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A Study of Tikkw1 O/am and Mitzvah: 

Jewish Tenns Whose Meanings Have Changed 

I have long been fascinated by the transfonnation in meaning words tend to have 

over time. My goal in selecting this topic for my thesis was to take two such tenns, 

tikk1111 o/am and mitzl'ah, 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 Mis/111ah, the 

Tosefta, the Aleinu, the Zohar, and many contemporary sources, as well, being quite 

surprised that there was no mention of tikkim o/am in the Bible. I found various fonns of 

mit:.vah in the Bible, the Mis/mah, the Tosefta. and the Talmud Bav/i, as well as in current 

language. 

The tenn tikkun olam has been understood as benefiting the Jewish people, a 

world bettennent 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 mit:.l'ah 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 TIKKVN OLAM AND MITZVAH: 

JEWISH TERMS WHOSE MEANINGS HA VE CHANGED 

As a Refonn Jew growing up in the '50's and '60's, the study of Talmud belonged 

in the mysterious realm of traditional Judaism. Knowing, however, that Talmud would be 

l 
l 

a significant pan of my rabbinical school education. I began to srndy the Talllmd in 

English translation with Rabbi Judith Abrams before my matriculation into HUC. 

Realizing that studying Talm11d in its original Hebrew would present additional 

challenges, I approached Rabbi Senay 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 .s11gya for my first Talmud class with Dr. Chernick, a sugya which 

he covered in the first thiny minutes of the first class. During that semester, my love for 

Tal11111d was born. 

Rabbi Lappe and I continued to study Talmud together on Shabbat afternoons. 

Among the texts we examined was Masechet Gi11i11. As we studied the Jewish laws of 

divorce and the passages which mentioned tikk1111 olam. it soon became clear to me that 

tikkim olam meant something very different in the Mis/mah 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 curiosity about 1ikk1m olam led me to ask Dr. 

Chernick to serve as my thesis advisor. He suggested that I trace at least one more tenn, 

111itz1•ah, to fonn 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 1ikk1111 olam and mit;:vah in as many different Jewish sources as 

1 



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

their changing interpretations over the passage of time. and offer a hypothesis about how 

··-- •- ---
-

- ·- ~---- • •I'> -, -· •- _1 ___ .... A., ---1 :,., •- •----- .L_ 

• . . -
development of tikk1111 olam beginning with the Mis/mah and continuing through the 

Tosefta, the Alei11u, and the Zollar all the way to its contemporary usage. For the term 

mmva71. 01011ca1 sources will also be examined and then, I will contmue to search 

through the Mis/mah, Tosefta, Talmud Bavli. and contemporary uses as well. 

A<••• . . a•'-·. -< •h~·~ ·--- ... T ••• ; 11 ·-~ • -- • 

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

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

ana to atscover a connecuon between the ongmal oelm1t1ons anct 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 

. . . . . ... -
- ·; ~ r . . ~ - , ~ 
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TIKKUNOLAM 

TIKKUN OLAM IN THE MISHNAH 

The texts examined below comprise a representative sampling of the term tikk1111 

olam and its various uses within the Mis/mall and Tosefta. Interestingly enough, tikk1111 

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

discover 'ust what tikk1111 o/am meant in the da s of the Mis/mah. Who actuall benefited 

from rulings made for the sake of tikk1111 o/am? Did the benefit extend more to the 

individual or to a larger group? In each case examined, I will offer a hypothesis 

third through fifth centuries. 

# 

Mis/mah Gitti11 4:2 

Rabban Gamliel the Elder established a custom that they should not do so, 
for the sake of tikkun olam. 
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 

Mis/mah Gittin 4: I states that after sending a divorce decree to his wife, a man 

1 See Appendix IIA I for Hebrew text 
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messenger who had been authorized 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 

ciivorce ne.,ree has been delivered into her hands the husband mav no lon"er chan"e his 

mind. The significance of this panicular Mis/mall is that it prohibits the husband's ability 

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

- - -

1 ne uemara expr.. .... s a mat1101\e1 u.. •v me Kl11u v1 -.vuu • • wu .. u ii 

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 onlv hearin!! an announcement, rather than i 

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

! 

ruling will be publicized and the wife will have a better chance of learning about the ' ' I 
i 
I 

···- - . . . - - . . . ! 
• IL "~---·- .. UU.4~ &'\.QT ~ llu~ lllC IUVI"' "l'j"V"~" 

I 

concerning the wife in this matter. The tikku11 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 

,.,..,.~ + ............. .. \..,.._+I... ,...& n•L..~,.,L.. ~ ... ...._ _.)• . =- ....... ,- Th .. .-;_, . 
difficulty concerns the birth of subsequent children who could be classified mamzerim; 

the other involves the painful and inhumane status of igw1. 

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

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

nus no1 nearo mai ner nusoano nu11meo u1e mvorce oecree m anomer 1oca11on, sne m1gm 

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

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

~ _] " ... .............. ;...1 ... -.......1 ~·-~·~--:•H 

4 
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. According to Jewish law, a mam::er may only marry a mamzeret or a convert to 

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

. . 
. -•-•-,,.. _/:' .n -- ----.,. --- .. L_ ... 'I,/, ' .. -• :_ .. .-- - - . . . - . . .. ~ .. 

i 
' individual mam::er as well ensure the future of the Jewish people. A community I 
I 

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

a ma1or threat to the survival of the Jewish people. l 
I 
I 

The Gemara then discusses the problem of ig1111. An agunah is a deserted I 

I n;.-•• 11 .. ,;,.,i1'""-1 .. a~1• ... . . . ·- . .... !_..__ ~- n _ .. _ .. _ _ s: 1~-L-. - . . 
' 

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 get, a decree of divorce. The Gemara 

explains mat 11 a woman nas rece1vee1 a get ane1 ner nusoand ltves ma Clltlerent locat1on, 

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

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

- .. - .. .. -· . .. . _, - ,. -. . 
- . . . - ·~·~-·-II Ar_..,. .. ,,-g-_,,•-•-•n. 

and has to wonder whether or not he has nullified the get. But if the get 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 o/am --that the woman would know her marital status 

. . . . . .. . ' ~ . ·- _, ' .. . , . . . . .. . ,, . 'J ..... --·- • .. ., 

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 

likeunood that the wife would become an agunalz. Although this text would seem to 

apply to these two individuals, it seems clear that the tikk1111 o/am discussed here affects 

5 
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' 
the general welfare of the whole Jewish people. In this, as in other cases, the entire 

I 

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

I 

I 

' TEXT#2 I 

' Mis/111ah Gitti11 4: 3 l i1 l tvo i Vl!:l r~~ l n::ioo i1 l tvo i1 
I 
ii 

A widow may not collect property from orphans except with an oath. 
11 They refrained from imposing an oath on her. Rabban Gamliel the Elder ii 

established a custom that she would make a vow regarding anything that i! 

the orphans want and collect her maniage contract. The witnesses sign I . .. . - . - ·- - -
~II"°" '-'"'YVI"""' ---·--,IV' lll\,. o>UJ'\ .... VI v•wm. I .-- - ... - I 

n111e1 es1au11sneo me cuscom m u1e pro:om, ror tne sake ot UKKun ouim. 
' 

I In order to understand this Mis/mah, the terms sh 'vu 'ah (oath,) neder {vow,) and 

nro:::b11/ need exnlication. An oath ;~ a -·· lh<0t ~'•'---
. 

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

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

I 
i 

. .. 
"''-• vuu • ""'""'· ~ vow is a vo1un<ary ov.1gauon to rerram rrom aomg somemmg. 

I 

A pro:.b11l refers to a legal fiction, instituted by Hillel the Elder, for people who were 

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

t-1... ............... 1-11 --··-- ....... ' . TJ.,.., ---..,L. .. I ···~- th- . . .. n .. ' 

' 
, . ' 

.. 

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

the sabbatical year. 

w nen 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 

-----i .. ---, .i.... .... ~.,;f,,.. ....... ,..i . "~-. ' - I t'l..A ).,.,...,...! ' ---~:. __ •--··k· "" - -
2 See Appendix IIA2 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 

-. .... . . . 'II I' -, •.· - . - .. . . - . , . 
~~ ·e· • ·c ... ·-" -

' 

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

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

ke111bah. 

The pro~bul enacted by Rabban Gamliel emibled the woman to take a vow rather 
' 

.L ___ -·- _
1 
__ ,_ ,.,., _______ l...J _____ -·--· ____ ' ' 

- .l" •I . . . ... 
• , • ·~ 

forbidden to her if she had received any of her ke111bah. She would then be able to collect I 

' 
' her ke111bah. i 
' 

I nere 1s a lack of clarity as to whether the prozb11/, for the sake of tikkun olam 

refers back to the above section of the Mis/mah, or only to the following section I 
concerning the get. t 

j 
I 
; - . - - .. . . . . . . . . ' .LI. IU.I.~ LUrcnt:l)' V¥""''' ........ '4 .... ll<OlllH,,...,._ I.Ill.I .. ULr,,,. ,5L ..,._"-Ulll~ .... ,. 

VH~V < Ill ! , 
i 

the wife's hands. The hid11sh gleaned from this section of the Mis/mah contends that ! 
r i 

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

sufficient. Here, the 1ikk1111 olam affirms the additional protection provided for the wife. 

Should she later need proof regarding the existence of the document, she could call upon 

. . , . . ·-
; •c • . 

This Mis/mah then indicates that Hillel instituted the prozb11l, for the sake of 

1ikk1111 olam. The prozbul was enacted by Hillel to solve a problem caused by the shevi'it, 

the seventh and final vear of the Sabbatical cvcle. Accordin!! to Deuteronomv 15: 1-11. 

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

7 



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

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

··--- •'-- .. 1: .. - ---1 .. _ ' •1, I I t" .. • p • ~ ~ •• I . . . . . , - . 
loans, Hillel overrode the Torah law of she1•i'it. 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 

lend, and tne t>orrowers were ao1e to borrow money when they needed it. Again, with 

l 
this particular Mis/mah, we find that what is referred to as rikkun olam benefits the entire • 

I - . . . . . i 
I 

I 
i 
! 

TEXT#3 I 
i 

Misfmah Giui11 4:6 , il)tv7J i vio T'~'l n::ic7J i!)tv7J 
! 

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. 
Hut I<aooan :sn1mon oen Gamliel says, for the sake of the captives. i 

And scrolls of tefi/i11 (the phylacteries tied on arrn and head) and mezuzot 
(the inscription on the door posts) cannot be bought from the non-Jews for 
more than their worth, for the sake of tikkun olam.3 

.,..L_ -r _, - - ' . . .. -. -

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

1 
l 

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

captors received a ransom greater than the "fair market orice," then more Jews were ant 

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

the Sages ruled, for the sake of rikk1m oiam, that captives should not be ransomed if an 

. . . ' . . . . - ·. . . .. r . ... '~ .... • .. _ ....... 111.-- '"'' "".~-·--·-

3 See Appendix llA3 for Hebrew text 

8 
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individual captive. The tikk1m olam here implies that fewer Jews would be taken captive 

if potential captors realized that there was a Ii mit 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 

permitted to help free captives. There was a mah/oker. however, about the reasoning for 

this panicular ruling. The Sages said that captives could not be helped to escape for the 

sake of tikkw1 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 feared 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 Gamliel 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 Mislmalz includes yet another case of ransom, in this case, the ransom of 

objects rather than people. If Gentiles stole ritual items, such as tefili11 and mezuzot, 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 greater incentive to continue the theft and 

plunder of Jewish sacred objects. Therefore, excessive ransom for ritual items was ruled 

against for the sake of tikku11 olam. again for the general welfare of the Jewish people. 

9 



I 

I 
' 

I 

I 
TEXT#4 I 
. .. . - . -. . - -..• ............. ..,.,7 - 11.iw •• --. l7 . .., 1 w "" iii ...... .,., •• • , .. ..,,. '"" 

' I ' ... If one (Israelite) sells his field to a non-Jew and an Israelite returns and ! 
: buys it from him (the non-Jew), the (Israelite) purchaser brings the First 

1i ~ t::"--! .. _ r __ .. L- --t-- _r ·- - -•----I 
I 

' 
' Again we have a malzloket as to the meaning of this particular Mis/mah. One ! 

' 

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

consistent sacred status ot the land ot t.retz nsraet even 11 purchased by a non-Jew; as 

such, the produce of the purchased land would still be liable to bikk11rim once it had been 

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

T- :. ' - ·- -· - ' :. . . . - - - . u 

' . ' .. - -- .. --~ ' -; ~ 

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 bikkurim in an attempt to make buying the land more desirable to Jews. 

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

! H- L!- - - T . ! - . ~ 11 . . - .... - - ' . 
.......... i-

' -- - .. -··· -. c .. u_ .. •-••-

' each year to Jerusalem. This requirement would serve as a deterrent to selling off the 

land of Israel to non-Jews. 
i 

Regardless of which intemretation seems more persuasive, the Sa!;!eS made their 

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

olam . The tikkim olam in this case assures the continued sanctity of the land of Israel and 

. - r - - . .. - - . . ., ..,,H.1-'"" U•-• ·-··-• 

4 See Appendix llA4 for Hebrew text 
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TEXT#S 

Mis/mah Gittin 5:3 

And one who finds a lost object does not take an oath, for the sake of 
tikku11 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 return 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 rikkzm olam in all of these cases is 

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

5 See Appendix IIA5 for Hebrew lext 
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TIKKUN 01..AM IN THE TOSEFTA 
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Tosefta Temmot l:l2-13 ,,,-:i, ni:>?:i N pi!> ni7Jiin n:>t>7J Nncoin I 

' i 
D r· ... - . - ' --- .. - . -- .. : 

.~. .. .. ·- -.. ., -. - - . -· . - - . . - . . ... ' .............. ·-··· .. Ill '-".&• ........ , ..... u. ............ ,, 

made them dependent on him. he (the householder) tithes (for them) and : 
I - provides food for them, for the sake of tikkun olam. 
I And thus R. Simeon b. Manasiuh would say, "An orphan, the son of a 

Levite, who was growing up under the care of a householder, he (the I ' househo1aer) tithes (for him) and provides food for him, for the sake of ! 
! 

tikkun olam. i 
If the son of his (the householder's) wife (whom the householder was not I 

I required to maintain,) was a priest or a Levite, behold, he (the 
householder) provides food for him from his portion . I A ~: ___ --·'L- --!...1 ·- . . - .. - . -- --· ... _. .......... . , . . '\-·-r---

! ._, ... ' . . . . - - - - . - . . - ·- -'··- .... I ._,_. ••• u .. ~ .. ..... ... ·- ... _ ... _ ........ ! olam.6 
l 
i 

These first examples from Tosefta Tenimot include a confusing variety of i 
I 

' ' 
concepts and customs which require some nreliminarv exnlanation. Jewish law renuires 

• 

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

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

. .. . . . . . .. . _ ... , ...... _..,r;:, 1 ............ , •• _.., LU"''''"" .l...A..<Tl!I.\..~. • Ll1.1n,.., fUW UJ~I WHl-1 Wi:l!!ii 

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

offerings was crucial to the rabbis. 

