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Today, the phrase Tikkun Olam is often associated with social justice in all 
its forms. For some, especially outside the Orthodox world, it refers to 
anything and everything from helping the homeless to climate change. 
Although these are certainly worthwhile causes, they have nothing to do 
with Tikkun Olam as presented in our traditional sources.  
 
Given its current popularity, it is somewhat surprising that the phrase 
“Tikkun Olam” does not appear in the Torah, nor in Tanakh.  We find the 
phrase Tikkun Olam in 3 different contexts:  in the Talmud, in Lurianic 
Kabbalah - the mystical thought of the Arizal (Rabbi Isaac Luria, 16th 
century Safed), and in the prayer Aleinu.  
 
What does it mean in the Talmud, our primary source? 
Although there are slight differences in the 10 or so times it appears, 
Tikkun Olam generally refers to rabbinic legislation that ensures that 
following the letter of the law does not violate the intention of the law and 
lead to negative consequences.  
 
Two prime examples of Tikkun Olam relate to the Mitzvot of Pidyon 
Shvuyim, redeeming captives, and lending money to those in need.  Pidyon 
Shuyim is high on the chart of meritorious acts in Halacha. Nevertheless, 
the Mishnah in Gittin (45a) teaches us that we don’t help captives escape 
nor do we pay large ransoms for them.  Why not? One can even sell a 
Sefer Torah to fulfill the Mitzvah of Pidyon Shvuyim! Isn’t saving the 
captive that important? The Mishna explains that we don’t do so because 
of Tikkun HaOlam, namely that this will lead to harsher treatment or even 
punishment of the remaining captives or in the case of ransom, will lead to 



additional captives being taken.  If Pidyon Shvuyim ultimately results in 
pain for others, it is not to be done.  
 
A second example of Chazal’s use of “Tikkun Olam” is in the context of 
Pruzbul. In Gittin 36a, we are taught that Hillel the Elder instituted the 
Pruzbul because of Tikkun HaOlam. What is a Pruzbul? The Torah teaches 
us that it is prohibited to collect a loan once the sabbatical year arrives. 
This mercifully gives those who cannot pay back their loans an opportunity 
to respectfully carry on. However, a problem developed. People stopped 
lending money out of fear they would never be paid back. 
 
Refusing to help one’s brethren is explicitly forbidden by the Torah. Yet, 
here is another example of where following the letter of the law violates 
the intention of the Torah. Thus, Hillel developed the Pruzbul which 
essentially transfers the debt collection from the individual to the Beit Din, 
allowing its collection even after Shemittah and enabling people to lend 
money to the poor.  
 
Thus, Tikkun Olam in the Talmud deals with the subtle points of halacha, 
with questions of the letter vs spirit or intention of the law. It does not 
relate to questions of social justice, nor address issues in the greater world.  
 
In Lurianic mysticism, Tikkun Olam takes on a mystical notion of 
reassembling the heavenly vessels broken and spread throughout the 
world when the universe was created.  Our task is to collect and 
reassemble the shards and sparks of light of the vessels, Klipot and 
Nitzotzot, and thereby mend the world. While there is universal concern in 
this goal, we are to accomplish this holy task through Torah and Mitzvot.   
 
Aleinu is likely the best-known and most interesting use of the phrase 
“Tikkun Olam.”  In the second paragraph of Aleinu, we find the phrase – 
 to perfect the world under the sovereignty of לתקן עולם במלכות שקי
God/Shakkai. It should be noted that Aleinu is not a proscriptive text. It is 
not the Jews who are urged לתקן עולם במלכות שקי, rather, we turn to 
Hashem and ask God to perfect the world. And how should He do this?  By 
encouraging a religious epiphany so that all human beings will call out in 
His Name. It is in relation to this point that the order of the two paragraphs 
of Aleinu becomes vital.  The first paragraph is about unique nature of the 



Jewish people. Aleinu leshabeach – we praise hashem that He did not 
make us like the other nations. Only after asserting our uniqueness as a 
chosen people to receive Hashem’s Torah and Mitzvoth do we transition 
from the particular to the universal. The idea of Tikkun Olam as it relates 
to the world at large can only come after recognizing what makes us 
special and unique. It never comes to replace the former. 
 
This is the tragic nature of today’s (mis)understanding of “Tikkun Olam.” 
Given the myriad of Psukim, Mishnayot, Gemara and Halacha for much of 
what constitutes social justice today, it is tragic that this special phrase has 
been diverted from its true meaning in our sources.  Most heart-rending, 
however, is that for some Jews this misconception of Tikkun Olam has 
become the be all and end all of Judaism. The essence of Judaism has 
always been Torah and Mitzvot. Within the context of Torah and Mitzvot, 
there are many opportunities for social justice and activism. When “Tikkun 
Olam” as currently used by many becomes the context, it becomes a 
tragedy! 

 


