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A Swudy of Tikkun Qlam and Mitzvah:
Jewish Terms Whose Meanings Have Changed

I have long been fascinated by the transformation in meaning words tend to have
over time. My goal in selecting this topic for my thesis was to take two such terms,
tikkun olam and mirzvah, and learn as much as possible about how and why these words
evolved over the millennia. Hence, my paper has two main sections, with several
subsections in each.

Toward this goal, I discovered citations of rikkun olam in the Mishnah, the
Tosefta, the Aleinu, the Zohar, and many coniemporary sources, as well, being quite
surprised that there was no mention of tikkun ofam in the Bible. I found varicus forms of
mitzvah in the Bible, the Mishnah, the Tosefta, and the Talmud Bavli, as well as in current
language.

The term tikkin olam has been understood as benefiting the Jewish pecple, a
world betterment that Jews can only pray for, a partnership with God in repairing the
entire cosmos, and a worthwhile endeavor for human beings to engage in with other
human beings. The word mirzvah has had a full spectrum of meanings as well, ranging
from God's command, to charitable acts, to good deeds.

The contribution I hope this paper has been able to achieve lies in making the
connection between the two words, demonstrating how change and adaptation is good for

a vital and dynamic Judaism, and gaining a greater awareness of the interdependence

between tikkun olam, mitzvah, and the divine.
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A STUDY OF TiKKUN OLAM AND MITZVAH:

JEWISH TERMS WHOSE MEANINGS HAVE CHANGED

As a Referm Jew growing up in the *50°s and "60s. the study of Talmid belonged
in the mysterious realm of traditional fudaism. Knowing, however, that Talmud would be
a significant part of my rabbinical school education. I began to study the Talmud in
English translation with Rabbi Fudith Abrams before my matriculation into HUC.
Realizing that studying Talmud in its original Hebrew would present additional
challenges, I approached Rabbi Benay Lappe, then a senior Teaching Fellow at CLAL,
the National Center for Learning and Leadership, to help me begin to navigate my way
through a page of Talmud. After approximately twenty-five hours of work, we had
prepared the opening swgva for my first Talmitd class with Dr. Chernick, a sugva which
he covered in the first thirty minutes of the first class. During that semester, my love for
Talmud was born.

Rabbi Lappe and I continued to study Talmud together on Shabbat afternoons.
Among the texts we examined was Masechet Gittin.  As we studied the Jewish laws of
divorce und the passages which mentioned rikkun ofam, it soon became clear te me that
tikkun olarm meant something very different in the Mishnah than is indicated by its use
today. The evolution of this core value in the contemporary Jewish world intrigued me.

My interest in Talmud and my cunosity about tikkun olam led me to ask Dr.
Chemick 10 serve as my thesis advisor. He suggested that I trace at least one more term,
mitzvah, to form the basis for a rabbinic thesis, and thus my thesis proposal came to be.

The methodology employed in creating this paper will be to locate, translate, and

interpret the terms tikkun elam and mitzvah in as many different Jewish sources as




possible. I will look for similanities and differences in their uses, search for trends in

their changing interpretations over the passage of time, and offer a hypothesis about how
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development of tikkun olam beginning with the Mishnah and continuing through the

Tosefta, the Aleinu, and the Zohar all the way 1o its comemporary usage. For the term

mirzvah, biblical sources will also be examined and then, I will continue to search

through the Mishnah, Tosefta, Talmud Bavli, and cantemporary uses as well.

After discovering the interpretations of these terms ut vario pe vill atiempt to

hypothesize about why and how these changes occurred, and why the later uses overrode

the earlier definitions. My hope is to find some raticnale for the changes in these terms

and to discover a connection between the original definitions and their current

interpretations. As a strong believer in the vital process which has always shaped and

framed Jewish life, I believe that dynamic and evolutionary change adds vitality and
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TIKKUN OLAM

TIKKUN OLAM IN THE MISHNAH

The texts examined below comprise a representutive sampling of the term tikkun

olam and its various uses within the Mishnah and Tosefra. Interestingly enough, rikkin

ot s found more often i Masekiret Girtin, the tractate deating with divorceand

protection of women, than in any other tractate of the Mis/inah. We will attempt to

discover just what tikkun olam meant in the days of the Mishna#i. Who actually benefited i

from rulings made for the sake of tikkur olam? Did the benefit extend more to the

individual orto a Iargel: group? In each case examined, I will offer a hypothesis |
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third through fifth centuries.

TEXT#1

Mishnah Girin 4:2 MW T PO 10 No0h mMwn

3 Previously, one would make a court in another place (a different place

I I he di . le lived) and cancel it (the di ] )
Rabban Gamliel the Elder established a custom that they should not do so,
for the sake of tikkun elam.
Previously, a person would change his name and her name, the name of
his city and the name of her city. Rabban Gamliel the Elder established a
custom that he strould wiite, ~ The man s0-and-50 and every name that he
has, the woman so-and-so and every name that she has,” for the sake of
tikkun olam.’

Mishnah Gittin 4:1 states that after sending a divorce decree to his wife, a man

i may change his mind and rescind the decree. He may do this, either by notifying the

| See Appendix I1A1 for Hebrew text




messenger who had been autherized to deliver the divorce decree to his wife or by

notifying her directly as long as she has not already received the decree. Once the

divorce decree has been delivered into her hands, the husband may no longer change his

mind. The significance of this particular Mishaah is that it prohibits the husband's ability

to change his mind and nullify the ger from a different location.

The Gemara expresses a malioker ¢ i 1 ma
husband decides to nullify a get that he has already sent to his wife. Rav Nahman states

that a court of two suffices, since the court is only hearing an announcement, rather than

hearing testimony. Rav Sheshet, on the other hand, requires a court of three, so that the

ruling will be publicizeﬂ and the wife will have a betier chance of learning about the

= 0 I I
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concerning the wife in this matter. The tikkun olam in this case is that the wife has the

right to be clear about her marital status. Confusion about the wife’s marital status could

_ lead bl . both of whicl i {inthe G The fi

difficulty concemns the birth of subsequent children who could be classified mamzerim;

the other involves the painful and inhumane status of igun.

In the case of mamzerim, the problematic outcome relates to the woman'’s lack of

awareness that her marital status never changed. If a woman thinks she is divorced and

has not heard that her husband nullified the divorce decree in another location, she might

remarry and give birth to children of the new marniage, not knowing that she was still

legally married to her first husband. These children of her second adulterous marriage

L would be considered mamzerim
mzerin.




According to Jewish law, a mamzer may only marry a mamzeret or a convert 10

Judaism; the offspring of such a union would produce more mamizerim. Considering the

-

individual mamczer as well ensure the future of the Jewish people. A cornmunity

populated by individual Jews who were not free to marry other Jews would certainly pose

a major threat to the survival of the Jewish people.
The Gemara then discusses the problem of igun. An agunah is a deserted

literally. tied) wife legally forbidd . of . F liml

According to Jewish law, a woman is only free to remarry if she has proof that her

husband has died or that she has received a ger, a decree of divorce. The Gemara

explains that if 8 woman has received a get and her husband lives in a different Jocation,

she might have no way of knowing whether or not he had nullified the ger before it

reached her hand. Perhaps he issued the divorce decree in a moment of rage and

and has 10 wonder whether or not he has nullified the ger. But if the ger must be issued in

the same location where she resides, then she would know immediately and not be left in

a state of uncertainty.

The purpose of the tikkun olam --that the woman would know her marital status

decree in any location other than the wife's home community. If the husband had moved

away, he could only rescind the decree by travelling back to her home. This lessens the

likelihood that the wife would become an agunah. Although this text would seem to

apply to these two individuals, it seems clear that the tikkun olam discussed here affects




the general welfare of the whole Jewish people. In this, as in other cases, the entire

Jewish community benefits from the clearly-defined status of all its members.

TEXT #2

Mistnah Gittin 4: 3 J MWND T P9 Ut NOOR TIWnD

A widow may not collect property from orphans except with an oath. ;
They refrained from imposing an cath on her. Rabban Gamliel the Elder
established a custom that she would make a vow regarding anything that
the orphans want and collect her marriage contract. The witnesses sign

the-divorce decree, for the sake of tikknn olam.
Hittel established the custom of the prozhul, Tor the sake of fikkun olam.’

In order to undeistand this Misfinah, the terms sh'vi'ah (oath,) neder (vow,) and

prozbul need explication. An ocath is a stalement that either confirms the truthof |

something or commits a person to action. Taking an oath is an extremely serious matter,

since it invokes the name of God. Breaking an oath is, obviously, equally serious since it

de - A'vow is a voluntary obligafion f¢ refrain from doing something.

A prozbul refers to a legal fiction, instituted by Hillel the Elder, for people who were

reluctant te offer loans in the year preceding a sabbatical year because they feared that

the transfer of authority to the court and made it possible for loans to be collected after

the sabbatical year.

£ When a Jewish husband died, leaving a widow and orphans, confusion and

disagreement often resulted about the settlement of his property. At the time of the

% See Appendix 11A2 for Hebrew text
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obligations to her during and after the marriage. If the husband died before the wife,

Jewish Law required a widow to take an oath that she had not already received the value

to decide whether the things she had received during the marriage were intended for the

care of the home und children as opposed to fulfilling the obligations contained in her

ketulah.

The prozbul enacted by Rabban Gamliel enabled the woman to take a vow rather

forbidden to her if she had received any of her keribah. She would then be able to collect i

her Letubakh.

There 1s a lack of clarity as to whether the prozbui, for the sake of tikkun olam

refers back to the above section of the Mishnah, or only to the following section

concerning the get.

g the wife’s hands. The hidush gleaned from this section of the Mishnah contends that

witnesses muslt sign the divorce decree. Previously, having the messenger deliver it was

sufficient. Here, the tikkun olam affirms the additional protection provided for the wife.
Should she later need proof regarding the existence of the document, she could call upon

This Misimah then indicates that Hillel instituted the prozbul, for the sake of

;1 tikkun olam. The prozbul was enacted by Hillel to solve a problem caused by the shevi'it,

; the seventh and final year of the Sabbatical cycle. According to Deuteronomy 15:1-11,

all loans still outstanding at the end of the seventh year were to be cancelled. Leaders of




the community noticed that toward the end of that cycle, people were not loaning meney

to those who needed it because they were afraid they might not get it back. In order to

loans, Hillel overrode the Torah law of shevi'ir. He changed the custom so that one could

authorize the courts to collect all his debts for him. This way, one could still feel free to

Iend, and the borrowers were able to borrow money when they needed it. Again, with

this particular Mishnah, we find that what is referred to as tikkun olam benefits the entire

Jewish people.

TEXT#3

Mishnah Gittin 4:0 15773WR T 2D 1% Dobnh wh

Captives must not be ransomed for more than the worth of their value, for
the sake of tikkun olam.
And the captives can not be helped to flee, for the sake of tikkun olam.

But Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says, for the sake of the captives.

And scrolls of refilin (the phylacteries tied on arm and head) and meziezot
(the inscription on the door posts) cannot be bought from the non-Jews for
more than their worth, for the sake of tikkun olam.’

was customary for the Jewish community to pay a ransom to get the captive back, but of

equal concern, was the price to be paid. Community leaders feared that if the Gentile

capiors received a ransom greater than the “fair murket price,” then more Jews were apt

to be captured and the community responsible for increasing amounts of ransom. Hence,

the Sages ruled, for the szke of rikkun olam, that captives should not be ransomed if an

? See Appendix I1A3 for Hebrew text
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individual captive. The tikkun olam here implies thai fewer Jews would be taken captive
if potential captors realized that there was a limit on what could be gained, and that,
obviously, would benefit the Jewish people as a whole.

The text also deals with issues of escape. Members of the community were not
permitied 1o help free captives. There was a mahloker, however, about the reasening for
this particular ruling, The Sages said that captives could not be helped to escape for the
sake of rikkun olam. They believed this would keep the captors from being
extraordinarily cruel to subsequent captives. Rabban Shimon Gamliel, however,
disagreed. He was not concerned with future captives but with those remaining at the
time of an escape. He ﬁ;.ared that the remaining prisoners currently being held would be
treated more severely as a result of one or more other prisoners being helped to escape.
For that reason, if there were only one prisoner left, Rabban Shimon Gamiiel would have
found it acceptable to help that person escape, because there would be no remaining
prisoners to be treated harshly in the aftermath of that escape.

This Mishnah includes yet another case of ransom, in this case, the ransom of
objects rather than people. If Gentiles stole ritual items, such as zefilin and mezuzor, the
community would offer a ransom for their return out of fear that the gentiles would
desecrate them. The concern was that if Jews ransomed them for more than their “fair
market price,” the non- Jews would have grealer incentive to continue the theft and
plunder of Jewish sacred objects. Therefore, excessive ransom for ritual items was ruied

against for the sake of rikkun olam, again for the general welfare of the Jewish people.

o 1ot s e b e




TEXT#4

13

...If one (Israelite) sells his field to a non-Jew and an Israelite retums and

buys it from him (the non-Jew), the (Isruelite) purchaser brings the First
i ] olam

Again we have a mahloket as to the meaning of this particular Mishnah. One

interpretation deals with the sanctity of the land itself. Some Sages advocated the

consistent sacred status of the land of Eret; Yisrael even if purchased by a non-Jew; as

such, the produce of the purchased land would still be liable to bikkurim once it had been

repurchased by a new Jewish owner. Others thought that once the land was sold to non-

no longer be inclined to buy it back. Once these Sages realized that many Jews were

hesitant to buy back land from non-Jews, they enacted regulations which reinstated Torah

Laws of bikkurint in an atempt to make buying the land more desirable to Jews.

Another interpretation, however, sees the issue of bikkurim differently. If a Jew

o= |
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each year to Jerusalem. This requirement would serve as a deteirent to selling off the

land of Israel to non-Jews.

Regardless of which interpretation seems more persuasive, the Sages made their

enactment in order to retain Jewish control over the Land of Israel for the sake of tikkun

olam. The tikkun olam in this case assures the continued sanctity of the land of Israe] and

“ See Appendix 11A4 for Hebrew text
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TEXT#5

Mishnah Gittin 5:3 2 1AW T PR 10 NooD MWD

And one who finds a lost object does not take an oath, for the sake of
tikkun olam.”

Jewish law records numerous examples of cases regarding lost property and the
consequences for those who find these objects. The case cited in this Mishnah deals with
the effort required to declare that all the found property was returned to the rightful
owner. If the one who finds the property must declare by an oath that he has returned
everything he has found, it seems reasonable to expect that this person would be less
likely to go to the trouble of trying to retum it to its owner. If, on the other hand, a
simple declaration that everything has been returned suffices, then he is more likely to
fulfill his civic obligations and return lost objects. The tikkun olam in this case
acknowledges that people are more likely to do the right thing if it is more convenient for
them. This ruling enables the individual who has lost his property to retrieve it as well as
allowing the individual who found it to return it without suspicion of liability. The
benefit of this ruling extends beyond the two individuals involved, to the general welfare
of the entire community.

Though the particular circumstances vary, the 7ikkun olani in all of these cases is

that the entire Jewish community will benefit from the various laws,

% See Appendix [IAS for Hebrew text
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TIKKUN OLAM IN THE TOSEFTA
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Tosefta Terumot :12-13 3173 9PN R PMD NYODYIN NODH RNBDIN i

»meon b Manasiah sa .-,-_- ho o pra upported-b

..... eholder-whether their father made them-dependent-en-him;, eracourt ;
made them dependent on him, he (the householder) tithes (for them) and !
provides food for them, for the sake of tikkun olam.

And thus R. Simeon b. Manasiah would say, “'An orphan, the son of a
Levite, who was growing up under the care of a householder, he (the
householder) tithes (for him) and provides food for him, for the sake of
tikkun olam.

If the son of his (the householder’s) wife (whom the householder was not
required 1o maintain,) was a priest or a Levite, behold, he (the
householder) provides food for him from his portion.
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man-s)-tithe-to-eat-he-{the-houscholderyfeeds-himfor the-sakeof tikkun

olam.®

These first examples from Tosefta Terumot include a confusing variety of

concepts and customs which require some preliminary explanation. Jewish law requires

each adult Jew to make a series of offerings from the produce of his land. The first

offering was known as ma'aser terumah which went to the priests. The next offering,

known as the poor man’s tithe. Maintaining the distinction of each of these categories of

offerings was crucial to the rabbis.