The Tosefta discussed here refers to Misl111al1 Gittin 5:4, which deals with a 

similar topic in a different context. That Mis/mah states: "If orphans were supported by a 

' .. ' -• • r -• - .. - - .. . .. -. • -., ·-- " ................. , ··- ... - ·- ...... 

6 
See Appendix 118 l for Hebrew text 
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produce." Whereas the Tosefta merely refers to the guardian's tithe. the Mis/mah 

introduces the concept that it was the orphan's produce from which the tithe is drawn. 

We funher notice that while the Mis/mah makes no reference to 1ikk1111 olam, this 

panicular Tosefta does introduce this concept. 

In the Mis/mah, the statement and its purpose seem much clearer; the fundamental 

issue involves restricting access to forbidden food. If the terumot and the ma 'aser are 

removed from the orphans· food before 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 tikkun olam would be to protect the 

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

funher investigation. 

Interestingly enough, both chapters four and five of Mis/mah Gittin are filled with 

many examples of tikk1m olam. As pointed out earlier in this paper, the term, tiklcun 

olam, as applied in the Mis/mah, seems to be leaning toward a definition of what is good 

for the Jewish community. In Mislma/1 5:4, which is cited in the Tosefta now under 

consideration. for the sake of tikk1111 o/am 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 violating 

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 tikkun o/am. The Tosefta deals with a similar topic 

with vinually identical wording, and then concludes that it is for the sake of tikkun o/am, 

13 



while the Mis/mah does not use the tenn at all. For the sake of 1ikku11 o/am. 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 Mis/mah, 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 mu 'user 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 lzalakhah suggests that once 

poor orphans have been taken in and are provided for, the householder is forbidden to use 

the ti things 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 tikk1m olam. In this case, the tikkun 

o/am 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 ti things for the poor to 

feed the orphan. This interpretation of for the sake of tikkun o/am 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 ha/akhah describes another situation where the orphan is 

a Levite. An Israelite 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 ris/1011 when he is already supporting a Levite 

in his own home? The text suggests that he is exempt from offering ma'aser risho11 

under these circumstances for the sake of tikk1111 o/am. 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 to 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 mling assures the 

community that more people will be willing to take in orphans and help rear them. It is 

interesting to 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 a11i and neglect his responsibility to the poor altogether, here he 

can use ma'aser ani to feed the child, for the sake of tikk1m 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 
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give out ma 'aser a11i in the marketplace. Ma 'aser a11i is much too specific a measure to I 
distribute randomly in the tumult of the marketplace. Instead, one would give out 

0 I I ' .. . -- - . . .. 
. ---- . . • .... ~"""""""!.' 111 ••••.:io -""'°'""' 1v1 ,..,,.,.. .>1.1~~ UI wu,,., .... I 

individual is allowed to feed hungry children and not be judged as if he gave t::.edakah out 

of his ma 'aser ani, even if the child asks for food as 1::.edakalz. 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 

. II -r" ! .. . . . .. . 
'" U·--- •••---I •v ... ~ 

responsibility of feeding those without adequate resources. 

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

that these lzalakhot were intended to orevent the orohans from eatin11 ~ ... 
fnn..! i• 

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

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

. 
' .. 

" .. 
-· ..... - ... hvm me triuc: or Levi; ana -··- &--" "•c 1.11\r-111; _, ._.Q..I"" VJ. -

encouraging people to give food to any minor who asks for it, regardless of the child's 

status. 

' I 
! TEXT#2 ! 

- . i 
I <JO•J•U l ~:.:. ..I l IJ n I ..... !/ I~ • 11-',. IJ • ••w•~ i'U ll:.1\.1 II I i 

They do not make a maniage contract for a woman from movable goods, 
for the sake of tikkun olam. Rabbi Yosi said," What is the tikkun olam I 
in this (ruling), but that according to it (the ruling), there is no limit 
, . ' I ,_, ·-· Ill) 1.u IL, 

7 See Appendix IIB2 for Hebrew text 
I 
' ' 
I 
' I 
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This Tosefta challenges us to first define the meaning of the tenn "movable 

propeny." Unfonunately, the commentaries in the Tosefta and the Tosefta Kejslmra do 

.......... . er. ____ _, . D -LL' ., .. ' .. . . . . 
0 • '"'"••n•~ V'•YH• ... •••• .... 

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

~ 

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

wnicn include a clear meaning of the tenn rikk1111 o/am. Rabbi Yosi seems perplexed by 

invoking rikkun olam here with regard to propeny with such transitory value and unclear 

' ott - n.~L.J..~ v ...... ~ --·-· ·•· ... .. 1 ·-- . . . • 
' 

-- . __________ , 
I 

. ., . . . 
question: what is the rikku11 olam in that? 

We begin wilh understanding the meaning of the tenn, movable propeny. The 

1 osepa Kef s1111ta makes reterence to the Talmud Ba1•/i, where Rashi exolains movable 

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

can be moved and therefore, sold or Jost much more easily than pennanent propeny, such 

• ~ .. . ' . 
; .. •w:w. rnun; ., .. ~;.,, uuen ueprec1aung . -- __ , ----. ---- - "1 •wu - -

rather than appreciating, and its value is far more unpredictable 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 secL1re financially, she 

·· ii I t. . . - ~ I I · ,. • .. - .. . .. ·--c- --·- . ----· 1~ ,,.., & ....... ..,1u, ,.~ ... uub11 .. -

therefore, conclude that the tikku11 o/am is offered for the sake of the woman. 

' 

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

property, Liebennan 's commentaries are then more helpful re .. his .,;,..., nf oO.a 

nature of the tikkun olam. Contrary to Rashi, Liebennan explains that the rikku11 olam 
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does not benefit the woman, but rather assures the purchaser of the land that he is secure 

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

husband has set aside movable oods for his wife's kewbah He then sells his land to a 

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

forw:ird to collect her ketubali. If the movable goods previously set aside for her, have 

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 scenario from the beginning 

by not using movable property in the woman's ke111ba/1. This situation can be avoided by 

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 an taken awa 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 ketubali. 

e woman, or 

Lieberman's interpretation that it protects the purchaser, the ruling clearly benefits the 

Jewish communit . We can now move to Rabbi Yosi's uestion "What is the tikkun 

olam in this (ruling)?" Rabbi Yosi argues that no matter which view we take as to the 

nature of the of the tikkzm olam, no one should ever rely on movable goods as security. 
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therefore, this enactment is unnecessary. Rabbi Yosi concludes that this ruling is not for 

the sake of tikk1111 olam. but rather a matter of common sense. 

TEXT#3 

Tosefta Gi11i11 3:8-9 

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 tikku11 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 flill consciousness of doing wrong, he is guilty and bound 
(to repay), for the sake of tikk1111 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 oftikklm 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 tikk1111 olam.8 

The first example described in this text from Ma.fekfiet Gillin 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. I! 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 learn that his sacrifice was now invalidated by a mistake in ritual 

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

8 
See Appendix 1183 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 imponant than determining the priest's liability and responsibility in 

this panicular 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 

private enterprise. At first glance, it would appear that the Tosefta is trying to tell us that 

the for the sake of 1ikk1111 olam 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 Kefshuta, we discover 

another possible explanation. 

The real 1ikk1m o/am 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 halaklwh annear to be unrelated with rel!ard to 
l 
1 

their content, yet the similarities in fonnat and intended purpose bear further l 
investigation. Just as the priest acted on the authority of God, the community, and the l 

1 
.. .. . - .. .. . , . - • ~.r - • .. , J . .. , a, - ·- ft -.. II ..,_J IUll -· ""- ---~ \ •. ••••-

., 
' ' ' j 

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

l 
olam seems to be for the good of the local Jewish community. If any person fulfilling a ' l , 

! 
• 

ci vie duty feared the consequences of making a mistake while perfonning his assigned ~ 
; 
' . 

task he would be I~·· wi 11;nn •n ---.. -··· ·L-· . .. i I; ... · l 
- - ' 

., 

Next we encounter two interesting medical cases. The case presented in halakhah l 
I 

8 describes a physician who tries to cure a patient and instead, causes injury to that I 
. . . 

r-•ovu. 11 ... ~ : .. ~-'.1 ----··-- u.1 acc1uem, me pnys1c1an was not ne1u Hau1e, ror tne SaKe 

of tikku11 olam. We see that the tikk1111 olam protects the community because, if the I 
j 

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

would be less likelv to acceot the cases assi•med bv the ~01111 The"'~"'''--.; ... _,, __ ;" 

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

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

. . . . - . .. 
.....,._.,., __ ""'J ....... ,.....,._.~ ~ ..... t'~'"'"''1fTu11 11;;;1111.11.1 : 1Jli,511L u,.;;;: I •u • LlllO 

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

mother's life. 

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

tikk1111 olam refers to anything that benefits the local Jewish community by encouraging 

... ,..,. .... ,,,. .... .t:~ .... . ·- --· -- ,.., • • • -- •.1_ -· .... If>_ - " -~I I; - , ,, • · -, . , .. 
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deal with three 1 erent matters, but they all convey 

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 

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

The unifying principle in all of these cases holds that the sh 'licl1im were all doing what 

The structure of the community is strengthened if various sir 'lie/rim are 

empowered to act without a in for the dama es caused b unintentional mistakes. The 

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

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

communal authority, such as the court, or the Temple cult, or even by God. Since the 

shaliac/1 acts on behalf of others and not for his own personal benefit, he is exempt from 

liability for mistakes made during this communal service. 

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 risks in pursuit of his Ii velihood. 

From the examples we have studied from both the Mis/mah and the Tosefta, we 

can make a further assum tion that the 1ikk1111 a/am in addition to makin socie 
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more smoothly and helping people make decisions that 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 

TIKKUN OLAM I 

TEXT#l 

emu 

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, 

e as 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. 

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. 

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 

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

23 

I 



~ 

f 
, 

And false gods will be unerly cut down, . 
To perrect the universe through the kingdom of the God Who said, 
"Dai.,. 
Then all humanitv will .... 11 nft Vn ... ftnPPB 

Tn h•_.,, ~)) •L.. ........ .-.-1...'C' u.;,..' J . " --

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, 
r.11u '""1 "iu case u1emse1vesaown, 
Ana 10 tne g1ory 01 r our name they will g1 ve 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 i• w""~ft · r.n..i ..,;11 --'-- -
A. it;.""'-'· A J • n•;IJ L.,,,._ V;.,.,. ----·- -11 .. L.._ -~---o.t.. 

On that day Ado11ai will be one, ';ind His name will be one.9 

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

iuo:;u w1u1m us 1wo paragrapn structure 1s tne phrase, I taken olam fJ maumut ' 1 

' 
Shadai. In the contemporary period, the Alei1111 is found in the concluding portion of all 

: 
statutory services, but originally it was only found in the Musa/ Rosh Hashanah service l 
- - ~L - • ,.. . . . .. .. .. .. . ·-· . . . . - - . ~ - . . . ... , ---
Alei1111 is also known as Tekiat d'Rav, the "The Shofar Service of Rav." This designation 

. 

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

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

Aleim1 to Joshua. while another traces its authorship to the Men of the Great Assembly 
~' 

..a .. .-:-~ •L.- • I -C .o.L~ - . . A ' 
,,1 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 
~ 
~ 

" , 
9 

See Appendix IICI for Hebrew text 
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version of the Alein11 has also been found among the hymns used by the early merkavah 

mystics, suggesting that its use might be possibly even older. 

Regardless of when the Alei1111 actually was wrinen and placed in a worship 

service, the earliest written version that remains today appears in Mahzor Virry, a 

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

them. Mahwr Viti)', one of the works produced by the school of Rashi, contains his 

halakhic rulings, which were later expanded and organized by Rashi's student, Simcha, 

or perhaps one of Simcha 's colleagues. The commentary in Muh;:or Vi try 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 

Aleilm in order to explain its meaning. It is in this more complete text which includes 

these Biblical quotations that a greater understanding of I 'taken olam can be found. In 

The Complete Festival Prayers According to the Ritual of the Gennan and Polish Jews, 

the first paragraph of the Aleilm (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 Mah;:or Vi try commentary are from the additional internal paragraphs of the 

Alei11u. In the translation below of the Mah;:or Viti)' commentary, we notice the intricate 

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

paragraphs of the Alei11u. 

... to repair the world in the kingdom of Shadai - in the kingdom 
of the One who said, (in creating) the world, "enough." And thus He said, 
"I appeared to Abraham and others (Isaac and Jacob) by the name of 
Shadai (Exodus 6:3 ). (The world) was widening at the beginning very 
much, until God said to it, "Enough." And that all human beings will call 
Your name, and this is as it is said, in Scripture, "All who call the name of 
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Ado11ai will be delivered," (Joel 3:5). Then I will make the peoples pure 
of speech, so that all will call the name of Adrmai (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 wrilten): I will remove 
the heart of stone from your body and l will put a new spirit within you 
(Ezekiel 36:26). 

For the kingdom is God's relates to we bend the knee and bow. 
And Lift up your Gates (Psalms 24:7) relates to repairing the world, that 
is 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 
I 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. rn 

An examination of the term /'taken olam as it appears in Avodat Yisrae/, 

considered to 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 malk/1111 Sliadai found on p. 132. 

