 I am sure you know about the Protestant Reformation when Luther put up his 95 theses on the church door in Wittenberg and unleashed a religious revolution that transformed the shape of Christianity.

 What you may not know is that something similar happened in the Jewish world exactly 200 years ago when Reform Judaism was founded in Germany, and an attempt was made to revitalise a faith that, in the eyes of many, had become stagnant.

How would you tell what type of synagogue you were entering today ? Your eyes would tell immediately. In an Orthodox synagogue, men and women would be seated separately (a sign of their different roles), whereas in a Reform one they would be seated together (indicating their full religious equality).  Moreover, in the latter, the rabbi might be female, with there being none of the painful theological birthpangs that Anglican women still have to endure.

Your ears would also sense the difference. In an Orthodox synagogue, only Hebrew would ring out, whereas in a Reform one there would be prayers in the vernacular too, a way of blending biblical roots with the fact that the linguistic home of English Jews is English.

Closer inspection of the liturgy would reveal that although many prayers used by the Orthodox and Reform were entirely the same, some had been changed to reflect a new Jewish theology. Reform, for instance, has changed references to ‘the messiah’ to ‘the messianic age’, emphasising that what is important is the era of harmony that will occur, not the person who helps achieve it.

 Just as a significant is the redefinition of  major  components within Judaism. The rabbi was once a person characterised by his scholarship, and not necessarily involved in everyday communal life or in leading prayers. Now he or she has been transformed into a pastoral figure, immersed in congregational issues, whose work revolves around birth, barmitzvah, betrothal and burial, as well visiting the sick and taking services.

The notion of synagogue has also changed remarkably : no longer just a place of worship but a communal centre, with mothers and toddler groups, film evenings and adult education ensuring that it is not just for religious Jews but also for Jews who are agnostic or even atheist, but who still see themselves as Jewish.

 Perhaps even more important are the key concepts behind such innovations : the right to change, and acknowledging that faith can learn from new insights and conditions. The object is to marry the best of tradition with the realities of modernity, so that you can be both religious and realistic.
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