The Tosefia discussed here refers to Mishnal Gittin 5:4, which deals with a

similar topic in a different context. That Mishnah states: “If orphans were supported by a

€ See Appendix TIB1 for Hebrew text
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produce.” Whereas the Tosefta merely refers Lo the guardian’s tithe, the Mishnah
introduces the concept that it was the orphan’s produce from which the tithe is drawn.
We further notice that while the Mishnah makes no reference to tikkun olam, this
particular Tosefta does introduce this concepi.

In the Mistinah, the statement and its purpose seem much clearer; the fundamental
issue involves resiricting access to forbidden food. If the terimor and the ma’aser are
removed from the orphans’ foad befare they have access to it, then they will not be in
danger of eating food which had been dedicated for ritual purposes. Upon first glance at

the Tosefta example, it seems as if the purpose of the rikkun olam would be to protect the

orphans from eating untithed (forbidden) food. But the confusion certainly warrants

further investigation.

Interestingly enough, both chapters four and five of Mishnah Gittin are filled with
many examples of tikkun olani. As pointed out earlier in this paper, the term, tikkun
olam, as applied in the Mishnak, seems to be leaning toward a definition of what is good
for the Jewish community. In Mishnait 5:4, which is cited in the Tosefta now under
consideration, for the sake of tikkun olam is not mentioned at all. Clearly, the example of
tithing the orphan’s food before it is given to them does not impact the welfare of the
entire Jewish community. This ruling protects the individual orphans from viclating
Jewish law.

That distinction between protecting the individual orphan and ensuring the good
of the entire community challenges us to consider all the more so what this Tosefta
actually means by, for the sake of rikkun olam. The Tosefta deals with a similar topic

with virtually identical wording, and then concludes that it is for the sake of tikkun olam,




while the Mishnah does not use the term at ull. For the sake of tikkun olam. must
therefore mean something different than simply tithing from the produce to prevent
orphans from eating forbidden food.

To clarify the meaning of this seemingly paradoxical Tosefta, especially in
comparison with the similar Mishnah, we look to Lieberman’s commentary and
interpretation. According to Lieberman, if a householder takes in destitute orphans, he
might be tempted to use the funds dedicated for or miu'aser ani for tzedakah (donations
beyond the obligations of the various tithes) so that he does not have to delve into his
own money to feed them. This would have the potential of creating a financial liability
for himself and his own family. A technical reading of the halakhah suggests that once
poor orphans have been tuken in and are provided for, the householder is forbidden to use
the tithings meant for the poor to feed these particular orphans. The householder has
become the orphans’ benefactor; due to his generosity and commitment to them, they can
no longer be considered destitute,

The compassionate response from Rabban Shimon ben Menasseh goes even
further to affirm the commitment of the householder, who has become responsible for
these orphans. He states that the householder should take out the tithes as required by
Jewish law, but he should then be able to include them with the rest of his usable food to
feed his family, which now includes the orphans. The reason Rabban Shimon ben
Menasseh cites for his decision is, for the sake of tikkun olam. In this case, the tikkun
olam confirms that even if a householder has taken in a poor orphan and technically
raised him above the poverty line, he should still be able to use his tithings for the poor to

feed the orphan. This interpretation of for the sake of tikkun olam encourages people to
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be more likely to take in a poor orphan who needs a home. If everyone thought that they
had to provide tithes for the destitute of the community in addition to supporting
individual orphans in their own homes, they might be less likely to take on the
responsibility of bringing these children into their homes.

In this same Tosefta, the halakhah describes another situation where the orphan is
a Levite. An Israclite would normally be required to offer a special tithe for the Levites,
known as ma'aser rishon. In this case, if the householder has taken in an orphan who is a
Levite, is he still required to offer ma’aser rishon when he is already supporting a Levite
in his own home? The text suggests that he is exempt from offering ma aser rishon
under these circumstances for the sake of tikkun olam. Being absolved of the
responsibility to offer ma'aser rishon benefits the community because it encourages the
support of these orphans. Still, it is important to note that the householder does fulfill his
obligation 10 make this offering, It is simply the circumstances of using it for a member
of his own household that differs from the normal practice. This ruling assures the
community that more people will be willing to take in orphans and help rear them. It is
interesting 1o note that in this case, Lieberman’s commentary understands the Levite
orphan to be indigent. The baraita never explicitly states that he is poor, but Lieberman
infers it from the context. And even though the householder would never be allowed to
forget about his ma'aser ani and neglect his responsibility to the poor altogether, here he
can use ma'aser ani o0 feed the child, for the sake of tikkun olam.

The second part of this baraita simply states that one should feed a katan who

might approach him in the marketplace asking for food; nothing is said about whether

this child is needy or not. Lieberman’s commentary explains that normally one does not




give out ma’aser ani in the marketplace. Ma 'aser ani is much too specific a measure to

distribute randomly in the tumult of the marketplace. Instead. one would give out

garah-inthe marketplace. However, i i e, 1o csake o qIT olan, a

individual is allowed to feed hungry children and not be judged as if he gave tzedakah out

of his ma'aser ani, even if the child asks for food as r-edakah. The tikkun olam here is

that hungry children must be fed, and fulfilling that need takes precedence over the

details of the food's source. The intention of this text is to affirm a community which

A1Ns- 4 () members and encourd oe hase-with-resource o4 Y

responsibility of feeding those without adequate rescurces.

With the help of Lieberman’s commentaries, we find that our original hypothesis,

that these halakitot were intended to prevent the orphans from eating forbidden food, is

wrong. We now understand that the general benefit 1o the Jewish community would be

giving people financial incentives to do the right thing in bringing orphans into their

homes and rearing them; taking care of indigent orphans front the tribe of Levi; and
encouraging people to give food to any minor who asks for it, regardless of the child’s

status.

TEXT#2

They do not make a marriage contract for & woman from movable goods,
for the sake of tikkun olam. Rabbi Yosi said, * What is the tikkun olam
in this (ruling), but that according to it (the ruling), there is no limit

0 asurement} toit,

7 See Appendix 11B2 for Hebrew text
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This Tosefia challenges us 1o first define the meaning of the term “movable

property.” Unfortunately, the commentaries in the Tosefia and the Tosefta Kef shuta do

intrigues us because it is so unusual. The sages rarely ask this question which s, after all

fundamental to the outcome of this study. As opposed to many of the other cited texts

which include a clear meuning of the term tikkun olam, Rabbi Yosi seems perplexed by

invoking tikkun olan here with regard to property with such transitory value and unclear

meaning herefore, Rabb osi must ask the verv real as onposed to rhetaresl

question: what is the rikkun olam in that?

We begin with understanding the meaning of the term, movable property. The

fosefia Kef shuta makes reference to the Talmud Bavli, where Rashi explains movable

property and its changing value more clearly. First of all, movable property is just that; it

can be moved and therefore, sold or lost much more easily than permanent property, such

OFeover; mavabie property can change in value more easily, often depreciating
rather than appreciating, and its value is far more unprediciable than that of land. In fact,

Rashi says that in general, all movable goods have a value that can never be set. The

capricious nature of these goods makes it much harder to assess the proper amount of

their true value. Rashi understands that if a woman feels more secure financially, she

. - . - .
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therefore, conclude that the tikkzn olam is offered for the sake of the woman.

After gleaning an initial understanding from Rashi as to the meaning of movable

property, Lieberman’s commentaries are then more helpful regarding his viewofthe

nature of the tikkun olam. Contrary to Rashi, Lieberman explains that the rikkun olam

17



does not benefit the woman, but rather assures the purchaser of the land that he is secure

in his ownership of the preperty. The following scenario clarifies the situation: A

husband has set aside movable goods for his wife's ketubal. He then sells his landto &

neighbor. Sometime later, he either divorces his wife, or he dies, and the woman comes

forward to collect her ketubah. If the movable goods previously set aside for her, have

ber ost ordepreciated ue, shethe eTiE ocone forwardand

the land that her husband had previously sold to the neighbor because she is first in line

to collect from his estate.

Lieberman says that it is better to avoid this kind of scenaric from the beginning

by not using movable prt.:iperty in the woman’s kerebah. This situation can be avoided by

. o a ketubalt-which gives the i :on that the value of tl bl 2o0d

remains fixed and will always be available to the wife. In this case, the tikkun olam gives

the new owner of the land the security of knowing that his property cannot be claimed by

the ex-wife or widow and taken away from him. Without the conditions set forth in this

ruling, a new owner of land could not enjoy the security of knowing that his property

cannot be taken away from him to fulfil the terms of a kerubah.

Whether we follow Rashi’s explanation that the ruling benefits the woman, or
Liebermnan’s interpretation that it protects the purchaser, the ruling clearly benefits the

Jewish community. We can now move to Rabbi Yosi's question, * What is the rikkun

olam in this (ruling)?” Rabbi Yosi argues that no matier which view we take as to the
nature of the of the 1ikkun olam, no one should ever rely on movable goods as security.

~ording 1o Rabbi Yosi, arnyone in a position to buy land would know this, and
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therefore, this enactment is unnecessary. Rabbi Yosi concludes that this ruling is not for

the sake of rikkun ofam, but rather a matter of common sense.

TEXT#3
Tosefta Gitzin 3:8-9 B-11 MOAT A MR U Do RNBOIN

Priests who invalidated {a sacrifice) through improper mental disposal,

if they (did so) by mistake, they are exempt

if they (did so) in full consciousness of doing wrong. they are guilty and
bound (to repay), for the sake of tikkun olam.

A messenger of the court who gives stripes by the authority of the court
and caused injury,

if he {did so) by mistake. he is exempt

if he (did so) in full consciousness of doing wrong, he is guilty and bound
(to repay), for the sake of tikkur olam.

A doctor, who with skill arranged (the cure for someone ill}, by the
authority of the court and caused injury,

if he {did so) by mistake, he is exempt

if he (did so) in full consciousness of doing wrong, he is guilty and bound
(to repay), for the sake of tikkun olam.

A doctor, who performed an embryotomy, by the authority of the court
and caused injury,

if he (did so) by mistake, he is exempt

if he (did so) in full consciousness of doing wrong, he is guilty and bound

(to repay), for the sake of tikkun olam.”

The first example described in this text from Masekher Gittin concerns the manner
in which a priest carries out his sacrificial obligations. If, when preparing an animal for
sacrifice, a priest performed the procedure improperly, he might thereby render the
sacrifice invalid. It would be easy to envision a scenario where an Israelite had gone to
great personal sacrifice to make the trip to the Temple in order to offer the animal for

sacrifice, only to leamn that his sacrifice was now invalidated by a mistake in ritual

practice. What reccurse did the Israelite have? If the priest had willfully damaged the

® See Appendix IIB3 for Hebrew text
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sacrifice, he would be required to compensate the Israelite for the invalidated offering.
If, however, damaging the animal had been accidental. then the priest was exempt from
making monetary restitution to the Israelite, for the sake of tikkun olam.

Even more important than determining the priest’s liability and responsibility in
this particular case is recognizing that the priest was acting in a position of authority
when he made the mistake. He was not simply fulfilling this obligation out of personal
desire but rather in his capacity as a public servant. As an official representative of the
community, the priest was held to a different standard from individuals engaged in
privite enterprise. At first glance, it would appear that the Tosefta is trying to tell us that
the for the sake of n‘kkunrolam is concerned with requiring the priest to offer
compensation to the Israelite if he intentionally invalidates the sacrifice. Upon close
examination of Lieberman’s commentary to the Tosefta in Tosefta Kef shuta, we discover
another possible explanation.

The real rikkun olam occurs not when the priest compensates the Israelite for his
mistake, but rather, when the priest is exempt from having to pay when the mistake is
unintentional. If he knew that he were indeed liable for any mistake he might commit
unintentionally, he might be more reluctant to serve the community in that capacity.
Since all Israelites were unable to offer sacrifices on their own, they needed the priest to
be there and to perform his job to the best of his ability without fear of the consequences
should he make an innocent mistake. Clearly it would be for the good of the local Jewish

community to have such an enactment, as a protection for the preservation of its

sacrificial system.
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The four examples cited in this hafakhah appear 10 be unrelated with regard to

their content, yet the similarities in format and intended purpose bear further

L A s

L

investigation. Just as the priest acted on the authority of God, the community, and the

carrying out the mandated punishment. If he accidentally causes excessive injury to the
person while acting in this official capacity, he is exempt from liability. Again, the tikkun ;

i
olam seems to be for the good of the local Jewish community. If any person fulfilling a ?

civic duty feared the consequences of making a mistake while performing his assigned

task, he would be less wi

Next we encounter two interesting medical cases. The case presented in halakhah
8 describes a physician who tries to cure a patient and instead, causes injury to that

accident, the physician was not held liable, for the sake

of tikkun olam. We see that the tikkun olam protects the community because, if the

doctor knew that he were personally liable for causing injury, even accidentally, he

would be less likely to accept the cases assigned by the court, The resulting situation in

this case would leave the community panticularly vulnerable if no one were willing to

accept the pro bono court assigned cases out of fear of personal liability. Similarly, the

assignment for fear of personal liability, even if performing the procedure might save the

mother’s life.

The four examples contained in this text reiterate the principle that for the sake of

tikkun olam refers to anything that benefits the local Jewish community by encouraging

?
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cases descrnibed 1n halukhor 8 & 9 deal with three different matters, but they all convey

EETIS R SR R T

the same basic idea. All of these cases focus on the area of liability. If the person

causing injury makes a mistake, then he is not held liable. If he causes injury

o e bl

o i i it

the orders of the court or priesthood. No one is protected from intentional wrongdoing.

The unitying principle in all of these cases holds that the sh'lichim were all doing what

ssigned 1o do by a public institation.
The structure of the community is strengthened if various sh'lichim are

empowered to act without paying for the damages caused by unintentional mistakes. The

absence of a safeguard prbtecting the priests from liability for damaged offerings, for

example, threatens the continuity of the sacrificial cult and undermines the very structure

o, e N PR il L,

cemmunal autherity, such as the court, or the Temple cult, or even by God. Since the

shaliach acts on behalf of others and not for his own personal benefit, he is exempt from

liability for mistakes made during this communal service.

T T R T o W T I

The text implies the obverse as well. In the case of an individual who acts on his

own personal behalf, such as a businessman, he knows that whatever risks he incurs in

those nisks in pursuit of his livelihood.

Conclusion for Tikkun Olem in the Mishnah and the Tosefta
From the examples we have studied from both the Mishnah and the Tosefta, we

can make a further assumption that the rikkun olam, in addition to making society run
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more smoothly and helping people make decisions thai benefit the less fortunate, also

serves the purpose of insuring that children are brought up with a clear sense of what the

are taken care of by the members of society, there is more likelihood that they will grow

up to have those values in their adult lives and instill them in their children. By living

this kind of life, they will also serve the Jewish society bettet.

TIKKUN OLAM IN THE ALEINU

TEXT #1

Alemnu

3oy

It is upon us to praise the Master of All,
To give greatness to the One Who created in the beginning,
Who did not make us like the nations of the lands,

] T T T SRy Py

And did not place us like the families of the earth.

He has not assigned our portion like theirs,

Nor our lot like all their multitudes.

For they bow down to vanity and emptiness and pray to a god who does
not help.

But we bend our knees, bow, and give thanks

1

The Holy One, blessed be He.

He stretches out the Heavens and supports the Earth,
His essence is established in the Heavens above,

His strength dwells in heights above,

He 13 our God; there is none other.

True is our King. There is nothing beside Him,
As it is written in His Torah,

*“You are to know this day and take it to heart
That Adonai is the only God

In the Heavens above 3 '

Therefore we hope, because of You, Adonai our God,
To see quickly the beauty of Your strength
To destroy all idols from the Earth,

a3




And false gods will be utterly cur down,
To perfect the universe through the kingdom of the God Who said,
“Dai.”
Then all humanity will call on Your name,

'S wi !

All the inhabitants of the world will recognize and know

That it is to You every knee will bend

Every tongue will swear.

Before You, Adonai our God, every knee will bend,

And they will cast themselves down,

And 1o the glory of Your name they will give honor.

And all will accept upon themselves the obligation of Your kingship
That You will rule over them soon and forever.

For the Kingdom is Yours and You will reign forever in glory,

As it is written: God will reign forever

On that day Adonai will be one, and His name will be one.’

The next significant change in the use of I'taken olam can be found in the Aleinu.

