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Use in Midrash 
 
 
‘And God made the expanse, and it separated the water that was below the 
expanse from the water that was above the expanse. And it was so. God called 
the expanse ‘sky.’ And there was evening and there was morning, a second 
day.’ (Genesis 1:7-8)  
 
Why is it that ‘it was good’ is not written in connection with the second 
day?....Rabbi Chanina said, ‘Because on that day, a schism was created, as it 
is written, ‘let it divide the waters.’ R. Tavyomi said, ‘If because of a division 
made l’taken olam and to stabilize it, ‘it was good’ is not written in connection 
with that day, how much more so should this apply to a schism that leads to the 
confusion of the world.’  
 

Genesis Rabbah 4:7 
 
According to this midrash, the world is “fixed” when it is physically viable. 
 
At first, a man [who had already sent his wife a get by means of a messenger] 
would set up a beit din (court) in a different place [from where the wife lived] and 
cancel the get. Rabban Gamliel the elder established (hitkin) that this should 
not be done, for the sake of tikkun ha’olam.  
 

  Mishnah Gittin 4:2 
 

“for the sake of the repair of the world” – justifies forbidding a practice that, while 
technically legal, threatens to disrupt the system as a whole. Sustaining the 
social order is the imperative, using the term. 
 
 
Use in Liturgy 
 
 

The term “tikkun olam” appears first in the liturgy of the Siddur in the Aleynu prayer, 
which may have been written as early as the second century. Originally part of the 
Rosh Hashanah liturgy, this prayer now concludes every Jewish prayer service. The 
move, probably made around the thirteenth century, from the once-a-year appearance 
of this prayer to its current thrice daily recitation speaks to the resonance of this 
composition for generations of Jews. 
The first section of the Aleynu prayer speaks of the greatness of God and of the 
relationship between God and the Jewish people. The second section introduces the 



promise that divine sovereignty will eventually encompass the entire world. Within the 
second part of the prayer, we find the line “l’taken olam b’malchut shaddai” “to 
establish/fix the world under the kingdom of God.”1 The triumph of divine sovereignty 
requires the elimination of any pockets of resistance to God’s exclusive rule. Tikkun 
implies restoration of such divine authority. 
 
 

Use in Kabbalah 
 

The most well-known use of the term tikkun olam comes from Lurianic 
Kabbalah, a sixteenth-century mystical school that revolved around Rabbi Isaac 
Luria. Luria described creation as a process by which God contracted the divine 
self to make room for the world. In the Lurianic creation story, God then 
emanated Godself into the world through ten sefirot – aspects of the divine 
presence. God contained these sefirot within vessels, but some of the vessels 
proved too weak to hold the more powerful of the sefirot. The vessels shattered, 
resulting in the mixture of divine light with the kelipot, or shells of the vessels 
themselves. This process resulted in the introduction of evil into the world. 
Lurianic Kabbalah imagines that Adam, the first human being, could have 
redeemed the world and restored the divine light to its proper place. Through 
his sin, however, Adam lost the chance to achieve this repair, and the 
responsibility for restoring divine perfection fell to later generations. The attempt 
to free the divine emanation from the kelipot is known as tikkun (repair) and is 
achieved primarily through the performance of mitzvot (religious 
commandments), as well as through contemplation and study.  
 
Before performing mitzvot, the 16th century kabbalists often 
recited kavvanot (intentions) in which they stated their intention that 
this mitzvah would help to reunify parts of the divine being. The kabbalists also 
instituted certain new rituals, including the practice of praying or studying at 
midnight, and a seder for the holiday of Tu B’shevat, all intended to advance 
the process of tikkun. 
 
The mystical notion of tikkun introduces into Jewish thought the idea that human 
actions can influence the cosmos. Earlier biblical and rabbinic writings suggest 
that God demands certain behaviors, that human beings are rewarded or 
punished according to their behaviors, and even that God celebrates or mourns 
the appropriate or inappropriate actions of human beings. The innovation 
of kabbalah was the idea that God is not static, but changes in response to 
human behavior. In deciding whether or not to perform a mitzvah, Jews thus 
must consider not only the potential consequences for themselves and their 
communities, but also the effect that a given action may have on the cosmos. 
 

																																																								
1	From	Jill	Jacobs	“the	History	of	Tikkun	Olam”	http://www.zeek.net/706tohu/	
	



Given the current popular understanding of “tikkun olam” as describing ethical 
actions, it is important to emphasize the connection, within Lurianic Kabbalah, 
between tikkun and halachah (Jewish law). It is no accident that Rabbi Joseph 
Caro, one of the key figures in the Lurianic circle, was the author not only of 
significant mystical texts, but also of the Shulhan Arukh, which became the most 
influential code of Jewish law. If the tikkun of the cosmos would result, in part, 
from precise adherence to halachah, then an accurate guide to legal practice 
became even more necessary than ever. 
 
