according to various criteria (e.g. church - sect), there also exists vertical 

differentiation based on degree? And what happens when within one social group 

alternative scales of religiosity evolve? What is the purpose of or motive for 

distinguishing between superior and inferior levels of religiosity? To what extent are 

these distinctions connected to questions regarding religious excellence, perfection, or 

virtuosity? And, of course, how does all this relate to the issues of religious extremism or 

moderation? Finally, is there an interface or correlation between the aforementioned 

values of religiosity and particular religions?5 We should note that degrees of religiosity 

are not an essentialist derivative, but rather a social construction. These levels are not to 

                                                 
3 For example, there are those who debate whether the certification of She’erit Yisra’el (an institution with 
the approbation of the Lithuanian community) is preferable over that of Badatz. 
4 The Indian traditional stratification system relates complex set of rituals – mostly eating and food taboos – 
to social status. Relations concerning purity (who can eat with whom) are correlated with relations 
concerning power (who is over and who is under). (e.g., Dumont 1980; Bayly 1999; Watson and Caldwell 
2005). 
5 For example, “Are Muslims more religious than non-Muslims?” This question is posed by Fish (2011). 
His answer is negative (2011a).  
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be examined outside of their historical, political, or other relevant contexts. 

 Inter- and intra-religious competitions are recognized phenomena. Generally 

speaking, they are seen as antagonisms revolving around religious “truth,” 

monopolization of the claim to the original message, possession of the fundamentals (as 

well as struggles for control over sacred sites and offices.) (e.g., Gopal 1992; Reichler 

1997; Partner 1998; Seal 1999; Juergensmeyer 2000; Hassner 2009). At times these 

conflicts escalate to Holy Wars, Religious Wars, Crusades. Jihad, etc. In our case, 

though, we are speaking of competition between partners who might share a religious 

doctrine, who do not necessarily have exegetical disagreements or overt rivalries over 

privileges and positions of prestige and authority. Moreover, we are concerned here with 

a contest which is not conceived in “zero-sum” terms, and consequently is not necessarily 

militant, let alone physically violent, but more restrained and subtle, reminiscent of 

various social competitions in ethnic or class groups: who is more patriotic, more 

aristocratic and so forth. The present issue relates not merely to worldview or power, but 

also to performance. Thus, in Judaism - clearly a performative religious culture – one 

should expect relatively explicit scaling. The Jewish case is indeed especially appropriate 

for testing hypotheses about religious scaling and illustrating it.  Naturally different 

religions might vary in their understanding of the issue of scaling and in their 

manifestation thereof. 

 

 Discussions about religiosity levels take place in a variety of religious 

subcultures. Formulations such as “more” or “less” religious are likely to hide 

widespread experiences among the religious, a basic need of sorts, perhaps a religious 

instinct, manifestations of which--despite their general repudiation--are both evident and 

intriguing. Observing various religious people and communities, one comes away with 

the impression that religion is haunted by questions regarding the levels of its religiosity, 

primarily in relative terms. It seems that religiosity must contend with an almost 

obsessive proclivity for locating itself on some sort of ladder and has become engrossed 

in a struggle with its competitors for one-upmanship or bragging rights over record 
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observance.6 

 Our examination will be limited to the three major monotheistic faiths. Similar to 

the Ultra-Orthodox Jews are their parallel-competitors in Israel, the right-wing nationalist 

Orthodox (known by the acronym Hardal), as well as the Muslim Brotherhood in the 

Sunni countries of the Middle East (e.g., Mitchell 1993; Kepel 2003), the Protestant Bible 

Believers Evangelists in the United States, Holland, and Germany (e.g., Ammerman 

1997), and Catholic groups such as the Italian Communion e Liberazione (Zadra 1994). 

All these groups share the unwavering endeavor to increase their religiosity, in relation to 

both themselves as well as to the religiosity of others.7 Such a religious culture that 

strives for perfection has been labeled by Jews in Israel as adiqut (Heb. fervent; the Ultra-

Orthodox use the Yiddish term frumkeit). For Muslims, the Arabic term used is 

tashaddud (primarily among members of those circles thought to be enlightened). In the 

case of Christians, the terms utilized are reverence, devotion, and other synonyms with 

various connotations, such as piety. The Christian and Muslim analog to the “very 

religious,” much like the Jewish Ultra-Orthodox, are referred to in their internal 

languages as the Lord’s faithful, keepers of the legacy, and often saints.8 Those who have 

pretensions of maintaining a higher religiosity see themselves as the sole “true” believers, 

and consequently, as possessors of a monopoly on the right to be called by the name of 

their greater religion. This in contrast with their brethren, the majority, who technically 

share the same religion, though merely as nominal Christians, Jews, and Muslims. Much 

like the islamiyun (not to be confused with “Muslims”), the Ultra-Orthodox refer to 

themselves in Yiddish as Yidden -- simply Jews. 

 Analysis of religiosity as a characteristic which may manifest in different degrees, 

higher or lower, relates both to the question of the very empirical existence of the 

phenomenon, i.e., the actual application of religiosity indexes among the religious, as 

well as to the question of the theoretical value and methodological validity--that is, the 

heuristic functionality--of analyzing the measurability of religiosity. There is an overlap 

between the scholarly interest in (“objective”) measurability and the religious impulse 
                                                 
6 Compare to Sosis’ idea of Signaling: a sort of innate need to show-off an advantage over fellow members 
of the group in terms of their (potential) contribution to the welfare or security of the collectivity (who is 
the superior male in the horde…) (e.g., Sosis 2006).  
7 An interesting comparable case is that of the 18th century Pietists. 
8 In Hebrew: Tzadikim or Khasidim.  
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(subjective evaluation) to tackle the issue of religiosity levels. This topic receives less 

than its deserved attention in academic discussions of contemporary religion.9 

 

 

 

 Research on Religious Variation 
 
The psychology of religion has been dominated by issues of measurement. Not only have 

psychologists of religion long recognized the importance of good measurement and have 

placed a high priority on it, but in the 1980s a leading specialist in the field pronounced 

measurement to be the current hegemonic paradigm, that is, the foremost perspective or 

concern of psychologists of religion (Gorsuch 1984). In the 1990s a widely-read textbook 

in the psychology of religion identified 125 measurement scales available to 

psychologists of religion(Heel and Hood 2009). Many more have been developed ever 

since and the rich professional literature claims that on the whole measurement scales are 

reasonably reliable and valid (Hood et al. 2009).10 The above is in contrast to the state of 

the art in the sociology and anthropology of religion. The issue of religious measurability 

in disciplines still inspired by Weber and Durkheim is in need of further empirical 

research and conceptual refinement.  

The social scientific study of religion literature seems to acknowledge the 

significance of the issue, but its treatment is mainly implicit, partial and dated. A 

noteworthy exception which is highly relevant to the present argument is the Stark & 

Glock School of sociology of religion (Glock and Stark 1965). Its foundations go back to 

the 1960s and it arrived at the zenith of its influence during the 1970-80s when many 

such studies were based on analyzing the National Survey data, while in the 1990s 

basically one work, impressive in itself, represented this productive research legacy. In an 

ambitious research project, Bainbridge (1997) examined answers to GSS questionnaires 

along a sequence of twenty years in an attempt to measure American religiosity. For this 

purpose he used a model – quite self-evident by now – that distinguishes between 

                                                 
9 For an exception see Spiro (1987).  An examination of scales of Jewish religiosity in Israel may be  
partially and implicitly found in Katz et al. (2000). 
10 The “reliability” and “validity” of the scales were found satisfactory though most measures are self-
reported scales. 
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different dimensions of religion (e.g., McGuire 1992).11 In his study of religious 

movements he discussed five variables indicating the degree of religiosity of an 

individual or a group in different aspects of religion. The first is Religious Belief: the 

reported willingness to accept with no reservations the tenets of a religion ((dogma, 

theological principles etc). The second is Religious Practice: religion-related behavior, 

that is, rituals or cultic actions. The third is Religious Knowledge: acquaintance with the 

essential information about religion (mastery of the bible, expertise in the details of rites 

etc). The fourth is Religious Experience: authentic subjective sense of the presence of the 

sacred. The fifth is Religious Ethos or Consequentiality: the impact of religious 

commitment on the values and norms that guide the life of believers (e.g. the degree that 

one’s choice of spouse, profession, children’s school, political party is determined by his 

religiosity). 