Contained within its two paragraph structure is the phrase, ! taken olam b malkhut

Shadai. In the contemporary period, the Aleinu is found in the concluding portion of all

statutory services, but originally it was only found in the Musaf Rosh Hashanah service J

Aleinu is also known as Tekiat d'Rav, the “The Shofar Service of Rav,” This designation

leads many scholars to ascribe its composition 10 the third century Babylonian teacher,

Rav, although many others disagree about its origin. One popular tradition ascribes the

Aleint to Joshua, while another traces its authorship to the Men of the Great Assembly

itin tha
T 1T i

time period of the Second Temple is that while it makes reference to the Temple practice

of prostration, this text does not include any mention of the restoration of the Temple. A

® See Appendix IIC1 for Hebrew text
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version of the Alefny has also been found among the hymns used by the early merkavai
mystics, suggesting that its use might be possibly even older.

Regardless of when the Aleinu actually was written and placed in a worship
service, the earliest written version that remains today appears in Mahzor Vitry, a

compendium of prayers and seasonal services, their sources, and the Jaws surrounding

them. Mahzor Viery, one of the works produced by the school of Rashi, contains his

halakiic rulings, which were later expanded and organized by Rashi’s student, Simcha,
or perhaps one of Simcha’s colleagues. The commentary in Mahzor Vitry uses many
Biblical quotations to explain exactly what Simcha thought the meaning of the Aleinu
was. In Simcha’s commentary, he uses Biblical quotations from the fuller text of the
Aleinit in order to explain its meaning. It is in this more complete text which includes
these Biblical quotations that a greater understanding of ! 'taken olam can be found. In
The Complete Festival Prayers According to the Ritual of the German and Polish Jews,
the first paragraph of the Aleinu (on page 205) and the second paragraph {on page 215)
are separated by almost ten pages of additional liturgical material. What comes to us as a
two paragraph prayer today was then a much longer text. All of the Biblical citations used
in the Mahzor Vitry commentary are from the additional internal paragraphs of the
Aleins. In the translation below of the Mahzor Vitry commentary, we notice the intricate

weaving together of the author’s comments and the Biblical citations from the subsequent

3
:
paragraphs of the Aleinu. E
:

.. to repair the world in the kingdom of Shadai - in the kingdom
of the One who said, (in creating) the werld, “enough.” And thus He said,
“I appeared to Abraham and others (Isaac and Jucob) by the name of
Shadai (Exodus 6:3). (The world) was widening at the beginning very
much, unti! God said to jt, “Enough.” And that all human beings will call
Your name, and this is as it is said, in Scripture, “Al] who cal] the name of
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Adonai will be delivered,” (Joel 3:5). Then I will make the peoples pure

of speech, so that all wilt call the name of Adonai (Zephaniah 3:9) so that

all the inhabitants of the earth will recognize and know that You are the

true God.
“He saw no evil in Israel” relates to (the idea) that they caused ]

idols to pass from the land. In Scriptures (it is also written): I will remove

the heart of stone from your body and 1 will put a new spirit within you

(Ezekiel 36:26).
For the kingdom is God's relates 1o we bend the knee and bow.

And Lift up your Gates (Psalms 24:7) relates lo repairing the world, that

I$ to say, your many heads will lift up the gate so that the glory of the King

will come in here, that for Him, Heaven is not enough. As it says in

[ Kings 8:27 , “Behold, the Heavens and the Heavens of the Heavens

cannot contain You.” And this is why it says in the text above, Shadai.

That it is enough. '

An examination of the term /'reken olam as it appears in Avodar Yisrael,
considered 10 be the standard prayer book text, with a scholarly commentary by Seligman
Isaac Baer also adds to our understanding of its meaning. Below is a translation of his
commentary on matkhut Shadai found on p. 132,

In the Kingdom of Shadai - After all the impure things in the world will be

removed, and all the pecple will worship the name of Adonai, then the

world will be repaired. And that time is called the Kingdom of Shadai

because everyone will make Shadai the King over them.!!

Several theological concepts become clear from studying the Aleinu, the Mahzor
Vitry commentary, and the Avodar Yisrael commentary, According to all three texts, at
some point during the creation of the world, God said, “Enough.” After creating the

physical world, God pulled back and left the rest of the work--the completion of the

spiritual worid--to human hands. To aid humanity in completing this task, God revealed

the Torah to Israel. The entire Israelite community was chosen to receive God’s spirituzl
truth and was therefore obligated to praise and thank God for receiving the Truth of £
B
1
10 See Appendix IIC2 for Hebrew text 3

" See Appendix 11C3 for Hebrew text
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Torah. They were also obligated to pray for God to finish the work of creation by

A b

revealing the same truth to the other peoples of the world. In the first paragraph of the gr
A e see the unique and special relationship Jews have with God, whict
significant part of being God's chosen people. In the second paragraph, we see Israel ;%
praying for God to finish the work of revelation to all humankind. %
This understanding of the Aleinu assumes that only God could bring rikkun olam §

to the world: the authors of this prayer would never have presumed that they could make
od’s word known to the rest of h heut-divineintervention—twasincumbe
upon them to pray to God, the same God Who had said dai while creating the world, so ‘
that revelation could be c;)mpieted according to the divine will. -
The definition of rikkun olam as manifest in Aleinu stresses God’s role in the
perfection of the world; we will not complete the work of creation, rather God will repair
the world by finishing the process of creation, which had been stopped before it had been
empleted—Humanity fulfillsits-obligation by praying that God will be mercifi enoug
to perfect the world. If God would make manifest the divine presence to the idolators of
the world, then all peoples would work together toward & common understanding of

God’s presence in the universe. They would know God, and the entire world would be

perfected under the Kingdom of the Almighty.

Herein-lies-the-tension-between-the first paragraphof the Alein, which describes

the special and unique relationship Jews have with God and the second paragraph, which

emphasizes the universal goal of a united world under the rule of God. This central

theological statement asserts that Jews are God's chosen people-chosentoperfect

i
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humanity under the rule of God by teaching the world community what they knew God's

presence to represent.

tremendous suffering and turmoil, the certainty that God could perfect the world must

have been very comforting. A world with God’s manifest presence to all the peoples of

the earth would confirm what the Jewish people already believed would bring about a

world with less suffering and disharmony.

Conclusion for Tikkun Olam in the Aleinu

We see that the communal understanding of tikkun olam during this time had

clearly shifted away from the Mishnaic interpretation of the term. There we found that

tikkun olam concerned the welfare of individual Jewish communities. The Mishnah

reflected a world-view that stressed how the Jewish community could function as a

b i . : . . "
begun to be aware of a world beyond itself. They had begun to realize that they were not

untouched by the rest of the world, nor was the rest of the world unaffected by Jewish

belief and behavior. The Aleinu invokes the hope that Ged’s wisdom will be revealed to

all the other people of the world through an acknowledgement of the Jewish belief

svcleEm
= Yo

Interestingly enough, the rikkun olam here is presented as an act of theological

perfection alone. No mention of what actions the natjons will take with this new world

vision or what their behaviors wili look like appears in this prayer. Perhaps they
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expected that if they were able to achieve the proper intention and comprehension, then

the appropriate behavior would follow,

thinking. No matter whether the Jews enjoyed peace and calm or struggle and turmoil,

they still saw themselves as quite distinctive and the world as still being unperfected.

In addition to the shift in thinking from the days of the Mishnah, we also notice a

shift in the style of writing. In the Mishnah and the Tosefta examples examined here, the

{+}

in the Amoraic period, we see a poetic style developing in the liturgy. There is a flow to

the language; the ideas are presented repeatedly in language that is highly spiritual and

1dealistic. 'The thoughts are noble and poetic. We see the difference between liturgy and

law, though the same words are used.

In the end, the Aleinu provides us with a theological mission statement for the

TIKKUN OLAM IN THE ZOHAR

ST T e

TEXT # 1

N
=

Anything that God makes is forever. Nothing can be added to it,
and nothing can be taken frem it,” (Ecclesiastes 3:14). Solomon the King,

whose wisdom was greater than anyone’s, did he not know that everything
God-weuld-make weild he farave ; : -

(13
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that-other-people-donotknow-"—Butcertainty Sclomon, whose wisdom
surpassed that of anyone else, what he knew, other people did not know.
The wise men of other nations, when they would make something, they

would look at it one time, or two times, and then they would do it. And

N
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after (having made it) they would add to it or they would take away from
it (to make it the way they wanted it.) This is not the way God works —
making something out of nothing that had no reality to it at all. And it
came out perfectly as it was supposed to without any need for changes.

Because of that, it is written, “And God saw everything Hemade,andgt |

was very good,” (Genesis 1:31). Whatever He had mage for the
perfection of the world would, of course, be forever."”

This first Zohar text speaks of a world whose cosmic order needs no changing or

rfecting atalt.The world was perfect when God created it, remaining that way to this

day. Furthermore, this text brings God’s perfectly ordered world into the realm of the

future by saying that it will stay perfect forever. This pnuagc_pmiscsﬂmifoLmak'mglhe—f

cosmos exactly as it is and gives praise for the world to come, as well. In this Zohar

piece, tikkun olam describes that perfectly ordered world and cosmos, as they were

, they were put together by God, and they go on

forever.

This particular Zohar text contrasts the way God made this world with the Gentile

R AR

artisans who would put so

then put it together again differently. They continue to perfect their creations in an

ongoing fashion. God, on the other hand, made the world urc saw that it was very good

RIREOUEL 350 o

immediately. Before there was any reality or physicality in the world, God took the fohu

v'vohu and formed the perfect world of beauty frem it. Hence there was never a need for

change in God's property ordered warld. in this passage from the Zohar, the term tikkun |

olam describes God's perfect world.

2See Appendix 1G] for Hebrew text
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TEXT #2

Zohar, Vol. 1, p.163:2 2 TRY ATP 77 KX PWID X 715 T

orio he por above

the idolatrous nations because their status is above, and the status of the
idolatrous nations is below. The Israelites are on the side of holiness.
Those gentiles are on the side of impurity. The Israelites are to the night,
and the idolatrous nations are to the left.” When the Holy Temple was

destroyed, "God pulled back His right hand in the presence of the enemy,”

(Lamentations 2:3). Therefore it reads, “Deliver with Your right hand and

answer me,” (Psalm 60:7). The left side has become stronger, and ,
impurity has greater force. It will continue until God rebuilds the Holy §
Temple and perfects the cosmic order. When He restores it to the way it

. W - _ . i : o tbee Lnmad ™ e L
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In the first Zohar text, we learned that God put the world in its proper order from

the beginning and that it would stay that way forever. In this text, however, we leam that

it is possible for the universe to get out of order when gentiles and their impure acts

transform the world into a state of disarray. The people Israel and their sanctified acts

. .
be abie 10 bring the warlkd ba tO-perrect order Decause AY NEAVE 5 pheT Statn

in the cosmos. Both the higher status of the Israelites and their ability to perfect the

werld are inextricably connected to the existence of the Holy Temple. This Zohar text

pleas with God to rebuild the Temple so that the Israelites can restore the proper order of

the world. Only if the Holy Temple exists cun there be the proper ordering of the world,

AL O 0d can re are-the Ho arpnla 1o Aeda =0 o yirestld

COSTNOS GOES AWTY.

This Zohar text presents a different twist on the definition of tikkun ofam. In the !

first text, ikkun olam was the world exactly as God had created it. In this second Zohar

text we learn that the world can go awry, and the rikkun cfam here occurs when God fixes
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the world and sets it back in its proper order. It should be noted that, according to this

text, human beings are not involved in rikkun olam at all. They do not initiate it, they do

not pray for it, and they certainly do not activel y set the world into proper order

themselves. Itis God and God alone who is able to create rikkun olam, and God will do

so by restoring the Holy Temple to the Israelite people.

TEXT #3
Zohar, Vol. 3, p. 112:1 R 7Y 2P 77 72 hwd 3 792

The worship that a person carries out in relationship to God
contains two aspects within it - to be both a slave and a son, whereby God
can crown Himself. And what are these? (They are) the worship of
prayer, in which one acts both as slave and son in order to be connected to
those higher levels of worship and to perfect prayer. In the hidden places

BN S T

el
of being a slave, one worships in such a way as to perfect the worlds in =
order to bring all the worlds into proper order so that God’s will connects %
to the secrets of His wisdom, and those properl y connect to the master 53
Himself in the high hidden places. A son is always attached to his father %
without any separation; nobody can prevent this. A slave has to do the &
work of his Master, and so he puts the world into proper order,' !fg

This Zokar text differs from the others, both in regard to defining tikkun olam and

2

how to bring it abowt. In this third Zohar piece, tikkin olam encompasses neither the
world nor the cosmos, which are already in perfect order, nor does it describe putting
them back in perfect order through the power of the Holy Temple. This text teaches that
the proper worship by human beings restores the perfect order of God’s Very existence.
This piece uses the metaphor of a slave and a son to explain that two different ways exist
to approach God and that both are necessary for God to reach God's complete perfection.

The text assumes the close and intimate relationship that should exist between a

" See Appendix IID2 for Hebrew text
14 See Appendix I1D3 for Hebrew text

32




father and a son. When the son desires to communicate with his father, he should be able

to do so directly with no intermediary needed to facilitate the closeness. A slave, on the

' i i municating an

expressing himself to his superior. The Zohar continues by appiying this metaphor to the

profound connection between human bein s and God. In order for a person to have a full

and complete relationship with God, he or she must communicate with God on both
levels. When human beings pray to God hoping 10 reach the highest and lofiiest recesses

of the Divi i intimq i g INg secure

and knowing that they are deeply connected 1o God. Their prayer feels neither forced nor

uncomfortable. This close and comfortable aspect of the worshiping relationship evokes

the powerful image of the father and son.

The slave, on the other hand, has a more distant connection to the master and

must therefore work much harder to create and maintain that relationship. The separation

ort the slave exerts in an
attempt to connect with his master, a deep chasm remains forever. So too, the metaphor

extends to the relationship between human beings and God. Some aspects of our

relationship to God will never be bridged. There will always be a separation between the

plane of humanity and the plane of Godliness. By working diligently to be closer to God,

' 10U+ i i i er, Thus uniling Go

into One.

In this particular case, it is human beings who effect tikkun olam; rather than

ordering the world or the cosmos, they are properly ordering God through their

appropriate forms of worship. They do not pray to God specifically for God to perfect
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the world, and they are not perfecting the world themselves through their actions. They
unite God’s being into One through their sincere worship to and praise for God. It is with
this Zohar text that we begin to see human beings become a part of making tikkun olam

happen, even though at this stage, their involvement is quite minimal.

TEXT #4

Zohar, Vol. 3, p. 21:1 X T X2 97 X9 D92 2 712 A

They (the saints) stayed in the cave that day. When night came,
the moon shone into the cave. Two merchants passed by with donkeys
loaded up with wine and food for them (the merchants). One said to the
other, “Why don’t we stop here, give some food and water to the donkeys,
and ge into the cave?

Said the other, “Befeore we go in, you explain this verse that makes
no sense.”

He (the first) said, “Which verse?”

He (the second) said, “I refer to the verse, ‘I will praise You
forever for what You have done...,” (Psalm 52:11). What is ‘What You
have done;’ it does not say what (has been done)? It is also written, ‘(I
will hope that Your name is) good in the presence of Your saints.” Is He
not good to others?”

The other merchant could not answer. He said, *Woe to me. For
the sake of business 1 have left God. (I am not a student, and I am not a
saint, and therefore, I have not studied enough to answer this question).”

R. Hiya and R. Yosi heard this whiie they were sitting in the cave
and they rejoiced.

R. Hiya said to R. Yosi, “Did I not tell you that when God does a
miracle, He does it completely?”

They went out of the cave and R. Hivya opened with the following
words, “‘Peace Peace — with the far and the near,’ {Isaiah 57:19). The two
peaces here are one for the far and one for the near, and they are both the
same. One who was far away and came near, that is the penitent. First he
was far, and now he is near. Another meaning of far is that when a person
is far away from Torah, he is far away from God {like the merchant). And
when he draws near to Torah, God draws him near to Himself. Now
therefore join us and come into the cave.”

So the merchants joined them after first tying their donkeys and
giving them food. Then they all went into the cave.

One of the merchants said, “Since you are scholars, explain this
verse, ‘I thank you God for what You have done, and [ will hope in




You..." It deesn’t te}l you what He did. It tells you He is good to His

saints. Is He not good to anybody else?”
R. Hiya said, "It means exactly as it says, that God made the

world. Because of this world that God made and perfected, people are

required to thank God each day. So now, as far as, ‘I will hope in Your

name because you were good to your saints,’ that is also true. Those who

are righteous will receive the name of God, which is Good. But not the

people who are guilty and who transgress daily and do not study Torah."