In the Kingdom of Shadai - After all the impure things in the world will be 
removed, and all the people will worship the name of Ado11ai, then the 
world will be repaired. And that time is called the Kingdom of Shadai 
because everyone will make Shadai the King over them. 11 

Sever.ii 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 world--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 spiritual 

truth and was therefore obligated to praise and tllank God for receiving tile Truth of 

'
0 See Appendix IIC2 for Hebrew text 

11 
See Appendix llC3 for Hebrew text 
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Torah. They were also obligated to pray for God to finish the work of creation by i 
revealing the same truth to the other peoples of the world. In the first paragraph of the 

§. 
~ • . . . . . . . . . . . .. ; 

I~.,.,.,,.., llM•w "'-lluu, n Ul"'I I~ i1 ! . ---- -

$ 
'· ~ 

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 Alei1111 assumes that only God could bring tikkun olam .¥ •. 
~ 

to the world; the authors of this prayer would never have presumed that they could make 
~ 
1' 

nn"''c:. ·-' . ··- ... _ .o.\ re . . . .. . . . . -, ····-----•• .. --·· . "'" ......... 

upon them to pray to God. the same God Who had said dai while creating the world, so 

that revelation could be completed according to the divine will. 

1 ne deflmtion of tikku11 olam as manifest in Aleinu stresses r.nrf's rnlP in th .. 

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 

• ' -- - .~ .. . , . 
:~ .. ;,1 ,..-_,: .. ,. '"g' uuu wi11 ""mercuu1 enough - .. "l .., 

to perfect the world. If God would make manifest the di vine presence to the idolators of 

the world, then all peoples would work together toward a common understandin" nf ~ 
- .. 

God's presence in the universe. They would know God. and the entire world would be .-
' 

perfected under the Kingdom of the Almighty. 
.· 
' .. :_ .. .. . .. , . . . 

, w11i~ .. uescnues .... ... _ 
' - . - - - - - - '"1 ....... .:ll • •-r" '"'" Lt, .... • .. 

\ 
;:•. 

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 assens that Jews are God's ' ' . 
tn r :..., .. -- . 

:'~ 

~ r 
r 
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humani1y under the rule of God by teaching the world community what they knew God's 

presence to represent. 

A . . . ... ... - . - - -
' --,, - •.,. _ ..... I Olf:lo .. , 1 - 11 t'"_. •• '"''' U. .. ,,,,_ -• 

' 

tremendous suffering and tunnoil, 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. 
~·r 
~~ ' 

~. 
---.-

:"': 
Conclusion for Tikkun Olam in the Aleinu ~ 

" We see that the communal understanding of tikk1111 olam during this time had ~ 

c1ear1y snmea away from the Mishnaic interoretation of the term. There we found that •j 

tikkun olam concerned the welfare of individual Jewish communities. The Mis/mah 

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

·- - _ ... .. • .. . . . \!.' . - . . .. 
- ' ' -, -- &•LO-H& ¥) ......... '3 •••••- •+o HI .. ,U.l\.I J .... ~ ·nao ~ 

begun to be aware of a world beyond itself. They had begun to realize that they were not -1 
~1 ; 

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

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

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

. . 

Interestingly enough, the tikkr111 o/am here is presented as an act of theological 
' 

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

' 
vision or what their behaviors will look like annears in this nraver. Perh~n~ •h~ .. 

~ 
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expected that if they were able to achieve the proper intention and comprehension, then 

the appropriate behavior would follow. 

'1"-1- - -1 .. - . . . . .. . . ~ ~ ... - . r . . -- --- -- --- , .... -IH ·-• .... -.&•JI"'""~• 

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 Mis/mah, we also notice a 

shift in the style of writing. In the Mis/mah and the Tosefta examples examined here, the 

'---11"1o-- "''nr ;" tJ..o C, - -&' 1-0 -1 ----- •--- -- ..:I - - . . . . . - - - - . J 

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 ,, . 
... ; 
,.; 

1aea11suc. 1 ne tnougnts are noo1e and poetic. We see the difference between litunzv and '· •;. 
~,-;· 
,':" 

law, though the same words are used. t • ;:\. 
'f., 

1§ 

In the end, the Alei11u provides us with a theological mission statement for the 111 
~ -T .. .. - . r ... . . :·-'' 
-~ . c . - . - --- i;- ·-· - -· ..... ·-··· 113 r· ~:: 
·~ 

>·'· 
( 
... , 

TIKKUN OLAM IN THE ZOHAR 

. 

TEXT#l 

- . , , . .. • --·--·· v•• •'1 JJ•-._.I/ ... " I .. ~, - ' I ., I .... , ·~- j .... '"" Jo I I.I "11 I 

Anything that God makes is forever. Nothing can be added to it, 
and nothing can be taken from it," (Ecclesiastes 3: 14). Solomon the King, 
whose wisdom was greater than anyone's, did he not know that everything 

. - _J _ t _j • • • • ., ,. '"' • "° ' • - U" • .. . ·-. . --- ---- -- , 1 nuv -.. .. . . . .. - n ' . _ ...... ....,. ... ""'''"'"' . . "'-· --··-···•:! • vv ............. "l;;n.10m ... 

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 
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after (having made ii) 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 perfectlv as it was sunnosed to without anv neetl fnr -• · 
Because of that it is writ•A" "A "-1 r.nrt ""'" 

. . ,,_ -, . ..J_ --...:I; .. . -was very good," (Genesis 1:31). Whatever He had made forthe 
perfection of the world would, of course, be forever. 12 

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

.--· : ••• : .. 0 w• w;,, 1 .. ~ wur1u was penect wnen \.JOO createo JI, remammg that way to tms 

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

- ___ ! ___ nnrl -(,.._ ... . 
future bv savin2 that it will stav nerfect forever. Thi• ... _ 

- - . - ,, 

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

•. 
piece, tikkim olam describes that perfectly ordered world and cosmos, as they were " .v, 

·.~: . . .. . - . 
-&•eUH.r.UJ' "" . , ••• , ~'"'"· uvw uou, '"~Y were pu, •Oge ... er oy uoa, ano tney go on i 

forever. .•·. 

'· ~-: 

This particular Zohar text contrasts the way God made this world with the Gentile i, 
-~ ,_t 

anisans whn wnnl..l ""' . . . -•--.A L--1. 1- ~1 . ' .. - . ~,,: . -' • . - - - •-\, 
~ 

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

ongoing fashion. God, on the other hand, made the world ar1. >aw that it was very good 
' 

immeutaleiy. Detore tnere was any reality or phys1ca111y in the world, God took the tohu 
! 

v 'vo/111 and formed the perfect world of beauty from it. Hence there was never a need for 

chan11e in Gael's . . ... ~.1..1 t ... ti...~~ ............ ..,.,...,.,. r . -- ... 1. - ~ • ,L - .,. I 
- - . . - . 

olam describes God's perfect world. I 
I 

I 
I 
I 
I 

.. , 
12

See Appendix IIDJ for Hebrew tcXI 
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TEXT#2 

Zollar, Vol. /, p.163:2 :J 110Y :i.cp ~, Mi', l'llV1!:l M 1i:i 1i1n 

n A 1 ~, ... "'"". . - - . . . 
• • -- ... _ . ..... ....... ___ ......... -· ... _..,."' . -

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 right, 
and the idolatrous nations are to the left." When the Holy Temple was 
oesiroyeo, ·uod pulled back n1s nght hand in the presence of the enemv," 
lLamentauons 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 .. 
~hn.1.lrl t..- •L.- -~...I- -~. .. ;11 • ·• r ·' . . . -• ,, . 

• ' .I. 
. . .. • - -· - .... -· - :: 

'"'' ---;11 ·'-· :~- .. - . • _.,., ·- . . . . . 11 -••• •••- ·-··-1 ' 13:2). 13 ' ,. 
) 

.;;.; 
In the first Zollar text, we learned that God put the world in its proper order from ':~ 

:r 
~:,· 

u1e oegmmng ano that 1t wou10 stay that way forever. In this text, however, we learn that ~-
!~ 
1o:1 .. ~ ... 

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

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

; II ' _LO . . . - - . - - . . . ~ ... •e Uo- .-.~··- --~n ,,,,..,. r-··--· Y~\,1. .... 1 . un..,J II'-'•"-'~ - . S!alUS k; 
. «t. 
« 

in the cosmos. Both the higher status of the Israelites and their ability to perfect the •. 
"'f:,' 
,~-' 

world are inextricably connected to the existence of the Holy Temple. This Zollar 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 can there be the proper ordering of the world, 

--....l - .... 1'. r. ...J . -· ...... '··,.,.., _, . - . . .. . . 
' . . . .. . ... . - '"'" ~- ..... ..,. • - ............ ""u ~·'='H'- •. u ... 11 LU~ 

. 

cosmos goes awry. 

I 

This Zollar text presents a different twist on the definition of tikkun olam. In the I 

. : 

llrst text, tikkim olam was the world exactly as God had created it. In this '7nho• 

text we learn that the world can go awry, and the tikkun olam here occurs when God fixes : 

:·j 
;/~ I 
ii 
~\ ! 
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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 rikk1111 olam at all. They do not initiate it, they do 

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

themselves. It is God and God alone who is able to create rikktm o/am, and God will do 

so by restoring the Holy Temple to the Israelite people. 

TEXT#3 
Zollar, Vol. 3, p. 112: J 

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 
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 properly connect to the master 
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 lhe world into proper order. 14 

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

how to bring it about. In this third Zolzar piece, rikk1111 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 

13 
See Appendix IID2 for Hebrew text 

14 See Appendix 1103 for Hebrew text 
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father and a son. When the son desires to communicate with his father, he should be able 

to do so directly with no intennediary needed to faciliiate the closeness. A slave. on the 

_,..,_ __ L--...1 ~"' 'r .. 
_.,..; ........ ..;, ;,..,,!' iu 1,;u111mumcanng and . '" .. .... 

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

profound connection between human beings and God. In order for a nerson to hav .. " f•· 11 

and complete relationship with God, he or she must communicate with God on both 

levels. When human beings pray to God hoping to reach the highest and loftiest recesses 

of thP T'\:vo ......... •L- . ..,,_ -- .•. !.L +1._ = .. r - .. - .. 
., a,..-·-"' ,..,..,,ing secure .. . ., ...... u...... & & 

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

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

'"" poweu u1 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 

. -•-•---. : . .. .. 
:,v. 111u1,;11 .. uo11 me slave exerts man . ~ . • --i"lllu 

attempt to connect with his master, a deep chasm remains forever. So too, the metaphor 

extends to the relationship between human bein"s and God. Some a • ·" - ... 
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, 

th- .... 1~-·~ L.-.:--. .... -: ..... _ :.H __ ::b11u.r,..11l n;, .. \olU\,,ll ULner, u us un1t1ng uod. - . 

into One. 

In this particular case, it is human beings who effect tikkw1 olam; rather than 

orucnng the world or the cosmos. thev are oron~.1 .. . '" r: ...... ..-1 • . .. 
- -

appropriate forms of worship. They do not pray to God specifically for God to perfect 

33 

.. 
-



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 Zollar text that we begin to see human beings become a part of making 1ikku11 olam 

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

TEXT#4 

Zollar, Vol. 3, p. 21:1 

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 go into the cave? 

Said the other, "Before 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 I 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. Hi ya and R. Yosi heard this while 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. Hi ya 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 I will hope in 
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You .. ,' It doesn't tell you what He did. lt 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. 15 

This particular narrative from the Zahar includes two different stories, one 

involving 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. Hi ya, the cosmos functions the way it does 

because God created the world and perfected the order, etake11 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 1104 for Hebrew 1ex1 

35 



beauty and perfect construction. Therefore. they do not study Torah, one of the primary 

ways to draw close to God. They are totally disimerested 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 well. 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 tikk1111 olam emanates from God alone. 

The world functions better when people 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, memion 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. But God alone retains control over tikkun o/am. 

TEXT#5 

Zollar, Vol. I. p. 102:2 

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 all peoples of the world. l6 

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 to include death as a part of every life. 

The text then discusses how Abraham repaired 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 Tornh. Including Eytz 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 

t6 Sec Appcndi• 1105 for Hebrew te•t 
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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 tikk1111 olam where the world is perfected solely 

by the work of God, to the contemporary usage of tikkw1 olam, which involves the 

partnersmplletween human beings and God. Tikk1111 olam. perfecting the world, occurs 

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

und • ... L._. L- . ' ' 
WY: .. "' .. :.~ .1•-- .... - ..... u.....-. ·--.£:) ... u1 uooa ana EvlJ, 

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

entire world. This is only 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 pelfected the world and 

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

.-.~ ... ~-.:, -~· ii came 10 numamty through Abraham. Here, 1ikk11n olam begins to 

include an aspect of partnership between God and humanity. 

TEXT#6 

Zollar. Vol.I. p. 35:/ 

:-· ·_" · :_ -· -· •u 1 .. ~.ua11y 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 beca"00 "r.n" "·· ~ - -· -- ·~ · ; " rr 
the earth," <Genesis 2:"' 

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 earth 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 a 

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 lower worlds are 
connected to one another, and they become perfected. Similarly, in 

· · r , a awa emng starts rom below. And 
ar s ey connect an everyt ing is perfetted. If it were not for 

the people of Israel starting an awakening 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. 17 

mist came up from the gr_ound in order to awaken the powers above and to perfect those 

powers so they could then rain down on earth. If it were not for Kene 

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 

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

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

meanin of tikk 1 

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

tikk1111 o/am begun with Abraham by the previous text. 

1ar piece uses the offering of the korba11 as an example of how humans 

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

an comp etes t e orces 

of the upper world. In this way, the heavens respond to the smoke of the korba11, and the 

11 
See Appendix 1106 for Hebrew text 
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perfection of God then showers down upon the eanh like rain and manifests itself through 

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

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

itself. This perfection, like that found in the other Zohar tei:.ts already examined, earns 

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

rikkun olam of the world. In this world th 

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. 

w1 o am 1s e connection tween humans and God in the world oft · 

particular piece of Zollar text. 

The centrality of human beings to the process of tikku11 olam represents a new 

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

Mis/mah and the Tosefta, the term tikk1111 o/am referred to the welfare of the Jewish 

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 

w· 
esame 

true understanding of God as did the Jewish people. In the Zollar, we have seen an 
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evolution of the tenn 1ikku11 olam which involves several different aspects of its meaning. 

