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TORAH 

 

Orthodox 

I believe with perfect faith that the entire Torah that is now in our possession is the same that was 

given to Moses our teacher, peace be upon him.  Maimonides, Principles of Faith, # 8. 

 

Moses received the Torah from Sinai and handed it down to Joshua, and Joshua handed it down to the 

judges, and the judges handed it down to the prophets, and the prophets handed it down to the men of 

the Great Assembly (i.e., rabbis).  Mishnah, Pirkei Avot 1:1. 

 

 

Reform 

We recognize in the Bible the record of the consecration of the Jewish people to its mission as priests 

of the one God, and value it as the most potent instrument of religious and moral instruction.  We hold 

that the modern discoveries of scientific researches in the domains of nature and history are not 

antagonistic to the doctrines of Judaism, the Bible reflecting the primitive ideas of its own age, and at 

times clothing its conception of Divine Providence and justice dealing with man in miraculous 

narratives.  The Pittsburgh Platform, 1885. 

 

Torah results from the relationship between God and the Jewish people.  The records of our earliest 

confrontations are uniquely important to us.  Lawgivers and prophets, historians and poets gave us a 

heritage whose study is a religious imperative and whose practice is our chief means to holiness.  

Rabbis and teachers, philosophers and mystics, gifted Jews in every age amplified the Torah tradition.  

For millennia, the creation of Torah has not ceased and Jewish creativity in our time is adding to the 

chain of tradition.  Reform Judaism – A Centenary Perspective, 1976. 

 

 

Conservative 

The nature of revelation, and its meaning for the Jewish people, have been understood in various ways 

within the Conservative community....  Some of us conceive of revelation as the personal encounter 

between God and human beings.  Among them there are those who believe ... that God communicated 

with us in actual words.  For them, ... [t]he commandments of the Torah themselves issue directly 

from God.  Others, however, believe that revelation consists of an ineffable human encounter with 

God.  The experience of revelation inspires the verbal formulation by human beings of norms and 

ideas, thus continuing the historical influence of this revelational encounter.  Others among us 

conceive of revelation as the continuing discovery, through nature and history, of truths about God 

and the world....  Proponents of this view tend to see revelation as an ongoing process rather than a 

specific event.  Emet veEmunah: Statement of Principles of Conservative Judaism, 1988. 

 

Reconstructionist 

Reconstructionist Jews see the Torah as the Jewish people’s response to God’s presence in the world 

(and not God’s gift to us).  That is to say, the Jews wrote the Torah.  But that is not to say that the 

Torah is merely a human creation.  It is a response to the sacred.  It is an attempt to convince an entire 

people to view everyday life in a sacred way....  The essential Torah is neither a tidal explanation of 

the parting of the sea, nor the geological definition of the primordial flood nor the cosmological 

identification of “let there be light.”  The essential Torah consists in the deep truth within these 

stories, a truth that radiates a picture of a society based on justice and on social empathy.  God didn’t 

write the Torah, since God does not write per se.  But God is everywhere in the details of it.  Rabbi 

Les Bronstein, “Reconstructionism on One Foot.” 
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JEWISH PEOPLEHOOD AND CHOSENNESS 

 

Orthodox 

“Now, therefore, if you will obey my voice indeed, and keep my covenant, then you shall be my own 

treasure among all the peoples; for all the earth is mine.”  (Exodus 19:5). Just as a man finds particular 

pleasure in a precious possession, so too do I find particular pleasure in [the people of] Israel [says the 

Almighty].  A man’s precious possession is dear to him, and so is Israel dear to Me.  You may 

compare it to a man who inherits many fields, and then buys one himself; the last is dearer to him than 

all the others, because it is his own purchase.  In the same way, the whole world belongs to Him by 

whose command the world came into existence; yet the Israelites are especially dear to Him, because 

He took them out of Egypt and freed them from the house of bondage....  Thus [the Torah] says too, 

“The Eternal your God will set you high above the nations of the earth,” (Deuteronomy 28:1), and 

again, “You shall be blessed avove all peoples.” (same).  Midrashic texts, compiled in Kasher, 

Encyclopedia of Biblical Interpretation. 