One challenge of applying the kabbalistic notion of tikkun to contemporary 
ethical behavior emerges from the ambivalence among mystics about what the 
world will look like once tikkun has been achieved. Given the focus on reuniting 
the divine self, it is not clear from mystical texts what, if any, place human beings 
will have in the perfected universe. Even while advocating the practice of ethical 
commandments, such as tzedakah (gifts to the poor), the kabbalists maintained 
a focus on the effect of individual behavior on God.  

 
The brilliance of the Lurianic model of tikkun is the suggestion that human 
behavior can have an effect – positive or negative – on the world as a 
whole. mitzvot, both ethical and ritual, have an impact even beyond the 
immediate effect of the action. At the same time, the emphasis on realizing 
divine perfection, rather than on improving the condition of humanity, 
complicates the application of the mystical concept of tikkun to contemporary 
social justice work.2 
 
Lurianic Kabbalah dwells on the role of prayer and ritual in tikkun 
olam. According to this vision of the world, God contracted part of God's self 
into vessels of light—partly limiting himself—to create the world. These vessels 
shattered and their shards became sparks of light trapped within the material of 
creation. Prayer, especially contemplation of various aspects of the divinity 

																																																								
2	For	Jill	Jacobs,	the	four	strands	of	meaning	of	the	term	are:	

 • From the Aleynu conception, our understanding of tikkun olam will include an emphasis 
on the elimination of evil and the restoration of the world to a perfected divine state. 

• The midrashic emphasis on the physical maintenance of creation reminds us of the need 
to work to preserve the world at a time when human behavior is having a negative impact 
on global temperatures, hurricane systems, and other natural phenomena. 

• The rabbinic understanding of tikkun ha’olam as the creation of a workable social and 
religious system leads to a definition of tikkun olam as a mandate to correct the systems 
that make our own society dysfunctional. 

• Finally, the Lurianic belief that individual actions can have a permanent effect on the 
cosmos offers hope that our efforts toward tikkun will succeed. 



(sephirot), releases these sparks of God's self and allows them to reunite with 
God's essence, bringing them closer to a fixed world. According to Moshe 
Chaim Luzzatto, in his book Derech Hashem, the physical world is connected 
to spiritual realms above that influence the physical world, and furthermore, 
Jews have the ability, through physical deeds and free will, to direct and control 
these spiritual forces. God's desire in creation was that God's creations 
ultimately will recognize God's unity and overcome evil; this will constitute the 
perfection (tikkun) of creation. 
 
The use of the term in conjugal relations was discussed by Shaul Magid.3 

 
 
 
Modern Use 
 
The history of the term Tikkun Olam in modern times was well reviewed by 
Jonathan Krasner4 (from The Jerusalem Center, November 1, 2014) 
  
“The understanding of tikkun olam as a universalistic, this-worldly endeavor is 
barely a century old, a corollary to the late-nineteenth century rejection of 
Jewish quietism by Zionists, Jewish socialists and others. It gained new urgency 
in the postwar era, as part of a larger effort to make sense of the Holocaust and 
was adopted by theologians struggling to rework and salvage the concept of 
covenant. For educators, it was a badge of relevance and a way of bringing a 
highly intellectualized and ethereal Judaism down to the level of practical 
experience. Even in its utopian garb, tikkun olam called for pragmatism that 
suited the American Jewish ethos. For communal service professionals, it 
helped elevate an American Jewish civil religion that was criticized for its 
preoccupation with issues such as anti-Semitism, the Holocaust and Israel. 
And, finally, for political activists, it was a means of expressing commitment to 
a progressive political agenda in a Jewish idiom.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
3	1996	-	Fall,	The	Jewish	Theological	Seminary’s	Franz	Rosenwein	Lerma’s,	course	entitled,	“Conjugal	Union,	
Mystical	Union	and	Tikkun	‘Olam	in	Sixteenth	Century	Kabbala”	Shaul	Magid		
	
4	http://jcpa.org/article/place-tikkun-olam-american-jewish-life1/	
	



The Push Back  
 

However, for a Boston Rabbi/Rebbe Korff the term has been abused.5  

 

It is so very difficult, indeed utterly unbearable, to sit silently by while Jews, and now the 

general religious and secular communities, completely misuse and distort the term Tikkun 

Olam– certainly not intentionally or out of any malice, but rather out of ignorance in the 

pursuit of virtuous goals and principles which may be applicable to general society and 

civilization but which have tragically become a poor substitute for authentic religious 

observance. 