The passages from the Zohar pick up where the other texts left off with little or no human 

humanity. All the Zohar pieces characterize 1ikku11 olam as being a 

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

ean , muc less so the welfare of the smal I Jewish community alone. In the Zohar texts, 

rikkun olam is an 

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

people. 

ts new meaning of rikkun olam, the perfection of the world is now earned 

out by Keneset Yisrael in annersh · w· 

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

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

s upon appropnate e avior by Ke11eset Yisrael so that the world 

might be properly ordered. This human involvement 

modem notion of tikkwz o/am. which connects to the work of social justice here on eanh. 

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

that the underlying focus of tikk1111 o/am remains the Jewish communit . 

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

cosmos. 

ms 

unique and special. We have seen a variety of ways that the Jewish eo le can be 
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involved 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 action 

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

their more active role in the process of tikk1111 olam, rather than the less active role of 

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

of tikk1111 olan 
ae 

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

around the twelfth century. As opposed to the tremendous difficulties inherent in living 

estem Euro , Jews of the Ibe · · 

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

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

commum y. uc 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 em 

of tikku11 o/am. that they could influence God. This idea of partnership in working 

toward a perfected world still depended upon performance of the mitzvot. By 

toward the perfection of the world. 
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Use of the term Tikk1m olam in contemporary American Judaism usually evokes 

powerful images of involvement in the work of social justice. Like spirituality, tikk1m 

o/am had become one of the Jewi h 

safely assert that rikk1111 olam has become a conduit back to identifying oneself as a Jew 

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

whose meaning is so universally understood, that many Jews use it without even thinking 

that it needs to be defined. Moreover this 

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

activities to different people, 1ikk1m olam enjoys an almost universally understood 

unheard of in lsrael.
1
s Its use represents one of those areas where defining characteristics 

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

the contem 

found in a variety of current sources. 

The Wall Street Journal, Monday, February 5, 2001 

epo mctze t e o ocaust useum 
In the Jewish tradition, tikkun olam means 'to net, Godlike. to improve 
the world.' We have that on the authority of Rabbi Irving Greenberg, 

18 
Sopers1ein, Robbi David, Personal Interview with, February 8, 2001 at HUC-JIR 



- - -- --· -- - - - . 

Chainnan of the United States Holocaust Memorial Council, which runs 
the Washington-based museum. 19 

1 his anicle about deoolilicizin<• 1h0 H~• • "'"''" I.A'.,.,.,.,,._.. 1 .. "'·'· . 
- ··- . 

as if every reader would understand its meaning. It is astonishing lo consider !hat in the 

year 2001, tikk1111 olam has become a phrase so commonly understood by society in 

.,--·-- _:, ... w ... ·--u1ar newspaper HKe rne vv all Street Journal would use ii in this way. 

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

authors oresume th"' ;,. .. ; II L.. ....... 1 .... ·' I 
. 

~ T ' .. . . ·J' HOO ... ----
not concern itself with any further discussion of tikkw1 olam, but the bold face headline 

reminds us of the pervasive use of this lerm. 

TEXT#2 

Jewish literacy by Rabbi Joseph Telushkin 

A .r ·' :, __ :,. ::_. ___ , 111e ... e.onn ... ovement as part of !he Union of --- _.,_ -- -

American Hebrew Congregations Significant Jewish Books program, Jewish Literacy 

enjoys a reputation in the entire Jew;•h .... ; '" ................... i... ... ; ........ ; ' - . - . 
source of Jewish knowledge and infonnation. In Jewish Literacy, Telushkin defines 

tikk1111 olam as "the ethical bettering of the world."20 He goes on 10 explain Iha!, "Hillel's 

.. :::: •• ., •• ___ ov uase Jew1sn 1aw on llkfam otam, not just on tradition_, establ;•ho.-i ~ 

precedent that enabled later rabbis to meet many new ethical challenges. "21 

19 
Wall Street Journal. The, Monday. (February 5, 2000) 

20
Telushkin. Rabbi Joseph, Jewish li1eran. (New York: William Morrow & Co., Inc., 1991), p.121. 21 • 
Telushkin, p.122. 
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Telushkin uses the 1enns Ethical Monotheism, Perfection of the World, and tikk1111 

olam as synonyms. From a Refonn perspective this usage is remarkable as these tenns 

c ear y represent different conce ts. 

''The principle of ethical monotheism, the obligation to try to 'perfect the 
world under the rule of God,' is repeated three times a day in the Aleinu 
prayer, which closes the morning, afternoon, and evening prayer services. 

' · · · 1s genera y ere 1te to nineteenth-
u ism, an remains nineteenth-century Refonn's most 

enduring contribution to Jewish thought."22 

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

include 1ikk1m o/am but.is certainly not limited to it. Telushkin credits ethical 

monotheism, or 1ikk1111 olam (which he sees as beina one and the same to the Re 

ovemem and sees it as being one of Refonn's more valuable innovations. 

ZIV Tzedakah Fund, Inc. 

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

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 tzedakah collective 

ZIV's list of charitable organizations has become much broader; its recommendations are 

22 
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 

ver a en s an 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 

Soviet Union; Haitian Children.
24 

Its back cover contains a logo with a picture of a 

globe, and the title over it reads, 'To Fix The W " " 

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

it. "
25 

As evidenced by the logo, Siegel has fused two different but complementary 

or work, and joins that with the concept of tikk1111 olam suggesting that every person is 

obligated to take part in the work of 1ikku11 olam. 

TEXT#4 

Union of American Hebrew Con re ations UAHC 

Religious Action Center (RAC) 

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

congregauons. 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 

WeD 
as in. 

;, ZIV Tzedakah Fund. Inc. website <www.ziv.ora> 
24 

ZIV Tzodakah Fund. Inc. Annual Re1mr1, April l, 2000. p. 22. 
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ews o. 
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 
autonom of the indivi · · 
whether to 

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 

The stat 

the centerpiece of Reform belief and practice. Emphasis on tikkwz olam was born of a 

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

s re iance on pe ormance of mitzvot. For many Reform Jews, the mandate to 

perform acts of tikk1111 olam has provided a point of entry into Jewish life for those who 

v 

TEXT#S 

aperstein, Februar ' 8, 200 I at HU -

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

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

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

ZIV Tzedakah Fund, Inc. Annual Report April l, 2000. bock cover. 
••Union of American Hebrew Congregations website <http://uahc.org/> 



American Hebrew Congregation (UAHC) and the Central Conference of 
American Rabbis (CCAR), representing 1.5 million Refonn Jews and 
I ,800 Reform rabbis in 870 congregations throughout North America. 27 

in erv1ewe 

insight into his perspective on the origins and use of the 1erm tikkw1 olam. Rabbi 

Saperstein recalled that the term tikk1111 olam, as it is used today, was first heard in the 

Refonn Movement in the 

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

however, the term tikk1111 olam had become interchangeable with social action and social 

more pejorative connotations during the tumultuous '?O's, the tenns social justice and 

1ikk1111 olam became the more 

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 1ikkw1 olam, more conceptual and more 

Rabbi Saperstein 's understanding of tikkw1 olam as it was used in Mishnaic times, 

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

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

crucial to maintain a society cohesive and strong enough to withstand harsh external 

27 
Religious Action website <WWW.ri-org/rac> 



connected these Jews to 

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

complete resonance between their understanding of tikkwi a/am with our use of the tenn 

gradually over time rather than in distinct stages described above. 

Platforms of American Refonn Judaism 

Over the one hundr 

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

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

s a ement ts t e c osest approximation of the contem 

emphasis on working to make the world a better place, 

... we deem it our duty to participate in the great task of modem times, to 
solve on · · · · 

The Columbus Platfonn: "Guiding Principles of Reform Judaism," adopted in 1937, 

includes an entire section entitled, "Social Justice," which be ins, "Judaism see 

a amment o a JUSt society by the application of its teachings to the economic order, to 

industry and commerce. and to national and international affairs."29 The San Francisco 

Platfo ... 
" no 

specifically refer to Social Justice, Social Action, or 1ikk1111 a/am, though it does include 

the following paragraph, 

28 
., espouse to ern•ry, A History of the Refor111 Moven•ent in Judaism. (Detroit. 

Wayne S1a1e Universi1y Press, !988), p. 388. 
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' 

Early Refonn Jews, newly admitted to general society and seeing in this 
the evidence of a growing universalism. regularly spoke of purpose in 
terms of Jewry's service to humanity. In recent years we have become 
freshly conscious of the virtues of oluralism .. n..i thP ···' ·• .~ 

particularism. The Jewish in it~ U•• kr 1:r. "'_,. _. : .. 
own worth while working tow~rd the fulfillment of its messianic 

• lt) expectallons. · 

"A Statement of Principles for Refonn Judaism" was adopted at the May 1999 

t'lltsourgn LOnvention of the Central Conference of American~·'-'·- l('rh.R\ "'-• 
. 

are two 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 to Torah includes the term tikkun o/am 

- .. 
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, fifteen rabbis issued the Pittsburgh 
Platform, a set of guidelines that defined Refonn Judaism for the next fifty 
,-Mrs ..• rev1seu statement or principles, the Columbus Platform was 
auopteo oy the 1...entral 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 
Reli2ion. Tn1fov whPn on~""": •· ·~ ... -• . . ' .. 

- - "'.' . .................. __... ·'" .. 
- ·~J,-~ IL .... _._. 

obligation as rabbis-once again to state a set of principles that define 
Refonn Judaism in our own time. 

Throughout our history, we Jews have remained finnly rooted in 
Jewish tradition, even as we have learned much from our encounters with 
______ ---=~- ._,. , .. _ e•-M• ~omnouuon 01 1<.e1onn Juaaism is that it has 
ii i ... ~ ;ewis11 peop.e to mtroouce innovation while preserving 

tradition, to embrace diversity while asserting commonality, to affirm 
beliefs without rejecting those who doubt, and to bring faith to sacred texts 
without sacrificing critical scholarship. 

This "Statement of Princinles" •ha . -· -~.. ~ ' 

- God, Torah and Israel -_evpn oc i1 • ' . t ..... __... _, 
-

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 mviip (kedusha), holiness. 

29 Meyer, p. 390. 
30 Meyer, p. 393. 
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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 
creacion. Partne .... w•'a.. r:l'>.,.1 in ,,i,.;:,, ., .. ~"' : ·· · ·- - , _

1 
.:.: •• 

0 
"'"' 

·--U ···- - ... . .. -
-, 

_0 ··--·-• un; •••- u5t....., .. 

In all these ways and more, Torah gives meaning and purpose to 
our lives.31 

The l 999 Statement of Principles was the first Reform platform to snecificallv use 

···- ·-· ... .;;.;.,111 01am oescn omg ns work to make the world a better place. The twenty 

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

Movement's attitude toward and af"-'·· '-- ·~- ·-- · . ..,. . -· - . 
~ ...... _, 

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

the lives of Reform Jews. 

TEXT#7 

Tikkim O/am: Social Responsibility ill Jewish Thought a11d Law, edited by David Shatz, 

~naim 1. waxman, and Nathan J. Diamen• 

Finally, we tum to the Orthodox community's understanding of tikku11 o!am, as 

reflected in Tikk1111 Olam. Social Respa11sibility in Jewish Thought and Law, published by 

·h~ - . . ·--- -· - .. . 
a.ion ano 1oent1t1cat1on of the • . . . ---- ... ,.~ .. o . 

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

The Orthodox Forum, convened by Dr. Norman Lamm Presiden• -' 
1esn1va Untvers1ty, meets each vear to consider ma;M '-- .. -- -' 
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 
oaners. .. _, - .. -· - . - - .. 

·~· - --- & . ~· ... , 

31 
Central Conference of American Rabbis website <<ccarnet.orp> 
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Forum is to create and disseminate a new and vibrant Torah literature 
addressing the critical issues facing Jewry today.ll 

Tikkun Olam i • n 
.. _, . - . . -. - < ..,. '··•·•~•• -•-• JlVIU i1 . ....., ., 

of Orthodox viewpoints, including ha/akhic. theological, philosophical, legal, political, 

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

-
' --···-· ,;;..;.1111 owm 1s associated with the thesis thar ···-

Jews bear responsibility not only for their own moral, spiritual, and 
marerial welfare, but for the moral, spiritual, and material welfare of 
society at large. 33 

Among the theoretical dimensions of tikl·"" ~1 .... ,, .. 
• L.. -· -, . 

' 

the following topics: Is. rikku11 olam an antidote to religious isolationism? Do Jews have 

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

' , I'' agmanc"! Ana 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 tne conclusions reached by The Forum were the following: Jews have an 

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

relyin11 on a varietv ~r ' .. u_ 1: .. . . . . _, ... -~··· ... _' .. , ..... :o ana 

49:6).
3
" Rav Soloveitchik's essay states, "Jews are duty bound to join forces with all 

other human beings to advance the welfare of civilization.''35 Jeffrey Ballabon. in his 

----,, ",. ·;; __ ~: 1 i""u11 u1am irom ~apllol Hill," concludes that while tikl ...... ~1~- --" 

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

""-· - o· N h J ed T:kk OJ S ''' ~ ·--·· "-"' -----· ....... 1u; vvaxman. l.,.;1la1m I.~ 1ament~ at an .. , .• / · ·un an1: o,...; ; .. 
.. -..... '. .... 111oug1u ana L.UW. Nonnva!e. New Jersey: Jason Aronson lnc., 1997), p.v. 33 s hatz, p. l. 

34 
Shatz, p.3. 

35 Shatz, p.4. 
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title of obligations deserving extensive programs based on textual sources. In the 

Jntroduction, the editors conclude: 

Blendin11 theorv ann r ·- ·-· . .. --
assessmems of tactics, the essays that follow should stimulate a dialogue 
within the Onhodox community over the power of Judaism to transform a 
morally tenuous world. But for all their diversity and scope, they are only 
a beginning. 36 

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

the Reform Movement's emphasis on social justice. However, it is clear to see from this 

;,,;., v.erv1ew 01 //1<1(1111 Ulam that by 1997 some of their m•;-. . . __ .. --· . -
acknowledged the synonymous use of the terms 1ikk1111 olam and social justice, but they 

also affirmed the concept for Jewish values. 

