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Rabbi Phil's Almost Weekly Email...  

 

 What Do We Stand For? Wonking out 

 

            Paul Krugman, Nobel Prize winning economist and columnist for the New York Times, writes a 

twice-weekly blog. The second one, which appears on Friday, is fairly complex and filled with economist 

jargon. He labels this column “wonking out,” warning his readers that the column will be filled with 

jargon. 

What follows here isn’t filled with economic jargon (which, in the event, I am incapable of), but I do 

engage in some minor (and I do mean minor) philosophizing. I hope it’s not too wonky, and I hope my 

point will be of interest to you.  

There’s an abiding dogma that characterizes contemporary Reform Judaism. It’s couched in the 

felicitous phrase “Judaism prefers deed over creed.”  This means that Judaism’s main thrust concerns 

action over thought, doing good works over thinking about the meaning, inter alia, of doing good works. 

This belief is captured by the dominance of the phrase “Tikkun Olam,” the repair of the world, that one 

hears throughout the Reform community and beyond. 

            But note, the creed over deed idea itself is a dogma, something we are told to believe in as a self-

evident truth. In this case I don’t, ahem, believe deed preceding creed is so obvious and is in need of 

some explanation. 

            Now please do not misunderstand me. The Jewish tradition is replete with mitzvot of action. 

Indeed, a mitzva itself, for the most part, connotes action of one form or another. Thus, when the Torah 

repeats the command thirty-six times to care for the widow, the stranger, and the orphan, one gets the 

feeling that the Torah takes that command quite seriously.   

            But doesn’t the Torah, by its very nature, also demand that we think about what the Torah stands 

for?  The most obvious example happens to be one of the most, perhaps the most, important aspect of 

the tradition. 

           At every service, morning and evening (not, interestingly at the afternoon service), we  rise and 

say, “Listen up, Israel, the Eternal our God the Eternal is One. Shema Yisrael, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai 

echad (in case you didn’t recognize the English).”  As we recite these words while standing, we 

acknowledge God’s oneness, and, perhaps, fleetingly, we even wonder with pride the way in which that 

idea helped create two world religions, and through those religions has had an astonishing effect upon 

the world. 

            Perhaps we even consider for that moment in prayer the meaning of God’s oneness, though once 

we begin to do that, we realize just how complex a notion monotheism really is. This is not the place to 

plumb the depths of this classical conundrum, but note: God’s oneness is neither obvious nor simple to 



comprehend. It’s an enormously profound concept. When we recite those words in prayer, we are 

uttering something of great significance. 

            And this significance is of such a magnitude that it inspired Christianity and Islam to develop their 

own perspectives on God’s oneness. As a result of the influence of this ancient Jewish discovery of God, 

some three billion inhabitants of this planet, in a vast number of different ways, worship this one God, 

and have made the world a much better place because of it. I don’t think the Jewish influence on the 

world can possibly be underestimated. 

            And yet this does not answer the question: what does the oneness of God teach  us? 

            Again, a fuller discussion awaits a more complex platform. But consider this: 

            Doesn’t God’s oneness point toward a unity of all being? In the midst of what would appear to 

our senses to be an enormous jumble of contradictory elements that characterizes our day to day world, 

Judaism teaches that underlying the mess we perceive, there lives an underlying unity. And if all things 

are united, then humanity is united. And if humanity in the face of the one God comprises a unity, then 

don’t we have an obligation to take care of one another, Jews and non-Jews alike? 

            This kind of thinking is one way to get at the Tikkun Olam impulse that characterizes Reform, and, 

by the way, which characterizes a very great deal of the work we do here at KI. An important way of 

seeing our considerable social action work at our Temple is to understand that in so doing we honor 

God, God’s oneness, and the unity of all humanity for whom we have a divinely mandated responsibility 

to care for. 

            But I do not think we can get to deed without seriously considering creed, those ideas that 

underly our Jewish actions. Without consideration of the meaning of our beliefs we lose a great 

opportunity to understand the deeper meaning of our what we do in this world as individuals and as 

members of our great congregation. 

            I would like to suggest, therefore, that deed and creed share center stage in the great Jewish 

drama of which we are a part. 

            *** 

            This Shabbat I am going to do my best to sing a classic Yiddish song, Shnerele Perele. The link I am 

including here is to the Klezmatics singing this wonderful song. 

https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=f46pPU9UJRc 

            *** 

            I have been blogging for the Times of Israel for a while. I published a piece last week. It concerns 

my favorite podcast, The Promised Podcast. 

            Here is the link to it: 

            https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/a-promising-podcast/ 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f46pPU9UJRc
https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/a-promising-podcast/


Shalom u’v’rachah, 
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