An additional major aspect of the communal
 way of life in ultra-Orthodox society is the collective participation of community members in various rites of passage – e.g., circumcision ceremonies, Bar-Mitzvahs and large weddings, as well as funerals and Shiva (seven-day mourning period after someone’s death). As Yeshayahu described: 
"During the Shiva of my father, the whole neighborhood arrived. One of the consolers had COVID-19 and he infected at least 10 people." Shmuel added: "Today I attended the funeral of the Rebbè from Pittsburgh who died from COVID-19. There were hundreds of Hasidim there, next to one another, and some of them did not wear masks.”
In this context, it should be noted that the pandemic broke out in Israel just before the holiday of Purim, during which many activities take place in ultra-Orthodox communities. Among those activities are community gatherings in synagogues, where the Book of Esther is read; mass celebrations and Tishes; gatherings where people give each other Mishloach Manot (gift baskets consisting of food and drinks); and holiday feasts, which are attended by many family members. Leah, a mother of 10 children who has many grandchildren described: 
I invited the family for the Purim feast. We did not know that two of the grandchildren had COVID-19. You can imagine what happened… At least half of the people who participated in the feast got infected. We went to our neighbors to give them the Mishloach Manot and we infected them as well. We were not aware of the virus at the time. On Saturday, we went to the synagogue and we infected people there as well; it was an endless cycle.
These aspects that participants described were perceived by them as the "habitus of living together, an ethos of communal life
”, as Abraham, one of the participants, claimed; ethos that it is almost impossible to disconnect from their way of life, as he continued, "It's like breaking up a family." 
Disobedience of MOH's Instructions
Engaging in communal behaviors, as detailed above, after Ministry of Health gave its guidelines, represents a clear violation of the Ministry of Health's guidelines for social distance and isolation. Continuing such behaviors, which were in full or partial disobedience of guidelines, was considered by the participants to be another central cause for the high infection rates. According to them, the violation of guidelines derived mainly from the following reasons: a lack of updated information about the COVID-19 pandemic and MOH instructions; the ultra-Orthodox population’s tendency to obey instructions from the religious authorities rather which clashed with the MOH’s instructions; the perception that Torah study protects against the disease; the perception of the instructions as discriminatory against the Ultra-Orthodox and unreliable; the desire to express opposition to the state and its institutions; and the inappropriate conditions that ultra-Orthodox people were provided in COVID-19 facilities. Each of these reasons are described in further detail below.
Lack of Relevant Information
Many Ultra-Orthodox people did not follow the instructions because of a lack of information, especially during the first wave of COVID-19. As Moyshe explained, "We only knew that we were not allowed to shake hands with the Rebbè and that we should wash our hands. The Rebbè said that we should not shake his hands and we were very strict about it." Isaac, who tested positive for COVID-19 said:

We sent the children to the Cheder [elementary school for Ultra-Orthodox boys] because the studies continued as usual. They [the Rabbis] told us that it [COVID-19] does not harm children. One day, my son came back from the Cheder and did not feel well. He had a fever and coughed a little. We did not think it was serious. Then, he improved but I started feeling funny. I started coughing and, a few days later, my temperature went up. A week later, I started thinking it might be connected to COVID-19 and another son of mine got infected as well.   

Moyshe and Isaac's words demonstrate that there was a lack of knowledge regarding required social distancing, children as vectors of transmission, identification of COVID-19 symptoms, as well as what should be done once symptoms appeared. The lack of information that the participants described stems from the tendency in this population to avoid exposure to various types of “secular” media, including the internet. This is an important part of their efforts to isolate themselves from secular society, in order to minimize external influences (Wassermann, 2015). Haim explained: 
Since we do not watch TV and do not use the internet, we didn’t have a clue about what we were supposed to do and what we were supposed to avoid. I, personally, have a mobile phone, but it's a Kosher phone - it has no access to the internet or the news.