Conclusion for Tikkun Olam in Contemporary Usage 

Analysis of the contemporary uses of the term tikku11 o/am indicates thot ,.,;,h 

-, : __ "' u .. grees or interpretation, there is a generally accepted meaning of tikkun olam by 

the secular community as well as by the various denominations within Judaism. At the 

present time, the meanin" of tikk .. ·• ~1~-· ..<~;-- -- • v ~ - . . . . . -- ''"'•n ~...,.., .......... UI~ 

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

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

. . ·~ . 
.'_ .. , ~ ,; .. 6 •• :,_ .. v.~ u1 >uda1 JUSllce out of the purely secular world and 

gives it a religious context. 

36 Shal.Z, p.15. 
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TIKKUN OLAM CONCLUSION 

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

rnstory has shown that the t-- •"·'····· -· ~. ' , . 
- - '"" 

ages. In both the Mislmah and Tosefta in the Tannaitic period, 1ikku11 olam was 

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

Tl-.- Al ' . 
;, •u..;"~ uaces oacK to at least the eleventh century, . . - ---- -

perhaps even as far back as the Second Temple period. The !ext of the Alei11u uses the 

term 1ikk1m olam in !he contexJ of God's reoairin11 the ent'~ · -L . .1 ~- --• ... . .. 
"" orougnt aoout by the fervent prayers of the Jews. With the widespread use of the 

Zahar in the Middle Ages, the term 1ikku11 olam came to indicate the partnership between 

human beinD• •ri.., nri..i 'ri .. -- •'-. -
The complete phrase found in the Alei11u is / ·1ake11 olam b 'malkhut Shadai. 

Whatever happened to the malklmt Shadai? Somehow, "repairing the world through the 
.. 

- u; -uw nas ..,..come simply "repairing the world." Th~ 
- . -

of the term 1ikk1111 olam, 10 many Jews, has actually usurped God's power from the 

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

beings and eauatin<> it ..,;,h ·~- •-- ._, .. . _, .. - -·· .. ' "S <0 uOW fl...,.Ull 

olam has come to mean human initialed social justice. 

Up to the period of the Emancipation in lhe lale eighteenth centurv, affairs of the 
-

--·· •. :.· ~~ .. ~in1y a11ec1ea Jews as they lived within their self-contained 

communities, but the Jews were generally powerless to affect any positive change over 

their host societies. They controlled vi;-·""· --·L· . • •L -. - ' _ H&~ ....... •U 

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

"" • 
.. 
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place Jews could make their world better was within their own walls; hence, rikkun olam 

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

powerlessness over the external world mi-"• --;-'-'- ... k: ·•- - . · . ....I - _.,_ , 
~, W•·-

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

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

'-'IP.• .I __ . r - -
v; ~: ... : ..... ..: cig11,._eenu1 century, tne worJo over . 

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

religious beliefs guiding every aspect of their lives bc:!!an to diminish dramatical':· _,. __ 

inc1uaing tne bellel m 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 ext . .. ·- .. - - . . . . II .... ~H - --• - U& ... 

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 

-·· ··-· . _:_ ..... ·- ... _: .. _.ion 01 u1ai emptiness coupled with the exuberance of new-

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

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

only thing remainin!! was to h'vP •k'· hai:ar '- ... ' .... . -
' . -. -.. ...... .1- ...... u 

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

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

. - . . . - . 
;, ,,,vving ouiwara mto tne nigger world are able to _.__ 

~ u..., ... ,_. I 

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 

~~ 

. .. .. . . 



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

observance, find thai no longer to be the case. As they cominue to find Jewish rituals 

lackino in a sense of reli2ious and sniritual a th~, +--..1 · r ........ ~- _. 
- -

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 

... ~ ' .. .. ' - . . . .. .... 
' ~ - - . -• ~ ~~H ·- ---•-• - .. i. ..... e au ... en.1c11y 01 a 

Hebrew name and a concept rooted in ancient texts, the term ti'kktm olam has provided 

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

11,.111111 oiam has provided all movements within Judaism with a meaningful strategy to 

attract more Jews who otherwise might feel no connection to Judaism. Moreover, the 

co ; .... ~. _.in rh""' .... ... r ... :~~l~···· ... 1 L . - r,,1 ' - - . 
for liberal and traditional Jews when other issues have threatened to divide them. 

Perhaps here, too, tikk1m olam will benefit the Jewish people and by extension the entire 

'' ··-··-· 

--
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MITZVAH 

,.,,,LVAH INTHE BIBLE 

The common definition for the tenn mitzvali, in its ancient biblical context refers 

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

-11•'1F •._lj_Jl"- • ' • -

- •. -··· .. _ ........ n --~- -- • ---- ~u-mp1es 01 ~ .. e Lenn nutzvan w1tn 

these alternate interpretations, followed by several examples of mitzvah with its more 

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

smg1e tneme wmch unites the broad range of meanings. 

Varied - · , T11rm • "'' · :_ .. L- D:L1 

TEXT#I 

Jeremiah 32: J 1 

Jtnnl.rth ... -' ..... + -• ·' -' _...._ ••• _,,. -• 
.. ' r· a ., ' ···-

conditions of the document of purchase, and the revealed things .... 37 

The tenn mitzvali in this passage from Jeremiah refers to a title of property. The 

. • 
:.::. ____ ;vv• vuv ~· uis v1s1ons m wmcn ne had bought a piece of land 

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

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

noun and refers to a leeal document · ·- ' · • 0 .. ' - - -· - -----· 

The word mitzvah, used in conjunction with the word l111k, in this case, implies the 

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

. . . . 
·- .._ -I - '' -~ ·-c-· --···-·•']· 

--

. 



Curious to see what the Rabbis would ha\•e to say about the usage of mitzvah in a 

context other than that of divine authority, we tum to Mikraot Gedo/or. Radak 

comments, "she'hi mitzvah Torah." "That th'·;. 0 -~ .. .___.,.. 
_t " - - . 

~ . 
the tenn mitzvah does not refer to a legal document at all: it refers, instead, to matters 

prescribed in the Torah. The Targ11111, on the other hand, defines mirzvah as a piece of 
. . . Tio.- - • • . . . - ~v•- •v ea meaning ot tne wora 

which deviated from their understanding of mit;:.vah as seen through the eyes of halaklzah. 

Perhaps, the tenn mitzvah can also be understood as a word whose rneanin" h•• 
-

.... angeu over time, omy ultimately corning to mean a divine commandment. It is feasible 

to conjecture that the tenn mitzvah had a meaning related to a title of land ownership and 

therefore could assU"'P · . . ; . - . " . . J . .. 
n --- . vu 

agriculture for their very survival. With that understanding, the word mitzvah still falls in 

the broad range of sanctity we have assumed mitzvah to mean. If indeed, the term 

. 
·;: ,_;_,, ,,, a-..s wmcn mamtest the covenantal relationshin between G-" -

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 ..... & n 1~ ....... 1 • _,, .. . - - ··- -
extended to the power of God, the ultimate authority . 

.. _ 
. ... 

Nehemiah 10:33 l ?:' iT'Ol"ll 
We have laid upon ourselves obligations: to give ourselves one-third ofa 
shekel oer vear for s~"·'~a •~ •h~ Hrn·-- -' -··-r: · .... 38 

37 
See Appendix lllAt for Hebrew text 

"" See Appendix lllA2 for Hebrew text 
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In this passage from Nehemiah. the Hebrew, v'he'emadnu alei11u mitzvot, clearly 

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

ratner tnan the obli2ation comin" fro- ·- ---· ... ' - . -. ... 

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

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

- ' ,. ·- ·'·•- ~t - - . . .. - .......... ~ ''"'" ~ ..... ~ 1ne commanu. 

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 vouth to ... _,_····-

aaull me snuauons. In this text, we see that after God has set the rules and obligations in 

motion, the people are then able to further their holy relationship with God by motivating 

themselves to uoh-u ,...-~·- . .. 
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 framework to the Israelites, 

. 
._, -- ......... es, u1e 1sraeutes nave teamed their lesson well. Once a-·'--

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

TEXT#3 

Isaiah 29: 13 
:i •:u:i i1'lllll' 

Ado11ai said: Because that ne~-1 - h I J~ • ' -- • • ' 

' 
. 

I~..:... • L~_'.'. . - .. mouth and honored Me with'•- 1.,., ...... •-- ' .. --· . . 
and its fear of Me has been a learned commandment of men, learned by 
rote .... 39 

This te11t uses the phrase. mit:vat a11ashim m 'lumdah, a commandment of men 

. . -
, : •• - ""J .. ,_, _; __ ,;1 •uuws u1a1 a commandment which ultimately had ., . 

~~ 

-•.J - ... 
~It 



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 

1rom numan oeings, this oassa!!e condemns '"·'· -6~--- -··-- - -• - ---
~ - ''"~ 

mit;:vah, because they lacked the proper intention. In this text, we see the tenn mit::vah 

representing commandments from human beings in an extremely negative light. 

- . •L- .. - -
• ~ ·--. .,- ~ .. ~ - ... a, ... e term 1111tzva11 1mpl1ed 

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 examnle of 

~ings navmg 1eamea 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 mitzvah also 

implies the Sacred natu•• nf •L- · ••• ; .. L r!-..1 ~ · " - - - -. - --·--- ----
beings have failed to uphold their end of the covenant. 

... . . ~ 

Jeremiah 35:14 -r•:i7? il'1J1' 

The commands of Jonadab, son of Rech ab, who commanded his children 
. . . . . 

,...., -••••H n , ...... "" ""'"'"" .. 1 ... u1uea. 

In this passage from Jeremiah, the term t;:ivah is used as the verb, commanded. 

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

father is deceased. The context of t•ivah ; .. ft"•· ·' - ·· .... - . - .,, . . - ..... 
issued by the father before his death, providing yet another example of holiness 

associated with the root rzivah. Again. we find mitzvah as a bridge between the level of 

39 
Soe Appendix lllA3 for Hebrew text 

40 
See Appendix JJJA4 for Hebrew text 
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having been commanded in the human realm and the ultimate understanding of mitzvah 

implying divine authority and obligation. 

TEXT#S 

Nehemiah 13:5 :"!:'J.• ... , ..... 

... 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 gatekeepers, and the contributions set 
aside for the priests.4' 

-
... u.,.,.. 1rom 1-.enemian, we 11nd the term. mi1zvat ha 'Levi'im used in a 

rather ambiguous fashion. The JPS Ta11akh translates the phrase as, "the dues of the 

Levites." The Jerusalem Bible, however. ·'· ii I• 
. .. '. ' 
~. 

... . ~ "" ....... 

by commandment to the Levites .... " Regardless of the interpretation, the construct fonn, 

mirzvali, implies that a variety of items were given with sacred intent to the Levites, the 

<i ·--- ·--..l 6l 

--··-·· ___ ; ... v•- ... e pnrase merauy orackets the ~ - ·-· -
common singers and gatekeepers in between the Levites and the priests. The text implies 

that the tenn mit~l'ah does not refer only to those involved in Temple service, but rather 

ex,enas to au 1sraelites, even those who open and cln<P ••- -"'-· ""·'- -~:- .r • -
term mir~mh. the entire people of Isrnel are invited to be a holy community together in 

God's service. 

" See Appendix IIIA5 for Hebrew text 
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TEXT#6 

II Ki11gs 18:36 i?=n• ::l c•:::i?~ 

. 
··-·- ":.-... -··- oio uu• answer a woru lO n1m, Jor tne ''·mg s 

... _ 
• • .i., 

command was: Do not answer him. -

In 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 caotured bv the " on..! 

the Israelite> being exiled to Assyria as punishment for not following the laws that God 

had commanded, (II Kings 18: 12). King Hezekiah stood firm in his beliefs in and 

. . - "J ... ~ J ' - .. .. . . . . . 
-- .... __ - •a I .,_oa]••ei 

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 

m1t:va11 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 "'''···-'· ' 
. ld.u.,.I ,..f ..,.... ... .,...,.;.,...., .t:: __ .L - • .. v· 

- . -
Hezekiah issues the command, but God is clearly the source of the command. The 

listener is aware enough to recognize the word 111i1:m'1 and know of its connections to the 

J . . . 
-----h,.. .......... 

Mitzvah As Commandment in the Bible 

The Theo/01dca/ Dic1io11ary of 1/• 0 nu T. ........... J, • ..-1~" ............................ .... .c-• 

term mit:vah as an expression of divine authority emerged later than the other uses of 

mi1:1•alz found in the Bible. It further declares that having laws emanate directly from 

~ . ' - . . .. 
" . -- . ---r···-··· - ~ ...... .,-upie. vuenumes tne tanguage ana 

--

t .. 



grammar of biblical Hebrew closely resembles that of other Ancient Near Eastern 

cultures, but with this particular concept, the Israelites were completely unique. For 

cxamp1e, ancient 1v1esopotamian tradition shows that even ethicnl •ft" · · ' 

came from the king, who was only influenced by their god of righteousness.43 The 

Israelite's Hebrew Bible. however, developed the notion that God actually formulated 

~nrl - I ..J ti 1.,, ........... ...1 1 ......... 1 ,,, •• ,_ .1 . . .. . 
·-···· mi.zva,1 anu . .. ··- . ' - . 

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 Ii·?? --·· .. - ·~ 

Noah did so.just as God had commanded him, so he did.44 

This text, appearing in the second sidra of the Torah, provides an example of the 

term mitzvalr as most often ,,.,.,i ;n •"a " · r">'.LI 
" - ~ , . 
.. ------ --~· -

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 

. .. ... ~ 
•. __ :. :...ui.-s ... e ar1<, 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 Ii,.•" · """;• '"-" - .,. I 

relationship between God and the rest of humanity. By saving his family and the animals 

from extinction, Noah saves all of humanity and participates actively in the creation of a 

-- See Aooendix llIA6 for Hebrew text 

Bouerweck. G. Johannes; Ringgren. Helmer: Fabry, Heinz-Josef. ed .. translated by Douglas W. Scott, 
Theological Dictio11ary of the Old Testamem. (Grand Rapids, Michigan. William B. Eerdsman 
Publishing Co., 1997), pp. 508·509. 

l .. '. ' 



whole new world. Herein lies the hope of redemption for the future of humanity. We 

find therefore, that the root tzivah conveys tremendous power in both its meaning and 

1mp11C3tJOnS. 111e Commandment alludes tO the be!!inninP nf fl nnt vnt ... 
-

covenant between God and humanity, thereby conveying a hint of the sacred . 