 

Reform 

The Jewish people and Judaism defy precise definition because both are in the process of becoming.  

Jews, by birth or conversion, constitute an uncommon union of faith and peoplehood.  Born as 

Hebrews in the ancient Near East, we are bound together like all ethnic groups by language, land, 

history, culture, and institutions.  But the people of Israel is unique because of its involvement with 

God and its resulting perception of the human condition.  Throughout our long history our people has 

been inseperable from its religion with its messianic hope that humanity will be redeemed.  Reform 

Judaism – A Centenary Perspective, 1976 . 

 

Conservative 

For the modern traditional Jew, the doctrine of the election and the covenant of Israel offers a purpose 

for Jewish existence which transcends its narrow self-interest.  It suggests that because of our special 

history and unique heritage we are in a position to demonstrate that a people which takes seriously the 

idea of being covenanted with God can not only thrive despite oppression and suffering, but be a 

source of blessing to its children and its neighbors.  It obligates us also to build a just and 

compassionate society throughout the world and especially in Israel where we may teach by both 

personal and collective example what it means to be a “covenant people, a light of nations.”  Emet 

veEmunah: Statement of Principles of Conservative Judaism, 1988. 

 

Reconstructionist 

Classical Reconstructionism (i.e., the work of Mordecai M. Kaplan and his immediate disciples) 

sought to reinterpret rigorously the essential elements of Jewish civilization under the rubric “Judaism 

without supernaturalism....”  [For them,] the people Israel was no longer to be conceived of as a 

supernaturally “chosen” people, but as a naturally evolving social group whose unique identity exists 

solely in relation to its unique culture....  Classical Reconstructionism rejected the attempt to 

reinterpret chosenness precisely because, in Kaplan’s words, “by no kind of dialectics is it possible to 

remove the odium or comparison from any reinterpretation of an idea which makes invidious 

distinctions between one people and another.”  Rabbi Richard A. Hirsh, “Reconstructionism and the 

Rejection of Chosenness,” 1984. 
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PRAYER AND RITUAL 

 

Orthodox 

The power of communities to establish new customs [in prayer] is severely limited by Jewish law, 

which requires the consent of the great scholars in the vicinity.  Rabbi Philip Birnbaum, 

“Introduction” to his translation and commentary of the traditional prayerbook, 1977. 

 

[T]hose who in our day seek the virtual elimination of Hebrew from our Services, aim, consciously or 

unconsciously, at the destruction of the strongest link both with our wonderful past and with our 

brethren in the present and future.  Rabbi Joseph H. Hertz, “Introduction” to the [British] Authorized 

Daily Prayer Book, 1941. 

 

 

Reform 

The cultivation of the Hebrew language, in which the divine treasures of revelation have been 

couched and in which the immortal monuments of our literature have been preserved (the 

commanding influence of which extends to all educated nations), must in our midst be considered as 

the fulfillment of a sacred obligation.  However, the language has in fact become incomprehensible 

for the overwhelming majority of our present day co-religionists, and therefore in the act of prayer 

(which is a body without a soul unless it is understood) Hebrew must take second place behind a 

language which the worshippers can understand insofar as this appears advisable under prevailing 

circumstances.  The Philadelphia Principles, 1869. 

 

The past century has taught us that the claims made upon us may begin with our ethical obligations, 

but they extend to many other aspects of Jewish living, including ... private prayer and public 

worship....  Within each area of Jewish observance Reform Jews are called upon to confront the 

claims of Jewish tradition, however differently perceived, and to exercise individual autonomy, 

choosing and creating on the basis of commitment and knowledge.  Reform Judaism – A Centenary 

Perspective, 1976. 