The avoidance of "outside information" typically characterizes the closed Hasidic sect and the zealot streams; as such, many of their members were not exposed to essential information about COVID-19. Moreover, Ultra-Orthodox communities have inter-community communication channels through which "outside" information is selectively conveyed, in accordance with the instructions given by religious authority figures, some of whom deliberately avoided distribution of updated, reliable information about COVID-19 for reasons that are specified in the following section. Hence, many members of the Ultra-Orthodox community were unaware of information regarding the spread of COVID-19 and ways of protecting against it, and did not realize that they were endangering themselves and the people around them as they continued to attend school, Yeshivas, synagogues, and family and community gatherings. 

Obedience to Religious Authority  

Participants explained that although part of the Ultra-Orthodox population did not have access to information – namely the ways in which the disease spreads, social distancing guidelines, and the risks associated with violating the guidelines – a considerable portion of the population was, in fact, aware of this information. Approximately half of the Ultra-Orthodox population, especially those who belong to more moderate groups, use online media and were exposed to the updated information provided through those channels (Cahaner & Malach, 2019). Despite that knowledge, many of them chose to not follow the MOH’s guidelines entirely. The reason for defying some guidelines, as the participants explained, was that the Ultra-Orthodox people obeyed instructions provided by religious authorities, i.e. Rabbis and Admors, which  - in this case - clashed with those given by the MOH. Shimon, a social entrepreneur and a media figure from the Lithuanian stream, explained: 
You see me – a modern person who has common sense and does not want to endanger himself or his family. Despite that, and despite the fact that I knew how dangerous COVID-19 might be, if Rabbi Kanievsky says that we should keep on going to the Yeshivas and sending our kids to schools, that's what I do, and it is exactly what I did today. You need to understand one thing: for an Ultra-Orthodox person, even things that do not make any sense, if they are expressed by a great Rabbi, there is no doubt. If Rabbi Kanievsky tells me it's midnight now, although it's daytime and the sun is shining, and it makes no sense whatsoever, I will still believe him without any doubts. 

Shimon referred to the ruling of the esteemed Rabbi of the Lithuanian community – Rabbi Haim Kanievsky – who, at the beginning of the first wave of COVID-19, urged his followers to keep on studying in the Yeshivas as usual. Shimon's words, similar to explanations given by other participants, demonstrated the crucial influence of the rabbinical authority and the full obedience of the Lithuanian community to their great Rabbis. The rabbis’ influence extends beyond circumstances that relate to the Jewish law, and includes matters of everyday life as well.. Obeying the Great Torah Sages is in such matters - which is called “Da’as Torah
” (Brown, 2017) - considered to be a supreme value in Ultra-Orthodox society (Brown, 2017), even if instructions clash with believers’ own common sense, their knowledge on a particular subject, or instructions provided by medical and governmental authorities. According to participants, this value guided the behavior of many members of the Lithuanian community, most of whom affiliate with the moderate mainstream camp of the Ultra-Orthodox society
. Despite the fact that this people/population has a relatively modern worldview, tends to obey state authorities and laws, and has some exposure to "secular" media (Malach & Cahaner, 2017), the instructions given by Rabbi Kanievsky led many of them to continue attending Yeshivas and sending their children to schools; these behaviors were explicit violation of the MOH's guidelines, and engagement in them eventually led to increased infection rates in these communities. 

Similar ideals were voiced by participants from the Hasidic stream, a group that is guided by “Emunat Chachamim” ("faith of sages"), the belief in the wisdom and power of the Admors in contexts that extend beyond only the teachings of Jewish law (Brown, 2017). Shmuel, who belongs to one of the largest Hasidic sects in Jerusalem, said: 

The ideal, according to my Hasidic perspective, is that I am committed to God even if he orders me to do something that contradicts my common sense. God orders me to listen to my Rebbè because the Rebbè is a spiritual force who is knowledgeable about Torah and knows how to interpret it; he relies on the law of God and the law of Torah. I, as a religious person, see his words as a divine order. If the Admor says something, we will follow him no matter what. That is why if the Admor says everybody can pray together, that's what we'll do, even though the MOH says the opposite.

Aaron, who also affiliates with the Hasidic stream, had a similar perspective to Shmuel, "In the eyes of the Hasid, the Admor is superior to the prime minister, the Supreme Court and the inspector general of the police." For that reason, as Shmuel goes on to explain, "All of the Hasidim accepted the Rebbès’ invitation to his grandson's wedding. They all came to the wedding, danced, and were joyful." Everyone attended the wedding despite the fact that there were thousands of guests, which was clearly a violation of social distancing guidelines. 