Analysis of the findings of studies that measure the different dimensions of 

religiosity promotes our understanding of the nature of religion but shows that the 

measurability itself is a complicated task. Thus, a measure of religiosity on a certain 

dimension is not necessarily correlated with the measure on another dimension. This 

increases the difficulty to compare the religiosity of two individuals or groups in an 

attempt to determine which one is more religious.12 Can we determine, for example, 

whether one who goes to church on weekly basis but doesn’t believe is more, or less, 

religious than one who never attends the mass but declares to be a devout believer? Is the 

one who meticulously performs the delicate nuances of the rite, more or less religious 

than the one who disregards the details of worship but enthusiastically manifests signs of 

being infused with a holy spirit? History of religion is rich with fascinating illustrations 

of such dilemmas that juxtapose and compare the (super) religiosity embedded in Jewish, 

Christian or Muslim hypernomy versus antinomy.13  

                                                 
11  See a summary of eight different methods of conceptualizing the varieties of religiosity in Hood et al. 
(2009) Table 2.3.  
12 For example, it was found that Protestants are much more religious than Catholics according to the 
criterion of church affiliation, while Catholics are much more religious than Protestants according to the 
criterion of participation in weekly prayer (Bainbridge 1997; 18. Table 1.2). 
13 For especially interesting paradigmatic case see the17-19th  Sabbatian and Frankist Movements (Scholem 
1937). 
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 Naturally I became interested in this school’s fifty years old Orthodoxy Index 

(Glock and Stark 1956). After all, my thesis concerning the measures of religiosity is 

applied to the case of (Jewish) ultra-Orthodoxy. American sociologists found that 

Catholics double the Orthodoxy of Protestants.14 Jews score very low on the Orthodoxy 

scale. The latter finding shows the deficiency of these studies and proves that its 

relevance to issues raised in this essay is limited. The implications of more recent studies 

are similarly problematic. A research of religiosity in the 1970-90s concludes that the 

religious creed according to which the Bible is the authentic Word of God – a doctrine 

that could be labeled Scripturalism or literalist fundamentalism - is accepted by 39% of 

the Protestants, 23% of the Catholics and only 4% of the Jews. Does it mean that Judaism   

is less religious than Christianity? Or that Jews’ religiosity is lesser than Christians’?  At 

most, this means that the proportion of religious (Orthodox) Jews in US population is 

relatively very low.15 

True, recent sociological studies prove that religiosity, measured by such scales - 

especially attendance – is an important social predictor of political positions. Moreover, it 

is the degree of religiosity, rather than specific religion that increasingly matters. For 

example, high-attending Jews and high-attending Protestants in the US tend to vote 

Republican. And yet, for the sake of answering questions raised here, the previous studies 

concerning the measurability of religion are not satisfactory.  

The present study tries to rectify their shortcomings. 1. The data need updating. It 

should be noted that earlier research preceded the religious resurgence that has 

characterized mainly the two Abrahamic traditions (Judaism and Islam) and to a lesser 

degree Christianity in the last generation.16 2. The data relate exclusively to the North 

American (or Western) religious scene. The conspicuous absence of research that 

measures religion in other countries and other cultures, like Judaism and Islam in the 

Middle East, cannot be even partly compensated for by application of the US studies or 

by extrapolation of their conclusions. 3. The measures of religiosity discussed in previous 

studies are “objective”, that is, hypothetically construed or scientifically constructed, and 

should be complemented by findings that relate to the subjective side of measurability:  

                                                 
14 Much more substantial was the difference in Orthodoxy between Southern Baptists and Presbyterians. 
15 Jews score very low on attendance, belief in God and literalness of the Bible. 
16 Contrary to impression, there is no evidence of religious resurgence in the general American population. 
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reflecting religious people and groups’ notion of the measures of their own religiosity 

relative to others’. 4. The previous studies of religious measures analyzed grand surveys 

based on formal “closed” questionnaires addressed randomly to samples of the general 

population. 17 Only recently qualitative, interpretative (verstehen-type) attempt has been 

made to detect the subjects’ “definition of the situation”; to attend to their take on the 

issue of religious measurability, by open-ended, in-depth interviewing, extensive field 

observations and content analysis.18  

 Measures of religiosity were applied in the past to large heterogeneous whole-

nation collectivities, mainly to the American and European societies. Research found out 

the distribution of universal populations according to the degree - actually kind – of 

religiosity. In a similar vein, studies conducted in Israel sought to determine the relative 

proportions of various groups of citizens according to their type of religiosity (along a 

continuum ranging from Secular at one pole to Haredi at the other) on the basis of self-

identification in standardized questionnaires or on demographic examination of political 

voting patterns, neighborhoods, schools etc.19 My study, on the other hand, does not 

relate to the whole population and consequently has nothing to say about distribution, or 

about secular people. I focus on religious individuals and religious – quite homogenous – 

groups, and investigate the measures of their religiosity including their self-measurement. 

This focus brings to mind further questions relating to religiosity, i.e. is the difference 

between the conventional moderate religiosity and the more extreme one, a matter of 

degree (the latter is just more of the same), or is the difference qualitative.20 

 The various religious groups discussed in previous studies are actually only 

nominally Protestant, Catholic and so forth, while implicitly these groups are more civil 

than religious (representing ethnicity, class, locality etc), and as such they are diverse and 

                                                 
17 The above discussed studies, especially Bainbridge’s, tend to be inspired by a utilitarian perspective that 
led them to use Rational Choice principles to construct a theory of religion which is rather incongruent with 
the spirit of the present essay (Stark and Bainbridge 1979). For a critical review of this perspective, see  
Riesbrodt and  Konieczny (2005). 
18 Note the current trend of Californian research in the footsteps of the Habits of the Heart (e.g., Tipton 
1984). 
19 Summary of these Israeli studies shows the following distribution: 51% Secular, 30% Traditional, 11% 
Orthodox, and 8% Haredi ( Israel Democracy Institute 2008). See also: Levy et al. (2002). See earlier 
studies by Perry Kedem and Yehuda Ben-Meir. 
20 Note that while Bainbridge studies Religiousness, I define my subject matter as Religiosity. The former 
term is somewhat more concrete and connotes a demographic category, or affiliation.  
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include many who are not religious at all. Thus, while Protestants are by far the most 

“orthodox” in the US,21 the relatively very religious believers are a minority among 

Catholics. The majority of them do not concern this study. This point is more striking 

with regard to American Jews among whom the “orthodox” are a tiny minority. 

  
 
 Two Models of Religious Radicalism          

It would seem that the issue of the measurability of religiosity has been obscured by a 

different issue which has become prominent over the past few generations, and which in 

the final two decades of the twentieth- and first years of the twenty-first centuries 

definitively took over both political and scholarly agendas. The issue is the question of 

the relations between religion and its contemporary, and largely secular, Western 

surroundings. An examination of this issue will also relate to aspects of rank and 

intensity, although the latter is measured mostly in terms of the influence of religion on 

society and external culture. 