 

This repair rhetoric has become an obsession, a catch-all credo. Everything today 
is Tikkun Olam. Enough with the Tikkun Olam. It is a senseless and meaningless 

misconception, its true meaning nothing like it is commonly used and purported to 
be. 

It is not at all a centuries-old tradition, it is not a call to action, and it is not a commandment. 

And to be clear, Tikkun Olam does not even mean repairing the world in the sense of 

social justice. Nor in traditional sources is Tikkun Olam in any way even a direct human 

imperative or action, but rather one that is left in G-d’s hands. 

We cannot, and are not instructed to, save the world, or even to repair it. Judaism (sic) 

teaches no such thing. Rather, we are instructed to conduct ourselves properly, to 

observe the Mitzvos, the Commandments (which are not good deeds, but rather 

commandments, required imperatives), and in that way to contribute to society and 

civilization both by example and through practice and action. Note the reconstructed 

(Artscrollian) revisionism of Halachic history used here. 

																																																								
5	Grand	Rabbi	Y.	A.	Korff,	the	Zvhil-Mezbuz	Rebbe	of	Boston,	is	Chaplain	of	The	City	of	Boston	and	spiritual	leader	
of	the	Zvhil-Mezbuz	Beis	Medrash	in	downtown	Boston	and	Newton.	This	column	first	appeared	inThe	Jewish	
Advocate	of	Boston.	
	



For Jews those Mitzvos include not simply socially or politically correct precepts such as 

giving charity and engaging in political action, but also observance of the Sabbath, dietary 

restrictions (Kashrus), daily prayer, and other commandments which seem to have fallen 

out of favor and are ignored, if not openly denigrated and violated, in some segments of 

the community, as they substitute the false panacea of something they call Tikkun Olam 

for the authenticity of true Judaism, clinging desperately to Tikkun Olam to avoid their 

actual responsibilities as Jews to observe the Torah and the commandments. 

The term and concept Tikkun Olam appears nowhere in the Torah itself, but first appears 

only in the Mishna and Talmud in the context of the courts and halakhic (legal) regulations 

involving disputes and legal rights (we dispute that as described above). 

Subsequently in Kabbalah the term was used to refer to the upper worlds or to the repair 

of the individual soul damaged by the sin of violating or neglecting Jewish law. Following 

that, the only mention of Tikkun Olam in prayer is in the Aleinu prayer recited at the 

conclusion of every service, but even in that context it means either that G-d, not man, 

will ultimately repair the world, or, as others interpret, it does not mean repair of the world 

at all but rather is a prayer for the uprooting of idolatry, the rebuilding of the Temple and 

establishing G-d’s kingdom on earth, through the observance of the commandments and 

not through any separate social imperative. 

Indeed, scholars from across the spectrum and diversity of the Jewish community have 

acknowledged and bemoan the misuse and distortion of the term Tikkun Olam by the 

community. 

Thus, Rabbi Jill Jacobs observed years ago (Zeek, July 2007) that, “In its current 

incarnation, Tikkun Olam can refer to anything from a direct service project such as 

working in a soup kitchen or shelter, to political action, to philanthropy. While once 

regarded as the property of the left, the term is now widely used by mainstream groups 

such as synagogues, camps, schools, and federations, as well as by more rightwing 

groups wishing to cast their own political agendas within the framework of Tikkun Olam.”� 

 



After quoting Arnold Jacob Wolf (“Repairing Tikkun Olam,”� Judaism 50:4), who writes, 

“All this begins, I believe, with distorting tikkun olam. A teaching about compromise, 

sharpening, trimming and humanizing rabbinic law, a mystical doctrine about putting 

God’s world back together again, this strange and half-understood notion becomes a 

huge umbrella under which our petty moral concerns and political panaceas can come in 

out of the rain,”� Jacobs points out that one of the key figures in the Kabbalistic school 

of thought which developed the concept of Tikkun Olam was the same person who 

codified Jewish law, since it is individual observance of halakha, Jewish law, which is the 

way to repair the world. 

Professor Steven Plaut of Haifa University wrote about “The Rise of Tikun Olam 

Paganism”� (The Jewish Press, January 23, 2003), calling it a “pseudo-religion,”� “social 

action fetishism”� (The Jewish Press, November 19, 2008) and a “vulgar misuse and 

distortion by assimilationists.”� He concludes that Tikkun Olam is quite clearly “a 

theological notion and not a trendy socioeconomic or political one,”� observing that, “It 

would be an exaggeration, but only a small one, to say that nothing in Judaism directs us 

to the pursuit of social (as opposed to judicial) justice.”� 

 

Most recently there was the publication earlier this year by Oxford University Press of the 

scholarly book Faith Finding Meaning: A Theology of Judaism by Rabbi Byron L. Sherwin, 

which also highlights the current fallacy (pages 33-35). Calling it “a blatant distortion of 

the meaning of the term,”� a “substitute faith”� and a “shibboleth,”� he writes that “the 

current [promiscuous] usage of this term represents a category mistake, is a blatant 

example of conversion by redefinition, and constitutes a paradigmatic example of the 

reductionist fallacy”� which is merely “liberation theology without the theology.”� He 

concludes, “Tikkun Olam means ‘for the proper order of the Jewish community.’ It is a 

long way from that definition to ‘build a better world.'”� 

 

 

 

 



Then comes his final plea! 