In the view of the participants, the concept of “Emunat Chachamim”, which came to include the obligation to obey “Da'as Torah” (Brown, 2017), instructs the Ultra-Orthodox to obey the religious authority, rabbis and Admors with regard to their conduct during the COVID-19 pandemic even in matters not related to Jewish law, and even when instructions contradicted those given by the state authorities and endangered their health and the health of those around them.
Trust in the Power of Torah

One of the major practical implications of obeying social distancing guidelines was the shutting down of the Yeshivas, which are the primary centers in which the Ultra-Orthodox people conduct Torah study. However, some participants indicated that the study of Torah, in and of itself, would serve to protect them against the disease; as such, in order to continue studying Torah, they needed to violate the MOH's guidelines. Yehezkel, who disobeyed social distancing rules by attending Yeshiva, explained, 
The study of the Torah is the oxygen pipe of the Jewish people and oxygen pipes are not disconnected in emergencies. The Torah helped our nation to recover after the Holocaust. As it says in the Babylonian Talmud, ”Learning Torah protects and saves the Jewish people”.

As some of the participants indicated, the Torah is thought to protect the people of Israel against any possible threats. Since Yeshivas are the places in which Torah is studied, participants explained that Yeshivas constitute the source of power for the people of Israel; thus, “shutting them down would be equal to killing - an act that is far more dangerous than potential infection”, as Aaron said. This perspective guided the behavior of the rabbinical leadership, as well as many people within the Ultra-Orthodox population, who continued to attend Yeshivas and send their children to schools as usual. Such behaviors inevitably led to high infection rates within the Ultra-Orthodox population. 
Perceiving Instructions as Unreliable and Discriminating

Another explanation that arose for the disobedience of MOH guidelines among parts of the Ultra-Orthodox population was rooted in a sense of  ambiguity of the guidelines. This ambiguity was particularly salient during the second wave of COVID-19, especially surrounding the MOH’s orders to avoid mass prayers during the holidays and the near shut down of synagogues. As Nahman explained: 

Ultra-Orthodox people do not disregard the verse: “But you should take great care for your souls” (Deuteronomy, 4:15); however, they disagree with the manner in which the MOH interprets it. Because we see the protests occurring on Balfour Street  [against the prime minister] , and see that nobody condemns what is happening there and that people completely disregard the verse, we come to understand that there is no connection between the state's instructions and protecting oneself from the disease; thus, we assume that the synagogues can remain open despite the state's prohibition. We do not take human lives lightly, but we have a different idea of how the situation should be handled. 

Some of the participants were truly under the impression that the instructions given by the authorities were unreliable since, according to them, they addressed only a portion of the population. Specifically, participants referred to the orders to shut down synagogues and Yeshivas -- which affected their communities -- whereas no orders were given to prohibit the secular population from participating in mass protests against the prime minister. Moreover, some participants defined it as blatant discrimination, or even the persecution of the Ultra-Orthodox population. Doval’eh explained, "The discrimination against the Ultra-Orthodox population, which is embedded in the MOH's instructions, undermines our trust in the instructions." 
Such sentiments were not born out of the blue 
rather they are the result of the inherent tension that has existed between the Ultra-Orthodox population and the surrounding majority 
society ever since the establishment of the State of Israel, as well as the overall suspicion of the Ultra-Orthodox population concerning state laws. As Aaron explained:
Since the establishment of the State, the Ultra-Orthodox society has been suspicious of any instructions given by the authorities. We feel that “they are looking for us” […]. And now, with COVID-19, it is really obvious. Here, they opened a pet store – why are pet stores more important than synagogues? People are allowed to walk their dogs, to jog and to attend protests, but we are not allowed to go to the synagogue. Do you understand the significance of a synagogue? Do you understand what a closed synagogue means to an Ultra-Orthodox person?"