.... ,..,J!Q 

Exodus 24:12 

God said to .._ · 0 nn ...... t.., "- •- - .. t . . .. 
Will oiVP '""+lo..,. ' ' ..._r ! .. t ~• _, . ----- -· . . - .. 
that i have written down, to instruct them . .is 

-··- ···-

In this text, Moses and his attendant, Joshua, are called up to Mt. Sinai to receive 

- •t I _L:'_ • • d b • h __ - " ·- . •. - ... • .. _ ·-.... mr.zva.1 re1emng to uoa s comman ments, ut m a muc 

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 

thou!!h it had much brno'1P• i .. •• .1 . 
-

God's teaching. God's message is much more multi-dimensional because it encompasses 

the entire Jewish educational process within the single word mitzvalz. With this 

.. 
.'..~'- : _ __ ·-·· · .. i;; unima.e.y 1eam now to"" uod's people . - -

The word mit:va/1 implies a multitude of lessons intended for untold generations, even 

though the noun appears in the singular. Perhaus the audience f"" whnm •h;. ·--· ···--

intended knew that one singular word implied so much more, an entire way of living 

commanded by God for countless generations of Jews. 

44 
See Appendix lllA 7 for Hebrew text 



TEXT#9 

Leviticus 7:37-38 n?-y?:r xip'i 
.,... . . -. . . . . 

'""'5 ... _~ .. - .... ,,up, concerning tne gram-
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 to bring near their offerin2s to God, in the wilderness of 

'" ~ma1. 

-
An example from Leviticus must be included in this overview for several reasons. 

The placement of the Book of Leviticus in the middle of the Five Books of Moses 

SU<H•Potc ire .. 
.,. .. ,.1 i .. • . .. . • . . -- . . . • - -' r• -- - • ................. _ ,.e-', 01 

the Torah and focuses entirely on the laws received at Mt. Sinai, providing the basis for 

what later becomes the Jewish legal system of halakhah. It therefore seems quite natural 

w ;:,._ ... any examp1es m u:v1ttcus where the term mitzvah refers to the specific acts the 

Israelites must perform in order to demonstrate their loyalty to God. 

The offerinl! of these sac,.;r..M ·~ ' ' ... . . . 
- -

communicate with God. Therefore, in commanding the Israelites to make animal 

sacrifices, God directs the people to communicate with the divine and to participate 

... . .. - ::.,. :._ : .. ,,,_, irst 1wo 01u11ca1 examples, we again ., - -----~ -- -------

find the root tzfrah 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 _l'articioate in the CO"'""r' hPinn ... .. 
~ . 

. 

and humanity. Being able to participate in this sacred relationship with God forms part of 

God's gift to humanity. 

•• See Appendix IIIA8 for Hebrew text 
46 
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TEXT#lO 

II Chronicles 7:17-20 ::i-T':T :J C'7J'i1 'i::ii 

. . 
"'""'!· 11 you wa1K oerore Me, as your father David J...,.. ... \Uiii;; c . 

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 1 cut with David your father saying, 
"A descendant of yours will never be cut off from rul;nn - .. -- r----1 " n ... 

ii you turn from Me and forsake Mv laws an" u.. - · ·' ' 
gave to you and go and serve other gods and worship them, then I 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 will make it a parable 
and a sharp word among all peoples.'7 

·- .. t,: ... --· . . 
" 

.. 
·: .. ., ooo" or me J:11<>1e, we fmd that . .. .. '···-

not only does the tem'!. milzvalr refer to the broader aspects of God's Teaching and Torah, 

but it also encompasses rewards for following God's Laws as well as nunishment~ fn~ nn• 

rnuowmg tnem. I ms meaning of the term mit:vah has nothing to do with a meritorious 

act, a chosen behavior, or a voluntary deed, meanings we will discover in the next 

section. This definitin" nf •• . ..11: __ • __ -- • . . - - . .. ....... ~ .. .- -..... -
~ -

the Israelite community's expected behavior. It represents a further development of the 

concept of reward and punishment related to following God's commands. Furthermore, 

.. . . . . 

are respons1u1e tor upholding 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• n '·•~- ' _r • ~ - . 
"' 

relationship. 

47 See Appendix IllA IO for Hebrew tex1 
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Conclusion for Mitzvah in the Bible 

r '--- -" .. .. -
· ; .. '"""" '"" exampres, the ~ 

~ -· ···- --••ll -
most obvious conclusion to be drawn is an affirmation of the wide range of meanings for 

mitzvah in the Hebrew Bible. The tenn mit: .. ah can refer to a legal document, the dues of 

Lii ... r··- , u• ,;,. iega1 ou11gat1ons one takes upon oneself. Mit::;vah describes commands 

from one human being to another, from God to one specific human being, or from God to 

all humanity. The Rabbis believe that thP ·-- ···'·-·· ' · · .. 
,- . ••• ...... u • ...,,..J 

and command. The non-Jewish sources, such as The Theological Dictionary oftlze Old 

Testamem. seem to find an evolving development in the use of the term mit::;valz, which 

•- ---- ~ .If,. . . - -· u -u••• 

As for the commonality found in the various meanings of the term mitzvah, they 

all seem to relate to legal matters and/or authority, and they all indicate a sacred aspect of 

, .. e woro m1t:va11 as it relates to the contractual rel· · . . . ~ . ... - . . 

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 

.,..,,,..,. nf' ~L- --t. . . .. . -· ·-
, ~----· -- _ ·~i.~p. or uues. vvnatever tne . - ~ 

manifestation, the intent behind the action is crucial. The term mitzvah, in all its uses and 

meanings. implies a holy covenantal relationship, either between human bein-- --
-

oe1ween uoa ana numan beings. 

67 
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MITZVAH IN THE FORMATIVE RABBINIC SOURCES 

In texts from the - - . - ' . - .. . 
• -

periods, the following citations contain the tenn mit:l'ali used both in the sense of 

command and meritorious act. We will take a look at examples representing both 

-' ~ -
.... t - •• --· '~- ... 11 ~ou. 

Use of Mitzvah as Command 

11!.AJ ifl 

Mislmah Pesac/1im 10:3 .). :-TJIV{.) ' i'1.!l C'MO.!l r1J01J :-TllVf.l 

·• nen tney naa Drought (food) before him he ..,, __ · ',,_ ........ ,_ -· 
water) until he reaches the bitter herbs (Exodus i2:8). They brought 
unleavened bread before him, and lettuce, and haroset, and two cooked 
dishes, even though the haroset is not obligatory (mib'.vah). R. Eliezer 
bar Zadok says, "It is obligatory (mitzvah),". And when the Temple used 
t i~t t"" .. U' ' · J..;- .. L~ - • 48 0 ex1 - ..... -·c· 

This first Mislmah text discusses specific detai Is pertaining to the Passover ritual, 

i focusing on some of the foods required to fulfill the obligation of participating in the 
' Seder. The text states that haroset is not required, while R. Eliezer bar Zadok o I 

i 
-

that ooinion. savi~" •h 0 • •h~ '- ."' ... t...1.· •. -- - -.. ' - J -. ...,,. H ...... ••• 0111.ar u1e 
i 

Israelites used for building in Egypt. We know that the use of the tenn mitzvah in this j 

Mis/mah refers to an absolute obligation for several reasons. The Mis/mah lists other 

items that are renuired and then me-•'~---•-· · ' . ' - -. ·- ·-· . - "· - . .. 
...e ini,1a1 opinion oy saying that liaroset is required, placing it in - ---

opposition to the commanded nature of the previous phrase. 

the tenn mit:vah carries the weight of a direct command. 
On both sides of the debate, 

48 
See Appendix lllBJ for Hebrew text 
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TEXT 1#2 

Mis/mall Yebamot 4;5 

maniage. 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 llalirwh 
or perfonn the levirate maniage.~9 

is/mah deals with the laws penaining to a levirate 

maniage, a maniage whereby a man was obligated to marry his deceased brother's 

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 canied out through a symbolic 

remove the man's sandal in public view and throws it down.50 

This Mis/mah text clearly uses the word mirzvah to refer to an obligation 

commanded in the Torah, at least as the Rabbis 

use of mir::;valz refers to a direct command from God; it is not a voluntary act. 

Mis/mah Kidd11sl1i11 1:9 

dependent on the Land, must be observed, whether (one is) in the Land or 
outside the Land, except for (the ordinances of) or/all (the fruit of trees of 
the first three years), and kilayim (forbidden junction - mixed crops in a 
single field). R. Eliezer says, "hadash - (Even the law of new roduce)."51 

•• See Appendix 11182 for Hebrew text 
so Birnbaum, Philip, A Book of Jewish Concepts. (New York: Hebrew Publishing Co., 1964), pp.215-216. 
51 

See Appendix 11183 for Hebrew text 



,,, .. 
This Mis/mah presents us with a vwiety of commandments where the 

performance of the described acts depends upon whether or not one;. livin<> ;n thP I·-" 

of Israel. Commandments which can only be fulfilled in Israel such as tithing for the 

priest and observance of the Sabbatical year. are non-obligatory when one lives in the 

n;. .. , .l :1 -- . ' .. I ' - , . - ~·~ ~,,~,, -~ ..• 
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 

. 
.. . . "•CW nappens to nve: or/all, kilayim, and hadash . 

The biblical prohibition of or/ah. 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 

ae:ainst i-:i~_..- r ........ ~ i ... T .. 10.1.n ,_ -- '. .. . 
"J --""' - - •'Lo"•-..,"'""""' -- ---"°'VI 

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 

-~.:-.~- , .. ~se oiu.icai examp1es or m11zva11 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 oftPn ' 
1 "'unor ~ntn ·- 'O.. •• I ..... 

. 

TEXT#4 
Tal11111d Ba1•/i S11kkah 37b :::i ii~l' T? ~, :i:no n:::io~ •?:::i:::i ii~?n 

"no ttauuan said, "(Concerning) the hadas which is for the 
mitzvah (of the Four Species of Sukkot), it is forbidden to smell it (on 
Sukkot). But the etrog which is for the mi'tzvah (of the Four Species of 
Sukkot), it is permitted to smell it (on Sukkot). What is the reason? The 
lt.rsrln<" .. ,..,,- .. 11~ tH.!P.l"I fnr .. _..,,.1J: ....... u1I.,.,..., -· ,, . , ' . . • 
(nf ta... .... t"".'-··-,.. - " .- ·- ·- . ···-.... ~ .. .. ... 

- ·' . ·- . . "-··· . "'"""'L Lue 
etrog, which normally is used for eating, when one set it aside, he set it 

,_ 

- .. .. 



! -

I 

aside from the use of eating (only - not from the use of smelling.)"52 

This sugya found in the Talmud Bal'Ji focuses on two of the items used in the 

Four Soecies to celebrate - .. 
n""' nf th,,,._ .. 1. ·-- n:1 ~ ' ' L ~1. I ' ' - -

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 liadar tree, which the Rabbis later called etrog, and 

.~ ro - . 'I r 
~ ~ . ;"'~r caiieu tlauas. uven tnougn tne - "' ~---~ ..... •u-oo ~-·-

Rabbis changed the names of the plants to those that were more commonly used in their 

times, it is clear that they viewed the laws of the Four S""cies as law emanatin" from 

1orah. 

The items for the Four Species were set aside specifically for their commanded 

UCP nnti · - it "'"' 
.... 

...J ....... --~ ....... -·· r ·' -- • J 
- . . . , - . . -~· .... -~----· 

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 

___ : •• .,. 1 .. ~re1ore on .:>UnnOl, wnen 11 was mc1uoed in the Four Snecies, even thou11h one 

was not allowed to eat the etrog, it was permissible to derive benefit from its fragrance. 

For the Rabbis, fulfilling a mirzvah. a command from the Bible, was so important that any 

object used to fulfill tho•···'·--·-'· ho..l '" hP ' '" · I·~;,._,. ,_ . . . 