 One must distinguish analytically between two parallel, potentially blending 

models for assessing religiosity, with one tending to overshadow the other. The first, 

well-worn model pertains to religion’s external front and focuses on the relations--

particularly on the conflicts--between religion and modernity (e.g., Lawrence 1989; 

Armstrong 2000; Mazzar 2007; Juergensmeyer 2008). The phenomena of secularization 

and the religious reaction thereto function as the backdrop to this interface –often implicit 

- model. It is repeatedly linked to the phenomenon known as fundamentalism 

occasionally called the “Strong Religion” because of its intensity and militancy in 

challenging the world outside of its borders (Almond et al. 2003). In contrast, the other 

model that I wish to explicate here and which is vital for the contention put forward in the 

present essay focuses on the intra-religious dimension of religiosity. Here the orientation 

is inward, with expectations and demands directed at insiders rather than outsiders. This 

model, though, stands in the shadows of the first which has attracted much interest 

because of its dramatic dimensions, political implications, and potential for violence. 

 The currently predominant model of religious radicalism is concerned with the 

relationship to “the Other,” be it someone secular or a member of a competing religious 
                                                 
21 For instance, 43% of them believe that the Bible is the Word of God   
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group. The Other is the object of criticism and spite and is the target of aggression. 

Concealed at the foundations of this hegemonic model of religiosity which emphasizes 

religion’s outer boundaries, are assumptions of modern secularism which define religion 

through the prism of its implications for the ideal modern nation-state (e.g., Asad 1993; 

Marty et al. 1993). The prevalent mode of delineating religious extremism is generally 

reduced to pointing to religion’s propensity to threaten Western civil principles and 

institutions, and the quality of life of Westerners. This definition, which stems from 

secular ideology, feeds not merely the attack against but also the extensive corpus of 

scholarly literature on fundamentalism (Marty and Appleby 1991-5). A different cultural 

history and attention to religious imagination offer possibilities of an alternative 

definition of religious extremism. 

 We are thus presented with two different perspectives on excessive religiosity or 

religious radicalism. The distinction between them may be sharpened with the help of the 

concept of martyrdom (Droge and Tabor 1992; Boyarin 1999; Van Henten 2002; 

Salisbury 2004; Cook 2007). According to the first archetype, the phenomenon of 

martyrdom is left partly unintelligible, and its significance--and extreme characterization-

-derives only from its offensive nature, i.e., its harmfulness to secular lives and values 

(Israeli 2002; Reuter 2004; Yuval 2006; Kepel 2008; Sizgarich 2009). According to the 

intra-religious archetype of extremism proffered here, martyrdom is remarkable in that it 

brings the endeavor for religious excellence to its conclusive end.22 

 Martyrdom is intended, first and foremost, to impress God. It is an act aimed at 

the heavens, the purpose of which is to prove, and thereby pacify, and principally to 

shock the divine. Of course, this deed will later affect fellow members and leaders within 

the religious community, and perhaps members of competing communities as well. A 

martyr is one who sacrifices himself, self-sacrifice being the highest possible price that 

can be paid as a test of religiosity. There are lower prices: voluntary concession not of 

one’s life, but of one’s quality of life, such as self-imposed religious discipline which 

goes against one’s nature. This is the phenomenon of asceticism in which we may detect 

elements of mitigated sacrifice. Whereas asceticism as a measure of religiosity is 

                                                 
22 For a discussion of martyrdom as an index of superior religiosity in ancient and medieval Christianity see 
Brown (1981); Bynum  (1995). 
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somewhat meaningless in terms of the first model, it makes much sense in the context of 

the second. 

 Extreme religiosity according to the religious-interface model, i.e., religiosity 

which threatens its modern, secular surroundings, generally views itself as extreme from 

an intra-religious perspective as well, and therefore has pretensions of being more 

religious than its average religious environment. Nevertheless, the religiosity of the intra-

religious model need not necessarily demand that of the religious-interface model, as the 

two models lack full correlation. The complex function that connects the two models of 

religiosity may be elucidated somewhat with the help of the concept of sacrifice. One sort 

of extremism is tested with the sacrifice of others, while the other is tested with self-

sacrifice. There is a tight, but complex bond between the two types of extremism -- and 

sacrifice (Hubert and Mauss 1964; Girard 1977; Lincoln 1991; Bloch 1994). 

 Many religious groups strive for excellence in accordance with both models in 

tandem, and they perceive the two types of extremism as interconnected. In many cases 

the external and internal fronts of extremism have the tendency to merge. For example, in 

quite a few cases the very-religious, including Ultra-Orthodox Jews, will take the 

spectrum of those of lesser religiosity, package them all together, and assign them to the 

category of the secular. It is in this manner that the division and conflict between the True 

Believers and the rest of the world are created. The greater/less schema drifts naturally 

toward an either/or schema.  Again, notwithstanding the differences between them, the 

two models can certainly become intertwined: it would appear that outward religious 

aggression is also an important resource in internal competition for the status of the most 

religious. 

  

 Orthopraxis 

An additional factor contributing to the tendency to overlook the full implication of the 

measurability of religiosity is the almost complete monopoly of Protestantism in Western 

culture, and particularly in Western scholarship.23 The Protestant perspective has gained 

                                                 
23 This has somewhat changed in the academic world over the past 15 or so years, with the advent of cross- 
cultural psychology, cultural psychology, and writers such as Shweder, Haidt, Belzen and others on 
religion. 
 



 17 

a strong foothold, though generally without official recognition, in religious traditions 

outside of the countries of the Reformation, and has been internalized not merely among 

the religious, but among secular spectators as well. This phenomenon is nowhere more 

evident than in the mainstream of the (mostly American) sociology of religion which 

continues in the footsteps of the tradition beginning with Weber and developed by 

Geertz. Indeed, in the latter’s characterization of religion which runs through the blood of 

most social scientific students of religion, the measurability of religion hardly makes 

sense (Geertz 1966). 

 The ideal type of Protestantism has become the implicit model of religion,24 the 

implications of which are the trivialization of the ritual dimension of religion, and, in its 

place, an overemphasis on the dimension of belief (Weber 1920)25 But belief is 

presumably personal, subjective, diffuse, and consequently evasive. Accordingly, 

Protestantism is a religion of interiority, an individualistic, “democratic” religion. And of 

course, Protestantism lacks an authoritative, legalistic, and textual standard--a canonical 

code of sorts--the dictates of which are meant to guide one’s behavior. How, then, may 

we measure and compare degrees of Protestant religiosity? This task is even more 

difficult given that there is generally no well-defined sacred value common to the 

varieties of the religion. We may assume that the characterization of a certain camp as 

more religious than others will, in many cases, arouse protest and controversy stemming 

from the contention that unverifiable (metaphysical) belief, does not lend itself to 

measures of intensity. Can we know a person’s inner feelings and thoughts? And can we 

rely on person’s testimony? 

 Classical scholarship has already noted that the case of Protestantism stands so 

typically in the realm of uncertainty regarding the religiosity of its adherents, that this 

uncertainty has become a doctrinal principal and springboard for a dynamic with far 

reaching implications.26 The tormenting question concerning one’s salvation deriving 

from Protestant – mainly Calvinist - belief in predestination may be expressed in terms of 

the question of one’s level of religiosity vis-à-vis the religiosity of others. The lack of a 

                                                 
24 Although it is conflated with the Protestantization of other religious traditions (at least in the US). 
25 True, one can view the capitalist entrepreneurship as a cultic worship (ritual) of sort.  
26 Standard sociological interpretation of Weber’s thesis on the Protestant Ethic emphasizes the role of the 
believer’s insecurity as a central source of religion (e.g., Parsons 1968).   
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reassuring answer concerning one’s salvation is intolerable (e.g., Erikson 1958). On the 

backdrop of Protestantism’s inherent inability to measure religiosity, a system of external 

signs of religiosity, e.g., church attendance, has developed. In the end, it is the Puritanism 

Test that determines one’s religious status in the community, i.e., one’s performance in a 

variety of Christian tasks such as cleanliness of language, modesty in dressing, 

patriarchality, abstinence from premarital sex, etc (e.g., Ammerman 1987) . As we will 

soon observe, these and similar parameters function as typical religiosity indexes among 

Ultra-Orthodox Jews as well. 