Allowing mass protests, on the one hand, and shutting down synagogues and Yeshivas, on the other hand, made many members of the Ultra-Orthodox community feel that the State "prefers one value over another,” explained Shmuel. Shmuel continued, “Freedom of speech is more important to them than other values. They are not familiar with the values of the Ultra-Orthodox community and do not know how to treat us, which leads us to have strong feelings of suspicion." 
Defiance against the Establishment
An intentional and pronounced violation of the MOH's guidelines was particularly evident within the zealot groups. Ever since the British mandate, these groups have adopted an extreme, uncompromising anti-Zionist approach and ordered their members to distinguish themselves from the Zionist enterprise and the State of Israel (Caplan, 2017; Friedman, 1991). As a result, the zealot groups do not acknowledge the State of Israel as a Jewish state and refuse to cooperate with its institutions. These groups are characterized by a militant, activist approach and frequently initiates clashes with state authorities (Friedman, 1978). 

Once the instructions that prohibited large gatherings were published, some of the zealot groups seized the opportunity to express their opposition to the State by explicitly violating the instructions and initiating mass gatherings. When a lockdown of Ultra-Orthodox neighborhoods was declared, these groups blatantly and provocatively broke it, while exercising violence against law enforcement officials. Shlomi, a member of one of the extremist groups, explained, "You and your police force will not tell us what to do and how to behave. The State of Israel has turned into a dictatorship. Why are they interfering with our lives? We obey the Lord only." Similarly, Shmuel added: "We are a state within a state. We have our own laws; we do not obey your laws." 
Inappropriate Conditions in COVID-19 Facilities

According to the MOH, under certain circumstances, those diagnosed with COVID-19 should be referred to COVID-19 facilities (mostly hotels that accommodated only COVID-19 patients during the pandemic). Among other reasons, such referrals occurred in cases in which patients might endanger their families if they continued to live under the same roof. In light of the living conditions of most members of the Ultra-Orthodox population, which do not allow for proper isolation, many of them were referred to COVID-19 facilities. Participants claimed that many of the Ultra-Orthodox people who were referred to the facilities refused to go due to the conditions in the facilities, which were not properly adapted to the needs of the Ultra-Orthodox people. Dina, who stayed in such a facility for many days said, "They did not consider the needs of an Ultra-Orthodox person, which are different than those of a secular person. The atmosphere in these hotels clashed with the Ultra-Orthodox way of life." Some of the participants referred to the lack of gender separation and to the immodesty displayed among the secular patients in public areas of the facilities, in addition to issues surrounding Kosher food according to their standards. Aaron, whose brother stayed for a long period of time in such a facility, explained: 
Many people in the hotel wore immodest clothes and the Ultra-Orthodox people felt uncomfortable. There were places where the food that was served was not Kosher enough, and the whole atmosphere was inappropriate, especially on the Sabbath, a time during which Ultra-Orthodox people are used to a special Sabbath atmosphere.    

Summary and Conclusions

The findings of this study point to a wide range of causes that led to the high infection rates amongst the ultra-Orthodox population, as perceived by participants. Some of these causes derived from what can be termed the instrumental element. This element refers to aspects such as population density and density of housing, a communal way of living, and a lack of exposure to external information - aspects which prevent adherence to social distancing rules. Other causes derive from what can be termed the religious element. 
This element refers to the tendency of ultra-Orthodox people to obey religious authorities even if their instructions clash with the MOH's instructions; the Ultra-Orthodox people’s trust in the power of Torah to protect them from diseases, which led to the continuation of studies in the Yeshivas; and the refusal to be moved to COVID-19 facilities in light of the “secular” conditions. 
Other causes derived from what can be termed the social-ideological element.
 This element encompassed explicit violations of the MOH’s instructions both because they were perceived to be discriminatory against the ultra-Orthodox population, and because violation of official instructions expresses  - from the ultra-Orthodox perspective -  defiance against the state.
Some of these causes were mentioned by the majority of participants, whereas others were mentioned by only a few of them. The fact that different participants cited different causes for the high infection rates indicates that there were multiple perspectives within the Ultra-Orthodox population in regard to how they viewed and coped with the pandemic. Furthermore, the variation in responses pointed to the lack of unanimity regarding the subject, and the diversity of opinions that exists across the various Ultra-Orthodox groups concerning the circumstances that led to the high infection rates among them. This finding is highly significant as it indicates that there is no “unified front” among the Ultra-Orthodox sector against state authorities, contrary to the social discourse that has developed in the Israeli media over the past few months, which has blamed the entire Ultra-Orthodox population for intentionally and blatantly violating MOH's instructions. The fact that many participants explained that the high infection rates derived from inherent characteristics of Ultra-Orthodox society, such as population density, a communal way of living and a lack of exposure to information about the disease, indicates that the spread of the pandemic – at least in parts of the Ultra-Orthodox population, and at least during the initial stages – was not a result of intentional behavior on the part of the Ultra-Orthodox people, but rather an outcome of their way of life in general. In light of these conclusions, it is recommended that state authorities deal with the high infection rates among the Ultra-Orthodox sector in a differential manner, one that is in accordance with the specific conduct of each community, rather than regarding the entire Ultra-Orthodox population as one homogenous group. 