TEXT#S 

1aimua oav11 aeracnot ~,u ::i iioll TIJ ~, ni:n::i n;:,oo •?::i::i iio?n 

(If) a Cuthean (one who is not definitively Jew or non-Jew) (were 
to eat with Jews), we join in ~itmm on accou111 of him. (The Gemara asks) 
wn'\)? l-Jp t .. h ... :"' . " ;. "'" "'" ...... 1 ..... --..J 

, .,, . 
Tt u .... ,. t~u ·-L.- !- .. ' 

. . . . .. ........ ~ - . , . 
• "''· ..J_ -

.. -. • Ill-····-·•-·· 
an unlearned person. Abaye said, "(This Mis/mah is referring to) a 

vo 
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Cuthean (who is) a colleaeue (a Torah scholar)." Rava said, "You can 
even say that the Cuthean is an unlearned person. But here (in this baraita 
we are dealing with) an unlearned person according to the Rabbis who 
disn11tf:lll thi:a ~ .. .-..-~~ .... ; ~ '-A .. : ... " 

Ac it . _L£ • (, -' . ·- .. - . .. . -- -- \ ·--1 -·· 
unlearned person? Anyone who does not eat his /mliu (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 . 
... un, . .__.~ ...... 1 ·-.. -my ... :.:;.:;1 • 

:--r ... e •.• as1er saia m a oaraua. "Any commandment (mitzvah) 
that the Cutheans do observe, they are more exact in (guarding) than Jews 
are.s3 

This text from the Talmud discusses the con · · 11 ..,.,-1..,. ... L ~-L :ti._. --....I~-

not appropriate to say Birkat Hamazon. The text discusses whether or not a 

Cuthean, one whose Jewish status is uncertain, should count in the 111i11ya11 

---~--1 I:- ~L ' • - - . - - .. - .... _________ : ............... ,~ .. , uv ...... ver, JS OOl 1.ne 

Jewish status of the Cutheans, the requirements of Birkat Ha111azo11. or the laws of 

ma 'aser. proper tithing found in Deuteronomy 14:22 which are only alluded to in 

tne text. Katner, our attention is drawn to the use of the te~ I ~- •L! .. 

sugya. The Talmud states that not only do Cutheans carefully guard that which is 

written in the Torah, but their observance of any mit~vah is more meticulous than 

•I .... ,..,f' th,,. J,,,..,,,. 'T'h""'*''"' ··---1 ..IL c . ri. 0 0 ' L ~· . .. ~ -- . ·~· t"~'""per 

observance of a voluntary act. Here the Talmud clearly refers to a commanded 

act with the use of the term mir~vah. 
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Use of Mitzvah as Meritorious Acl or Good Deed 

lr..Al #6 

Tosefta Sotah 7:24 i;:, ii;:,?;i T pi£i il1'iO i:>O?:) Nl'l£lOin 

They (the Sages) said these neople do not 110 out to war"' • 11 '"'-

instance, one who builds a house and dedicat,.• i1 "·" i.. •• --· ' "··'--
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 a woman and married her but did not live with her for a twelve month 
period. (Those people) do not contribute to the er111• of the city, nor do 
·L.~-- ' - --·-· • ,. • • - • -

--:~ --, • ...I_ l"T"L 

. .. ...... ' ... , ........ u . ..., , uv llV' e,V UUl lU TIX - . - . . . . . . .... '·- --·· uo-............... c., • VI u1eJr SpeClllC 
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 to go to this kind of war. but it is not commanded.l 
:::~. a 1rue Ov11gamry war everyone goes out - even a "room out -' '"''-
weaamg room aml a bride from her hupa:· 

This panicular text from the Tosefta, representing the Tannaitic period, discusses 

various tvnes of war as w~11 •• • "''L - -- . r- . 
in warfare. The text mentions three types of war. A milc/1emet lwva is an obligatory war, 

a mi/c/1emer res/1111 is an optional war, and a milchemer mitzvuh is a meritorious war. In 

.. - . . 
~ uvn-o.,,1gatory war with a meritorious war. With this " . , ..... 1 .................. . 

example, we can see that the Tannaim sometimes used the word mitzvali, to refer to a 

meritorious act as opposed to a circumstance involving required service. 
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TEXT#7 

Talmud Bav/i Hulin 106a N ii~~ 1ji "]i r7in n:JO~ •?:i:i ii~?n 

- ~a;u ;,. "'e name ot K. usnayah, 1 ney (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 obliQation nor a meril . 

--" 1" 
. 

-,\ L ..• :. !-

optional." 

While washing the hands before eating bread is commonly understood to be a 

rabbinic obligation, a mir::.vah, the Rabbis wonder whether or not washing the hands 

- - ' ..... ,. -
-~ .. ... ·-···· 'J- '"~ sugya s 1ma1 aec1smn mat washing 

the hands for fruit is ·optional and therefore left totally up to the discretion of the 

individual, is not our primary concern with this example. Of sicmificance •~no .. 

mvesllgat1on of the term mirzvah is the fact that this sugya mentions the possibility that 

washing the hands before eating fruit is not a command, labeling the non-commanded 

behavior •• • ... :.,.,_,, ' - •L'- - - ing . ' .... .••• rs •v 

other than an act commanded by the Torah. The conte11t of the s11gya implies that this 

particular act, although not required, is still of a meritorious nature, and still it is called a 

••• : • ..:..·-: •• -.,.-.... -c::: .,;.u~; ., ... 1..- '""' u1e lerm nut::.vall 1s used in both contexts, either as a commanrl 

or as something wonhwhile. As a result of the determination that this behavior is 

optional, there is no doubt that this panicular text uses the word mirzvah in reference to a 

meritorious act. 
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TEXT#8 

Talmud Bal'li Gittin 14b-J 5a 

'"" 

1 

_ t... • ~ - :., U.: •• ' -' IJ VII ... U~~ll~l.IUU .... ~ nts propeny (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 proprietary act. And (movable) property may be acauired onlv bv lthe 
"'' 01 J arawmg 11 near. But the Sages say, both these <immovable 
property J ana tnose (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 (dangerously) 
ill and said, my brooch should be given to my daughter. (The brooch) was 
worth twelve 111Qlle/i A-...J •L.- : '..I' 

1 ~ ' ·- - - IT' "°' - ,.,....: un,. 

brooch tn h.,. .. n • Ta...- ~ - -· - , 
··~· ., .. ---~- ... 

Where (one has) died, we say that it is a meritorious act (mitzvah) to 
uphold the words of the deceased. 56 

This s11gya discusses the detailed manner with which Jewish law prescribes the 

._,,_,-_, -·- •uo;vuo 'Jt"'O v• property lrom 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 recioients of both •i.~;. --• , • • r1."• ' " " ~ , · .; 

and their movable property Uewelry, dishes, etc.). To explain their position, the Sages 

described the case of Rocheil, a dying woman who clearly stated that she wanted her 

- I I • • - "' "-· ---·· ' ,; ......... u••u, u1e .:.ages upne1a her words, 

calling it a mit::.vali to uphold the wishes of a dying person. 

Generally speaking, we do not find evidence in Torah that daughters inherit 

property wllen a parent dies. In other words, Rocheil's dvi-;- ,.,,.~ •- _· L__ 

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 

~~ ... _," ... . - - . 
. ' ~•·-~ H • ... ..,II.I 1 .ur .t<.OCnell s cnuaren 
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to uphold her dying wish and give the brooch to her daughter. Clearly, this use of the 

term mitzvall refers to a meritorious act rather than to a biblical command. 

TEXT#9 
leviricus Rabbah 34:14 

: .. ···~ --,. v1 ~. 1 annuma, 1srnet needed rain. They came to him 
-··- __ ;.;, :.:-•• ~r, aecree a rast 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 charily (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 h·" ; .... L--- -·-'~ '·· '· 

divorced Wife Who said. U(-;jyp ..,....,, -~ ~---- -!- -- l • JO. ··-

no good has h~ppened to me." Once he s;w that shew~ naked and i;-• 
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 
·-·-- - .. . ' .. -• . 

--·- - ··- '""'previously a1vorceCJ. 
· · · · ... ~-- ..... ~ ;,u .. " :... .......... uui~g. 1 nere1ore, he became suspect of 

doing the wrong thing. When he was taken to task for it, he said, "Didn't 
you say that all the people should go out and give charity (mltzvah)? I 
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 •• :~ "- '- -~ 
the Universe, this man is flesh and blood an..i lhA ..... ··-' ''· · 

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 
should You be filled with compassion for us who are the children of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and we are dependent on you to provide us 

,;,h f,..,.._..1,, A• ·L-.. -• . .. H • • • • . 

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 

, ne<o1a 11 e people to go out and distribute charitv r,, · ' 1 '- --~-- •-

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 to her when he realized her 

tremendous dist~·· --~ ---~ 
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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 

"""-"It . ' ~ . '' . :u. """ l"'up1e or 1srae1 ana t>nng , ·--· . 
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. Surelv then G~" 

···- . w• •• i;, very connectea to the people of Israel through their lineage from Abraham. 

Isaac, and Jacob, could feel compassion for them and bring rain. At that point, God had 

mercy on them and nrovided r·'-

In this story, charity, under the name of mit:::.vah. suggests a meritorious act rather 

than a commandment or an obligation. Surely the man was under no obligation to help 

.... ~... - -- •Jl' •• .. .. 
;,~,. ;-~ .... ermore, ms act ot numan charitv orovided a • . ,. _____ ,, 

model for God to be charitable. 

TEXT#IO 
Leviticus Rabbah n., - _, 

-11I''''"°'1.-J1.-1.t,.l(.l'"I 

Another interpretation of "When anyone explicitly vows to give 
his worth to 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 .. 

i,;1 ~u 11;., ... uOQUC[, ...... . 

, .. ~re was a case or a certain person. He had two sons. One of 
them did charity (milzvah). And one of them did not do any charity 
(milzvah). The one who did charity, sold his home, and he sold 
everything he had and spent the proceeds on mitzvah. 

One time on the dav of H ' · '·L- · · ,. ....... . .. , . , ..... 
wife 2ave him ten coins. <lha .,;,i ·- L'- "r: ··· ·, . 

' - -· -~ ..... .,, ·-· 
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 to this charity because we are buying a 
wedding dress for an orphan girl." He took out the ten coins and gave 
.. ~ & •I 

,-
,. __ -· .. --·----.: •v go nome, so ne went to the synagogue. . 

There he saw some of the citrons that the children throw on Hoshana 
Rabbah. He had heard that the Mis/mah taught 1hat after the last use of the 

n 
.. .. . ' ' -



lulav and etrog, it was pennitted 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 
Kin.ifs "Teat nl00

• 

Wrl.. ... -L.. --•£1_ .-r. ..... ... • • ••• 

...... ·-· .... .-- ............................ u .auu JJ'-' naa 
been told in a dre~m, "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 to 
·• • ";-· .. a ·~•J_pvu• ... an, ana 1 nave notning to sell." They looked in 
:-· ___ ·• _.,.; ,;,,., .ouna some citrons. They asked him where they were 
from. He said, "From chose chat the Jews use 10 pray on Hoshana 
Rabbah." 

They broughc them to the King. he ate them, and he felt better. 
They emptied the sack and filled it wi•h .. · 'T'L ... ,.. , 

.. Ask anything else of me. and T .. ,;;11 :~u.,., it·-:·- ... " ::_ · · ---tu; 
beg that my propeny 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 all the people came out to meet him. 

His brother also came out with his children to meet him. As they u........... .. . .. ,,.. . . _ , __ ... _ .. r-· i.:augu1. nIS orotner ana nts 
· · '~ · .. -·· · · · ••. - ... on. mus 11 tumea out that he entered 
into his house and inherited his brother's propeny. Thus the text (from 
Job,) "For he pays a man according to his actions," was fulfilled. 58 

This Midrash from Leviticus Rabbah provides anothPr .L ---. . 
means cnanty. une of two brothers was generous and gave rzedakah freely; rather than 

buying toys for his own children, he gave his money to people in need. In the end he was 

rewarded for"'· . . . __ .. _ --,rl - . . . . . ··.;. J ··- .......... . r was not generous, 

did not give r::.edakali. 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 tenn mitzvah comes much 

-· 
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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 . . . . . ' . , • • 1· • . • 
, ...... ; _ .. ; .. cu ..... l~• "' "'11;:.van to mean a ., - ---··· 

command coming from God as expressed in the Torah; that was the standard meaning. 

But there were also times when mit;;vah meant meritorious act both in the Mis/mah and in 

·- - . . 
·;Y :..J ,;.e ume m u1·11icus Rabbah. mit:l'a/J also refers to giving -· . ···-· .. 

charity. These examples represent the full spectrum of meaning for the term mitzvah. 

MITZVAH IN CONTEMPORARY USAGE 

As we have learned from our textual sources. the term mit;;vah has a variety of 

meanings in Formative Rabbinic Sources ran!!inP frnm nml'• _,, __ • .. . 
. 

; · ______ . ·: ·"' ;;.,y" sim11ar range in the meaning of mitzvah in 

contemporary usage as well, some of which are cited below. 

" . -

Platforms of American Reform Judaism 

included here are excerpts from each of the four platforms the Reform Movement 

nas aoopteo over the last 115 years in an attemn• •- ·-··-- 1•~ ·- -L'ol . . . 
-·- -·· 

its meaning within the Reform Movement. We are looking for interpretations of mitzvah 

regarding ritual observance as well as doing praisewonhy acts in the world. 

'rL- _, 
" - Ill \ & ---

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 
altogether foreign to our present mental and soiritual statA ThPv r,;1 ·-
i ... press uoe mouem Jew w1tn a spirit of oriestlv h · · . •L-:- - I 
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1r 
' 

: .. ~-· u"Y!'. is ap1 ra ... er to oostruct man to turtner muuem spmtua1 
e1evat10n. 

The complete absence of the terms mitz1•ah and mitzvot from the text of the 1885 

Platform is rem - - - .,_, ... _ - ' !_ .. 1..._ 1--.(.,. -& . ·- ' . 

observance is felt throughout the document. Though the words mitzvah and mitzvot are 

never mentioned, it is clear that the early Reformers were making a strong stand against 

'"~ ----· ._ .. e or mua! 11111zvo1, even to tne pomt of declanng that observing some of the 

Jewish rituals would detract from a spiritually uplifting experience. This trend away 

from particular religious observance among Jews who wished to be fully acculturated as 

A---'.-. ···-- ... ! .. L .. t.._ - .,. ·- .. - . . -,.;;;; ·r .. ~ 

The Columbus Platform: "Guiding Principles of Reform Judaism" (1937) 
' 

(The Torah) ... preserves the historical precedents, sanctions and norms of 
,ew1sn me, ana seeKs to mo1u 11 m the patterns of goodness and of 
nouness. 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 
th ... •~ ..... t.: ......... ... I' •L.~ Tnr!llh .... : .... ' . - ~ ..... .. .... 
~r ,, · .. 60 

Fifty two years later, the Columbus Platform still makes no direct reference to 

either the term mitzva/i or mitzvot. While the authors of the platform continued to avoid 

tne use or tne 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 

1 • I .,l"Q .,.~ J~_,..,..,. .. 1...;-A;_,. .... .., . I - ... I ' . -- - ' - .. . 

and polemical. 

59 Meyer, p.388. 
60 Meyer, p. 389. 

nn 
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The San 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 
ana peace. Reform Judaism shares this emnhasis on dutv and obli.,ation. 
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 obligations but they extend to 
many other aspects of Jewish living. including: creating a Jewish home 

• __ r ___ !t • • • ,~r- 1 ...... • • •• 

•' ~ """ -- ' ~1 ·o -- -- u•~ -- -,. 

days; celebrating the major events of life; involvement with the synagogue 
and community; and other activities which promote the survival of the 
Jewish people and enhance its existence. Within each area of Jewish 
observance Reform Jews are called upon to confront the claims of Jewish 
uauilion. however au1erent1y perceived, and to exercise their individual 
autonomy, choosing ana creating on the basis of commitment and 
knowledge.61 

. 