 Even in cases of religiosity with emphases like those of Protestantism, religion is 

never limited to belief alone. Religion possesses additional dimensions including ritual 

and the religious experience (e.g., O’Dea 1983), or the religious ethos and worldview 

(Geertz 1973). There are a number of instances where the ritual aspect is as, if not more, 

important than that of belief (Durkheim 1982). How can we evaluate the ritual level of a 

religious person, and how can we compare ritual commitments to beliefs? 

 The problem of religious measurements is simpler when it comes to other 

religions: those that specifically emphasize the ritual principle, the normative-ritual, at 

the expense of faith. Such religions include rabbinic (Orthodox) Judaism, and to a great 

extent, Islam (e.g., Nuesner and Son 1999; Brinner and Ricks 1989; Goitein 1974; 

Hawting 2006). 

 The organizing axis of Islamic life, in addition to the Quran and Hadith, is the 

shari’a, the parallel to its Jewish predecessor of five hundred years, the halakhah. The 

latter is a detailed, multi-dimensional corpus which includes sacred laws, and it is 

accepted as unifying and binding for all varieties of Jewish orthodoxy. The halakhah 

dictates how a Jew is to behave in any situation: not only how one is to pray on a sacred 

day or at a sacred site, but what one should drink, when, and how; what one should do 

when waking up and going to sleep, and what one should do, or primarily what one 

should not do, when asleep; how one is to sit or walk; how one may enjoy a fruit or a 

shadow from the branch of a tree that was planted by a neighbor, the trunk of which is on 

the neighbor’s property but with branches reaching over the fence into his own yard; the 

status of an egg which was laid on the Sabbath but is known to have gestated in the hen 

one day prior, when it is permissible to eat only what was prepared before the Sabbath; 
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the order in which one is to tie one’s shoelaces; and when, where, and how one is to have 

sexual relations (Ganzfried 1961; Elon 1975; Bleich 1977-89; Ben Menachem and Hecht 

1999; Steizanltz 2006). 

 Orthodox doctrine considers the source of these laws to be divine and regard the 

laws as having been transmitted to the Jewish people in a revelatory act at Mount Sinai. 

The laws were initially recorded in the Torah (i.e., the Old Testament, and particularly 

the Pentateuch). Thereafter, they were interpreted by the Sages (200-400 CE) and were 

canonized as the tradition of the Oral Law, culminating with the vast legal corpus of the 

Talmud. From then until today generations of rabbis have interpreted, developed, and 

implemented these laws. The sum total of these venerated, comprehensive texts is called 

halakhah. According to traditional sources there are 613 biblical commandments, both 

positive and negative, derived from which are an exponentially greater number of 

rabbinic rulings. Generations of rabbinical rulings, rendered generally as answers to the 

questions of members of various communities (responsa), analyzed the commandments 

and adapted them to the changing situations with which Jews had to contend. In this 

manner a rich corpus of halakhic literature covering almost every conceivable topic was 

compiled. An authoritative digest, the Shulhan Arukh, was completed in the sixteenth 

century but has since undergone reworking and updating and has been perpetuated in 

thousands of works which collect countless rabbinical rulings.27 

 There are norms that guide ritual behavior in a strict sense, like the punctilious 

prescription governing the angle and proportion of the apex of the letter yod that is 

inscribed on the parchment inside the mezuzah at the entrance to one’s home. And there 

are norms that appear to be outside the realm of religion proper, such as agricultural-

professional laws of the likes of the law of vineyard-kil’ayyim (hybrid plantings), which 

dictates that a row of vines must not be planted with anything other than grapes due to the 

possibility of root entanglement. Since the latter practice, however, is thought of as 

possessing a Jewish religious rationale (the obsession with distinct categories and the 

taboo on cross-breeding and blurring of borders, etc.), and formulated in religious 

language appearing in a religious text, we may view it as a ritual as well. The same 

                                                 
27 An illustration of the massive and variegated dimensions of the halakhic corpus can be witnessed in the 
computerized “Responsa Project” (SHuT)  
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applies to norms with a social orientation like Pe’ah (lit.: corner), i.e., the prohibition of 

reaping from the edges of one’s field in order to leave that produce for the poor. In 

essence, the Ultra-Orthodox lifestyle consists of a continuum of rituals, i.e., there is 

almost nothing in the Ultra-Orthodox world that is neutral or trivial, and their behavior is 

loaded, predetermined, and monitored. 

 Orthodox Judaism, and primarily Ultra-Orthodox Judaism, is a Judaism of 

halakhah.28 Its (male) adherents devote themselves to studious scholarship of the 

Talmud--the source of inspiration for later rabbinic rulings--and they subject themselves 

to this all-inclusive halakhic code which encompasses every aspect of their personal and 

public lives, to the extent that no facet of their lives is exempt from regulation by 

religious law or supervision by a traditional authority. In a certain respect, the very 

accomplishment of routine observance of the commandments is less important than the a 

priori resolution to completely subjugate oneself to the rule of the Torah. Thus the center 

of gravity is not in theological recognition or internalization of principles of faith, but on 

unconditional loyalty to the Torah and complete identification with the commandments 

(Ravitzky 2006). We can see the test of this religiosity as attested in a total commitment 

to that which represents the halakhah, i.e., the community and its institutions, and 

primarily the rabbis and heads of the religious academies who are identified with the 

Torah itself (da’at Torah). 

 From the perspective of the rabbinical establishment, one’s faith--essentially the 

reporting of feelings and consciousness--is of secondary importance, while what one 

“does” is of critical importance. Even if a Jew were to swear that his intentions are lofty 

and that he is of a pure heart, so long as he does not observe the commandments, he will 

not be considered “kosher.” What really matters is whether he indeed practices the 

dietary laws, observes the Sabbath, etc.29 In other words, the ultimate test of Jewish 

                                                 
28 Of course, there is a Jewish theology but it is typically rather implicit and often inconsistent, vague, 
controversial and practically marginal. The mystical corpus of Kabbalah is a prime example of the 
problematic nature and status of such theology as Gershom Scholem’s seminal work shows. In any case, 
one cannot speak in terms of Jewish doctrine (or dogma beyond the consensual but too general Maimonides 
Thirteen Principles of Faith. E.g. “I believe with perfect faith that the Creator, Blessed be His Name, is the 
Greater and the Guide of everything… I believe that all the words of the Prophets are true…” etc.).  
29 According to the Guttman study, 60% of Israeli Jews believe in the existence of God, and 50% believe 
that the Torah was given from the heavens to Moses at Mount Sinai. The majority of those belonging to the 
two latter statistics are either completely non-observant or only partially observant. In the eyes of the ultra-
orthodox rabbinate, they are secular, and their Judaism is fundamentally blemished. 
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religiosity is behavioral. A widespread descriptor for a religious Jew is shomer mitzvot 

(lit.: observant of the commandments). When doubts are raised regarding a Jew’s level of 

religiosity, it is asked behind his back whether he has prayed the afternoon prayer (the 

least prominent of the three daily prayers), much like how an observant Muslim, in the 

local Arabic jargon, is said to “pray five times a day.” Some experts have called for 

Jewish Orthodoxy to be renamed as Orthopraxy.30 

 

 High Resolution Measurement of Religiosity 

Being founded on practice, religiosity is subject to observation. Orthodox Judaism may 

be examined empirically, and thus the religious and their coreligionists may estimate 

their rankings. When religiosity is measurable, not only are conditions suitable for its 

effective communal monitoring, but the possibility of comparison becomes feasible as 

well, eliciting extravagant religiosity, conspicuous religiosity, and, in its wake, 

competition over the title of the “most religious.” Evidently, the behavioral and 

observable foundations of such religiosity are associated with its very noticeable public 

and communal nature. Ultra-Orthodox Judaism is indeed characterized by a strong 

collective, cohesive interpersonal relationships, and institutional density. Like other 

ritual-normative religiosities, the Ultra-Orthodox tend to emphasize discipline and 

embodied practice.31 In a sense, super-religiosity, like that of the Jewish Ultra–Orthodoxy 

amounts to a particular habitus. 