 

Please. Everyone. Enough with the Tikkun Olam. For Jews who truly do want to engage 

in Tikkun Olam, the only honest and authentic Jewish way to do that is to encourage 

observance of the Torah across the entire spectrum of the Jewish Community. That in 

fact is actually what our responsibility is nothing more and nothing less, and the rest is up 

to G-d—if we do our part, so will G-d.6 

 

 

 

 

 

I too am fed up with the use of the term and to what extent it has leaked into the orthodox 

world for its use in the neo-hassidic world of American Jewish Renewal movement.7 

From Jonathan Sacks to the left the term is now hackneyed. 

So below are my humble poetic musings. 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
6	 Grand Rabbi Y. A. Korff, wrote the article in 2013 for the Algemeiner Journal titled “The Fallacy, 

Delusion and Myth of Tikkun Olam” 

 
	
7	for	more	on	this	see	Shaul	Magid	http://www.tikkun.org/nextgen/between-paradigm-shift-judaism-and-neo-
hasidism-the-new-metaphysics-of-jewish-renewal	
	



Tikkun Olam 
Really? 

We can fix this? 

What about Leonard Cohen’s last interview where he adjures us: 

“omit the slogans!” 

What about his definition of a saint? 

 

What is a saint? A saint is someone who has achieved a remote human possibility. It is 
impossible to say what that possibility is. I think it has something to do with the energy of love. 
Contact with this energy results in the exercise of a kind of balance in the chaos of existence. 
A saint does not dissolve the chaos; if he did the world would have changed long ago. I do not 
think that a saint dissolves the chaos even for himself, for there is something arrogant and 
warlike in the notion of a man setting the universe in order. It is a kind of balance that is his 
glory. He rides the drifts like an escaped ski. His course is the caress of the hill. His track is a 
drawing of the snow in a moment of its arrangement with wind and rock. Something in him so 
loves the world that he gives himself to the laws of gravity and chance. Far from flying with 
the angels, he traces with the fidelity of a seismograph needle the state of the solid bloody 
landscape. His house is dangerous and finite, but he is at home in the world. He can love the 
shape of human beings, the fine and twisted shapes of the heart. It is good to have among us 
such men, such balancing monsters of love. 
 
 

“Arrogant and warlike in the notion of a man setting the universe in order” 

What about Rumi? 

“Yesterday I was clever, so I wanted to change the world. Today I am wise, so I am 

changing myself.” 

After all the exhortations, what is left? 

We are to repair the face of God, Cohen tells us, not the world!8 

All the movements to change the world ended in violence 

																																																								
8	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GL1yaiLCQPM	
	



Genocide, racism, bigotry. 

Man’s inhumanity to man begins with ideology. 

So, in a post-Holocaust, post-critical, genocidal world 

Where is the Tikkun? Where is the mending? 

Who are the agents of fixing? 

Beyond the middle-class bourgeois  

Rationalizing their life style choices 

With this charity or that under the slogan “Tikkun Olam” 

I look in the mirror and ask 

Fix who? What? And the answer stares me in the face…. Me!? 

Out there, no! inside… 

Now own it! 

Own the fixing! 

Own the past 

Own the abuse 

Own the hurt you inflicted and the hurt done to you 

Own this bloody Holocaust yes! That too! 

After all the years of obsessing 

All the theology attempted 

All the dead ends found 

Own it all. 

Own your aging 

And that despite all the struggles to free yourself 



Own the neediness for approval, for validation, for love 

For the eye of a pretty girl 

For the Rabbi’s nod. 

Own your impotence 

Own your failures 

Own your need to be relevant 

Own your need for your children and grandchildren 

Own your betrayals 

Own your heresy 

Now own this election 

Own your society’s choice  

Its decision for madness 

Own its blanket bombing 

Own the drones in far-away places 

Own Dresden and Tokyo 

Own the Allies’ firebombing 

Stop the Tikkun for others for the world when you still need the fixing yourself! 

Stop even the Tikkun for yourself 

You spend decades fixing nothing. 

Just own it. 

Hold it. 

Sweeten it. 

Maybe that way you might denervate it from its sting.  