Although different participants mentioned different circumstances that they thought led to the high infection rates, all of the circumstances mentioned had a common denominator – religion component. Even the causes that were not directly related to the religious 
element were indirectly associated with it. For example, population density and housing density stem from the commandment to procreate ("be fruitful and multiply"; Genesis 1:28). Likewise, the communal way of life derives from observing religious practices in the presence of a quorum of at least ten people (Minyan) and religious values of mutual assistance and solidarity. And the avoidance of external information derives from separation mechanisms from the secular world in order to preserve the traditional way of life (Wassermann, 2015). Similarly, those causes that fell under the social-ideological element have a clear religious affinity, as they are an outcome of the long-standing inherent tension between Ultra-Orthodox society and the majority society, and are rooted in religious objections to the establishment of the Jewish State and its “secular” nature (Friedman, 1978, 1991; Brown, 2017). 

The fact that participants’ responses about what led to high COVID-19 infection rates amongst the ultra-Orthodox population were clearly linked to religion attests to the significant role that religion plays in the health behaviors and health status of Ultra-Orthodox people. This conclusion is in line with the literature on the effect of religion on believers’ health behaviors and medical conditions (Strawbridge et al., 2001; VanderWeele, 2017a). However, whereas most studies have emphasized a positive connection between various aspects of religion – mainly social capital – and health promotion (Elgar, 2017; Milstein & Ferrari, 2017; Milstein et al., 2017, 2020; Nieminen, 2013), including research specific to ultra-Orthodox society (Chernichovsky & Sharony, 2015), the findings of the current study presented a different picture. The current study demonstrated that specific aspects of social capital embedded in religion contributed to the increased COVID-19 infection rates among the ultra-Orthodox population. It seems that the reason for the increased infection rates derives from two major factors: One, is the nature of the disease, namely, transmission through close person-to-person contact which is very strong in Community way of living – a style of living which is a central aspect of the social capital imbedded in religion. The second is the unique social-cultural context of ultra-Orthodox society, a society in which this communal way of living constitutes a central value and ethos.
Another reason that the current findings are not consistent with previous literature also relates to the social-cultural context of Ultra-Orthodox society: Similar to other societies that are threatened by their external environment, the Ultra-Orthodox society emphasizes the differentiation between itself and the outside world (Sivan, 1991). One of the ways in which Ultra-Orthodox society has chosen to demonstrate its separation from the majority 
society was through emphasizing its reliance on a different source of authority – a religious leader, otherwise known as "a kind of guru whose unique qualities, almost divine ones, justify his position" (page 96). Accordingly, in this case, ultra-Orthodox community differentiated itself from the majority 
society, and demonstrated its religious superiority, was through its disobedience of the MOH's instructions and disregard of health authorities – which both represent state authorities – and instead accepting the religious authority.
In light of the insights gained in this study regarding the importance of religious authority in Ultra-Orthodox society, including the religious and social significance of obeying authoritative figures, it is recommended that state authorities cooperate with the religious leadership in circumventing the spread of COVID-19 amongst the Ultra-Orthodox, rather than attempt to bypass or challenge religious authority. The literature has shown that collaboration with religious leaders may significantly promote health behaviors and the overall health situation in religious communities (Case et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2003). Such collaboration has proven effective in various health-related aspects amongst the Ultra-Orthodox society (Coleman Brueckheimer et al., 2009; Greenberg & Witztum, 2013). One of the most prominent examples of this effectiveness was when Ultra-Orthodox leadership agreed to encourage people to conduct premarital genetic testing. As time went on, these tests became routine in the Ultra-Orthodox community and has led to the almost total elimination of illnesses that can be detected by genetic testing (Zalcberg, 2014). Further, participants’ emphasized the importance of the religious value that states, "you should take great care for your souls," i.e., maintain good health; this strengthens the argument that there is room for collaboration between state authorities and the religious leadership in Ultra-Orthodox society, in the general health field, and in particular in the battle against COVID-19. These insights call for culturally-sensitive conduct on the part of the authorities towards the Ultra-Orthodox population and its multitude of sub-communities.