 Judaism takes pains to inculcate the idea that observing the Torah is not a mere 

cultic duty, but a lofty spiritual and ethical project. Furthermore, as emphasized in Ultra-

Orthodoxy, a halakhic way of life has a symbolic dimension and the behavioral test of 

religiosity is reflective of a moral level as well. That said, in the eyes of the authorities of 

the Ultra-Orthodox, one who dons tefillin (phylacteries) each morning is, without a 

                                                 
30 For example, the late Prof. Charles Liebman in his lectures on Church & State in Israel. The term 
orthopraxis is a transliteration from the Greek meaning "right practice." It is used also in (mainly Eastern 
Orthodox) Christian churches to denote worship emphasizing Sunday Mass, Baptism, etc. 
31 Compare to England and New England Puritans (c. 1600s) that were instructed to spy on each other for 
failures like not attending church. 
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doubt, on a higher plane of religiosity than one who does not.32 There are, however, a 

number of ways to don tefillin. The difference is in the details of the performance, i.e., 

the extent to which the act is correct and complete. It is also constantly emphasized, 

however, that the execution of this as well as other commandments, must be 

accompanied by deep, solemn kavannah (spiritual intentions), without which the act is 

merely mechanical with no meaning or objective. Here we are again ensnared by the 

difficulty of evaluating religiosity according to unseen benchmarks. 

 More than just an academic challenge, measuring religiosity is a pressing problem 

for the religious. They are ever eager to assess their own level of religiosity, that of their 

children, neighbors, and leaders, and that of their community relative to other 

communities. We may follow the religious and assess the extent to which they are aware 

of and the manner in which they contend with the foregoing problems. It becomes 

evident from observation that in the absence of an agreed criterion for evaluating levels 

of religiosity, spontaneous (though generally neither explicit nor official) substitutes 

evolve and can be quite effective. Thus in Judaism there are clear and widespread indexes 

of religiosity, even if they lack authoritative institutional backing. A well-known example 

is that of the duration of one’s prayer. Rabbinic Jews are commanded to pray a 

standardized formula three times per-day (on regular days) -- on rising in the morning, 

before sunset, and later in the evening--preferably in the company of at least ten others (a 

minyan, quorum). The prayer procedure is set and uniform--there are portions that are 

recited aloud as well as silent components --but not the pace. It is not at all surprising that 

through the generations the assumption has taken hold that the longer the prayer, the 

more authentic and deep, and, in any case, the greater the supplicant’s level of religiosity 

(or pretensions to greater religiosity).33 We will retain the example of prayer in our quest 

for additional signs of its visually imperceptible qualities (Heilman 1982). It is not only 

among the Jews that closing one’s eyes, contorting one’s face, or vigorously swaying 

one’s body are accepted as a testament to one’s level of belief and lofty intentions (or, 

                                                 
32 According to the Guttman study, there is no basis to the rhetoric which divides all Israeli Jews into two 
categorical poles: religious or secular. There is a negligible minority of those who are not observant of any 
of the commandments (even a Passover ritual dinner, seder, whatever its particular meaning), while the rest 
choose their path of observance, be it more stringent or relaxed. 
33 Note that Orthodox and especially Ultra-Orthodox prayer services tend to run shorter than Conservative 
and Reform services which rely on greater theatrics and more group chanting/singing.  
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attempt to create such an impression).34 These are the behavioral correlates of religiosity. 

A former student at a prestigious institute of Torah study reported that he was nearly 

expelled from the yeshiva after being seen staying motionless while praying. He was 

accused of rebelling against the rabbis and of heresy. Some colleagues insinuated that his 

behavior betrayed infirm belief.  

     A higher level of religiosity is exhibited by means of physical manipulations (e.g., 

Jacob 1997). This borders on an attempt to subdue oneself by abstinence or self-inflicted 

pain, i.e., it is a type of proto-mortification. A religious person proves his excellence in 

religiosity to himself and broadcasts it to his surroundings with the help of his physical 

appearance and behavior.35  This is partly a test of and partly a testament to religiosity. 

The exhibition of such overstated religiosity reaches its peak with martyrdom of the type 

known to us through the history of the three Abrahamic faiths. The “Binding of Isaac” 

and the crucifixion of Jesus are prototypes of martyrdom as a signifier of supreme faith. 

In Islam this phenomenon is called shuhadah -- testimony. The true believer---the 

shahid--sacrifices his life in order to testify to the intensity of his faith and the supremacy 

of his religious beliefs.  

 There are of course less dramatic and more tempered versions of martyrdom, in 

the form of subjecting oneself to pain, strain, or destitution on the altar of faith (e.g., 

Kleinberg 2008). In the case of the Ultra-Orthodox, for example, one who dedicates all of 

his free time to the study of the Talmud is considered to have “given his soul” for God 

and his Torah (mesirut nefesh). His dedication comes at the expense of sleep, eating, and 

other pleasures, and, most importantly, of finding a job and livelihood, thereby imposing 

upon himself self-denial to the degree of ascetic indigence. Instances of Jewish 

martyrdom throughout history have been labeled “the sanctification of the name of God” 

(kiddush haShem) (Cohen 2004; Arad 2004; Goldin 2008). It is therefore fitting that the 

Ultra-Orthodox present their student-scholars who have committed their waking hours to 

the study of the Talmud as “sanctifiers of the name of God,” and those who “kill 
                                                 
34 The Protestant North American fundamentalists that physically “act out” their enthusiastic high-
religiosity are characteristically labeled Charismatic. In some denominations such religious behavior is 
considered “pagan”. 
35 Of course, Erving Goffman’s sociology is the classical discussion of such social rituals (e.g., 1959; 
1963). 
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themselves in the tent of the Torah.” In the Ultra-Orthodox community, these students are 

considered the equivalent to soldiers who perished heroically in battle, and they are 

therefore worthy of glorification and various special benefits, including exemption from 

compulsory military service in the Israeli Defense Forces, which is obligatory for all 

other Jewish citizens (e.g., Stadler 2004). 