This particular narrative from the Zohar includes two different stories, one
tnvolving two merchants and the other concerning two saints. The story weaves the two
strands of narrative together at the end. In the first story, one of the merchants feels
distant from God. Long ago he had left the study of Torah to pursue his business career,
and he laments his inability to no longer discuss Torah intelligently. He and his fellow
merchant come upon two scholars through whom the second story is revealed.

Both narratives stress the value of studying Torah, but the second employs a
different twist on this value. According to R. Hiya, the cosmos functions the way it does
because God created the world and perfected the order, etaken olam, of everything in it.
This text seems unclear as to whether the world was perfect from its creation, or whether

God perfected the world after its completion, in contrast to the previous texts which

emphasized how the world was perfected. Regardless of the timing of perfecting the

world, the cosmos now exists in its proper order. The saints, who see and appreciate the
world in its proper order, praise God and want to draw close to God through the study of
Torah. These righteous men recognize the goodness of God, and they receive God's
name as Good.

Those who do not see the world as properly and perfectly ordered by God, do not

see God’s name as Good. They denigrate the world as a bad place, failing to see its

'S See Appendix 1iD4 for Hebrew text

35




beauty and perfect construction. Therefore, they do not study Torah, one of the primary
ways to draw close 10 God. They are totally disinterested in having any relationship with
God and therefore do not receive God’s name into their lives.

The two stories come together at the end when R. Hiya and the merchant discuss
the verse that the two merchants had pondered in the beginning of the story. With the
help of the scholars, the merchant realizes that the rewards of being faithful to God and
studying Torah include being closer to God and leading a fuller and happier life. The
merchant then studies Torah, he becomes closer to God, and therefore he is more able to
appreciate the perfect world that God has created. This also answers the merchant’s
original question, “What has God done that we should praise Him?” The saint responds
that God has created a perfect world in perfect order. Human beings then have a choice
as to whether or not they acknowledge God's perfect creation. The merchant's other
question receives an answer as weli, Is this perfectly ordered world for everyone, or is it
just for the saints? The saint answers that God's perfectly ordered world exists to benefit
everyone, even those who have strayed from the path of Torah. They simply need to
become penitent, return to the ways of studying Torah, and they will be able to receive
God’s Oneness.

In this particular Zohar text, we see that tikkun olam emanates from God alene.
The world functions better when peaple recognize God’s power in creation and they
come close to God through studying Torah, but no mention exists of any partnership
between God and human beings in terms of working together toward the perfection of the

world or the cosmos. The story does, however, mention that human beings are able to
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respond to God's perfect world and have the choice of whether or not to appreciate God's

creation. Bul God alone retains control over tikkun olam,

TEXT#5
Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 102:2 2 TIRY 22 TT RN DWID R 790 T
When the first man sinned, he sinned with the Tree of Knowledge

of Good and Evil, as it is written, *...from the tree of knowledge of good

and evil,” (Genesis 2:17). And by sinning with it, he brought death to the

world. What is written? “Lest he stick out his hand and take also from the

Tree of Life,” (Genesis 3:22) because it thereby brought death to all the

people in the world. And when Abraham comes, he perfects the world

with another tree, and that is the Tree of Life. And he makes his faith

known to ali peoples of the world. '®

This Zohar text begins with Adam’s sin of disobeying the command of God. The
first verse quoted in the passage (Genesis 2:17) reads as follows in its entirety: “But from
the tree of knowledge of good and evil, you must not eat from it, because on the day that
you eat from it, you shall die.” This verse makes it clear that if Adam disobeyed God’s
command, he would die. The text then expands on the promise of Adam’s individual’s
death 10 include death as a pant of every life.

The text then discusses how Abraham repitired the world, etkin alma, and
reversed Adam’s sin by eating from another tree, the Tree of Life, Abraham’s Tree of
Life was the Tree of Faithfulness, his belief in Torah. Including Evrz Chaim Hi in the
text immediately draws an association to the conclusion of the Torah service where the
quote from Proverbs 3:18 can be found: "It is a Tree of Life to those who grasp her, and

whoever holds onto her is happy.” Clearly Abraham had no control over who lived and

who died, but through his perfect faith in the Torah, Abraham taught perfect faith to all

16 See Appendix I1D3 for Hebrew text
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people of the world. For Abraham, eternal life referred to a place in the world to come,

olam ha'ba, and he believed that the way to get there was through the love and study of

Torah.

This text bridges one concept of tikkun olam where the world is perfected sclely

by the work of God, to the contemporary usage of tikkun olam, which involves the

parinership between human beings and God. Tikkun olam, perfecting the world, occurs

when God makes a Tree of Life for Abraham. As opposed to Adam who could not

undﬂmmmwdd&wmmwmeﬁmfge of Good and Evil,

Abraham does use the tree properly and, through it, he actually teaches proper faith to the

entire world. This is oniy possible because Abraham is not tainted with the residual sin

of Adam’s improper use of the tree.

The Tree of Life gave a second chance to the world. God perfected the world and

put it into its proper order with the gift of the Tree of Life, that is, Torah. The gift came

otrGod, but it came to humanity through Abraham. Here, rikkun olam begins to

include an aspect of partnership between God and humanity,

TEXT #6

Zohar,Vol.1, p. 35:1 R 7Y 7% 97 WRI2 AWID R 199 T

e-upper-and-lower world mutually support one another until the
lower world was completed and the other world of which we have spoken
was not completed. ... And this lower world was turned face to face to the
upper to become perfected. It became support for the upper. Previously,
the world had been defective because, “God had not caused rain to f: on
the earth,” (Genesis 2:5).

It is written after (the last quote), “A mist went up from the earth,”
(Genesis 2:6). This (mist coming up from the earth) was the proper
fixing of the lower world because after it went up, it “wetted the face of
the earth,” (Genesis 2:6). The mist going up from the carth is the desire of
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the female for the male. Another thing - why didn’t God cause the rain to
fall? Because the perfection (of the earth) that had to arise from the
earth in the form of the mist hadn't occurred. This rose from the lower
world, and then it awakened action on the part of the upg

holy community put this toget ai went up
from the earth and then a cloud formed. After that, they connected one to
the other, just like the smoke of the offering goes up from below and
creates a perfect completion above. And the upper and iower worlds are
connected to one another, and they become perfected. Similarly, in

i i rid, that awakening starts from below. And
afterwards they connect and everything is perfected. If it were not for
the people of Israel starting an awakenin g first, then there would be no
response coming from above. And by the desire of the forces that are
below, that's how the upper world is perfected.'’

nstead, a
mist came up from the ground in order to awaken the powers above and to perfect those

powers so they could then rain down on earth. [f it were not for Keneset Yisrael

awakening and starting the process of perfection from below, then there would have been

no perfection coming down from above. According to this piece from the Zohar, the

€ Gad into bringing about the proper

ordering of the cosmos. The people below needed to yeasn deeply for this partnership

with God in order for God to respond. This marks a dramatic shift in the Zohar as to the

meaning of tikkun olam and how the perfect order of the-world-comesabout—This text

furthers the image of human beings in partnership with God to complete the task of

1ikkun olam begun with Abraham by the previous text,

This Zohar piece uses the offering of the korban as an example of how humans

affect this perfection from below. The smoke from the offering rises, like the mist from

- the earth. It creates an upper cloud which arouses the heavens and completes the forces

of the upper world. In this way, the heavens respond (o the smoke of the korban, and the

" Sec Appendix 11D6 for Hebrew text
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perfection of God then showers down upon the earth like rain and manifests itself through

the completion of a perfected world. Without this awakening from below, the One who

inhabils the upper world would not respond, and there would be no completion

Here, the language of completion and perfection refers to more than just the earth

itself. This perfection, like that found in the other Zohar texts already examined, earns

t i ' -irincludes human beings in this process of perfection

for the first time. They complete what is lacking in the world, and they participate in the

tikkun olam of the world. In this world, the Jower w

and changes the reaction of God and the future of mankind. We see the reference to the

world to come when the text uses the word forever to describe God’s perfect creation.

Theactof tikkmm olantis the conneciion between humans and God in the world of this

particular piece of Zohar text.

The centrality of human beings to the process of tikkun clam represents a new

concept. We have traced its evolution through the writings of the Zohar, but this

particular piece demonstrates a new level of human involvernent. In the period of the

Mishnah and the Tosefta, the term rikkun olam referred to the welfare of the Jewish

—people—Inthe period of the Afeinm, we saw the term 1ikkun olam extend beyond just the

Jewish people; it encompassed the general welfare and well being of all the people in the

world. Previously, the only task required of the Jewish people in the work of tikkun olam

Wi ; i ve the same

true understanding of God as did the Jewish people. In the Zohar, we have seen an
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evolution of the term tikkun olam which involves severa different aspects of its meaning.

The passages from the Zohar pick up where the other texts left off with little or nio human

involvement in the work-of tikkun-otam-and-move-ontoa partership between God and

humanity. All the Zohar pieces characlerize tikkun olam as being a perfect and proper

ordering of the world at a very hi gh cosmic level. They do not refer simply to peace on

earth, much less so the welfare of the small Jewish community alone. In the Zohar texts,

tikkun olam is an elaborate nrdﬂing—af—ainha{—i&emﬂahwd—m—fhecom_—eoﬁjﬁngs

about this perfect ordering, sometimes alone and occasionally with help from the Jewish

people.

With this new meaning of tikkun ofam, the perfection of the world is now carried

out by Keneset Yisrael in parinership with God. Andt

Israel receives its redemption from suffering during difficult times, and 2) the whoie

world moves closer to perfection, leading to a better life for gveryone, not just the Jews.

pends Upon appropriate behavior by Keneset Yisrael so that the world

might be properly ordered. This human involvement can be seen as a bridge to the more

modern notion of tikkun olam, which connects to the work of social justice here on earth.

In the Zohar, tikkun olam is Jewish behavior setting the cosmic order in collaboration

———with God-—Eventhough-itsbenefitextends beyond the Jewish community, we can infer

that the underlying focus of zikkun olam remains the Jewish community. Moreover, all

humanity benefits from a more universal redemption spread out through the entire

Oosmos.

unique and special. We have seen a variety of ways that the Jewish people can be
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mvolved in this process, if only to recognize that in the magnitude of God's proper

ordering of the cosmos, the Jewish people retain a special role in the world. Their fervent

prayers and intentional actions do even

counts, and that makes the Jews not only special but chosen. The distinction here lies in

their more active role in the process of tikkun olam, rather than the iess active role of

simply praying for God to make the chan ges happen as we saw in the Aleinu.

What prompted the change to a more active role for the Jewish people in the work

of tikkun olan i ; i peculate

about this shift in thinking. The Zokar is believed to have been composed in Spain

around the twelfth centu;'y. As opposed to the tremendous difficulties inherent in living

in Crusade-torn Westemn Europe, Jews of the Iberian Peninsui

relatively benign existence. This was a period of tremendous intellectual creativity and

artistic expression, perhaps prompting an almost unprecedented sense of security and

community. Such an attitude could have evoked the feeling
that the Jewish people themselves could play a significant role in the perfecting of this

world. This sense of empow

of tikkun olam. that they could influence God. This idea of partnership in working

toward a perfected world still depended upon performance of the mirzvor, By

MEticHiously observing the mirzvor, the Jews would then begi

toward the perfection of the world.
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Use of the term tikkun olant in contemporary American Judaism usually evokes

powerful images of involvement in the work of social justice. Like spirituality, tikkun

olam had become one of the Jewish buzzwﬂtdsnf_lhe_lmeloﬂccnm;y._mdeed,_wemay

safely assert that rikkun olam has become a conduit back to identifying oneself as a Jew

for countless people who were alisnated by the Jewish ritual and tradition of their youth.

15 pecome one of those Hebrew words like Torzh or Shabbat

whose meaning is so universally undersiood, that mauny Jews use it without even thinking

that it needs to be defined. Moreover, this phrase has gained widespread recognition

the secular community, as well. Interestingly, although it may connote different kinds of

activities to different people, 1ikkun olam enjoys an almost universally understood

definition-among American Jews. However, it is crucial to note that this term is virteally

unheard of in Israel."® Its use represents one of those areas where defining characteristics

of American Judaism and Israeli Judaism sharply diverge. In an attempt to understand

the contemporary American uses of the term tikkun olam, we will examine its use-as

i
i
i
]
| found in a variety of current sources.
i
i
i

TEXT#1

The Wall Street Journal, Monday, February 5, 2001

Tikkun Olam

BushrShould Depoliticize the Holocaust Museum
In the Jewish tradition, tikkun olam means “to act, Godlike, to improve
the world.” We have that on the authority of Rabbi Irving Greenberg,

18 Saperstein, Rabbi David, Personal Interview with, February 8. 2001 m HUC-JIR




Chairman of the United States Holocaust Memonal Council, which runs
the Washington-based museum. '

as if every reader would understand its meaning. It is astonishing to consider that in the

year 2001, tikkun olam has become a phrase so commonly understood by society in

I that o secular newspaper like The Wall Street Journal would use it in this way.

Even though the article provides the reader with Rabbi Greenberg's definition, the

authors presume that its mmgwbﬂmmdem%d—wﬂmﬁdyvﬂnmhﬂwsi

not concern itself with any further discussion of tikkun olam, but the bold face headline

reminds us of the pervasive use of this term.

TEXT #2

Jewish Literacy by Rabbi Joseph Telushkin

e

ks tisted by the Reformm Movement as part of the Union of
American Hebrew Congregations Significant Jewish Books program, Jewish Literacy

ENJOYs a reputation in the entire Jewi

source of Jewish knowledge and information. In Jewish Literacy, Telushkin defines

tikkun olam as “the ethical bettering of the world.™® He goes on to explain that, “Hillel’s

withmgness 1 base Jewish 1aw on rikkun olam, not Just on tradition, established a

precedent that enabled later rabbis to meet many new ethical challenges.™"'

' Wall Street Journal, The, Monday. (February §, 2000)
°® Telushkin, Rabbi Joseph, Jewish Literacy. (New York: William Mosrow & Co., Inc., 1991), p.121.
# Telushkin, p.122.




Telushkin uses the terms Ethical Monotheism, Petfection of the World, and sikkun

olam as synonyms. From z Reform perspective this usage is remarkable as these terms

Clearly represent different concepts.

"“The principle of ethical monotheism, the obli gation to try to ‘perfect the

world under the rule of God,’ is repeated three times a day in the Aleinu

prayer, which closes the moming, afternoon, and evening prayer services.
he-term-“ethical- monotheism™ itseif is generally credited to nineteenth-

century Reform Judaism, and remains nineteenth-century Reform’s most
. . . . "l
enduring contribution to Jewish thought."*?

The principle of ethical monotheism states that there is a single God in the Universe

whose command cha enges us to behave ina certainethical wav- at-behaviorcan
include tikkun olam but is certainly not limited to it. Teiushkin credits ethical

monotheism, or tikkin elam (which he sees as being one and the same,) to the Reform

Movement and sees it as being one of Reform’s more valuable innovations.

TEXT #3

Z1V Tzedakah Fund, Inc.

Fifteen years ago, American Jewish poet Danny Siegel, began to distribute

{zedakah while serving as a tour leader for USY teens-inIsrael—As the-amount-of- mornies

grew, Siegel began to seek out different organizations in Israel doing tikkun olam in a

manner that Americans would want to support. He created ZIV, a fzedakah collective

whict identifies the organizations and coordinates the disbursement of the funds. Today
ZIV’s list of charitable organizations has become much broader; its recommendations are

10 longer limited to institutions in Israel, nor are they all jew:

# Telushkin, p.285.
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The ZIV website defines itself as follows, “The ZIV Tzedakah Fund is about

Mitzvahs - Doing Good Things and about Tikkun Olam - Fixing Up the World with

whatever (alents and resources we have as individuals.”>

The ZIV annual report includes the following categories in their list of projects

focusing on what they call, “Global Tikkun Olam:™ Relief on a Global Scale; An End to

: i ar; I'he SJews in Cuba; Jews in the Former

Soviet Union; Haitian Children.*® Its back cover contains a logo with a picture of a

globe, and the title over it reads, “To Fix The World.” Amuniﬂw%ktbmpnmeHW—

are not obliged to complete the task. However, you are not allowed to step away from

t.”* As evidenced by the logo, Siegel has fused two different but complementary

concepts. He borrows the Text frem Pirke Avot which refers to malakhah, meaning labor

or work, and joins that with the concept of tikkun olam suggesling that every person is

obligated to take part in the work of rikkun olam.

