
Judaism: Core Diverse practices within the Orthodox and Reform synagogues 
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Core Practice Worship and the role and gender of the rabbi: 

As we have already learned, it is important that Jews pray as it is through this channel of communication with God that 
they form a personal relationship with him. These prayers usually involve praising God, making requests of God and 
thanking God for the life he has given. Although Jews believe that they can pray anywhere, it is important that they 
join with others for communal prayers, as this brings the community together and develops a sense of community 
responsibility. For many Jews, it is important that prayers are said in Hebrew as they regard it as the holy language which 
connects Jews throughout the world. However, other Jews believe that it is important that everyone understands what is 
being said and so they opt for a mix between Hebrew and the language of the country they live in.  Orthodox synagogues 
usually have services with many prayers in Hebrew, whilst Reform synagogues include a mix. 

In addition to the Shema, the Amidah is at the heart of every service in the synagogue and so is also called HaTefillah 
or ‘The prayer’. Amidah means ‘standing’ and so the congregation stands for the entire prayer, recognising that they are 
in the presence of God. It is divided into three sections: praising God, making requests of God and giving thanks to God. 
Worshippers remain silent and think over the words in their minds rather than saying them aloud. It is then repeated 
aloud by the cantor or prayer leader and this time the congregation respond by saying ‘Amen’ to all the blessings of the 
Amidah. The Amidah ends with the recitation of the phrase: ‘May God who brings peace to the universe, bring peace to us 
and all of the people, Israel. Amen.’ whilst this final recitation takes place the individual formally leaves God’s presence by 
taking three steps backward, bowing to both sides and taking three steps forward again.

Celebrating Shabbat in the synagogue: The Jewish community is brought together each week from sunset on Friday 
until sunset on Saturday to celebrate Shabbat. On Friday evening, prayers are said in the Orthodox synagogue as the sun 
sets, but at the Reform synagogue they happen at a set time. Orthodox Jews will walk to the synagogue in order to avoid 
driving whilst Reform Jews may drive to attend services. Shabbat is welcomed with hymns, prayers and psalms called 
Kabbalat Shabbat.

On Shabbat morning, the service is the longest of the week, sometimes lasting between two and three hours. Selected 
sections of the Torah and haftarah (a passage from one of the books of the Nevi’im (prophets) are read and the rabbi 
will usually give a sermon based on the readings. Reform Jews have made some changes to the service to reflect some of 
their differing beliefs e.g. there is usually no mention of bodily resurrection or reference to Angels or a personal Jewish 
Messiah. Orthodox synagogues also have unaccompanied singing while Reform synagogues often use instrumental or 
recorded music.

Key Concepts
• How is prayer shown to be important in Judaism?

• Does it matter whether rabbis are male or female?

• What differences are there in worship in the synagogue 
between Orthodox and Reform Jews?

Key Sources of Authority
• The Tenakh - The Torah (the Law), the Nevi’im (the 

Prophets) and the Ketuvim (the Writings).

• The Talmud – this is the written version of the Oral 
Torah which provides a commentary to explain the 
meaning behind the scriptures and how to apply the 
laws.
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Relevant past paper questions

‘Maintaining Shabbat is too time-consuming.’ Discuss this 
statement showing that you have considered more than 
one point of view.
(You must refer to religion and belief in your answer.) 
15 marks (SAMS)

The role of the rabbi: The word rabbi is the Hebrew 
word for teacher and within Judaism the rabbi is seen as 
a role model and a counsellor as well as a spiritual leader. 
Although other members of the Jewish community can lead 
a service it is usually the rabbi who will perform ceremonies 
and celebrations such as marriages to ensure they are legal.

Within the Reform tradition, both men and women can be 
rabbis but within the Orthodox tradition it is usually only 
a man, although in the US some female rabbis have been 
ordained recently.