 Accordingly, religiosity is measured in terms of the price paid for its fulfillment: 

time, money, property, convenience, health, and life itself.36 Sacrifice, i.e., relinquishing 

human life or a substitute of commensurate value for the sake of God, is an open and 

reliable test of religiosity. One could contend that self-imposed obligations, difficult as 

they may be, are not sufficient for making one’s religiosity proper, exemplary, or 

excessive. Certain religious groups argue that ultimate religiosity is measured by the 

extent to which one is willing to impose these obligations not only on oneself, but on 

one’s surroundings as well. All means are acceptable, including, if necessary, lethal 

violence.  A more modest iteration of such violence would be the Ultra-Orthodox Jews 

who damage property and cause physical injuries by hurling stones at Sabbath-violators 

who drive the streets of Jerusalem on Saturdays. In the course of these displays of 

aggression, they subject themselves to the harsh battering by police clubs and are 

arrested--not unwillingly--and taken to jail. The “truly” religious person is willing to 

sacrifice both himself and others. Competitive religiosity entails giving one’s life for the 

sacred, or taking other’s life (for his own good), or both as in suicide bombing. 37   

 Judging by the weight of the burden or the observable price, the Ultra-Orthodox 

qualify as very religious. In addition, there exists a religiosity hierarchy between various 

groups within the community which is determined by the extent of the sacrifice 

necessitated by their religiosity. Many in the community view the establishment of the 

State of Israel as sinful and heretical (see below), however few are the members that 

physically and consistently act on the attendant conclusion, to the extent of forgoing the 

connection of their houses to the national electric grid (which generates electricity in 

violation of the Sabbath) and using a private generator which entails additional costs and 

                                                 
36 Compare to the concept of  the Handicap Principle developed by the ethologist Amotz Zahavi  (1997)  
and its application to the case of religion in the work of Richard Sosis (fn 6).   
37 For a discussion of (Islamic Palestinian) Suicide Terrorism in terms of sacrifice see Strensky (2003). 
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hassles. Those who do, though, are known as the most religious. 

 In addition to the “price test,” we will suggest an additional pair of tests for the 

measurement of degrees of religiosity, by which we shall buttress the contention that 

Ultra-Orthodoxy is super-religious. One test is the specificity, rigidity, and excess of the 

religiosity.38 In the case of the Ultra-Orthodox, these are a function of punctiliousness 

(diqduq)39 or enhancement (hiddur). The second is a test of the dominance, integrality, 

and totality of the religion. This test intersects with tests of religiosity according to the 

aforementioned religious-interface model. These three tests, or indexes, are not mutually 

exclusive. They possess similarities and partially overlap, and in reality they are 

interwoven. We will now turn to the first of the above mentioned two additional indexes: 

 The ancient and medieval halakhic texts are explicit, and the Ultra-Orthodox tend 

to read them meticulously and interpret them literally. There remains, nonetheless, a wide 

and flexible arena of interpretation. A religious person or the rabbinical authority to 

whom he might turn for guidance, may in some cases interpret the halakhah in a more - 

or less - liberal, measured, or curbed fashion. The Torah states, for example, that fasting 

on The Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur) is obligatory for all Jews. But what is exactly a 

“day,” believers ask, or what is the definition of food, and who is a Jew in this case? 

Concerning the latter issue, the rabbis tend to agree that it is generally a mature, 

responsible person, of sound mental judgment. The convention says that males reach this 

status in Judaism at the age of bar mitzvah (thirteen) and females--in a nod to their earlier 

psychological development--at the age of “twelve and one day.” There are those who 

hold, though, that sexual maturity is the criterion, and this is to be determined “according 

to ‘signs’” (e.g., the growth of two pubic hairs). The fast may be imposed even earlier on 

children who have reached the “scholastic age” (at either seven or nine years of age), or 

those who have started going to school (age five), or even those who have begun to speak 

(age three). After all, it is at the latter age that the Ultra-Orthodox begin their stringent 

separation of the sexes. Families whose children begin to fast at increasingly younger 

                                                 
38 This claim is founded upon a part of the thesis of Charles Liebman, “Religious Extremism as a Religious 
Norm,” (1983), which had, in its time, elicited many responses.  
39 A prominent example is the “New Tradition” related to R’ Chazon Ish. E.g.,.Emuna U’Bitachon, Ch. 4. 
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ages are regarded as being more religious.40 

 Religiosity can apparently be measured by years of age; it can occasionally be 

measured also by inches. Many rabbinical texts record the imperative of modesty, and 

this sacred principle is applied, first and foremost, to the female body. Their modesty 

translates traditionally into the proportion of their covered limbs and the masking of their 

silhouette. The Orthodox agree unanimously that women are not to appear in public while 

wearing revealing clothing or slacks. The question of modesty revolves around the length 

of sleeves and skirts. Exposure of the elbow and knee is used to distinguish between the 

fallen or “wanton” and the stringent. Whosoever’s wife wears longer clothing is 

considered more religious. The husband of a particularly modest woman, who covers 

even her wrists and heels, is considered virtuous (tzaddik). We can thus perceive a true 

measuring-stick of religiosity for the Ultra-Orthodox (e.g., Goldman 1999).41 Some 

signals of super-religiosity are easily observable and quite demonstrative (like woman 

wearing a wig), while other signals are subtle, sometimes hidden (like, did she shave her 

hair or just tuck it under the wig). For those initiated into the secret, the fine or covert 

signs count more.42   

 The Ultra-Orthodox hierarchy of religiosity is connected to a parallel hierarchy of 

halakhic norms, which are ranked not necessarily by their fundamental (doctrinal) 

significance, but by the difficulty of their observance. According to Ultra-Orthodox 

common wisdom, the more difficult a given norm (often referred to as a hidur or syag43), 

the fewer Jews actually fulfill it. Hence, one’s religiosity will be measured according to 

the breadth of the social circle of those sharing a mutual standard of observance. Those 

who fast on the eve of the new month are far outnumbered by those who observe the Fast 

of Gedaliah, and therefore the former are considered more religious than the latter. The 

implicit assumption here is that those who observe the more difficult, exclusive 

commandments are sure to observe the easier and more popular ones as well.44 It stands 

to reason that those who observe the “minor fast days” (like the seventeenth of Tammuz 
                                                 
40 According to the codex of Shulchan Arukh, one should start fasting (gradually) at age nine. 
41 Compare to “Veiling” in the contemporary Islamic world (e.g. Guindi 1999; Shirazi 2001). 
42 Gossip relates to whether women wear stockings underneath their long dress. 
43 Usually a custom rather than commandment (mitzva) that is formally part of the halachic codex. 
44 This phenomenon is sometimes called hidur mitzvot 
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or the tenth of Tevet) will certainly observe the “major” fasts (like the ninth of Av).45 

 In addition to the aforementioned distinction in the observance of halakhic norms, 

one may also assess religiosity according to measures of explicitness or particularity. The 

more a person or community tends to function according to a strict, narrowly defined 

norm and relinquishes the luxury of “free play” within a range of designated borders, the 

more religious they are considered. A good illustration of this is the issue of standardized 

“measures” (shi’urim) which makes the very-religious nature of the Ultra Orthodox even 

more prominent. According to Jewish Kabbalistic tradition, many commandments are 

assigned a quantitative measure so that they may be imbued with the fullest possible 

mystical meaning. Tradition has it that Moses received the commandments at Sinai in this 

very manner, and therefore many halakhic norms are defined in terms of a specific size: 

the size of man’s body (e.g., the forearm=cubit), the size of animal products (eggs) and 

vegetation (lentil, barley, etc.).  For example, at the Passover Seder one is obligated to eat 

at least one olive’s measure of matzah (and even that must be done in a specific, brief 

time period, generally 2-4 minutes). The assumption of the Sages was that wherever 

across the globe and in whatever historical era the Jewish people might live in the future, 

they would be able to calculate these measurements based on recognizable standards 

available in their immediate surroundings. Already in the Middle Ages the rabbis of 

various communities interpolated the halakhic measurements to lengths, volumes, and 

weights that coincided with their local natural resources, and this for various needs, e.g., 

the amount of water and wheat kernels required for the baking of kosher challah bread. 

