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Tikkun Olam: De�ning the Jewish Obligation

Jacob J. Schacter

The issue is clear and straightforward: What is tikkun olam and 
are Jews obligated to engage in it?

�is phrase is variously translated as repairing, �xing, mend-
ing, or improving the world. Insofar as it relates to the theme of 
this article, it connotes four basic assertions:

�e world as it is known to be is not what the world is ulti-• 
mately meant to be; there is a fundamental disconnect be-
tween the real and the ideal.
Human beings are empowered with the capacity to trans-• 
form the real into the ideal. Not only is this within the pur-
view of God, but human beings are granted by God the ca-
pacity do something about it. Human beings can make a
di�erence.
Not only do human beings have the capacity to make a dif-• 
ference, but it is part of the religious obligation of Jews to 
make a di�erence. Jewish religious tradition expects and re-
quires Jews to be engaged in the e�ort to bring about this 
transformation.
�is obligation includes bettering the welfare of all peoples • 
who populate the earth, not only Jews. Of course, the pri-
mary responsibility of all Jews is for one another (hayekha 
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kodmim; see Bava Mezi‘a 62a and Rama, Yoreh De‘ah 251:3), 
for family members and then for other Jews, both in terms 
of the time as well as the money spent. But these universal-
istic obligations make demands upon Jews as well. Jews also 
bear a fundamental religious responsibility not only to en-
sure Jewish moral, spiritual, and material welfare but, albeit 
secondarily, also to ensure the moral, spiritual, and mate-
rial welfare of the world as a whole. And this comes with 
the awareness that every minute or every dollar spent on 
those activities is a minute or dollar taken away from Jewish 
causes and Jewish needs.1
�e fact is that such an obligation is absent from the vast 

majority of Jewish primary sources from the post-biblical to the 
pre-modern period. �e authoritative texts of the Jewish tradi-
tion – the Talmud and its commentators, responsa literature and 
codes – are almost silent on the obligation, and even the desir-
ability of Jewish involvement in what is known as social justice, 
activity aimed at universal social or communal betterment.

Furthermore, even when such statements do appear, one gets 
the impression that the sentiment they re�ect is very far from the 
notion of tikkun olam just described. Very o�en the justi�cation 
is primarily, if not exclusively, a pragmatic or self-serving one, 
for the sake of advancing parochial Jewish interests. For example, 
note the injunction of Jeremiah (29:7), “Seek (ve-dirshu) the wel-
fare of the city to which I have exiled you and pray (ve-hitpalelu) 
to the Lord on its behalf, for in its peacefulness you will enjoy 
peace.” Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch notes the signi�cance of 
both verbs in this verse, suggesting that while hitpalelu clearly 
refers to prayer, dirshu obligates the Jew “to do everything to pro-
mote the welfare of the countries in which we live.”2 But the end of 
the verse is most signi�cant. �e rationale o�ered is not that such 
behavior is intrinsically worthwhile but that it will bring bene�t 
to the Jew, “for in its peacefulness you will enjoy peace.”

�e text of the Mishna in Avot (3:2), which serves as the lo-
cus for this comment of Rabbi Hirsch, is another case in point. 
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Rabbi Hanina is quoted there as having made a wonderful univer-
salistic statement: “Pray for the welfare of the government.” But 
the reason that immediately follows negates its relevance for us. 

“Because if people did not fear it, a person would swallow his fel-
low alive” is about as self-serving an explanation as one can �nd. 
One gets the impression that the Mishna is really stating, “Pray 
for the welfare of the government, because if people did not fear 
it, Gentiles would swallow Jews alive.” Jewish self-interest, then, 
is what animates the desire expressed here for Jewish engagement 
in ensuring a just and moral society.

�is point becomes even more clear in the parallel text in 
Avoda Zara (4a): “As it is with the �sh of the sea, the one that is 
bigger swallows the other up, so it is with man. Were it not for fear 
of the government, everyone who is greater than his fellow would 
swallow him up. As it is taught, Rabbi Hanina the Deputy Priest 
said….” �ere is no doubt as to who was considered “bigger” or 

“greater” in this Talmudic perception of the world.3
Another possible example. A well-known passage in the Tal-

mud (Gittin 61a) states that a Jew supports the Gentile poor, visits
the Gentile sick, and buries the Gentile dead “mipnei darkei sha-

lom,” because it will lead to peace and harmony between us and 
them. Once again, the ruling appears to be self-serving. Support 
them, visit their sick, and bury their dead, not because such be-
havior is necessarily intrinsically worthwhile and laudatory but 
because of the Jew’s desire to foster “ways of peace” [read, perhaps: 
Jews do not want Gentiles to beat them up].