In light of participants' reports that the Ultra-Orthodox community lacked essential information on COVID-19, including measures to protect against it, and were not provided with appropriate conditions for Ultra-Orthodox people in COVID-19 hotels, several steps are recommended. Attention should be given to enhancing the cultural competence (NASW, 2015; Oxhandler & Pargament, 2014) of professionals who struggling with COVID-19 spreading amongst the Ultra-Orthodox population, while also increasing the accessibility of information about COVID-19 and adjusting the conditions of the COVID-19 facilities to Ultra-Orthodox patients’ needs. For this purpose, it is recommended that state authorities collaborate with people familiar with the Ultra-Orthodox world, including its particular values, norms and terminology. Culturally-adapted health interventions that comply with the values of the Ultra-Orthodox population have proven to be effective in various fields of welfare and health (Coleman Brueckheimer & Dein, 2011; Greenberg & Witztum, 2013; Freund & Band-Winterstein, 2016, 2018; Nadan & Gemara, 2018), and it is quite possible that they will prove to be effective in the fight against COVID-19 as well. 

An overview of the findings showed that an examination of the Ultra-Orthodox population’s health behaviors could serve as a prism for understanding the relationship between Ultra-Orthodox society and the surrounding Israeli society. It appears that, despite the “Israelization” process that Ultra-Orthodox society has been undergoing in recent years (Sivan & Caplan, 2003; Caplan and Stadler, 2009, 2012), there is still a certain level of suspicion and lack of trust towards the state and its institutions, and not only among the zealots sects . On a broader level, the findings of the study indicated that the health behaviors of a minority group might reflect characteristics of the group, as well as the group’s relations with the majority society. 

Despite the insights gained from the current study, there are also several limitations. First, the study was based on a small sample of 20 participants, whose willingness to participate in and of itself might point to shared characteristics among the sample that may have influenced their perceptions and behaviors during the COVID-19 period. Thus, there may be additional voices and perspectives in Ultra-Orthodox society that were not captured in the current study due to this potential sampling bias. Second, the limited scope of the sample did not allow for conducting quantitative analyses, and thus there are no analyses that differentiated between participants according to socio-demographic variables such as economic status, education, gender and their sub-sectorial group belonging. It is quite possible that these socio-demographic characteristics influenced participants’ perceptions concerning the matters discussed. It is recommended that future studies, based on broader samples, include quantitative analyses to examine these aspects, as well as the links between various characteristics of Ultra-Orthodox society and aspects of the society’s conduct throughout the COVID-19 period. Such analyses could provide additional information about differences between the sub-groups of Ultra-Orthodox society and may help to validate the findings of the current study, or, alternatively, challenge them. 
Moreover, the dynamic nature of the COVID-19 pandemic and, as a result, the shifting governmental instructions intended to battle it, affects the conduct of the Ultra-Orthodox population, which may change from one week to the next and sometimes from one day to the next. Thus, the findings of the current study reflect the situation and experiences within Ultra-Orthodox society only up until the time that the study was conducted. Therefore, it is strongly recommend to conduct a follow-up study that examines this issue over time and provides a more comprehensive and updated description of the situation.                     
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