Problems of variability and uncertainty were soon to follow. The “thumb” measurement, 

for example, underwent a substantial lengthening--like the human body in general--over 

the past few centuries (as a result of improved nutrition, etc.), and the measure was 

therefore lengthened from 2 cm to 2.5 cm.46 Communities with more reformist tendencies 

interpreted these measures as expressing something general and essentially symbolic, as 

in the case of the “olive” measure which, in their eyes, is only meant to indicate 

something “small.” Traditional communities expatiated on and argued over the measures, 
                                                 
45 This Ultra-Orthodox logic runs parallel to that of the Guttman Scale which guided Professor Elihu Katz 
and researchers at the Guttman Center in their work on  beliefs, observances, and values among Israeli Jews 
(2000). 
46 An illustration of the Chazon Ish religious maximalism. 
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and concluded with a trend of minimization. Over the past two generations, though, the 

Ultra-Orthodox have generated new obligatory standards, both precise and enlarged. Not 

without bitter disputes with a number of religious groups, was it decided--in a signal of 

super-religiosity--that the required minimum volume of wine to be consumed in order to 

fulfill kiddush on Friday night or the minimum requirement per-glass of the four 

obligatory glasses of wine on the Seder night, formerly 86 cc, would now nearly double 

(Brown 2003). 

 The third religiosity index relates to the dimensions of the area affected by Jewish 

ritual norms, i.e., the perimeter of their application. The greater the number and scope of 

spheres of human existence guided by the commandments of the Torah and regulated by 

rabbinical rulings, the higher the degree of religiosity. Perfect religiosity is thought of as 

an idealized image of an ancient or traditional religiosity which is imagined to have been 

universal both in terms of its encompassing the entire populace as well as all aspects of 

life. This outlook sees modernization and its attendant deep secularization as constituting 

a critical upheaval, the ramifications of which were the loss of power and prominence of 

religion -- though not its utter dissolution, as was expected--and its fundamental 

transformation (Berger 1968; Martin 1978; Martin 1991). It was not merely the masses 

(including figures close with and significant to religious individuals), who were liberated 

from the shackles of religion, and not only the fact that religion lost much of its centrality 

in a world where it was once able to promote its interests and impose its will upon the 

authorities. It was rather most notably the change that befell the nature of religion. With 

the change of religion, religiosity changed as well: fewer and not necessarily axial sectors 

of life were now guided by the logic of halakhah.  

  Ultra-Orthodoxy is so ambitious and demanding that it leaves no aspect of 

human life free from the domination of halakhah. This totalitarianism relates not merely 

to behavior in synagogue or at home, during holidays or leisure-time, but to a religious 

person’s behavior as a citizen, material provider, consumer, possessor of aesthetic tastes, 

and other areas which conventionally are thought to be outside of the realm of religion. 

The broadening of religion’s reach beyond specifically religious areas has manifested 

itself among the Ultra-Orthodox not merely in areas of religion’s interface with secular 
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surroundings. Such maximalist religious authority dictates the manner in which one 

buttons a shirt, for instance. The greater the proportion of one’s life that is subservient to 

halakhah, the greater the religiosity. He who follows the Shulhan Arukh and the rulings of 

his rabbi for selecting the job of his spouse, naming his children and choosing the games 

he will buy for them, choosing the music to which he will listen, the bank where he will 

deposit his money, and the parliamentary representatives for whom he will vote -- is truly 

religious, like the Ultra-Orthodox. 

 The comparison of and competition between religious adherents of various levels 

of religiosity according to the three aforementioned criteria can be carried out between 

both members of the same religious group and members of different groups within one 

religion. For example, comparison and competition within Ultra-Orthodoxy can 

characterize not only different rabbis and yeshivas, but also residential communities,47 

and even generations. This latter case is of special interest for it represents an instance of 

trend reversal or internal contradiction. According to the spirit of the Jewish tradition, the 

“generations become progressively lesser” (in their religiosity), i.e., the further back in 

time one travels and the closer he comes to the Sages of antiquity or their prophetic 

predecessors, the more perfect one’s religious wisdom and conduct (Hador holech 

u’mitma’et ).48 Consequently, the level of religiosity in modern times is presumably 

relatively inferior. And yet, as we shall illustrate below, the Ultra-Orthodox of the past 

two generations have generated a pretension of greater religiosity, the paradoxical and 

somewhat embarrassing implication of which is that the religiosity of later generations is 

loftier than that of the earlier.49  

           Comparison and competition may also be carried out between believers or groups 

from different religions, and even between the religions themselves. Thus it is possible, 

for example, to compare the level of religiosity of Ultra-Orthodox Jews relative to that of 

North American Baptists, the Sunni Jamma’at of Egypt, Jordan, and Gaza, the Catholic 

Opus Dei, and other very religious communities. Beyond comparison and competition, 
                                                 
47 E.g., the classic rivalry between the two central concentrations of the Ultra-Orthodox: Jerusalem and 
Bnei Brak. The latter claims to be even holier than the former in contrast to formal and traditional 
hierarchy. 
48. Or, Holech u’phochet hador. 
49 E.g., the issue of “measures” examined above. 
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linking groups of very religious adherents belonging to different religions generally 

carries negative connotations--confrontation and hostility--but there may occasionally be 

dimensions of strategic collaboration and even solidarity, an implicit pan-super-

religiosity of sorts. An illustrative example would be that of the tacit coalition of anti-

abortion protesters in the United States, which unites Christian fundamentalists with 

Ultra-Orthodox Jews.50 

 Three final notes before the conclusion of this sub-section. First, the measurability 

of religiosity is dynamic and open for negotiation. The criteria for comparison and 

competition as well as the relative ranking of groups and individuals are all subject to 

change.51 Second, scales of religiosity may be challenged by other stratification 

principles according to which power and prestige are awarded in the religious world. In 

the Ultra-Orthodox community, for example, there is a covert rivalry between the very 

religious, on the one hand, and the wealthy (gevirim) and local politicians (askanim), on 

the other. Notwithstanding the fact that there is no official objection to the supremacy of 

those who excel in religiosity, one can occasionally detect signs of a double standard 

which swaps spiritual and ethical values with material and social ones. 

 Third, while an advantage in religious level guarantees preferred status in 

communities like those of the Ultra-Orthodox, it is also considered problematic, if not 

dangerous. Excessive religiosity of individuals or of a group within a population 

threatens not only those who maintain a lower level of religiosity, but the authority of the 

religious leadership and the integration of the religious group, both of which require 

homogenization predicated on a religious standard. One can identify an optimum 

religiosity, striving past which would be considered unacceptable.  Intolerance toward 

extreme degrees of religiosity, as in the case of martyrdom, is neither uncommon nor 

necessarily a function of religious liberal moderation.52 On occasion, internal sanctions 

are levied upon those who take religiosity to an extreme. Humor, among others, is an 
                                                 
50 Another example: The recent surge in Creationist, anti-Darwinian, Flat Earth attitude expressed in Ultra-
Orthodox circles especially in America. 
51 See for instance, the mushrooming Haredi concentration in the town of Beit Shemesh, 20 Miles from 
Jerusalem. The Ultra-Orthodox hard core of the local community systematically tries hard to set new 
records of religiosity and out-do the Jerusalemite Haredi standards in terms of total veiling, total 
prohibition of secular people’s visits in the isolated neighborhood, etc.   
52 See for example, the traditional Jewish ambivalence towards sainthood.. 
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effective mechanism for social supervision in very religious communities, and is 

employed at the expense of those with both minimal and exceptional religiosity. In the 

Ultra-Orthodox community, the jibes directed at those whose silent prayers are 

considered short are less abrasive than those which serve to contend with the discomfort 

caused by those whose prayers extend for too long (Aran 1995).53 Thus the more is not 

always the better. The precise proper level of religiosity is subtly determined and 

enforced. 