Again, no mention is made of the terms mit~l'ah or mitzvor, either in the context of 

---- • .L' ... t • . . -• . 
- - - -

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 ac1ua11y s1gmty, tne mc1us10n or this phrase seems to .,~,, ... ., UUL] 1.111\J. 

be a tremendous leap from the earlier platforms' avoidance of anything resembling ritual 

observance. Advocating individual choice of observance under the headin<> n~ • 

autonomy also marks another dramatic change from the first platform in 1885. 

A Statement of Principles for Reform Judaism 

• -· ·' 1 ,.., .. .,, ... . . . '"" - - ....... u ..... 

God 
We respond to God daily: lhrough public and private prayer, through study 
and the performance of other nii~r.> (mit:vor), sacred obligations -
tJ1iil'.l? O"'TN: l':J {)>o;n m/,..,, /,. " '· ,\ •- t":--' ~--' • ""~" ••-

' I -.. ' • • . . 

' '. -
61 Meyer, p. 393. 
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Torah 

Through Torah smdy we are called to l1111'1;) (mit::vot), the means by 
which we make our lives holy. 
"'- ' .. . " . . -- - -.,, ~ - --· - .. - c.1111-J _...•I I·-·-
\,,,:,..-u,; ""..; •u .,,_ .~ ........ _.,, u• rnose ,.,ac a ...... ress us as mu1v1uua1s ano 
as 11 community. Some of these nn1'r.i (mir:vot), sacred obligations, have 
long been observed by Refonn Jews; others, both ancient and modem, 
demand renewed attention as the result of the unique context of our own 
times.62 

This most current statement marks a dramatic change in both language and 

content from that of the earlier platfonns regarding the significance of mitzvalz in the 

.. -- -
..ip u• me "e1onn 1v10vement nas maoe a " -- -· •-no, .. ,.,_ 

. 

seismic shift in its approach to ritual mitzvot, no longer finding them necessarily 

antithetical to modem Jewish life. This renewed emphasis on the perfonnance of ritual 

mitzvot was not intended to disenfranchise '~"0P fp..,. ' .. ,..It'_• - • • ,.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 

.. - ~ .. -· ... _ . .. .. 

Source# 2 

Jewish Literacy by Rabbi Joseph Telushkin 

To gain an insight into one Orthodox interpretation of the term mitzvalz, we turn 

.n.n,-...,.. i:i~-~- •~ ' ,•.I 1 ' -•- ·--.T-1 .U• ... . -
. . .. , ••II•-- .. or .... ·-·• -w" 

commandment rather than as a good deed. 63 
Telushk.in explains that in biblical times, a 

commanded act existed on a higher level than a voluntary act; the addition of obligation 

.. 
· :,_ - .. gageu m more reguiany and with a more endurin,g -· Ul ... L ~··- ... ~L 

02 
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:r ,, 

quality than that of a voluntary act. Telushkin comments that the biblical mirzvor 

included ethical/social issues as well as ritual concerns and at times, the distinction 

oetween the two was far from absolute.-

Soun:e#3 

~ . - :.1 _u • ~ ' ...... 
' - - . n ~--.. . ~.I. -~IU.LLIJ V, --- - -• ••- _.,,.....,..,.. 

Rabbi David Saperstein reflected on the contemporary use of the tcnn mirzvah in 

the Orthodox community. He has observed that while the Orthodox communitv would 

reau11y use tne tenn mitzvah to mean a good deed, they would never use the tenn mitzvot 

to indicate the plural, good deeds. Jn the plural fonn, the tenn mitzvot refers to the 

commandments from Gnrl •h6 Ii 11 • " ·~-· - . -- ' ' r. ~- ,,.,., 
- . 

Rabbi Saperstein speculated that perhaps the use of mitzvah to indicate a good deed might 

have originated in the Yiddish use of the term.65 

Source#4 

HUC-ALUM 

In the fall of l 998, the Reform rabbin"''" th ... ,.,,..,,.,.J~ nf L.!-L . 
- --

with a moderated list-serv for the graduates of the HUC-JIR. Questions and responses 

ranging from theology to practical rabbinics appear each day on the computers of close to 

---·- ' . - . 11 - - • - • - ·-- ~· ·-·- -· ----· _,,_ ·---• reques,eu persona1 aetm1t1ons of the 

term miizvah from other Reform rabbis, cantors, and educators. He received an 

63 Telushkin, p.495. 
64 Telushkin. p.496. 
65 

Confirmed in a conversation with Dr. Michael Chernick on February 20, 2001. 

--
~- .. 

" . ' 



1r 

astonishing number of responses which indicated extraordinary diversity of meaning 

associated with the word mi1zvah. Among the responses were the following: 

Jewish im '-···;~1.. .,. ..... r •• . .. . , 

Etl1ical precept, An awareness tool, A call to integrity 

The opponuni ties God gives us to be panner 's with the Divine 

' . - -- . -- us ac.ion - _. ···ci -- • 

Divine obligation, Religious obligation, Commandment accountable 

A deliberate act which brings us closer to the oresence of God 

Response, A friendly act, Doing the right thing 

Urge of the yetzer ha-tov, Function of the compassionate aspect of God 

- ll*":t~ fnr .. A . ' ' . I .. • < 

A prayer in the form of a deed, An enjoinment, Motivation 

Response to Divine will, A deed for God, Do a Jewish ought 

.. usiammg acts, L.Onnectmg w1tn tne Divine 

To make a deposit in the bank of Jewish continuity by either performing or 

avoiding a deed 

MITZVAH CONCLUSION 

The word mitzvah has encompassed a full range of meaning within the Jewish 

. - . .... 
· ,.-riou ... rougn tne present time. In the Bible, the word mirzvah .. ___ ~ ................ 

meant a title of propeny. dues, a parent's directives, a king's ruling, and one's own self-

imposed obligations. More common, however. was •h~ .. .. .. ' .. . -e •'-· 

-- . 
~ _, 
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word mi1:1•a/z specifying a command coming directly from God; both the command and 

the commanded could be identified in panicular or left general in nature . 

The formar; v,. o ' ' · ----· ..J ;n •I-. -· .. 11• -• • . ' • ···- ... ---J--• 

and the early Midrashim, all expressed the full spectrum of possibilities in their use of the 

word mi1:1•ah, ranging from God's commandments to meritorious voluntary acts to 

- ' . ... ~· 

'"'J ---- -~mi.:1•a11, armost too w1ue-rangea to categorize, -· "". ~ . - . 

include all of these same interpretations plus the concept of doing good deeds. 

Though the word mitzvah included the same range of meanin1:1 in "'""" "" - . 

today, its primary meaning has shifted dramatically from obligated command to 

voluntary act. We can imagine how the Rabbis made the connection between the 

~ on..l IC' ,,,... -' ... ' -· . • :.L - ~ 

. ·- - - ··~· - - ' ... ~ ..... ~ 
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 panicular world view. 

vuoting Deuteronomy 6: 18, ":7iil' 'l'.ll:J :Jiu;i1 '"'":"! M'ID'l7, " "U' '• 

hayasliar 1"hato1• 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 .o ... 1s open-enoeu statement m 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 reouired bv the lsr .. " ' .. ' ._ -- ·- --
good. This bridge between God-specified commands and human-directed good deeds 

allows for the possibility of human imagination 10 decide which things are right and then 

. .. :. __ 1 ,_,,, .. 
~ ' .. : ... ,,,e ul volCUI term llllt:va/l. ' .. -~- . ··-~Iii/!-·.-· -

--
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Prior to modernity, 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 mov"'" '-·- ... _ . 
_,....,, ...... ~ _t • ... ·' ... 

.. 

' - -- --

lost their stronghold over people and ultimately ceased to function: modem Jewish 

expression became even more complicated than it had previously been. With the 

~ J 
- ' . ..ii.persion o, ... e Jew1sn wor,.,, Jews were required to . ---- ---- . 

follow the laws of their host countries. Religiously speaking, they had more freedom and 

more choices than ever before; much of Jewish oractice became ootional and a 

with the Jewish community became voluntary, including the command to do specific 

good acts. Voluntary acts of merit differed greatly from acts based upon a divinely 

.J •. !--...3 nhl~nrirl.......... TI ·- .. . - . J • . . .. . - , ""'-------·-- ·--.iw --44,, .... 

mit::yor because that hud always been one of its meanings. The term mitzvah connected 

the Jews living in the modem world with one aspect of their Jewish tradition. 

--
~ -· '' ' 



TIKKUN OLAM AND MITZVAH CONCLUSION 

I began this study, already clear that the tenns tikk1m olam and mitzvah have great 

meanin<' fnr ·-···- -- " 1-'- .I T . . , 

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 

.... 
·---- ·- ------ -

the changing meanings of the tenns 1ikku11 o/am and mit;:l'ah have confirmed my initial 

curiosity about these two tenns, and mv studv has affirmed mv belief that context in text 

study is crucial to understanding the real lives of Jews over the centuries. As this study 

comes to an end, I will review the findings, first for tikk1m o/am and then mitzvah, which 

.,.,...,, .. ~,,. ... T, .-- _J • ..J . . I • ... . - .. .. . . . ., 

of the research on these two terms. 

I had originally assumed that 1ikk1m olam was a term which could be found in all 

Jew1sn uterature, so II surpnseo me to nno that there was no mention of tikkun olam in 

the Bible. The phrase tikkun olam first appears in the Mis/mah and the Tosefta where it 

was understood to refer to laws and rules enacted for the general welfare of the Jewish 

. The • ~ ...... ... :1~1~ •• *' ..-.J~H• in ..-t.. .... I · ~ ···-..... ·· -··- ., - ·' . ·' . . 

Mis/mah and Tosefta. they were not included in this paper. 

As used in the Aleinu. first found in its present form in the Mahwr Vitry. the tenn 

11,;,;1111 010111 re,ers 10 voo s repamng tne entire woriu, an act which would be brought 

about by the fervent prayers of the Jewish people. By the Middle Ages, the Zohar uses 

the term tikkun olam to indicate the oannershio between hum0~ • 

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 tenn with acts of social justice or 

good deeds done by human beings alone. 

Tne vanous sources studied su<rnest several possible reasons for the chanl!e 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 

nnP'S .-..~., ....... ,...,..;.,,,v Th;~ .. -- . . ' ·' .. . ' . . . - .. __. . - -- - - - ·-

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 

- ip lO auec< cnange m tne wonu. 

The evolving theology of the early Refonn Movement replaced the traditional 

concept of a personal Messiah with the not inn nf a '· . A,.. ... A ... 
"~· - . 

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 

. .. . . - .. - ss. rmauy, me contemporary ·- ---- - -- """'J "'""""'"''VI -

definition of tikk1m olam offers a compelling reason for identification with the Jewish 

people to Jews who had already replaced Jewish theology with universalism. The power 

ot this contemporary definition is not limited to non-Orthodox 1,,.ws i::,,,,.~ tlm•• ' 

who maintain their relationship with tradition find this interpretation of tikkun olam 

convincing. It is important to note, however, that the modem understanding of the term 

·-'~·l· . ' ~"' -"' ·-·lu A .... • - - .. 
- .. , .. .. '" . ·.... .. .... ·~·"~11s. M• parL .... ts . . 

is because Israel is a country too young and too concerned with its own daily survival to 

focus on ideas of repairing the larger world. In part, the Jewish American phenomenon 

or 11"""" otam was ao1e to nourish because it fits in nicely with the American self-

ftft 

.. _, .. . ' . 



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 o/am, the word mit•1•ah is found nil nv-· ••- oa .. 1- '"''" 

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 

............... -~ ---.1 ~· ·" . . - . . . . -·-- -- ...... -1;1'' ... ""'1 . - - , UOv -

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 restinl! in 

tne Kmg wn1cn reminded the people of their divine sovereign, all pointed to the later 

meaning of God's command to the people. The Rabbinic literature examined uses the 

term mit~ah w;•h a .;..,;1 ... nf .. r ___ £'!-.J' .. . . 
- -

meritorious acts to charity. The command found in Deuteronomy 6: 18, "Do what is right 

and good in the sight of Ado11ai," can be seen as the bridge which allowed the Rabbis to 

. . . . . - ing ioran. "hu Jew1sn taw mamtaming less impact - - ....... 0 O""''''""'"' ----.. • • • ••' • ""''' .... 

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 doinQ QOOd "--"· I' ,..,,,.........:! .-1~~...Jn n.-~ • - , -~-' 
-

chosen by the doer, and are therefore consonant with modem voluntarism. 

The concepts of tikkim olam and mitzvall have much in common with each other 

. . . . . ·- . . .. 
. ---- .. ·- ·-· -.. - ... --- - - ---- -- ~, ____ ,, in sim11ar ways. l:lotn terms nave 

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 meaninl! of their 

original usage which allows the modem Jewish community to feel more connected to its 

--
-· . .. ... 



past by using these tenns. In many ways, this adaptability has been good for keeping the 

Jewish community alive and enabling more disenfrnnchised Jews to stay connected to the 

Jewish oeoole. In other wavs n•rhan• it Imo nn• hMn • ~· • • • ..,. •L.- T ,_ 
- -

To have God even remotely removed from bettering the world, much less totally removed 

from the process of tikk1111 olam as perceived by many modem Jews, cannot be good for 

:-..1;~p _. ·~I ... .. . 
. -· - ' .. .... - - . . 

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 

expressmn of core Jewish values. I see the interplay between mitzvalz and tikkun olam 

providing a way for Jews to resolve some of these tensions. 

ThP.. . ... 
'ONO tho> --L '-·· - _I I I.• • • ... -• . . 

about how to lead a better life, how to make a stronger community, and how to bring 

about the bettennent of the world. One Jew's command is another Jew's good deed is 

----···- ;v~ » -·-"·~· 1 men1onous acc. t1y g1vmg eacn ot our deeds the name of 

mitzvalz, we connect that act to the realm of the sacred and bring God into the daily 

texture of our lives. By adding one mitzvalz to another, we are doing our share in 

fulfill in!! the Jewish dream of tikl-,... nlmn 

One mitzvah follows another ... iii~~ niiu iii:lrr.> 

The reward for a mitzvalz is a mitzvah . .. ii1~1:> ii1'.lrl:> i:itv 

Pirke Avot 4:2 ... J:i l11:lN '1?i~ 

--
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