Evaluate the importance and influence of the reform movement within 21st century Judaism, drawing attention to its particular beliefs and emphases, as well as highlighting any challenges that might be facing it.
[slide 2] The process of the emancipation of Jewish communities throughout the late 18th century was a real shakeup for Jews living in Europe at the time. For over a thousand years, Jews had been ostracised and insular from their wider society but suddenly, they were not only expected to partake fully in the nations they lived in but were encouraged to integrate and be absorbed by it. A rise in the emphasis on rationalism put a real strain on Jewish thinkers trying to reconcile the Jewish faith with the rapidly growing taste of the Jewish people towards Christian ideas on aesthetics, ritual and morality. The emancipation brought up the issue of change; which constantly challenges all faiths: how much can be altered to accommodate new lifestyles and attitudes? Who decides what is and is not permissible, and by what authority? It also begs the question of which parts of the faith are core values and immutable, and which are social custom and tradition. The differing answers to the rapid reorientation of the Jewish identity following the emancipation form the foundations for the different branches that exist in Judaism today and are still a source of growing division. 
Historically, Judaism was led by a parliament of 71 Rabbis called the Sanhedrin. This collection of scholars had the task of adapting Jewish law and custom to ever-changing situations and social conditions. Their authority was so absolute that it is said to supersede that of even God Himself. Their debates were eventually recorded in the Mishnah and Gemara for the sake of posterity but the committal of this exhaustive commentary on law to writing, created just another set of rules that eliminated the plasticity of Judaism that the Sanhedrin provided.
However, the dissolution of the Sanhedrin in the fifth century robbed Judaism of this dynamic reforming process and a central authority to implement major changes. Leading scholars did affect some modifications (perhaps the greatest of these was Moses Maimonides) but there was a general disdain to changing rulings made by rabbis of previous centuries, who were considered to be more authoritative to contemporary ones. The result was an increasing stagnation within Judaism, and the rift between Jewish Law and everyday Jewish life widened. Conformity to the established rules and tradition became the marker of what made a “proper” Jew.
Jewish life continued and changed over the centuries to environments and needs that were completely different to the ones faced by the Rabbis who compiled the Talmud. For centuries Jews were forcibly separated from wider society by antisemitic sentiment and laws, and this had the effect of keeping them isolated in their own communities and unaffected by changing trends in the world around them. This isolation became a crisis in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when the social and legal barriers around them were stripped away, and Jews were thrown into the deep end of modern culture and philosophy.
For some, the sudden transition was too overwhelming, and it led to them abandoning Judaism. Others reacted by retreating into their faith and deliberately shunning any contact with life outside. Another group sought to inhabit both worlds, loyal to their tradition but also part of modernity. That was the creation of Reform Judaism. 
So, what were the adaptations that were made by reformist rabbis and scholars in response to this mixing of two different sets of ideas?
Firstly, services were no longer conducted solely in Hebrew, but in a mixture of Hebrew and the local language, recognising the fact that for most Jews the vernacular was the main language of communication.
Sections of the liturgy were omitted if they no longer corresponded to what Jews believed. Out went prayers for the restoration of animal sacrifices, perhaps appropriate for Biblical times but not wanted by modern Jews.
Most dramatic of all was the complete equality accorded to women. In Orthodox synagogues women are seated separately from men and do not lead any part of the service when men are present. In Reform synagogues, however, they sit together with men, participate actively in communal worship and can now even be rabbis. [slide 3]
Whilst these changes are some of the obvious outward signs of Reform Judaism, the key to them all is the question of what happened at Mount Sinai. For the Orthodox, it was the revelation of God given once and for all time. Aspects might be interpreted through oral traditions, but it cannot be altered or negated. Reform adheres to the notion of Progressive Revelation: that the will of God is constantly unfolding and each generation has to hear God's revelation with its own ears, which is just as valid as Moses’. Mount Sinai was the start, but what held true four thousand years ago for a nomadic group living in the wilderness does not necessarily apply for Jews today. Scientific knowledge and modern changes in belief are part of God's revelation too.
A good example might be homosexuality. Described in the Bible as an abomination and regarded as a perversion, we now know that for some people it is their natural orientation. It was not their choice, but God created them that way. Ancient scholars and people may feel uncomfortable with them, but modern insights tell us we must recognise their right to be as they are.