 

 
 Afterword 

While sub-groups within the Ultra-Orthodox community continue to wage a fierce battle 

over the title of excellence in super-religiosity, new contenders for the crown have 

arrived from the outside. In recent years the previously uncontested position of Haredim 

as the “most religious Jews in Israel” has been challenged by groups that were always 

evaluated as inferior in religiosity. The phenomenon colloquially called hardal, is an 

illuminating example. This term is an acronym for Haredi cum nationalist. The latter 

oxymoron refers to a Jewish Israeli group that originated from Neo-Orthodox Religious 

Zionists. They underwent radicalization in the past two generations.  

 During the 1940-60’s the Israeli modern Orthodox suffered from isolation and an 

inferiority complex vis-à-vis the secular Zionists – who did not allow them to share in the 

Blood, Sweat, and Tears pioneer ethos of the sabra (Almog 2000) - on the one hand, and 

in relation to the Haredim who despised their allegedly lesser religiosity manifested in 

collaboration with the Zionists, as well as in compromising halakhic commitments and 

exclusive Torah study, on the other hand.  

 The first phase of their drastic religious transformation took place between the 

1960s and 1990s and consisted mostly of adopting a bold theological stance that allowed 

the spiritual appropriation of Israeli statist norms and the integration of Zionist values 

within the bounds of Jewish Orthodoxy. This religious move had far reaching political 

implications in the guise of Gush Emunim, an extra-parliamentary movement embracing 

a hawkish geo-political program effectively implemented in Israel since the 1970s, 

                                                 
53 There are also some formal attempts to challenge frumkeit, like the peculiar crusade of R’ Wolbeh. 



 32 

identified with the settlements in the West Bank Territories (biblical Judea & Samaria) 

that are at the epicenter of the consuming rage of the contemporary Middle East. The 

Gush avant-garde of the enlightened is called upon to promote the realization of its 

mystical-messianic vision by guaranteeing Israeli strategic achievements and expanding 

Israeli sovereignty over the “Whole” Land of Israel.  From here, it is just a self-evident 

short step to the establishment of the pristine Hebrew Law as the State Law. The Gush 

motto is the Torah of Israel to the People of Israel in the Land of Israel. The latter 

component – the territorial sanctity – is highlighted as a pivotal religious tenet.     

According to the Gush, contrary to Israel’s self-conception and public-image, the 

State is a holy entity. The Gush “consecrates” Israel – as is - by assuming secular Israelis 

to be “saints despite themselves,” by defining Zionism an a priori millenarian pursuit, 

and by conceptualizing official organs – the government and military in particular – as 

sublime media whose true mission is to bring redemption. High-voltage religiosity 

charges Israeli foreign and defense policy. More specifically, the conquest and settlement 

of the mytho-historical Holy Land are regarded as critical preconditioning stages 

immediately preceding the salvation of the people, then of humanity and finally of the 

cosmos. Territorial politics turn into an act of worship, a manifestation not only of old-

time pioneer spirit, but also of rehabilitated “authentic” Judaism. The marginality and 

humiliation previously experienced by the precursors of the Gush in relation to the Ultra-

Orthodox on the one hand and the ‘statist’ elite on the other hand, is replaced by the 

exhilarating assurance of Gush  activist-believers that they are more pious than the 

former and more patriotic than the latter.  

In the last three decades of the 20th century, the Gush was crucial in fashioning 

both religion and politics in Israel and, to a large degree determined the Middle Eastern 

geographic-demographic, strategic and moral reality.  At the turn of the 21st century, the 

Gush is in a crisis. The movement is challenged by political setbacks and theological 

impasse, the latter leading, among others, to Haredization: formerly neo-orthodox Ultra-

Zionists are gradually adopting Ultra-Orthodox characteristics. In its more radical version 

this trend boils down to de-zionisation, even anti-Zionist stance. 

              The original broadening of the definition of Jewish religiosity so as to enable it 

to be applied to various (secularized) Israeli national realms - or rather to “re-conquer” 
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Jewish nationalism by its interpretation as fundamentally religious – proved to be 

insufficient for liberating these Modern Orthodox from their apologetic position vis-à-vis 

the Ultra-Orthodox. Consequently, many of them tend to relinquish their (messianic) 

Zionist super-religiosity and replace it with Haredi-like super-religiosity.  

          The second phase of the National-Religious drastic transformation took place in the 

1990-2000’s and consisted mostly of an attempt to be more religious than the Haredim. 

They try hard to out-do the Haredim in Haredi-type religiosity manifested in isolation and 

alienation toward Israeli symbols, institutions and citizens, as well as in emphasizing 

Torah-centered life style and rigid halakhic interpretation. The substitution of one kind of 

super-religiosity with another push some ex-Gush believers to cultivate Haredi behavioral 

indices of super-religiosity, like lowering the age of marriage to eighteen or less, raising 

the number of children per family to ten or more, making the separation between the 

sexes much stricter and growing much longer side-locks.  A remarkable sign of being 

very, very religious among them is the wearing of the talith   (prayer shawl) and tefilin 

(phylacteries) in the open all day long!54  

       Another case in point is the change among Mizrahi (i.e. from Middle Eastern and 

North African origins) Haredim. Their orthodoxy, considered soft ever since their 

encounter with Ashkenazi Haredim, has been gradually changing. Paradoxically, Mizrahi 

Haredim could have been defined as relatively liberal (and compassionate or indulgent) 

as they were attuned to human needs and naturally adjusted to changing social 

contingencies. Thus they used to practice bicycle riding on the Sabbath. After all it is not 

labor but leisure. This relaxed behavior stopped completely. To take another illustration, 

even the Orthodox Mizrahim used to eat lentils, beans and peas (kitniot) over the 

Passover week, strictly forbidden by the Ashkenazi rabbis. The particularly European 

Jewish custom – the origins of which are quite coincidental55 - is now adopted by many 

Haredi Mizrahim. The latter’s original relative lenience may be related to their far less 

advanced modernity: they were closer to the pole of tradition rather than traditionalism, 

entertaining moderate non-ideological orthodoxy.   
                                                 
54 Regularly Tefilin and talith are only used for a few minutes during early morning shacharit prayer. 
55 In early times Ashkenazi Jews living in Europe stored pulse (Legume) in proximity to “Passover non-
kosher” wheat grains thus risking “defilement” during this week of selective diet. 
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            At the early years of the state, the Mizrahim who came to Israel as part of the 

mass immigration from Muslim lands had no Torah learning institutions of their own. For 

a generation or two they studied at Ashkenazi yeshivas, where they were tolerated as 

somewhat underprivileged students. Only in recent years have they been emancipated 

from the domination of Ashkenazi religious authorities and developed an independent 

rabbinic establishment and distinct halakhic legacy (Zohar 2001). At the fringe of the 

thriving novel Mizrahi Torah world there emerge peculiar manifestations of radical 

religiosity.  Among them, a vibrant revival of Jewish mysticism, and, not unrelated, 

extreme forms of asceticism (Bilu 2000; 2010; deshen 1994)). At the virtuous periphery 

of Mizrahi Haredi culture, saintly men bid for championship in super-religiosity by 

imposing upon themselves various monastic-like ordeals like long-term fasting and 

isolation,  Lent-like vows of silence (ta’anit dibur), or, imposing upon their wives 

unheard-of standards of veiling by dark tent-shaped cloaks that cover feet, hand palms, 

hair, face and even eyes.  

            Apparently the range of reference groups for these Jewish fundamentalists 

stretches far beyond the Haredi options. Ironically, they borrow, as it were, features of 

super-religiosity from Sunni and Shiite fundamentalists, presumably their arch-enemies. 

It seems that Jewish super-religionists inadvertently react to their Muslim counterparts 

and the two tacitly compete with each other for recognition of who is more, or most 

religious. Incidentally, the ultra-veiled Jewish women discussed earlier are labeled by 

some Israelis Taliban Mammas.  
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