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Key concepts  
In the 18th century, a significant number of Jews in Western Europe 

began to acquire civil rights and Reform Judaism emerged as 
the means by which those Jews could gain social acceptance in 
society without abandoning their Jewish identity. Progressive 
Revelation became the basic principle of Reform Judaism, 
leading to the concept of ethical monotheism. This, in turn, 
led to a re-evaluation of the Torah as the divine revelation of 
God.

Reform Judaism subsequently became a strong force in the 
United States, and in 1885 when a group of Reform rabbis met in 

Pittsburgh the principles of American Reform Judaism were formally 
set down in what has come to be known as the Pittsburgh Platform. The statement called 
for: the Jews to be regarded as a religious community wherever they lived; a rejection of 
laws which have a ritual rather than a moral basis; Jews to live in different nations as a 
necessity as they have been chosen to spread the monotheistic truth and morality over all 
the earth, and to be an example to others.

Reform Judaism has always emphasised the need to fight for social justice and liberationist 
thought attempts to address the problems of poverty and injustice in the world. Concern for 
the poor lies within the category of Tikkun Olam: the concept of repairing the world through 
human actions and the pursuit of social justice. Examples of such actions can be seen within 
the concepts of tzedakah and Gemilut Hasadim. 

The Pittsburgh Platform (1999) advocates a need to promote interfaith dialogue because 
many societies are diverse and multicultural. However, the traditional view within the 
Orthodox tradition is that God entered into an exclusive covenant with the Jewish people, 
thus leading to the belief that Judaism is the one true faith. However, not all Orthodox Jews 
dismiss interfaith dialogue as exemplified by a public statement which was published on the 
website of the Centre for Jewish-Christian Understanding and Cooperation (CJCUC) which 
recognised the need for a common mission between Jews and Christians.

 

 Key quotes  

‘The pioneers of the Reform Movement were influential German 
laymen who sought to win back for Judaism those who were 
drifting away from it.’ (Close)

‘The defining characteristic of Reform Judaism is its attitude to 
the Revelation at Mount Sinai,’ (Romain) 

‘Judaism then is evolutionary, a living faith which must change 
and grow.’ (Close)

‘Reform Jews are committed to social justice … Like the prophets, we never forget that God is 
concerned about the everyday and that the blights of society take precedence over the mysteries 
of heaven,’ (Yoffie)

‘Both these universalistic and particularistic elements co-exist side by side within Judaism …’ 
(Unterman)
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Issues for analysis and evaluation 
 
Key questions, arguments, and debates  
 
The effectiveness of Jewish responses to pluralism.
God’s exclusive covenant with the Jewish people renders the concept of pluralism irrelevant. 
Reform Judaism appears to have been the most effective in its response to pluralism. Attitudes 
are changing even within Orthodox Judaism, suggesting that there is a spiritual value to pluralism 
which transcends religious differences.

The effectiveness of the Pittsburgh Platform in relation to the plight of the poor.
Jews of all denominations show concern for the plight of the poor. The Pittsburgh Platform was 
effective in setting out a clear definition which addressed the issue.
As a consequence of the Pittsburgh Platform, Reform Jews made a commitment to social justice 
which is characteristic of their denomination.

Theme 3C The development of Reform Judaism and Jewish attitudes to pluralism


