High cost of leaving ultra-orthodox Judaism 
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Ultra-orthodox communities often have their own neighbourhoods, away from secular society. Photos: Noam Sharon

	By Heather Sharp 
BBC News, Jerusalem 
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"The kids, that's the highest cost," says Ido Lev, 30, who hasn't seen his two children for five years.
It's hard to imagine the software engineering student, now wearing jeans and a checked shirt, in the black hat and suit of the ultra-orthodox Jew he used to be. 

It is seven years since he walked out of his home, cut off his curly side locks in a public toilet and slept in a shopping mall for a week.
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Ido Lev says he felt "drunk from the freedom" when he left


Israel's ultra-orthodox Jews, also known as Haredim, make up roughly 10% of the population. Most live their lives in voluntary isolation from the secular world. 

Men tend to spend their days studying the Jewish scriptures, which are the primary focus of education for both genders. 

Posters on the walls of ultra-orthodox areas pass on community news, as many residents shield themselves from what they see as the secular influence of television and radio. 

Images of women are banned, and in some areas, anyone driving on the Jewish Sabbath may have stones thrown at their car. 

Every detail of life is determined by religious observance, says Mr Lev, "even how you put on your shoes". 

Angry rejection
Those who choose to leave know little about the world they are entering.
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It was the hardest year of my life, and I didn't have my parents and family who I love with me, so it was even worse [image: image1.jpg]I oy
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Chani Ovadya


"They are like aliens," says Irit Paneth of the organisation Hillel, which offers practical help to former Haredim. 

They often do not know how to open a bank account, use the internet, find work and rent an apartment, she explains, or how to operate socially in the secular world. 

And they can face angry rejection from the community they leave behind. Mr Lev says his wife's family have stopped him seeing his children, fearing he will persuade them to leave the community. 

But he says he has no regrets, although he is still battling for access. 

His marriage had been arranged by his family; now he has a girlfriend. "I found out what love is. That makes it very complicated, but very joyful," he says. 

In the first few months after he left, he says he "felt like a drunk from all the freedom". 

Another member of Hillel, Chani Ovadya, 28, says she and her parents did not speak for a year after she left the religious way of life. 

She had secretly rented a flat and moved her clothes, a few at a time, before she left home. 
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There are strict rules about dress and diet in ultra-orthodox neighbourhoods

"It was the hardest year of my life, and I didn't have my parents and family who I love with me, so it was even worse," she says. 

Her demure long skirt gone, she is clad in a tight, low-cut shirt, spiky heels and tailored trousers and now rides a motorbike and studies engineering. 

"As a religious woman, the most you can be is a teacher," she says. "Now I am following my dreams." 

'In between worlds'
Ms Paneth stresses that Hillel does not persuade people to leave, but merely provides practical help and emotional support to those who decide for themselves to do so.

"For years, most of them live in between worlds," says Ms Paneth. 

"They don't really belong to the secular world - they definitely don't belong any more to the ultra-orthodox world," she says. 

Ms Paneth believes the 2,000 or so people Hillel has helped in the past decade are "the tip of the iceberg", and that numbers are growing as the internet makes the secular world more accessible. 

Anthropologist Sarit Barzilai has studied former Haredim. 

She explains that closed ultra-orthodox areas were formed after Israel was created because their immigrant residents wanted to preserve their traditional way of life. 

The fear of secular society is so strong that if a son or daughter chooses to leave, for parents it can be "the end of the world", she says. 

If one child leaves, it can harm the marriage prospects of their brothers and sisters, or influence siblings to make the break too, she explains. 

In one case she knows of, a father told his daughter he would rather kill her than see her become secular. She eventually committed suicide. 

'Impossible dilemma'
"It breaks people's hearts," says Rabbi Noson Weisz, who teaches at Aish HaTorah, an ultra-orthodox yeshiva, or seminary, close to the Western Wall, one of Judaism's holiest sites. 

He articulates what he describes as an "impossible dilemma" for parents if a child wants to leave. 