TEXT #4

Union of American Hebrew Congregations (UAHC)

Religious Action Center (RAC)

UAHC is the umbrella organization of the Reform Movement founded in 1873

eform congregations, The RAC is a subsidiary of The

Commission on Social Action of the UAHC. The following statement which appears on

the UAHC website was adapted from the pamphlet entitled, *What We Believe... What

We Dg.. .’ asfin.

ZIV Tzedakah Fund, Inc. websile < iv.org>
# ZIV Tzedakah Fund, Inc. Apnual chort April 1, 2000, p. 22.
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What-do Reform Jews betieve?

Jewsdo?
If anyone were to attempt to answer these two questions authoritatively for
all Reform Jews, that person’s answers would have to be false. Why?
Because one of the guiding principles of Reform Judaism is the

autonomy of the indivi
whether to 1 tice:
But there is a historic body of beliefs and practices that is recognized as
Jewish. We Jews have survived centuries of exile and persecution as well
as centuries of unparalleled spiritual and intellectual creativity because we
have always thought of ourselves as a people created ‘in the image of

s i kum olam -- the improvement of the world. And

rticalar beliefs and praciices that have traditionally identified us as

Jews have enabled us not only to survive creativel ¥ but to connect with the
God *who has kept us alive, sustained us. and enabled us to reach this
moment,”*

4

The stateme

the centerpiece of Reform belief and practice. Emphasis on tikkun olam was bom of a

desire to define Judaism in a way that both included and transcended traditional

Judaism’s reliance on performance of mirzvor. For many Reform Jews, the mandate to

perform acts of tikkun olam has provided a point of entry into Jewish life for those who

otherwise might have rejected identification as Jews.

TEXT #5

Personatinterview with Rabbi David Saperstein, February 8, 2001 at HUC-JIR

Rabbi David Saperstein is the Director and Counsel for ihe Religious Action

Center. The following explanation of the RAC's purpose and activities can be found on

its web site

The RAC pursues social justice and religious liberty by mobilizing the
American Jewish community and serving as its advocate in the capitai of
the United States.

*> ZIV Tzedakah Fund, Ine. Annual Report April 1, 2000, back caver.
% Union of American Hebrew Congregations website <htta://uahe.org/>
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tei i aism as n the hul

Jewish-social justice and legistative activity in the nation’s capital for
over 35 years. It has educated and mobilized the American Jewish
community on legislative and social concems as an advocate in the
Congress of the United States on issues ranging from Israel and Soviet

Jewry to economic justice and civil rights, to intemational peace and
religious liberty. The RAC is the Washington office of the Unien-of

American Hebrew Congregation (UAHC) and the Central Conference of
American Rabbis (CCAR), representing 1.5 million Reform Jews and
1,800 Reform rabbis in 870 congregations throughout North America.”’

{ ¥
-

ursaay, rebruary 8, 2001, Tinterviewed Rabbi Saperstein to gain some

insight into his perspective on the origins and use of the term fikkun olam. Rabbi

Saperstein recalled that the term fikkun olam, as it is used today, was first heard in the

REfOITn MOVEmEﬂt il'l the : L) ‘ vl ) ome Re O o sktla &0 o ry

in the previous decade, but its use was by no means wide spread. By the late 1970’s,

however, the term tikkun olam had become interchangeable with social action and social

justice. Rabbi Saperstein suggested that as the term “social action” began to take on

more pejorative connotations during the tumultious *70's, the terms social Jjustice and

tikkun olam became the more preferable phrases. They were less controversial than the

term “social action,” which had come to represent too intense a degree of activism and

was placed too far to the political left. The term zikkun olam, more conceptual and more

Jewishrsounding, soon became the favored phrase of the Reform Movement.

Rabbi Saperstein’s understanding of fikkun olam as it was used in Mishnaic times

to make society function better, is not substantially different from its contemporary use.

Accordin&msapﬂsmeﬁagiﬁweﬁﬁfe—mmmmmm that

societies could fall apart suddenly following attacks from the outside. It was therefore

crucial to maintain a society cohesive and stron g encugh to withstand harsh external

7 Religious Action website <www.rj.org/racs
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tor-Saperster, tikkan olant in the Mishnaic peried connected these Jews to

the real live implementation of Jewish values. In that sense, Rabbi Saperstein saw a

complete resonance between their understanding of fikkin olam with our use of the term

today. He also acknowledged the more subtle-changes-in-its-use-occurring stowty and

gradually over time rather than in distinct slages described above.

Platforms of American Reform Judaism

Over the one hundred twen e vear history of the Reform

United States, four different platform positions have been adopted. The Pittsburgh

Platform, adopted in 1885 makes no mention of Social Action, Social Justice, or tikkun

otam.—The following statement is the closest approximation of the contemporary

emphasis on working to make the world a better place,

...we deem it our u:luty to pamcnpatc in the great task of modern times, to

solve, on the basis ¢ e and righteousness—the problemspre nted by

the cﬂﬂlﬂl&lsﬂndiﬂl&eﬂeh&pfeseﬂmrgaﬂimmimy.z
The Columbus Platform: “Guiding Principles of Reform Judaism,” adopted in 1937,

includes an entire section entitled, “Social Justice,” which begins, “Judaism seeks the

attamnment of a just society by the application of its teachings to the economic order, to

indusiry and commerce, and to national and intemational affairs."* The San Francisco

Platform: “Rememeﬁ%me not

specifically refer to Social Justice, Social Action, or fikkun olam, though it dees include

the following paragraph,

28 ,

- Michael A Response fo Moderniry, A History of the Reform Movement in Judaism, {Detroit,
Wayne State University Press, 1988), p. 388.




Early Reform Jews, newly admitied to general society and seeing in this
the evidence of a growing universalism. regularly spoke of purpose in
terms of Jewry’s service 1o humanity. In recent years we have become
freshly conscious of the virtues of pluralism and the values of
particularism. The Jewish people in its unique way of life validates i
own worth while working toward the fulfillment of its messianic
expectations.™

“A Statement of Principles for Reform Judaism™ was adopted at the May 1999
Pittsburgh Convention of the Central Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR). Below

are Iwo excerpts from the Statement, one from the Preamble and one from the section on

Torah. The preamble is included to define the framework for the Statement of Principles,
and the statement from the section devoted 1o Torah includes the term rikkun olan.

Preamble
On three occasions during the last century and a half, the Reform
rabbinate has adopted comprehensive statements to help guide the thought
and practice of our movement. In 1885, fifieen rabbis issued the Pittsburgh
Platform, a set of guidelines that defined Reform Judaism for the next fifty
years. A revised statement of principles, the Columbus Platform, was
adopted by the Central Conference of American Rabbis in 1937. A third
set of rabbinic guidelines, the Centenary Perspective, appeared in 1976 on
the occasion of the centenary of the Union of American Hebrew
Congregations and the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of
Religion. Teday, when so many individuals are strivine or religi

LANINE, moral purpose and a sen 0 OITHTIU ¥ WEeDC
obligation as rabbis once again to state a set of principles that define
Reform Judaism in our own time,

Throughout our history, we Jews have remained firmly rooted in
Jewish tradition, even as we have leamed much from our encounters with
; Titures. I e grear contribution of Reform Judaism is that it has
enabled the Jewish people to introduce innovation while preserving
tradition, to embrace diversity while asserting commonality, to affirm
beliefs without rejecting those whe doubt, and to bring faith to sacred texts
without sacrificing critical scholarship.

This "Statement of Principles” affirms the central tenets of Judaism
- God, Torah and Israel - even as it acknow edees the diversity of Reform
Jewish beliefs and practices. It also invites all Reform Jews to engage in a
dialogue with the sources of our tradition, responding out of our
knowledge, our experience and our faith. Thus we hope to transform our

lives through MTWYTP (kedusha), holiness.

29 Meyer, p. 390.
% Meyer, p. 393.




Torah

We bring Torah into the world when we strive to fulfill the highest
ethical mandates in our relationships with others and with all of God's
creation. Partners with i ! iri

¥
WOr

E....

In all these ways and more, Torah gives meaning and purpose to
our lives.”

The 1999 Statement of Principles was the first Reform piatform to specifically use

thetermy rikknm olam descnibing its work to make the world 2 better place. The twenty

three intervening years between it and the previous statement clearly saw a change in the

Movement's attitude toward and affinity for the term tikkun olam. The fact that-tikkun

olam is included in the section on Terah also highlight the significance of this concept in

the lives of Reform Jews.

TEXT #7

Tikkun Olam: Social Responsibility in Jewish Thought and Law, edited by David Shatz,

Chaim I, Waxman, and Nathan J. Diament

Finally, we turn 1o the Orthodox community’s understanding of tikkun olam, as

reflected in Tikkun Olam, Social Responsibility in Jewish Thought and Law, published by

he Orthodo orum-in199

oltowingexplanation and identification of the

Orthodox Forum can be found both inside the book and on its back cover as well.

The Orthodox Forum, convened by Dr. Norman Lamm, President of

Yeshiva University, meets each year to consider major issues of concemn

to the Jewish community. Forum participants from throughout the world,
including academicians in both Jewish and secular fields, rabbis, rashei
yeshiva, Jewish educators, and Jewish communal professionals, gather in

conference as a think tank to discuss and critique each other’s original
papers, examining differant aspects of o centeal thame

¥ Central Conference of American Rabbis website <<ccarnet.orgs>




Forum is to create and disseminate a new and vibrant Torah literature
A P . ' 2
addressing the critical issues facing Jewry today.*

Tikkun Olam is mmpﬂﬂliﬂﬂﬁﬁcssay&mme—mi&eﬁﬂkhmmmety

of Orthodox viewpoints, including halakhic, theological, philosophical, legal, political,

sociological, and economic. An overall conclusion of the conference follows.

Inthe-most-generat sense, rikknn ofant is associaied with the thesis that
Jews bear responsibility not only for their own moral, spiritual, and
material welfare, but for the moral, spiritual, and material welfare of
society at large.®

Among the theoretical dimensions of tikkun olam cons; -

the following topics: Is. tikkun olam an antidote to religious isolationism? Do Jews have

an obligation to gentiles? Do Jews have an obli gation to do tikkun olam? If so, are the

obligations textual, meral-halakhic, theotogical, pragmatic? And are they also practical?
How can Jewish principles be applied to a capitalistic economy? What does Jewish law

have to say about health care in a capitalistic society?

Among the conclusions reached by The Forum were the following: Jews have an

obligation to convey our message to our host societies and the outside worid at large

relying on a variety of proofmriﬂdUding,—“ﬂ—th{—um&rhemameﬂgmh 426 and

49:6).* Rav Soloveitchik's essay states, “Jews are duty bound to join farces with all

other human beings to advance the welfare of cj vilization,™ Jeffrey Ballabon, in his

A-View of Tikkum Olam from Capitol Hill,” concludes that whiie tikkun olam and

social action projects are positive and worthwhile endeavors, they do not fall under the

= Stz David; Waxman, Chaim I, Diament, Nathan I.., ed.. Tikkan Olam: Sociat Responsibitiry in

Jewisir Tirought and Law. Norhvale, New Jersey: Jason Aronson Inc., 1997), p.v.
3 Shawz, p.!.
3 Shatz, p.3.
% Shatz, p.4.
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litle of obligations deserving extensive programs based on textual sources. In the

Introduction, the editors conclude:

141 DONs-o0 X LS §

Blending theory and practi

assessments of tactics, the essays that follow should stimulate a dialogue
within the Orthodox community over the power of Judaism to transform a
morally tenuous world. But for all their diversity and scope, they are only
a beginning.*®

According to Rabbi Saperstien, the Orthodox Movement has rarely agreed with

the Reform Movement’s emphasis on social Justice. However, it is clear io see from this

brief overview of Tikkun Olam that by 1997 some of their major schelars not onl y

acknowledged the synonymous use of the terms tikkun olam and social justice, but they

also affirmed the concept for Jewish values.

Conclusion for Tikkun Glam in Contemporary Usage

Analysis of the contemporary uses of the term tikkun olam indicates that with

— varyingdegrees of inlerpretation, there is a generally accepted meaning of rikkun olam by
the secular community as well as by the various denominations within Judaism. At the

present time, the meaning of tikkun ofam. doing any kind of s oductive-workto

world a better place, is universall y understood in a substantially different way from its

use even twenty five years ago, much less two thousand years ago. Using the Hebrew

————termtikkun-olanbrings-the-work of social justice out of the purely secular world and

gives it a religious context,

% Shaiz, p.15.
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TIKKUN OLAM CONCLUSION

An examination of primary and secondary texts from different periods of Jewish

history has shown that the t Kk : i i ut the
ages. In both the Mishnak and Tosefta in the Tannaitic period, tikkun olam was

understcod to mean the laws and rules enacted for the general welfare of the Jewish

wit today dates back o af least the eleventh century,

perhaps even as far back as the Second Temple period. The text of the Aleinu uses the

term tikkin olam in the context of God's repairing the entire world, an act which would

be brought about by the fervent prayers of the Jews. With the widespread use of the

Zohar in the Middle Agés, the term tikkun olam came to indicate the partnership between

human beinps and God in repairing the entire cosmos.

The complete phrase found in the Aleiny is I'taken olam b'malkhut Shadai.

Whatever happened 10 the malkiiut Shadai? Somehow, “repairing the world through the

kingdom of God™ has become simply “repairing the world.” i

of the term tikkun olam, to many Jews, has actually usurped God’s power from the

human-divine partnership in repairing the world, placing it totally in the hands of human

beings and equating it wi i ion ize as to how fikkun

olam has come to mean human initiated social justice.

Up to the period of the Emancipation in the late ei ghteenth century, affairs of the

inly affected Jews as they lived within their seif-contained
communities, but the fews were generally powerless to affect any positive change over

their host societies. They controlled virtuali yn

world, and they had no equal rights in the larger cultures surrounding them. The only




place Jews could make their world better was within their own walls; hence, tikkun olam

became the way to maintain their own individual communities. This feeling of

powerlessness over the external world might explain why the

mercy to make the world a better place for them. Over 1i me, as their opportunities to

affect the world increased, their definition of how they could influence it also expanded.

With-the advent-of the Emancipationof the tate eighteenth century, the world over

which Jews had some level of control cxpanded exponentially. Many Jews found that the

religious beliefs guiding every aspect of their lives began o diminish dramatically, even

including the beliel in a personal Messiah which had existed since the time of the

prophets. Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles indicates that the concept of a personal

Messiah held an extremely importan position in the Jewish faith-even-as late as the

twelfth century. This concept maintained its prominence in the Jewish psyche until the

German Reformers of the early nineteenth century discarded it and needed something to

at-void. ~The combination of that emptiness coupled with the exuberance of new-

found power and status in the owtside world led to the astonishing realization that the

Jews' own personal behavior mi ght be able to affect positive change in the world. The

only thing remaining was 1o give this belief in pe al-human responsibili

50 i, ¥ alld o WY

communal responsibility a Hebrew name that would endow it with the weight of Jewish

tradition. Today, even many Orthodox Jews who still beiieve in the concept of a personal

L &

nd-who-are relu ly moving outward inta the bigger world are able to
endorse the concept of rikkun olam, a belief that combines a social conscience with

Jewish values.

In previous ages, ritual behavior alone was sufficient to fulfill the desire of most

|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
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Jews for an ethnic identity. Many modem Jews, however, regardless of their level of

observance, find that no longer 10 be the case. As they continue to find Jewish rituals

lacking in a sense of religious and spiritual meanine
alienated from Judaism. Even many Orthodox Jews, as evidenced by the existence of

The Orthodox Forum, want their cycle of ritual behavior to have an impact in the world

i € authenticity of a
Hebrew name and a concept rocted in ancient texis, the term zikkun olam has provided

the entire contemporary Jewish community with a worthy cause. The universal appeal of

likkurt olam has provided all movements within Judaism with a meaningful strategy to
attract more Jews who otherwise might fee! no connection to Judaism. Moreover, the

co i i

for liberal and traditional Jews when other issues have threatened to divide them.

Perhaps here, too, tikkun olam will benefit the Jewish people and by extension the entire

-}
wOrld.




MITZVAH

MITZVAH IN THE BIBLE

The common definiticn for the term mitzvah, in its ancient biblical context refers

to a precept or religious duty commanded by God. However, mitzvali takes on a variety

of other meanings as well. We will first cite several examples of the term mifzvah with

these alternate interpretations, followed by several examnples of mirzvah with its more

commonly understood meaning, God's command, Additionally, we will search for a

single theme which unites the broad range of meanings.