Furthermore, there are those who suggest that the Jewish 
people best ful�lls whatever responsibility it may have for the 
welfare of mankind not by busying itself directly in the moral, 
spiritual, and material welfare of the world but by acting appro-
priately before God as pious and observant Jews. In other words, 
to the extent to which the impact of the Jew on the world at large 
is considered something of value, it is an indirect impact. For 
example, Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch wrote that “Abraham’s 
descendants should follow with love and justice in the ways of 
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God and by this silent example become a blessed monument to 
God and humanity among the peoples of the earth.”4 Note also 
the following quote from �eodor Herzl: “�e world will be lib-
erated by our freedom, enriched by our wealth, magni�ed by our 
greatness. And whatever we attempt there [in the Jewish state] 
for our own bene�t will redound mightily and bene�cially to the 
good of all mankind.”5 Jews are to a�ect the world by serving as 
an example; their actions within the con�nes of their homeland 
will bring bene�t to the world as a whole.

A famous Talmudic passage at the end of Yoma (86a) comes 
to mind in this context:

“You shall love the Lord your God” (Deut. 6:5), [meaning] 
that the name of Heaven should become beloved through 
you. One should read [Scripture], learn [Mishna] and serve 
Torah scholars, and his dealings with people should be con-
ducted in a pleasant manner. What do people (beriyot) say 
about him? “Fortunate is his father who taught him Torah. 
Fortunate is his teacher who taught him Torah. Woe unto 
people who do not learn Torah. �is person who studied 
Torah, see how pleasant are his ways, how re�ned are his 
deeds.” Regarding him Scripture states, “He [God] said to 
me, ‘You are my servant Israel through whom I am glori-
�ed’ ” (Isa. 49:3).6

�e Jew should behave as a Jew should, and the rest of the world 
(beriyot) will become inspired and ennobled; the world will be-
come more just and more peaceful when the non-Jew will watch 
and emulate the moral, ethical, and spiritual behavior of the Jew. 
�is is also how some explain the biblical verses, “And all the fami-
lies of the earth will be blessed through you (ve-nivrikhu vekha 
kol mishpihot ha-adamah)” (Gen. 12:3) or “And all the nations of 
the earth will be blessed through him (ve-nivrikhu vo kol goyei 
ha-arez)” (Gen. 18:18). “All the families of the earth” and “all the 
nations of the earth” will be blessed by observing the behavior of 
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the Jew and by being inspired to emulate it.7 In fact, it is in this 
sense, perhaps, that the well-known biblical mandate for Jews to 
be le-or goyim (Isa. 42:6) is to be understood.8

Indeed, to put it mildly, the classical authoritative texts of our tra-
dition do not abound with statements requiring Jewish involve-
ment in activity designed solely for the purpose of advancing the 
general good.9 What does one make of this apparently striking 
lacuna? Does it re�ect a reasoned ideological position that, in fact, 
such activity was deemed unimportant in principle, or is it a re-
�ection perhaps of something else? In other words, is this position 
prescriptive, the way it should be, lekhathila, or is it descriptive, 
re�ecting a speci�c set of historical realities, bi-dieved?

It seems clear that this silence in the Talmud and subsequent 
rabbinic literature does not re�ect any principled objection to the 
values here being discussed but is rather the product of histori-
cally grounded mitigating circumstances. To extrapolate a nega-
tive Jewish attitude toward this kind of universalism from the 
absence of a signi�cant universalistic emphasis in post-biblical 
pre-modern classical Jewish texts is to misunderstand a funda-
mental value of Judaism.

First of all, one may wonder to what extent the notion of a 
moral imperative for the universal good which transcends reli-
gious boundaries is present at all in any religious tradition prior 
to the eighteenth century. Perhaps this value is also not articulated 
outside the Jewish community in pre-modern times, in which case 
the signi�cance of its absence in Jewish sources is signi�cantly 
minimized. Nevertheless, there are special considerations that 
are relevant speci�cally to Jews. �e fact is that the big world out 
there has not been good to the Jews. �roughout the ages, from 
ancient through modern times, the Jewish people was repeatedly 
forced to confront demographic dispersion, political disintegra-
tion, economic dislocation, social alienation, psychological op-
pression, subtle as well as crude discrimination, and, at worst, of 
course, brute physical annihilation.10 Can there be any wonder, 
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then, that a genuine sense of obligation to the welfare of society 
at large was not high on the list of the national, communal, or 
personal priorities of previous Jewish generations?