	[image: image8.jpg]



Ido Lev says ultra-orthodox society can be warm and supportive


"Every child is my child and I love them… I think if I can only hang on to this child he'll get over whatever his problem is, but while he's going through this, if I have him in the house, what kind of influence will this have on my other children?" 

But he says he would never advise parents to completely cut off contact. 

He says ultra-orthodox society is broader than its stereotype and includes many people who work in professions in the secular world. 

If people leave, this means the community has failed them. 

He says he has only known four or five cases of people leaving in three decades of work, while he has seen thousands of Jews move from secular to religious lifestyles. 

In the school's prayer hall, young men rock back and forth over leather-bound books, while others debate points of scripture. 

For them, there is an enriching life, focused on family, community and meaning, to be found here. 

"There are 613 laws that we live by, but I would look at it as 613 possibilities and ways of connecting to God," says British student Michael Mann. 

And Mr Lev agrees there is value in ultra-orthodox life for some people. 

"Maybe to people outside it looks like a cult, maybe a little primitive," he says, but he believes it can be "a happy community" and a "very beautiful place". 

"But if you don't have the faith inside, it's like a jail." 

===

Interesting. I see this as a cult. 
I recently watched this video of Jason Beghe which was his take on the difficulties of leaving a cult, which in his case, is Scientology. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NNUjMz9-W2I
Jim

Hi Jim - and everyone!
93
I don't know that I could really refer to it as a cult - perhaps a sect, which is a horse of a slightly different colour. I am not Jewish, but many of the people I know and work with come from all denominations of Judaism, including the Orthodox and Haredi communities. When it comes to the ultra-Orthodox (Haredi), it really is a question of insider/outsider - you are definitely one or the other. But my personal experience (as a woman, which can be problematic) is that if certain guidelines are followed and boundaries are honoured, outsiders will (generally - there are always exceptions - these are people, after all) be treated with respect. The main thing with the Haredi communities, as the article points out, is that they really wish to be just left alone - they don't want contact with the "outside world" - and yes, if you unwittingly get born into that tribe and for whatever reason, the closed nature of the community doesn't suit you, then it can definitely cause problems for everyone.
However, being cut off from your family (although in some cases, this is not permanent) is not the same as being hounded, stalked and threatened, which has been the experience of some people I know who have left Scientology...and also the Hare Krishnas with whom I was personally associated for the better (?) part of a decade.  And it's good to remember that many mainstream Jews of Conservative, Reform and Reconstructionst persuasions, feel that the Haredi are somewhat "out there" as well.
Suzan
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Hi Suzan & Jim,
93
This discussion opens up to several ideas; first, that living in private isolation is an important consideration in a non-secular lifestyle.  These people are as if, monks; yet earning their own way through life, and not dependent on the donations of a mother church.  We could hope to have established a Thelemic community along similar lines.
Still, two problems generate from this:
1. Isolation is suspect in an egalitarian culture.  Despite the American myth of the 'rugged individualist,' the modern world has made this untractable and yet, this is the key to religious freedom.
2. The cultic enclosure (us and them), even in such large scales as this Jewish group or even the Roman Catholic Church, is actually dehumanizing in nature.
This is why, in the Thelemic community the A.M.H.R. aspires towards, those of the community not only exist and work in the, shall we say, egalitarian world, but also participate in this world.  The idea being, this is the world of Joy; segregation from this world is nihilistic.  We must strive to build libertine (and not egalitarian) communities that celebrate success and disdain 'because.'
This is an actual and working plan of the A.M.H.R. at this time.  We hope to start with the purchase of a church in the form of real property and to build community around it.  It's dialogue with the community won't be infused with Thelemic chants and mantras, which in themselves (as we can see from the Thelemic community at-large) evoke cultic tendencies.  Rather, it will introduce libertine concepts in the form of the Four L's that are at the heart of Thelemic philosophy: Life, Light, Love and Liberty.
To sing the praise of the individual in an enlightened community is the only path away from this egalitarian nihilism.  Wearing such uniform garb that leaves any group trapped in a place and time, such as the ancient European garb of an ultra-orthodox community or even the worship of a time period, such as 1904ev being more sacred than the present moment is but the product of a dead philosophy and an alienated community.
93/93
pj
such isolated groups also have their own sort of justice system which is primitive. in the case of the young adults that left, it would be the shunning which is done by the amish as well, and harassment. quite medieval. reminds me of "the scarlet letter."
"theres no cops or traffic lights, living in an amish paradise." weird al yankovic
93
cammy

Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law.
Hi all,
I agree. Of course, a lot depends on how one defines a cult. The way I'm defining it, I include any organisation that doesn't have at its goal the Gnosis of the individual, because I think only that leads to what's important; in other words, any system that rigidly dictates "the truth" (the only exception being a graduated system, that is geared to the end-goal of individual liberty and empowerment, but with many safeguards). Obviously that is a very broad definition, and includes larger groups such as Roman Catholicism, economic systems, nationalism etc. (which is not all bad, by any means, and I can see a lot of good things about Roman Catholicism, the Ultra-Orthodox Judaism, Scientology etc.). I define it this way because it is most useful to me that way. There are many ways to be drawn off of the Path, some are crude and happen way down and earlier on the initiatory ladder, and some are more insidious, and can be 99% good, wholesome, right (however you define that) etc. but still tempting the initiate of a higher grade off the Path, and everyone in between.
Therefore, I do not limit the definition of cult to a small, fringe religious group, but include mainstream religious, political and economic systems. 
Jim
Love is the law, love under will.

Hi Jim,
93
I'd like to comment on a few of your ideas...
I agree. Of course, a lot depends on how one defines a cult. The way I'm defining it, I include any organisation that doesn't have at its goal the Gnosis of the individual, because I think only that leads to what's important; in other words, any system that rigidly dictates "the truth" (the only exception being a graduated system, that is geared to the end-goal of individual liberty and empowerment, but with many safeguards). 

Maybe I'm being a bit picayune here, but the notion that "any organization that doesn't have at its goal the Gnosis of the individual" presents a problem of generality.  For example, though the A.'.A.'., which oversees the GCL is an organization primarily concerned with the individual, the GCL is a church and primarily concerned with community (church being a synonym of community).  The GCL is not so much concerned with inidividual Gnosis as it is with congregating a community; more concerned with organizing a collective membership and more concerned with social issues.
Of course, you may argue that this then facilitates the individual; especially as it conducts individuals in the community to the Gnosis the A.'.A.'. has to offer.  But ultimately a church depends on the general membership and a larger consensus for even its physical/financial survival.  In such institutions, there are always plenty of cracks for certain individuals to slip through.  And hence, over time, it must produce some disgruntled members.  And so as the A.'.A.'. is shall we say, lost to the community, so the GCL is lost to the individual.
Still, whether it be a church or the A.'.A.'., there's always implied or spoken outright, the idea that the truth is contained with 'us'.  Per AL: 
AL I.40:  “Who calls us Thelemites will do no wrong, if he look but close into the word.  For there are therein Three Grades, the Hermit, and the Lover, and the man of Earth.  Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law.”
AL I.60:  "My number is 11, as all their numbers who are of us.  The Five Pointed Star, with a Circle in the Middle, & the circle is Red.  My colour is black to the blind, but the blue & gold are seen of the seeing.  Also I have a secret glory for them that love me."
AL II.19:  "Is a God to live in a dog?  No!  but the highest are of us.  They shall rejoice, our chosen: who sorroweth is not of us."
AL II.20:  "Beauty and strength, leaping laughter and delicious languor, force and fire, are of us."
If one isn't careful, this easily can evoke and 'us and them' attitude; indeed, plenty of Thelemites like to refer to non-Thelemites as "the profane."  And this is not unlike the Masons or Wiccans who refer to outsiders as 'cowans.'  Of course then, it easily follows that we have the 'truth.'  Indeed, if it wasn't the truth, why would we want to waste our lives over a fantasia?  And isn't it a fact that Thelemites have found falsity in other religious and spiritual systems?
AL III.49:  "I am in a secret fourfold word, the blasphemy against all gods of men."
AL III.50:  "Curse them!  Curse them!  Curse them!"
AL III.51:  "With my Hawk's head I peck at the eyes of Jesus as he hangs upon the cross."
AL III.52:  "I flap my wings in the face of Mohammed & blind him."
AL III.53:  "With my claws I tear out the flesh of the Indian and the Buddhist, Mongol and Din."
AL III.54:  "Bahlasti!  Ompehda!  I spit on your crapulous creeds."
And so on one level, Thelema can't avoid being defined as a cult; much the same way as any organization or institution would be a cult on these terms.  As well, I can personally testify to several prominent organizations in Thelema as being cultic.  When I left the Caliphate, a smear campaign followed against me that led to a lawsuit against them.  The same for H.O.O.R., which was even worse, a smear campaign followed by four years of almost daily harassment.
With this in mind, it's not so much that all cults are destructive as it is that individuals within a cult must be recognized to contain their own autonomy and godhood.  All religions and spiritual systems are cults; even political and social institutions.  And though the A.'.A.'. is "geared to the end-goal of individual liberty," if its hierarchy is to take temporal power over the individual...if the master says to his disciple: "You must do this," then there is an abasement of the disciple's autonomy.  And issuing an edict that is for the disciple's own good is essentially condescending and a denial of his or her godhood.  That I know of several A.'.A.'. instructors that take this attitude, and from this we should conclude that the ends do not justify the means.
To paraphrase John Stewart of the Daily Show, if we set aside our ideals and act with ignoble means in order to accomplish certain virtuous ends, then our ideals or values are not being honored, they are then reduced to an intellectual hobby.
 