Varied Meanings of the Term Mitzvah in the Bible

TEXT #1

Jeremiah 32:11 NX*2% Mo

I took zmmmmﬁmﬂmmw. ty, the
conditions of the document of purchase, and the reveaied things....”

The term mitzvah in this passage from Jeremiah refers to a title of property. The

prophetJeremiahdescribes one of his visions in which he had bought a piece of land

from his cousin, Hanamel, He gave the deed of purchase to his assistant Baruch and

instructed him tg bury it in an earthen jar. In this context, the term mitzvah is used as a

noun and refers to a legal document indicati i i i :

The word mitzvah, used in conjunction with the word Ak, in this case, implies the

conditions of the deed of purchase. This is one example of the judicial origins of the

{razeiin ingi Tity.

4, ]
~




Curious to see what the Rabbis would have to say about the usage of mirzvah in a

context other than that of divine authority, we tum to Mikraot Gedolor. Radak

comments, “she’hi mitzvah Torah,” “That this is i :

the term miitzvah does not refer 1o a legal document at all; it refers, instead, 1o matters

prescribed in the Torah. The Targum, on the other hand, defines mitzvah as a piece of

- legislation. The Rabbis seem not to have been able to tolerate g meaning of the word

which deviated from their understanding of mirzvah as seen through the eyes of halakhah.

Perhaps, the term mitzvah can also be understood as a word whose meaning has

changed over time, only ultimately coming to mean a divine commandment. I is feasible

to conjecture that the terim mirzvah had a meaning related to a title of land ownership and

therefore could assume almﬂmmsmniﬁcmﬁeﬂeewewh&wmdmdmﬂm

agriculture for their very survival. With that understanding, the word mirzvah still falls in
the broad range of sanctity we have assumed mifzval to mean. If indeed, the term

§ which maniiest the covenantal relationship between God

and humanity, representing that concept with a clearly understood term from daily life, in

this case, the title to a piece of property, would be helpful. It would also add credence to

¥,

the notion that the power behind this

extended to the power of God, the ultimate authority.

-
r

Nehemiah 10:33 A% pm
We have laid upon ourselves obligations: to give ourselves one-third of a
shekel per year for service to the House of our God—2®

¥ See Appendix HIA!l for Hebrew text
* See Appendix {1LA2 for Hebrew text




In this passage from Nehemiah, the Hebrew, v lie’emadnu aleinu mirzvot, clearly

states that the peopie placed the obligation to donate to the Temple upon themselves,

rather than the obligation cominmmmmmmmnﬁ.w in

Mikraot Gedolot, we find verification that the people indeed established this donation as

an obligation upon themselves. In this example, the term mirzvah therefore indicates an

Obﬁgﬂﬂon—“ﬁm#r&fefeeeFeemlllazud, butmotwdivine command.,

3

As in any parent ~ child relationship, as parents rear their children, the children

grow, mature, and learn to apply the teachings they learned in their youth to their own

adult lite situations. In this text, we see that after God has set the rules and obligations in

maotion, the peopie are then able to further their holy relationship with God by motivating

themseives to umdmummﬂg—&erﬂheugkrpmmmm i

every situation for their children, their teachings stay with them, even in the parents’

absence. As a parent to a child, God’s work was giving the framewaork to the Israelites,

and; as this passage indicates, the Israelites have learned their lesson well. Once again,

we see that the term mitzvah connects to the realm of the sacred.

TEXT #3

Isaiah 29:13 A0 wn

Adonai said: Because that people has approached (Me) with-its

mouth and honored Me with its lips,

and its fear of Me has been 2 leamed commandment of men, learned by
39
rote ....

This text uses the phrase, mirzvat anashim m "tumdah, a commandment of men

rina-way thatclearty shows thar a commandment which ultimately had

42
@
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come from God now appears to emanate from human beings, in the way that it is passed

from one human being to another. In addition to describing the commandment as coming

Irom human beings, this passage condemns their actions, even though they fulfilled the

mirzvah, because they lacked the proper intention. In this text, we see the term mit=vah

representing commandments from human beings in an extremely negative light.

Perhaps the original students-of-this passage knew that the term /mitzvah implied

something sacred from the realm of God and that the human beings in the story had done

something wrong. Whereas the previous passage provides us with an example of human

beings having learned the lessons of God and instilling them into their own behavior, this

text implies that often human beings miss that mark. This use of the term mirzvah also

implies the sacred natu ' .

beings have failed to uphold their end of the covenant.

4
C

Jeremiah 35-14 1

The commands of Jonadab, son of Rechab who commanded his children

notto-drink-wine, have been fulfilied*®

In this passage from Jeremiah, the termn tzival is used as the verb, commanded.

The command, however, passes from a father 1o his son even though, in this case, the

father is deceased. The context of szivak impli irecti i nt
1ssued by the father before his death, providing yet another example of holiness

associated with the root rzivak. Again, we find mirzvah as a bridge between the level of

38 Sce Appendix [IJA3 for Hebrew iext
© See Appendix I[1A4 for Hebrew text




having been commanded in the human realm and the ultimate understanding of mitzvah

implying divine authority and obligation.

TEXT #5

Nehemiah 13:5 A e

...and there were given before them (the priests) the meal offering, the
frankincense, the vessels, the tithes of grain, the wine, the fresh oil, the
dues of the Levites, singers, and gaiekeepers, and the contributions set
aside for the priesis.”’

Inthis passage from Nehiemiah, we find the term, mitzvar ha’Levi'im used in a
rather ambiguous fashion. The JPS Tanaki translates the phrase as, “the dues of the

Levites.” The Jerusalem Bible, however ; it di

by commandment to the Levites, . " Regardless of the interpretation, the construct form,

mirzvah, implies that a variety of items were given with sacred intent to the Levites, the

: : -tion of the phrase literally bracKets the

common singers and gatekeepers in between the Levites and the priests. The text implies

that the term mitzvah does not refer only to those involved in Temple service, but rather

£Xiends 10 all Israelites, even those who open and close the g

term mirzvah, the entire people of Isracl are invited to be a holy community together in

God’s service.

Vi

* See Appendix ITIAS for Hebrew 1ext
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TEXT#6

il Kings 18:36 " 2 09

The i i answer a4 word to him, for the King's
. bl
command was: Do not answer him.*

tn this passage from II Kings, we find the story of King Hezekiah, who served the

people for twenty-nine years. We read of Samaria being captured by the Assyrians and

the Israelites being exiled to Assyria as punishment for not following the laws that God

had commanded, (il Kings 18:12). King Hezekizh stood firm in his beliefs in and

the people not to answer the emissary of the king of Assyria, Here the term mitzvah

indicates a royal decree. While the royal imagery in this example clearly brings the use of

mutzvah closer to the realm of divine authority and command, it is still used as a directive
coming from one human being to another. Again, we have an example where it is easy to

imagine the term mitzvah h

Hezekiuh issues the command, but Ged is clearly the source of the command. The

listener is aware enough to recognize the word mizzvali and know of its connections to the

Mitzvah As Commandment in the Bible

The Theological Dictionary of 1l
term smirzval as an expression of divine authority emerged later than the other uses of

mitzvai found in the Bible. It further declares that having laws emanate directly from

God-was-a-unique-development-of the-Isractite peopleOffentimes the language and

o
na




grammar of biblical Hebrew closely resembles that of other Ancient Near Eastern

cultures, but with this particular concept, the Israelites were compleiely unique. For

example, ancient Mesopotamian tradition shows that even ethical and righteous iaws

came from the king, who was only influenced by their god of righteousness.”* The

Isruelite’s Hebrew Bible, however, develaped the notion that God actually formulated

mmalﬂim&hﬂ&dﬂd—leg&knerms—wmmﬁmdermm terTn rifzvah and

its background, we can now further explore its development as a term that ultimately

came to mean divine authority and command from God.

TEXT #7

Genesis 6:22 asy ey

Noah did so, just as God had commanded him, so he did.*

This text, appearing in the second sidra of the Torah, provides an example of the

term mitzvah as most often
has told Noah of the intention to destroy all humanity and the earth (Genesis 6:13) and

has solicited Noah's help in implementing this divine plan. In this passage, God gives a

————very specifie command to-Noah, and Nozh builds the ark, carrying out God's order, As

specific as it is, however, this commandment does not stop with Noah. Within this

commandment which dedicates Noah's actions to God, also lies the basis for a covenantal

relationship between God and the rest of humanity. By saving his famil y and the animals

from extinction, Neah saves all of humanity and participates actively in the creation of a

" See Appendix I11A6 for Hebrew text

————

* Botterweck, G. Johannes; Ringgren, Helmer: Fabry, Heinz-Josef, ed., translated by Douglas W. Scot,
Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament. (Grand Rapids, Michigan, William B. Eerdsman
Publishing Co., 1997), pp. 508-509.

(2]
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whole new world. Herein lies the hope of redemption for the future of humanity. We

find therefore, that the root rziva conveys tremendous power in both its meaning and

implications. The commandment alludes 1o the beginning of a not yet articulated

covenant between God and humanity, thereby conveying a hint of the sacred.

TEXT #8

Exodus 24:12 232 Mhw

God said to Moses, “Go up to Me—on—m—fngulm—ﬂﬂd—feﬂ%&lﬂ—thefe—and 1

will give you the t:

that [ have written down, to instruct them.*’
In this text, Moses and his attendant, Joshua, are called up to Mt. Sinai to receive

mitlzvah rererring to God's commandmenits, but in a much

more global context than in the previous example. In the first text of this section, the

commandment of God was very specific in nature, and it was directed only to Noah, even

though it had much broader implications. In this case, the term mitzvah refers to all of

God's teaching. God's message is much more multi-dimensional because it encompasses

the entire Jewish educational process within the single word mirzvah. With this

; i il ultimately Tearn how to be God’s people.
The word mitzvah implies a multitude of lessons intended for untold generations, even

though the noun appears in the singular, Perhaps the uudience for whom this text was

intended knew that one singular word implied so much more, an entire way of living

commanded by God for countless generations of Jews.

* See Appendix A7 for Hebrew text
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TEXT #9

Leviticus 7:37-38 v PO e

A—Thr&MHﬂsmmmem offering up, conceming the grain-
gift, concerning the sin offering, concerning the guilt offering, concerning

the mandate offering, and concerning the sacrifice of well being, that God
commanded Moses on Mt. Sinai, on the day of His commanding the
children of Israel 1o bring near their offerings to God, in the wildemness of

Sinai, *®

An example from Leviticus must be included in this overview for several reasons.

The placement of the Baok of Leviticus in the middle of the Five Books of Moses

5U i i i i : i sthe heart of
the Torah and focuses entirely on the laws received at M. Sinai, providing the basis for

what later becomes the Jewish legal system of halakhah. It therefore Seems quite natural

tofind many exampies in Leviticus where the term mirzval refers to the specific acts the
Israclites must perform in order 10 demonstrate their loyalty to God.,

The offering of these sacrifices provi

I comraunicate with God. Therefore, in commanding the Israelites to make animal
sacrifices, God directs the people to communicate with the divine and 10 participate

. i iTSTTWO biblical examples, we again

find the root rzivah describing a holy action. Here too, the commanded nature of the

sacrificial system can be seen as an attempt on God’s part to draw the Israelites into the

covenantal relationship and to participate in the contract hein g establis}

and humanity. Being able to participate in this sacred relationship with God forms part of

God’s gift to humanity.

® See Appendix ITIA8 for Hebrew 1ex:
“6 See Appendix [1IA9 for Hebrew text




TEXT #10

If Chronicles 7:17-20 2717 2 Ot A

And-you-(the peopie Israel), if you walk before Me, as your father David
walked before Me, and you do all that I have commanded you, keeping
My laws and My rules, then I will establish your royal throne in

accordance with (the Covenant) that I cut with David your father saying,
"A descendant of yours will never be cut off from ruling over Israel.” But

11 you tum from Me and forsake My laws and My commandments that |

gave 1o you and go and serve other gods and worship them, then [ will
uproot you from the land that I gave you, and I will send out from before
Me this House that I consecrated to My name, and I wili make it a parable
and a sharp word among all peoples.’

In this exzmp!%ﬁfem%ehfeniﬁes,—thnonciuding Book of the Bible, we find that

not only does the term mitzvah refer to the broader aspects of God's Teaching and Torah,

but it also encompasses rewards for following God's Laws as well as punishment

fotiowing them. This meaning of the term mitzvah has nothing to do with a meritorious
act, a chosen behavior, or a voluntary deed, meanings we will discover in the next

section. This definiti

the Israelite community’s expected behavior. It represents a further development of the

concept of reward and punishment related to following Ged's commands. Furthermore,

ms-that-bothrparties are responsible for uphelding their end of this

contractual relationship. The Noah text represents an early stage in the relationship

between God and humanity; God commanded Noah to build an ark, and he did. The text

from II Chronicles, however, describe

relationship.

*? See Appendix IHA10 for Hebrew text




Conclusion for Mitzvah in the Bible

examples, the
most obvious conclusion to be drawn is an affirmation of the wide range of meanings for

mitzvalt in the Hebrew Bible. The term mit=vah can refer to a legal document, the dues of

the-priests; or the tegal obligations one takes upon oneself. Mitzvah describes commands
from one human being 1o another, from God 10 one specific human being, or from God to

all humanity. The Rabbis believe that the term niirsvad always

and command. The non-Jewish sources, such as The Theological Dictionary of the Old

Testament, seem to find an evolving deveiopment in the use of the term mitzvai, which

comes-to-mean-God’s-cemmand-at atater date-

As for the commonality found in the various meanings of the term mizzvah, they

all seem to relate 1o legal matters and/or authority, and they all indicate a sacred aspect of

the word mirZvah as it relates to the contractual relationship between God and the Jewish

people. The text clearly defines the expectation that while God plays an active role in

this covenantal relationship, so, too does humanity, Human beings may manifest their

: ; ip. or dues. Whatever the
manifestation, the intent behind the action is crucial. The term mirzvah, in all its uses and

meanings, implies a holy covenantal relationship, either between human beings or

between God and human beings.
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MITZVAH IN THE FORMATIVE RABBINIC SOURCES

In texts from the Formative Rﬂbb@&SBume&e#memﬁfﬁndmic

periods, the following citations contain the term mitzvah used both in the sense of

command and meritorious act. We will take a ook at examples representing both

meanings;first-ascommand from God.

Use of Mitzvah as Command

TEXT #1

Mishnah Pesachim 10-3 3 W5 ° 5 0MDD N30D MWD

When they had brought (food) before him. he dips lettuce {into the salt

water) unti] he reaches the bitter herbs (Exodus 12:8). They brought
unleavened bread before him, and lettuce, and haroset, and two cooked
dishes, even though the Aaroser is not obligatory (mifzvah). R. Eliezer
bar Zadok says, “It is obligatory (mitzvah).”. .ﬁ;}d when the Temple used
to exi ' ng:

This first Mishnah text discusses specific details pertaining to the Passover ritual,
focusing on some of the foods required to fulfill the obligation of participating in the

Seder. The text states that haroser is not required, while R. Eliezer bar Zadok opposes

that opinion, sayin i ig: i ortar the

Israelites used for building in Egypt. We know that the use of the term mitzvah in this
Mishnah refers 1o an absolute obli gation for several reasons. The Mishnah lists other

items that are required and then me

bar Zadok contradicts the initial opinicn by saying that haroset is required, placing it in
oppasition to the commanded nature of the previous phrase. On both sides of the debate,

the term mitzvah carries the wei ght of a direct command.

*® See Appendix LIIBI for Hebrew text




TEXT #2

Mishnalt Yebamor 4.5 9O13WR T P MDA N0 vy

s an obligatic itzve he prother T the tevirate
marriage. If he does not want (to do it), they go to all the (other) brothers.
If they did not want (to do it), they returned to the oldest brother and said
to him, “The obligation (mitzvah) is upon you. Either submit to halitzah
or perform the levirate marriage.

- .
411 0D 3 N ) T

This'second example of Mishnah deals with the laws pertaining to a levirate

marriage, a marriage whereby a man was obligated 1o marry his deceased brother’s

childless widow (Deuteronomy 25:5-10). The purpose of a levirate marriage was to

prevent a family line from ending without an heir. A man’s refusal to fulfill this duty
which was considered disgraceful in ancient times, was carried out through a symbolic

14, Y the refused widow wou

remove the man's sandal in public view and throws it down.*

This Mishnah text clearly uses the word mitzvah 1o refer to an obligation

=
-~
e
L]

commanded in the Terah, at least as the Rabbis

use of mirzvah refers 1o a direct command from God: it is not a voluntary act.

