History of the Reform Movement in Israel

The Israel Movement for Progressive Judaism is Israel’s liberal Jewish religious movement (Israel’s equivalent to North American Reform Judaism), and is a member of the World Union for Progressive Judaism. Among the earliest Reform rabbis settling in Israel was Judah Leon Magnes, the first Chancellor of the Hebrew University, who became its President in 1935. In 1938, Rabbi Meir Elk, a graduate of Germany’s liberal Breslau Rabbinical Seminary, established the Leo Baeck School in Haifa, today one of the most successful educational institutions in the country. The first Reform synagogue, Jerusalem’s Congregation Har El, was founded in 1958. In 1973, the World Union for Progressive Judaism moved its headquarters to Jerusalem, establishing Progressive Judaism’s international presence in Zion and reflecting its commitment to help build a strong indigenous movement. In 1976, the first Reform kibbutz, Yahel, was established in the Arava (65 km. north of Eilat) followed in 1983 by the founding of Kibbutz Lotan. A Progressive settlement in the Galilee, Har Halutz, was inaugurated in 1985.

Today, the IMPJ boasts a growing membership of both immigrants and native Israelis, with some 30 congregations around the country. Helping to ensure the movement’s future is a growing network of schools, educational and community centers, a youth movement, Hebrew and English Beit Midrash study programs, and the degree-granting and informal programs at Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion.

The Jerusalem school of Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion was founded in 1963 to serve as a post-doctoral center of archaeological and biblical studies. Since 1970 it has grown to serve as the center for the College-Institute’s Year-in-Israel program and for the Israel Rabbinical Program, established in 1975. As of 2007, 53 rabbis have graduated from the Israeli rabbinical program, including 20 women. 23 of these graduates currently serve progressive congregations in Israel, while others teach, serve congregations elsewhere, and work on behalf of the Reform/Progressive movement. Currently, for the 2008-09 school year, 30 students are studying in the Israel Rabbinical Program, including 8 first year students, the largest class thus far. 

� The preceding paragraphs were taken from the IMPJ website “Progressive Judaism in Israel”, accessible online at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.reform.org.il/Eng/About/ProgressiveJudaismInIsrael.asp" �http://www.reform.org.il/Eng/About/ProgressiveJudaismInIsrael.asp�. 





