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This past April, Gabriella and I joined Or Atid’s Sisterhood to see the play 

Becoming Dr. Ruth at the New Repertory Theatre in Watertown. The play was of 

course about Dr. Ruth Westheimer, the Jewish German-American sex therapist, 

author, talk show host, and Holocaust survivor. To me, one of the most surprising 

moments in the play was near the end, when Dr. Ruth is reflecting on her life and 

career, and she says something like this: “Jews are obligated in tikkun olam, 

healing the world. My way of healing the world was through sex therapy.” I was 

honestly quite caught off-guard when I heard the Jewish concept of tikkun olam 

mentioned in this play - not because I am against tikkun olam, but because I was 

amazed that this concept is becoming so well-known that the playwright, inspired 

by Dr. Ruth’s own words in her memoir, included these words in the play.  

I have been wanting to speak about tikkun olam here at Or Atid for some 

time, because I think it’s actually a complex idea - or set of ideas - with a 

fascinating and important history. As my colleague Rabbi Jill Jacobs notes, there 
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may be no other term that is simultaneously as beloved and as reviled in the 

American Jewish community as the phrase “tikkun olam.” Progressive movements 

in Judaism, particularly the Reform movement, emphasize tikkun olam as the 

central precept of today's Judaism, encouraging people to engage with Judaism 

through social activism, while other Jewish institutions and leaders see tikkun olam 

as a concept that has been taken out of context and overblown to serve a 

less-than-traditional agenda. And so tonight, I must ask: will the real tikkun olam 

please stand up?  

Spoiler alert: there is no one true meaning of tikkun olam. But in light of its’ 

emphasis in today’s Americn Judaism, it’s important for us to know what tikkun 

olam means to us. I’ll share a few different approaches and suggest a way for us to 

engage in tikkun olam moving forward. 

There are several core meanings of the phrase, which we can learn from 

examining the uses of the phrase in Jewish texts throughout history. As you might 

know, tikkun olam literally means “repairing the world.” Le-takein - the verbal 

form of tikkun - can mean many different things, such as to fix, repair, establish, 

prepare, set up, organize, and perfect, to name just a few. So we already see how 

difficult it is to define tikkun olam without even looking at the contexts in which 

the phrase is used. 
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Let’s begin with the Mishnah, one of the earliest layers of Rabbinic Jewish 

texts, dating from between 0 and 200 CE. One excerpt from a tractate in the 

Mishnah about marriage and divorce says the following (keep in mind that slavery 

was still common and accepted in 200 CE, and that one person could be partially 

indentured to another person). The Talmud says: “One who is half slave and half a 

free person, he serves his master one day and then himself one day, [according to] 

the words of the school of Hillel. The school of Shammai said to them: tikantem - 

you did the right thing for his master, [but] for the enslaved man you didn’t do the 

right thing. To marry a maidservant isn’t possible because half of him is free. [To 

marry] a free woman isn’t possible because half of him is still slave. So [would 

you] cancel [his Jewish obligation to marry and have children]?! … Rather, 

mip’nei tikkun ha-olam, because of repairing the world, [the verdict is that] we 

force his master, who [must] make him a free person and write a contract for [him 

to redeem the remaining] half of his value.” (Mishnah Gittin 4:5) 

We here see the original phrase tikkun ha-olam in the form mip’nei tikkun 

ha-olam. In this context, mip’nei tikkun ha-olam means something like “to make a 

systemic change in order to maintain the functioning of society.” Other cases of 

mip’nei tikkun ha-olam in the Mishnah try to give better legal protections to 

women as they enter and exit marriages, and creates a workaround to enable poor 
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people to receive interest-free loans before the Sabbatical year (Mishnah Shevi’it 

10:3). This is what mip’nei tikkun ha-olam means - and it’s not so far off from 

what many mean by “social justice” nowadays. 