L TEXT#3

Mishnah Kiddushin 1:9 O 7wn R 299 PYTR haoh mwn

Any commndmeﬁémﬂ%mh}%}ki&depeﬁﬁenbenﬁchmﬂTﬁgmi. is

: jizvalt) tharis) not
dependent on the Land, must be observed, whether (one is) in the Land or
outside the Land, except for (the ordinances of) orlah (the fruit of trees of
the first three years), and kifayim (forbidden junction - mixed Crops in a
single field). R. Eliezer says, “hadasit — (Even the law of new produce).™'

“® See Appendix I1B2 for Hebrew text
50 Birnbaum, Philip, A Book of Jewish Concepts. (New York: Hebrew Fublishing Co., 1964), pp.215-216.
5 See Appendix [[IB3 for Hebrew text

69




P

This Mishmah presents us with a variety of commandments where the

performance of the described acts depends upon whether or not one is living in the land

of Israel. Commandments which can onl ¥ be fulfilled in Israel such as tithing for the

priest and observance of the Sabbatical year, are non-cobligatory when one lives in the

regardless of where they live. The text then provides three examples of exceptions to this

principle, commandments which are related to the land and yet, required to be observed

wherever a Jew happens (o live: orlah, kilavim, and hadash.

The biblical prohibition of orlatk, forbidding the use of a tree’s fruit for three

years after its planting, can be found in Leviticus 19;23-25. The biblical injunction

ing of

two types of grain or vegetables in a vineyard. The biblical laws of hadash, prohibiting

eating from the new harvest before offering the omer sacrifice, are found in Leviticus

23:9-14. These biblical examples of mirzvah as command indicate that they carry the full

weight of obligation and in no way represent voluntary acts. They further reinforce the

idea that the biblical meaning of command often carried aver into the Mishnaic period.

TEXT #4
Talmud Bavli Sukkah 37b 2 1Y 1Y 857 73298 Noon *Y33 TImbn

And Rabbah said, *(Concemning) the siadas which is for the
mitzvah (of the Four Species of Sukkot), it is forbidden ta smell it (on
Sukkot). But the etrog which is for the mitzvah (of the Four Species of
Sukkot}, it is permitted ta smell it (on Sukkot). What is the reason? The

hadas n itzverh

5 utthe
etrog, which normally is used for eating, when one set it aside, he set it

=
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aside from the use of eating (only - not from the use of smelling.)"*

This sugva found in the Talmud Bavli focuses on two of the items used in the

Four Species to celebrate Sukkot,

sources are found in Leviticus 23:33-44. Verse 40 refers specifically to the Four Species,

calling for the use of the fruit of the hadar tree, which the Rabbis later called etrog, and

the-use-of beughs-ef teafy trees; which the Rabbis tater called /iadas Even though the

Rabbis changed the names of the plants to those that were more commonly used in their

limes, it is clear that they viewed the laws of the Four Species as law emanating from

Torah.

The items for the Four Species were set aside specifically for their commanded

u

known and used for its pleasing fragrance, could therefore not be smelled while it

functioned in the Four Species. The etrog on the other hand, was used primarily for

cating. Therefore on Sukkot, when it was included in the Four Species, even though one

was not allowed to eat the errog, it was permissible to derive benefit from its fragrance.

For the Rabbis, fulfilling a mirzvah, a command from the Bible, was sa important that any

object used to fulfill that mitzvah h

TEXT #5

Talmud Bavii Berachot 47b 4 TIRY ™ 7T M2 NOOR *5aa TInYn

(If) a Cuthean (one who is not definitively Jew or non-Jew) (were
to eat with Jews), we join in Zimun on account of him. {The Gemara asks)

Why? He (the Cut i :

It was InughLiﬂﬂ'Lbamila'—Wed&n{aﬁﬂinﬂmmwuni of

an unlearned person. Abaye said, “(This Mishnal is referrin gto)a

52 See Appendix [11B4 for Hebrew text
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Cuthean (who is) a colleague (a Torah scholar).” Rava said, “You can
even say that the Cuthean is an unleamed person. But here {in this baraita
we are dealing with) an unleamed person according to the Rabbis who
dispute the words of R. Meir.”

Asitw in (s

unleammed person? Anyone who does not eat his Aulin (only) in a ritually
pure state. These are the words of R. Meir. But the Sages say, “Anyone

who does not tithe his produce properly.” And behold, these Cutheans do
tithe their produce properly, for they carefully guard that which is written

- the-Forah(Demeronomy 137227,

Forthe Master said in a baraiia, “Any commandment (mitzvah)
thatstshe Cutheans do observe, they are more exact in {guarding) than Jews
are.

This text from the Talmud discusses the conditions under which it is and is

not appropriate to say Birkat Hamazon. The text discusses whether or not a
Cuthean, one whose Jewish status is uncertain, should count in the minyan

) VeI, 18 gt the

Jewish status of the Cutheans, the requirements of Birkar Hamazon, or the laws of

ma’aser, proper tithing found in Deuteronomy 14:22 which are only aliuded to in

the texi. Rather, our attention is drawn to the use of the term mitzvah in this

sugva. The Talmud states that not only do Cutheans carefully guard that which is

written in the Torah, but their observance of any mitzvah is more meticulous than

per
observance of a voluniary act. Here the Talmnd clearl y refers to a commanded

act with the use of the term »tir-vah.

& See Appendix IIIBS for Hebrew text
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Use of Mitzvah as Meritorious Act or Good Deed

TEXT #6

Tosefta Sotah 7:24 72 [2Y T PUD LI 90 NRDOIN

They (the Sages) said these people do not go out to war at all. For

inslance, one who builds a house and dedicutes it but has not been living

In it for a year’s time, or one who planted a vineyard and did reap from it
but he did not own it for a whole twelve month period, or he was engaged
to 2 weman and married her but did not live with her for a twelve month
period. (Those people) do not contribute to the eruy of the city, nor do

they provi ; tgooutto fix

ads. ing use of their specific
situations.)
Rabbi Yehuda said, (all the exemptions) were for an optional war. (But
Rabbi Yehuda extended those exemptions to) a meritorious (mitzvah)
war. (It’s honorable 1o go to this kind of war, but it is not commanded.)

Buratrue obligatory war — everyone goes out — even a groem out of his

wedding room and a bride from her hipa.>

This particular text from the Tosefia, representing the Tannaitic period, discusses

various types of war as well ﬁimwmmmﬁﬂamnmm

in warfare. The text mentions three types of war. A miichemet hova is an obligatory war,

a milchemet reshur is an optional war, and a milchemer mirzvah is a meritorious war. In

this-passage, R—Ychudaequates s on-obli gatory war with a meritorious war. With this

example, we can see that the Tannaim sometimes used the word mitzvakh, to refertoa

meritorious act as opposed to a circumstance involving required service.

** See Appendix HIB6 for Hebrew rext
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TEXT#7

Tatmud Bavli Hulin 106a R T1Y P 97 170 noon Y32 Mnsn

R Eliezer said in the name of R. Ushayah, They (the sages) did not
declare that washing the hands (had to be done) for fruit except for
cleanliness. One could imagine that meant, there was no obligation to do
that; rather, it was a meritorious act (mitzvah) to do it. Said Rabbah to
them, it is not an obligation, nor u merilorious act (mitzvah), but it is

optional >

While washing the hands before eating bread is commonly understood to be a

rabbinic obligation, a mirzvah, the Rabbis wonder whether or not washing the hands

before eating fruit fallsintothe same category. The sugva s final decision that washing

the hands for fruit is optional and therefore left totaily up to the discretion of the

individual, is not our primary concern with this example. Of significance to our

investigation of the term mizzvak is the fact that this sigva mentions the possibility that

washing the hands before eating fruit is not a command, labeling the non-commanded

behavior Mmmmmmmmmming

other than an act commanded by the Torah. The context of the sigva implies that this

particular act, although not required, is still of a meritorious nature, and still it is called a

miitzvai—We shaitsee thar the term mirzvali is used in both contexts, either as a command

or as something worthwhile. As a result of the determination that this behavior is

optional, there is no doubt ihat this particular text uses the word mitzvah in reference to a

meritorious act.

% See Appendix 111B7 for Hebrew text




TEXT #38

Talmud Bavli Gittin 14b-15a X077 97 U2 NODD Y923 Tnbn

i ¢ i J . istri is property (by
means of an (oral declaration,) R, Elazar says, whether he is a healthy
person or a dangerously ill person, (his oral declaration is invalid.)
Immovable property may be acquired by (means of) money, a document,
or a proprictary act. And (movable) property may be acquired only by (the

actofydrawing it near. But the Sages say, both these (immovable

property) and those (movable property) are acquired through oral
declaration (if he is dangerously ill.) The sages said to R. Elazar, (There
was a case) with the mother of the sons of Rocheil, who was {dangerousiy)
ill and said, my brooch should be given o my daughter. (The brooch) was
worth twelve maneh. And the ' i i

brooch to her daughter) .. The Sages upheld-the-mother’s-words—

Where (one has) died, we say that ‘i't is a meritorious act {mitzvah) to
uphold the words of the deceased.

This sugva discusses the detailed manner with which Jewish law prescribes the

transfer-of various types of property from one person to another. The Sages,

contradicting the position of R. Elazar, declared that people could make an oral last will

and testament to designate the recipients of both their real property (land, buildings,etc) |

and their movable property (jewelry, dishes, etc.). To explain their position, the Sages

described the case of Rocheil, a dying woman who clearly stated that she wanted her

daughter to have her brooch-after her death—Whemrshe died, The Sages upheld hier words,

calling it a mirzvah to uphold the wishes of 3 dying person.

Generally speaking, we do not find evidence in Torah that daughters inherit

property when a parent dies. In other words, Rocheil’s dying wish to give her broochte |

her daughter would have had no consequence. In this case, however, the Sages did not

follow the laws of inheritance found in the Torah which would have favored Rocheil’s

sons {(Numbers 27:8-11). Instead. they held-thatit-was-a mrirzval for Rocheil*s children

% See Appendix I1IBS for Hebrew text




to uphald her dying wish and give the brooch to her daughter. Clearly, this use of the

term mitzvalt refers to a meritorious act rather than to a biblical command.

TEXT #9
Leviticus Rabbah 34:14 77 1T TP W 13 Rpn

Inthedaysof R-Tanhuma, Israel needed ran, They came 1o him

and-said, Master, decree a fast in order for the rain to fall. He did it one
time, two times, and still no rain fell. The third time he rose up and
sermonized and said, “Everybody go out and distribute charity (mitzvot).
One man got up and took everything that was in his house and he went out

to distribute it (on the basis of what had just been said ) He met his

divorced wife, who said. “Give Y

no good has happened to me.” Once he saw that she was naked and in
great distress: he had compassion for her and gave charity to her, on the
basis of the verse, "From your own flesh you should not hide.” ...

(So they go on talking about the situation.) A person saw him and said he

w previously divorce

which-he-should-not-have beendoingTherefore, fie became suspect of

doing the wrong thing. When he was taken 1o task for it, he said, “Didn’t
you say that all the people should go out and give charity (mitzvah)? |
did that, and the first person I happened to meet was my ex-wife.” At that

moment, R. Tanhuma lifted his face before God and said, “Sovereign of

the Universe, this man is flesh and blood and (he was even) cruel (to this

woman at one time), and is no longer obligated to her (since he divorced
her). If he had mercy on her and he did give to her, how much more
shouid You be filied with compassion for us who are the children of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and we are dependent on you to provide us

with food.” At that moment the rains-felland the-world-was retieved->

This passage from Leviticus Rabbah describes a season when Israel needed rain

desperately and the people went to R. Tanhuma for help. When his decrees for rain

broughtmo resulis, e Told the people to 8o out and distribute charity (mizzvah) in order to

bring the rainfall. The story describes one particular man who gave charity to his ex-

wife; he was able to overcome his past history of being cruel 1o her when he realized her

tremendous distress and need.

%7 See Appendix [1IBO for Hebrew text
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R. Tanhuma used the man as an example in his plea to God for rain. He said that

if the man could overcome his past cruelty to his wife and feel compassion for her

I ituati i ple of Israel and bring

them rain. R. Tanhuma argued that while the divorced man was no longer connected to

his ex-wife, he was still able to feel compassion for her and help her. Surely then. God

who was still very connected to the people of Israel through their lineage from Abraham,
[saac, and Jacob, could feel compassion for them and bring rain. At that point, God had

mercy on them and provided rain.

In this story, charity, under the name of mitzvah, suggests a meritorious act rather

than a commandment or an obligation. Surely the man was under no oblj Eation to help

i ife; i : ermore, his act of human charity provided a

I model for God to be charitable.
TEXT #10
Leviticus Rabbah 37:2 =R R R A e e RIPM

Another interpretation of “When anyone explicitly vows to give
his worth 10 the Temple,” (Leviticus 27:2): That is what it says in Job
34:11, “For he pays a man according to his actions, and He provides for
him-according to his conduct,

There was a case of a certain person. He had two sons. One of
them did charity (mitzvah). And one of them did not do any charity
(mitzvah). The one who did charity, sold his home, and he sold
everything he had and spent the proceeds on mitzvah,

One time on the day of Hoshuni@umwdﬂmﬂkkeﬁ.—his—

wife gave him ten coins. S i -

your kids in the market.” As soon as he went to the market, the collectors
of charity came. They said, “Here comes the Master of charity.” They
said to him, “Give your share 10 this charity because we are buying a
wedding dress for an orphan girl.” He took out the ten coins and gave
them-to-the-men:

He-was-embarrassed to go home, s0 he went 1o the synagogue.

There he saw some of the citrons that the children throw on Hoshana
Rabbah. He had heard that the Mishnah taught that after the last use of the




lulav and etrog, it was permitted for the children to take their palm
branches and eat the worshiper’s citrons. He took the citrons and filled a
sack with them, and he went out on a voyage to sea, until he came to the
King’s great place.

When he got there, the King felt a-pain-in-his stomach and he had

been told in a dream, “Eat of those citrons that those Jews pray with on
Hoshana Rabbah, and you will feel better.” So he sent people to search in
all the places, but they could not find any (citrons), but they did find a guy
sitting on his sack. They said to him, *Do you have anything?" He said 1o
them*Fam-a-very puorman, and T have nothing to sell.” They looked in

his-sack, and-they found some citrons. They asked him where they were
from. He said, “From those that the Jews use to pray on Hoshana
Rabbah.”

They brought them to the King, he ate them, and he felt better.
They emptied the sack and filled it with dingrin: The King said to-him:

“Ask anything else of me. and I will give it 10 you.” He saidto-him—“I

beg that my property be returned to me and that all the people shall come
out to meet me.” This was done for him, When he arrived at his own
province, a herald preceded him, and al] the people came out to meet him.
His brother also came out with his children to meet him. As they
i iver, i aught his brother and his

brother's-children-andcamicd them off.Thus it turned out that he entered

into his house and inherited his brother’s property. Thus the text (from
Job,) “For he pays a man according to his actions,” was fulfilled,*®

This Midrash from Leviticus Rabbah provides another example where mitzvah

means chanity. One of two brothers was generous and gave 1zedakah freely; rather than

buying toys for his own children, he gave his money to people in need. In the end he was

rewarded for his charitable acts - rWwas not generous,

did not give rzedakah, and lost all that he had in the end, including his life. Just as in the

previous example from Leviticus Rabbah, in this text, the term mirzval comes much

eloserto-meaning good deed and Chanty than a biblical commandment from God

% See Appendix ITIB10 for Hebrew text
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Conclusion for Mitzvah in Formative Rabbinic Sources

There was a consistent use within the Tannaitic and Amoraic periods which

included the ; i miZvai to mean a
command coming from God as expressed in the Torah; that was the standard meaning.

But there were also times when mitzvah meanl meritorious act both in the Mishnal and in

the-Talnd: Finaity by the time of Leviticus Rabbal, mitzvah also refers to giving

charity. These examples represent the full spectrum of meaning for the term mizzvah,

MITZVAH IN CONTEMPORARY USAGE

As we have learned from our textual sources, the term mitzvah has a variety of

meanings in Formative Rabbinic Sources ranging from God's direct commandto

ts—Wefind @ similar range in the meaning of mitzvah in

conlemporary usage as well, some of which are cited below.