The Bible may be an important and authoritative piece of scripture, but it does not have the final authority. Mordecai Kaplan, one of the founders of Reconstructionist Judaism famously said that: “past has a vote, but not a veto”. This shows the emphasis placed on the importance of a constantly shifting and adapting, even individual, interpretation of the ‘spirit of the law’.
The Reform movement has also given rise to the idea of the superiority of the moral lessons found in scripture over the ritual observances. This is not to devalue or abandon rituals, but to emphasise that by themselves they are insufficient unless they are accompanied by good ethical and moral works. Thus, keeping the dietary laws and lighting candles are of little importance unless one is also, for example, honest in business or cares for the poor and elderly. In addition, it is held that the purpose of rituals is to enhance one's religious life and so those that impede it have been removed - such as the ban on driving to synagogue on the Sabbath even if one lives too far away. [slide 4]
Another characteristic of Reform Judaism is its attitude to modern life. Instead of seeing it as full of dangers and to be resisted, it is seen as a time of opportunities and to be welcomed. Although it contains some unpleasant aspects, they should not prevent someone from benefiting from the good it has to offer such as interfaith and interculture dialogue.
The modern Reform branch is, however, not without its share of challenges. One of the issues it faces is the one that birthed the movement in the first place: the problem of the practices and beliefs becoming a new set of orthodoxy, thus removing its great adaptability. This has posed a challenge but is met with a great influence on the necessity of adapting its ideas and remaining welcoming to new developments.
Its welcoming of new additions to the faith through interfaith dialogue is a great boon for its attractiveness for new members. Where other branches of Judaism may disprove of mixed-faith marriages, it is acceptable within Reform Judaism and a tremendous amount of effort is placed into inclusivity. The status of a person as a Jew is now not only decided by the matrilineal line but now recently also those who are Jewish through their fathers. 	Comment by Felix Whiteley-Bristow: 8 minutes
Its acceptance of adapting to the modern world extends also to other branches of Judaism, not just to other faiths. Reform Judaism’s diversity means that it has more similarities than differences with even Orthodox Judaism, seeing it as an equally authentic expression of modern Judaism (a sentiment which is not often returned). Nonetheless, it has had a huge affect on Jewish practice as a whole. Even in Orthodox synagogues, it is through Reform Judaism’s influence that a special coming-of-age ceremony is held for girls and a communal Passover meal is held for those without family. Additionally, the synagogue has been revived of its ancient role as not just a place of worship but as a centre for the community; it is not strange for book groups or fitness classes to be held in the temple, much like in a Christian church.
Reform Judaism can also be a positive influence for Christianity, particularly churches with a great degree of interfaith dialogue like the Church of England. The first woman Rabbi predated the first ordination of a woman priest in the C of E by seventeen years. Its progressiveness has acted as an excellent model for members of other faiths who are as liberally minded. An anxiety towards women priests being ordained is that a great number of adherents will defect to other sects or religions that are more traditional, yet the appointment of a woman Rabbi hardly affected the number of reformist Jews (despite protests and discontent from certain groups). A similar lack of renunciations of the faith has been observed with the appointment of homosexual rabbis. Even though they are small in number, it is a testament to the progressiveness of the faith and that the majority judge each other on their merit as a rabbi, not on their sexuality. [slide 6]
On the topic of Christianity-Judaism mixing, here’s the Emanu-El synagogue in New York; which looks a lot like a cathedral. Reform Judaism has kept its appreciation for Christian aesthetics, morality and ritual (they sing in choirs).
Its branching effect on other faiths is perhaps a testament to its acceptance of all differing opinions but also to its prevalence across the globe: in 2015 (according to Pews), Reform Jews made up 35% of the Jews in America (the largest percentage), In Israel however they make up just 3% of the population.[footnoteRef:1] This low population in Israel may in part be due to the rejection of a Messiah as a conqueror and liberator, instead seeing Israel as the Jews themselves and rejecting the idea of a Jewish state. [1:  https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/03/15/unlike-u-s-few-jews-in-israel-identify-as-reform-or-conservative/#:~:text=In%20Israel%2C%20very%20few%20Jews,most%20familiar%20with%20Orthodox%20Judaism. ] 

Reform Judaism continues to be one of the central factors to the modern Jewish landscape and holds great appeal in the West for its acceptance of other faiths as well as a symbol of a deep commitment both to their Jewish heritage and modern life.