 

 

Conservative 

[T]he ideal goes beyond keva [the fixed form] and calls upon us to pray with kavvanah, intending and 

feeling our prayers.  In their attempts to make prayer live for contemporary people, Conservative 

congregations will differ in their services, and for that matter, a given congregation may vary the form 

of its worship from time to time or offer alternative services.  All of these variations are part of the 

Jewish tradition of liturgical creativity....  According to Jewish law, one’s obligation to pray can be 

fulfilled in any language.  Nevertheless, Conservative Jews, like Jews throughout the centuries, pray 

largely in Hebrew ... to preserve all the original nuances of meaning.  Emet veEmunah: Statement of 

Principles of Conservative Judaism, 1988. 

 

 

Reconstructionist 

Reconstructionist Jews retain the traditional language of Jewish prayer, but not the obvious 

understanding of its meaning and function.  Rather, we understand prayer to help us perform the task 

of awakening.  Rabbi Les Bronstein, “Reconstructionism on One Foot.” 
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MITZVOT (OBLIGATIONS) AND HALAKHAH (JEWISH LAW) 

 

Orthodox 

Six hundred and thirteen commandments were spoken to Moses.  Talmud, Makkot 23b. 

 

[E]very man in Judaism will certainly desire and delight to observe all the mitzvot that he possibly 

can.  Yet if a person will set before his eyes all the 248 positive commandments of our holy Torah, he 

will find that there are many positive mitzvot that it is not possible for him to keep.  For there are 

many commanmdents that are in force in the Land of Israel but not in countries outside the Land; and 

there are mitzvot in force only at the times that the Sanctuary existed.  [Etc.] ...  We have therefore 

gathered here, with Hashem’s help, in a separate small work, all the positive commandments that we 

are able to perform at the present time, and all the prohibitions that a man should refrain from doing at 

the present time....  Rabbi Israel Meir haCohen, The Concise Book of Mitzvot, 1931. 

 

 

Reform 

We recognize in the Mosaic legislation a system of training the Jewish people for its mission during 

the national life in Palestine, and to-day we accept as binding only the moral laws, and maintain such 

ceremonies as elevate and sanctify our lives, but reject all such as are not adapted to the views and 

habits of modern civilization.  The Pittsburgh Platform, 1885. 

 

We are committed to the ongoing study of the whole array of ִמְצֹות (mitzvot) and to the fulfillment of 

those that address us as individuals and as a community.  Some of these ִמְצֹות 

(mitzvot), sacred obligations, have long been observed by Reform Jews; others, both ancient and 

modern, demand renewed attention as the result of the unique context of our own times.  A Statement 

of Principles for Reform Judaism, 1999. 

 

 

Conservative 

We in the Conservative community are committed to carrying on the rabbinic tradition of preserving 

and enhancing Halakhah by making appropriate changes in it through rabbinic decision.  This flows 

from our conviction that Halakhah is indispensable for each age....  While change is both a traditional 

and a necessary part of Halakhah, we, like our ancestors, are not committed to change for its own 

sake.  Hence, the thrust of the Jewish tradition and the Conservative community is to maintain the law 

and practices of the past as much as possible, and the burden of proof is on the one who wants to alter 

them.   Emet veEmunah: Statement of Principles of Conservative Judaism, 1988. 

 

 

Reconstructionist 

As you may expect, Reconstructionist Judaism teaches that the mitzvot are our own invention.  

Mitzvot are our particularly Jewish ways of responding to the universal God....  In this system, God 

does not choose Jews to be performers of the commandments.  Rather, the Jews choose to be called 

by God by means of a vast network of sacred acts (mitzvot) ranging from balancing work and rest 

(Shabbat), to establishing courts and laws, to sexual fidelity, filial respect, medical ethics and the 

rhythms of the seasons.  Rabbi Les Bronstein, “Reconstructionism on One Foot.” 