1
E

Platforms of American Reform J udaism

Included here are excerpts from each of the four platforms the Reform Movement

has adopted over the last |15 vears in an atiempl 1o trace the use of the word mitzvahand |

its meaning within the Reform Movement. We are leoking for interpretations of mirzvah

regarding ritual observance as well as doing praiseworthy acts in the world.

We hold that all such Mosaic and rabbinical laws as regulate diet, priestly
purity and dress originated in ages and under the influence of ideas
aItogether foreign to our present mental and spiritual state They fail 1o

Impress the modem Jew with a spirit of priestly holiness; thﬂlr_absep;anee




inour ciay‘s 15 apt rather to obstruct than to further modem spiritual

elevation.”

The complete absence of the terms mirzvah and mitzvot from the text of the 1885

Platform is remarkable, yet the tension inherent in the Jack of referencetoritual |

observance is felt throughout the document. Though the words mirzvah and mitzvor are

never mentioned, it is clear that the early Reformers were making a strong stand against

the observance of ritual mirzvor, even to the point of declaring thai observing some of the

Iewish rituals would detract from a spiritually uplifiing experience. This trend away

from particular religious observance among Jews who wished to be fully acculturated as

Americs : ith 1l i iritof the times.

The Columbus Platform: “Guiding Principles of Reform Judaism” (1937)

(The Torah) ... preserves the historical precedents, sanctions and norms of

Jewish life, and seeks to mold it in the paiterns of goodness and of

holiness. Being products of historical processes, certain of its laws have
lost their binding force with the passing of the conditions that called them
forth. But as a depository of permanent spiritual ideals, the Torah remains
the dynamic force of the life of Israel. Each age has the obligation to adapt

» Nran 1o ‘5 N3 alll o r] N DLSORAnce
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Fifty two years later, the Columbus Platform still makes no direct reference 1o

either the term mirzvah or mirzvor. While the authors of the platform continued to avoid

the use of the terms, there is not quite as strong a stand against ritual observance as was

noticed in the original document. This platform simply makes reference to certain rituals

which are no !nngf-r

and polemical.

59 Meyer, p.388.
60 Meyer, p. 389.




The Sun Francisco Platform: “Reform Judaism - A Centenary perspective” (1976)

Judaism emphasizes action rather than creed as the primary expression of
a religious life, the means by which we strive to achieve universal justice

and peace. Reform Judaism shares this emphasis on duty and obligation.

Our founders stressed that the Jew's ethical responsibilities, personal and
social, are enjoined by God. The past century has taught us that the claims
made upon us may begin with our ethical ebligations but they extend to

many other aspects of Jewish living, inclnding: creating a Jewish home
4 M - 1: . 4 mnd skl

5 0 hapaorc

; +keepi ty
days: cefebrating the major events of life; involvement with the synagogue
and community; and other activities which promote the survival of the
Jewish peopie and enhance its existence. Within each area of Jewish
observance Reform Jews are called upon to confront the claims of Jewish

tradition, however differently perceived, and to exercise their individual

autonemy, choosing and creating on the basis of commitment and
knowledge.®!

Again, no mention is made of the terms mitzvah or mitzvor, either in the context of

ritual commands or of doing good dee

text indicates a cautious move toward embracing ritual observance, as in “Reform

Judaism shares this emphasis on duty and obligation.” Even though the text does not

ion actually signify, the inclusion of this phrase seems to
be a tremendous leap from the earlier platforms’ avoidance of anything resembling ritual

observance. Advocating individual choice of ohservance under the heading of individual

autonomy also marks another dramatic change from the first platform in 1885,

A Statement of Principles for Reform Judaism

Adopted at the 1999 Pittsburgh Convention

God
We respond to God daily: through public and private prayer, through study
and the performance of other N8R (nirzvor), sacred obli gations —

2 ?

1 1 ol g
——————————————{beinadamla-chaveiro)to-ether human beings:

! Meyer, p. 393,
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Torah

Through Torah study we are called to D1YXY (mitzvor), the means by

which we make our lives holy.

20 d to the fulfillment of those that address us as individuals and
as a comimunity. Some of these NX¥Y (mitzvor), sacred obligations, have

long been observed by Reform Jews; others, both ancient and modem,

demand renewed atiention as the result of the unique context of our own
. 02
times.

This most current statement marks a dramatic change in both language and

content from that of the earlier platforms regarding the significance of mitzvah in the

s-of Refa ews.—Clearly the Ieadership of the Reform Movement has made a

seismic shift in its approach to ritual mitzvor, no longer finding them necessarily

antithetical to modem Jewish life. This renewed emphasis on the performance of ritual

A

include ritual observance. The clear intent was to encourage those liberal Jews hoping to

enhance the texture of their Jewish lives with a wider range of Jewish observance under

2 of, A
[ &%
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Source # 2

Jewish Literacy by Rabbi Joseph Telushkin

To gain an insight into one Crthodox interpretation of the term mirzvah, we turn

. 0 Jewish Li here Telushkin specificatly defines mrisrmad

commandment rather than as a good deed.** Telushkin explains that in biblical times, a

commanded act existed on a higher level than a voluntary act; the addition of obligation

[ ensured tharthe actr would be engaged in more regularly and with a more enduring

* Union of American Hebrew Congregations website <http:/fuahc.org/s
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quality than that of a voluntary act. Telushkin comments that the biblical mirzvor

mcluded ethical/social issues as well as ritual concemns and at times, the distinction

between the two was far from absolure.™

Source #3

Pers } i i i i JIR

* 4

Rabbi David Saperstein reflected on the contemporary use of the term mirzvah in

the Orthodox community. He has observed that while the Orthodox community would

readily use the term mirzvah 10 mean a good deed, they would never use the term mirzvor
to indicate the plural, good deeds. In the plural form, the term mirzvor refers to the

commandments from

Rabbi Saperstein speculated that perhaps the use of mitzvah 10 indicate a good deed might

have originated in the Yiddish use of the term.%

Source # 4

HUC-ALUM

In the fall of 1998, the Reform rabbinate entered the world of high technology

with a moderated list-serv for the graduates of the HUC-JIR. Questions and responses

ranging from theology 1o practical rabbinics appear each day on the computers of close to

1000 HUC graduates. Inthe fali of 2000, one rabbi requesied personal definitions of the

term mitzvah from other Reform rabbis, cantors, and educators. He received an

53 Telushkin, p.495.
& Telushkin. p.496.
% Confirmed in a conversation with Dr. Michael Chernick on February 20, 2001.
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astonishing number of responses which indicated extraordinary diversity of meaning

associated with the word mirzvah. Among the responses were the following:

Jewish imperatjve entia ¥ish act, Opno unity

Etiiical precept, An awareness tool, A call to integrity

The opportunities God gives us to be partner’s with the Divine

tfe=sanctifying act, Meritorions action
Divine obligation, Religious obligation, Commandment accountable

A deliberate act which brings us closer to the presence of God

Response, A friendly act, Doing the right thing

Urge of the yetizer ha-tov, Function of the compassionate aspect of Ged

Opportunity for holiness, A sacred Jewish practice

A prayer in the form of a deed, An enjoinment, Motivation

Response to Divine will, A deed for God, Do a Jewish ought

Sustaining acts, Connecting with the Divine

To make a deposit in the bank of Jewish continuity by either performing or

avoiding a deed

MITZVAH CONCLUSION

The word mitzval has encompassed a full range of meaning within the Jewish

rough the present time. In the Bible, the word mirzvah
meant a title of property, dues, a parent's directives, a king’s ruling, and one’s own self-

imposed obligations. More commion, however, was the biblical understanding of the




word miitzvah specifying a command coming directly from God: both the command and

the commanded could be identified in panticular or lefi general in nature.

The formative Rabbini j in-this paper, J ; ;

and the early Midrashim, all expressed the full spectrum of possibilities in their use of the

word mitzvah, ranging from God's commandments to meritorious voluntary acts to

charity—The-contemporary uses of smrovall, almost 166 wide-ranged to categorize,
include all of these same intespretations plus the concept of doing good deeds.

Though the word mitzvah included the same range of meaning in ancient days as

today, its primary meaning has shifted dramatically from obligated command to

voluntary act, We can imagine how the Rabbis made the conmnection between the

*

nature of God’s commands, the Rabbis assumed that God would only command people to

perform acts which would gain them merit in the context of their particular world view,

Quoting Deuteronomy 6:18, “IT11° *1°Y2 05 W DYWN,” “V'asita

hayashar v'hatov b'einei Adonai,” “Do what is right and good in the sight of Adonai,”

the Rabbis could almost equate doing good deeds with following Torah. The preceding

verse 1o this open-ended statement in verse 18 contains the directive to keep all of God's

laws and commands. The Torah, which could not possibly contain every conceivable law

that would ever be required by the Israelites, therefore offered 4 general command-to-do

good. This bridge between God-specified commands and human-directed good deeds

allows for the possibility of human imagination to decide which things are right and then

——do-them-itaiso-connects-doing-good deeds witiT the biblical term mitzvah.




Prior 1o modemity, Jewish life was controlled by Jewish law and Jewish courts.

These courts had the power to fine people, imprison them, and control all aspects of their

lives. As Jews moved inio t ; : 5

lost their stronghold over pecple and ultimately ceased to function; modern Jewish

expression became even more complicated than it had previously been. With the

Emancipation-and the subsequent dispersion of the Jewish world, Jews were required to
follow the laws of their host countries. Reli giously speaking, they had more freedom and

more choices than ever before; much of Jewish practice became optional and affiliation

with the Jewish community became voluntary, including the command to do specific

goed acts. Voluntary acts of merit differed greatly from acts based upon a divinely

mitzvot because that had always been one of its meanin gs. The term mitzvah connected

the Jews living in the modern world with one aspect of their Jewish tradition.




TIKKUN OLAM AND MITZVAH CONCLUSION

1 began this siudy, already clear that the terms tikkin olam and mitzvah have great

meanin

discover what changes in the definition of these significant Jewish words had taken place

over the last two millennia, especially after my accidental discovery of an original and

molawnn Masekier Girrin, vlonths of delving deeply into
the changing meanings of the terms sikkun olam and mirzvah have confirmed my initial

curiosity about these two terms, and my study has affirmed my belief that context in text

study is crucial to understanding the real lives of Jews cver the centuries. As this study

comes to an end, I will review the findings, first for rikkun olam and then mitzvah, which

i * o

of the research on these two terms.

I had originally assumed that tikkun olam was a term which could be found in all

Jewish literature, so i1 surprised me to find that thera was no mention of tikkun olam in

the Bible. The phrase tikkun olam fitst appears in the Mishnah and the Tosefta where it

was understood to refer to laws and rules enacted for the general welfare of the Jewish

Mishnah and Tosefta, they were not included in this paper.

As used in the Aleinu, first found in its present form in the Mahzor Vitry, the term

tikkun olam refers to God's repairing the entire world, an act which would be brought

about by the fervent prayers of the Jewish people. By the Middle Ages, the Zohar uses

the term zikkurn ofam to indicate the parinership between human beings and God in

repairing the entire cosmos. And by the present day, many references to tikkun olam

[+
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have dropped God from the partnership and equated the term with acts of social justice or

good deeds done by human beings alone.

The various sources studied suggest several possible reasons for the change in

definition. In the Mishnaic period the world seemed more confined to the life of the

Jewish community; it made sense to believe that positive change should primarily benefit

1
TRNILAl

power over the broader world. By the Middle Ages, this sense of powerlessness may

have evoked the need for the development of the concept that God and humanity exist in

panmeTship 1o affect change in the world.
The evolving tfwoiogy of the early Reform Movement replaced the traditional

concept of a personal Messiah with the notion of

wherein people, not a particular individual born of the House of David, bring about

perfection on Earth makes sense to a community which has embraced the concept of an

inwrﬂcﬁ%ﬂhﬁemhipwthowmrkedhrmoodness. Finally, the contemporary

definition of tikkun olam offers a compelling reason for identification with the Jewish

people to Jews who had already replaced Jewish theology with universalism. The power

of this contemporary definition is not limited to non-Orthodox Jews. Even those Jews

who maintain their relationship with tradition find this interpretation of tikkun olam

convincing. Itis important to note, however, that the medern understanding of the term

—#mmmu#ﬂ%ma%wwamﬂmwmeiis. In part this

is because Israel is a country too young and teo concerned with its own daily survival to

focus on ideas of repairing the larger world. In part, the Jewish American phenomenon

of tikkun olam was able 1¢ flourish because it fits in nicely with the American self-

A




concept of being overseers of the world and because Jewish Americans have more power

to affect the larger world than ever before as members of the American democratic polity.

Unlike tikkun olam, the word mitzvah is found all over the Bible with

ranging from a title of property, dues, and a parent's directives, to the more common

usage of God's commands. These seemingly disparate uses are linked by the sacred

tithes that reassured the people of their relationship to the divine, the parent-child

connection which evoked the paradigm of God and humanity, and the authority resting in

the king which reminded the people of their divine sovereign, al! pointed to the later

meaning of God's command to the people. The Rabbinic literature examined uses the

term miitvah wi imii: i angi d-to

meritorious acts to charity. The command found in Deuteronomy 6:18, “Do what is right
and good in the sight of Adonai,” can be seen as the bridge which allowed the Rabbis 1o

ing Torah, With Jewish law maintaining less impact

on the lives of most contemporary Jews, this became a way to connect Jews with their

Jewish past. Contemporary usage of the term mit=vah alludes to all the prior definitions

but emphasizes the concept of doing good deeds. These good deeds are defined and

chosen by the doer, and are therefore consonant with modern voluntarism.

The concepts of rikkun olam and mitzvah have much in common with each other

: i in similar ways. Both terms have
survived their original intended uses because they have been adapted to change with the

times and the needs of the Jewish people. They both retain a core meaning of their

original usage which allows the modern Jewish community to feel more connected to its




past by using these terms. In many ways, this adaptability has been good for keeping the

Jewish community alive and enabling more disenfranchised Jews to stay connected to the

Jewish people. In other ways, perhaps, it has not been benefici

To have God even remotely removed from bettering the world, much less totally removed

from the process of rikkun olam as perceived by many modern Jews, cannot be good for

o . )
—————individua-Jews-or the Jewish-peopte:

A tension has always existed within Judaism about whether to emphasize the

particular or the universal, how much Jews want to assimilate, and the best method of

expression of core Jewish values. Isee the interplay between mirzvah and tikkun olam

providing a way for Jews to resolve some of these lensions.

about how to lead a better life, how to make a stronger community, and how to bring

about the betterment of the world. One Jew’s command is another Jew's good deed is

tary meritorious act. By giving each of our deeds the name of

mitzvah, we connect that act to the realm of the sacred and bring God into the daily

texture of our lives. By adding one mitzvah to another, we are doing our share in

fulfilling the Jewish dream of tikkun olam

One mitzvah follows another... XD 119 M3D

The reward for a mitzvah is a mitzvah... TIXD MXD W

Pirke Avor 4:2... 2" MAX "D
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Appendix 1I1B - Tikkun Olam: in the Tosefta

IIB1-TEXT#1

Tosefia Terumor 1:12-13 172 MIOST X P99 DIIN-NS0H - RP50IA

237 5p3 bex ooow o owm oo 12 woe oLz
121 .69 prn ubp SvaRrm WYL 1T Av2 1900w N ,oaraw 15500 W
A5IRD wYs ran bya ber b v v 12 o o 12 'yow ' e

18P .13 abamrs m n mb LR LERLLARL e BT -UETE SO

B2 ppn uon 1YoNs L ops wSoNT pwa s oxe

IIB2-TEXT#2

R
Tﬂﬂ:’fru Kepihor 12:2 3 55 qu:

12 AUR NIND PYW TR .2
ROR 12 ©° D2WA PPN A Y1 0T 7 AR 0w 17 eI DTo I riclpi ol h |

S12EP-PRDY

HIB3-TEXT#3
Tosefia Gittin 3:8-9 U1 N30 2 PID U NODH XRNDOIN

TIPMI "BY oD .8

MONY TT M2 MbT .00 PP e IR LT MWD TR
O PPN CIBR 270 LTI e mwa LR T 2 nona s
470 TR WD WA LPTM T AN MID RSP PR #bYY

m . " ; LPWT o1

07N PPN 9D L3N ,TTRI MWD 13 P Il

Ja]
n




Appendix HC - Tikkun Olam in the Aleinu
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Appendix IID - Tikkun Olam in the Zohar
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