Obviously that is a very broad definition, and includes larger groups such as Roman Catholicism, economic systems, nationalism etc. (which is not all bad, by any means, and I can see a lot of good things about Roman Catholicism, the Ultra-Orthodox Judaism, Scientology etc.). I define it this way because it is most useful to me that way. 

Specifically, the Ultra-Orthodox Jews are practicing a eucharistic ceremony that makes their whole lives one large Gnostic Mass.  The practice of making food kosher, wearing nothing but holy garb and never even touching the 'profane' and even the success of one's business being a blessing from God shows a deep sanctity in this cult.  And the social engineering that goes into this, generation unto generation is profound.  I feel the big mistake is in the nihilism that rejects the fruits of this world for simply the sake of being 'pleasing' to a anthropomorphosized divinity that is easily enraged and hence, to be feared.
This and other such ideas are the dark side of cultic consciousness that promotes the enslavement of the individual, family and community.  We then come to the problem is superstition and its connection with anthropomorphosized gods that need faith and belief in order to exist.  These egregores become streams of psychic force that can devastate the entire planet; as we are all too aware of today.  And indeed, as Crowley states in his Minerval ritual, the forces of reason are about to wage a war against the forces of tryanny and superstition.  Yet AL teaches that reason is a lie...lol.
 

There are many ways to be drawn off of the Path, some are crude and happen way down and earlier on the initiatory ladder, and some are more insidious, and can be 99% good, wholesome, right (however you define that) etc. but still tempting the initiate of a higher grade off the Path, and everyone in between.

This I'm quite glad to hear you say.  There is no level of mystical attainment or Gnosis that one can't fall from.  We are every grade are susceptible to failure as there's no such thing as infallibility.
93/93
pj
Hi pj
93
Just a short note to thank you for this posting. I also took issue with a number of things Jim wrote (no offence to Jim - I wouldn't know him if I found him in my porridge), but because of certain life distractions, I couldn't get past a very visceral (and perhaps juvenile) reaction of "WTF??".
 

So, with no intention of stroking your ego or any other such nonsense, please know that I truly appreciate the wide scope of your knowledge and your ability to articulate  it - not, of course, that I always agree with everything you write...which is, of course, the saving grace :)
 

Apologies if this is somewhat clumsy - just got up and haven't had the neessary tea yet.
93/93
suzan