Now, tikkun olam doesn’t just mean “social justice.” As Rabbi David 

Seidenberg notes in his resource titled “29 Texts on Tikkun Olam,” “while it is 

clear that tikkun olam was connected to social justice long before its advent in 

North America, it also includes much more than social justice. Tikkun olam does 

not equate with liberalism or any other single political ideology,” but rather invites 

everyone across the spectrum to ensure that laws do not create a socio-economic 

system that is cruel or completely unequal. 

Seidenberg notes that in other early texts, tikkun olam means establishing 

order and balance whether in Nature or Creation, as God does when balancing the 

forces of compassion and judgment, or in society, as the rabbis throughout history 

have done when they amend the laws of the Torah. The social meaning of tikkun 

olam, which became primary, refers to acts that establish and repair or improve 

society in the course of our normal lives and institutions. Another meaning that has 

roots in the combining of these themes is that humanity is responsible for repairing 

the natural world that we have despoiled - this sense of the phrase was developed 

by Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook and others in the last two hundred years. And 
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before Rabbi Kook, the word tikkun itself gained a Kabbalistic meaning of 

metaphysically repairing the world and the Divine through Jewish ritual acts. 

 So to review the three meanings we’ve learned so far:  

1. We saw the Mishnah’s take: tikkun olam means making a systemic 

change to correct the laws or practice that make our own society 

unjust, cruel, or otherwise dysfunctional. 

2. Some early midrashim view tikkun olam as the physical maintenance 

and protection of the natural world. And…  

3. The Kabbalistic meaning of tikkun olam: mystically repairing God and 

the world through Jewish ritual practice. 

And there’s one source we’re missing, which actually originates in the Rosh 

Ha-Shanah liturgy - and that is the prayer known today as Aleinu. Originally, 

Aleinu was only recited during Musaf on Rosh Ha-Shanah, and later came to be 

recited at the conclusion of every prayer service. Aleinu includes the phrase 

Le-takein olam be-malkhut Shaddai. 

That might sound familiar not only because of Aleinu, but also because the 

phrase le-takein olam be-malkhut Shaddai is written above our ark! That phrase 

means “to repair the world by means of the Almighty.” In this context, tikkun olam 
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refers to the elimination of evil and the perfection of the world through the 

cultivation of divine qualities - such as justice and lovingkindness. 

All of these meanings are worth delving into, and each one of us can find the 

tikkun olam that speaks most to us.  

However, I would like to end by bringing us back to the oldest, and in my 

view, most powerful meaning of tikkun olam, which is to make the world a better 

place through systemic social change. Briefly, I want to make a distinction 

between hẹsed  and tikkun olam. When we volunteer to prepare and serve food at a 

soup kitchen, that is an act of hẹsed , an act of loving kindness. And hẹsed  is 

extremely important; our world is in dire need of more hẹsed . But this act will not 

change the system so as to alleviate poverty and hunger. In this way, tikkun olam is 

more than hẹsed . Tikkun olam asks us to change the status quo in our pursuit of 

justice. It requires us to take action to repair broken systems and injustices in our 

society. This is why I serve on the Wayland Youth Advisory Committee and as a 

member of the Clergy Advisory Committee of the Jewish Alliance for Law and 

Social Action - to partner with others who are leading social change to create better 

systems of support for our youth, for the poor, and for immigrants. 

I agree with Rabbi David Seidenberg who says that we live in a time when it 

is no longer possible to imagine the tikkun, the healing, of the people of Israel apart 
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from tikkun of the human species, or the tikkun of the human species apart from 

tikkun of the more-than-human world we call Nature. Though the task is great, 

Rebbe Nachman urges us to persist, saying, “if you believe that you have the 

ability to destroy, believe that you also have the ability to (l’takein) to heal and to 

repair.” Dr. Ruth believed it, and we should too. On Rosh Ha-Shanah and every 

day, the Aleinu asks us le-takein olam be-malkhut Shaddai - to repair the world 

through the guiding power of the Holy One. In this new year, let’s heed this call to 

action, whether we engage in tikkun olam through fighting the underlying causes of 

poverty, protecting the natural world, or sex therapy. May it be a year of tikkun 

ha-olam - repairing and healing the world through love, kindness, justice, and 

peace. Shanah Tovah. 