In a collection of poems published just �ve years a�er the 
end of the Holocaust, the Israeli poet Uri Zvi Greenberg voiced 
the deep disillusionment widely shared by many members of his 
shattered generation:

“Between us and the nations of the world lie the slaughtered 
of our family…”11

Under such circumstances, can one blame Jews for not feeling a 
burning responsibility for the welfare of mankind, for not plac-
ing this responsibility high on their scheme of obligations? As a 
vulnerable and beleaguered community shouldering the di�cult 
burden of a long and arduous exile, other internal priorities were 
much more pressing. Jews needed to expend whatever precious 
little resources they had on keeping their own house in order, 
on caring for their own, on simply ensuring their own survival. 
Simply put, they had enough trouble just taking care of them-
selves. �e struggle for survival in the dispersion of the Diaspora 
sapped all their strength. Nothing was more important than self-
preservation.

True, in the nineteenth century the situation somewhat 
changed. Emancipation and Enlightenment joined to create a 
much more favorable external situation for Jews. But even then 
one does not �nd forthcoming any real support for the kind of 
obligation being described here. In analyzing the thinking of some 
of the major Jewish thinkers of the nineteenth century on this sub-
ject – Solomon Maimon, Saul Ascher, Samuel Kirsch, Nachman 
Krochmal, Samson Raphael Hirsch, Zechariah Frankel, Heinrich 
Graetz, and Solomon Ludwig Steinheim – Eliezer Schweid came 
to the striking but not unexpected conclusion that not a single one 
of these thinkers, writers, or communal leaders promoted political 
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Jewish engagement with society at large. With all the improve-
ments modernity had brought to the Jews, and there were many, 
those living even at the end of the nineteenth century could not 
even imagine being in a position of having signi�cant political 
in�uence in the countries in which they lived.12

A major shi� occurred in America shortly a�er the turn of 
the twentieth century. In 1919 Mordecai M. Kaplan was using his 
pulpit at the Jewish Center on the Upper West Side of Manhat-
tan to “fulminate” in favor of unions, workers’ rights, a �ve-day 
work week – positions that evoked signi�cant opposition among 
his wealthy congregants.13 And the value of social justice became 
very important in the Reform movement. At its annual meeting 
in 1918 the Committee on Synagogue and Industrial Relations of 
the Central Conference of American Rabbis (ccar) adopted the 
�rst social justice resolution of Reform Judaism: “[In] the next 
few decades…the world will busy itself not only with the estab-
lishment of political, but also with the achievement of industrial 
democracy through social justice. �e ideal of social justice has 
always been an integral part of Judaism.” �e CCAR submitted a 

“declaration of principles” calling for a more equitable distribution 
of pro�ts, a minimum wage, a compulsory day of rest for workers, 
a safe and sanitary working environment, the abolition of child 
labor, universal workmen’s health insurance, and more.14 Michael 
Meyer ascribed this emphasis to two in�uences, both of which 
came from outside Judaism: the American Progressive move-
ment and the Christian Social Gospel movement. Nevertheless, 
as Meyer points out, and as was made clear in the platform cited 
above, the Reform rabbis adopting it did not consider themselves 
as importing from Christianity but as drawing from the heritage 
of prophetic Judaism common to both Jewish and Christian re-
ligious traditions.15

However, this emphasis and interest were not widely shared 
across the American Jewish denominational spectrum. In the 
larger American Jewish community, social justice was simply not 
a priority. On one end, Jews were still not interested in becoming 
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involved in the broader society and, at the other end, no one was 
interested in asking them to do so.

 But in the second half of the century the situation changed, 
and in both directions. Jews became signi�cantly more involved 
in tikkun olam, and the “world out there” welcomed and became 
much more supportive of that involvement. In midcentury, Abra-
ham Joshua Heschel wrote: “Religion becomes a mockery if we 
remain callous to the irony of sending satellites to the sky and fail-
ing to �nd employment for our fellow citizens, of a highly publi-
cized World’s Fair and insu�cient funds for the extermination of 
vermin in the slums. Is religion to be a mockery?”16 More recently 
Ruth Wisse wrote about how in the Montreal Jewish school she 
attended in her youth, “Jewish values were transmitted as a pas-
sion for justice.”17 In the 1960s, Jews played a prominent role in 
the civil rights movement disproportionate to their numbers.18
In his 1986 acceptance speech for the Nobel Prize for Peace, Elie 
Wiesel said:

Of course, since I am a Jew profoundly rooted in my people’s 
memory and tradition, my �rst response is to Jewish fears, 
Jewish needs, Jewish crises. For I belong to a traumatized 
generation, one that experienced the abandonment and 
solitude of our people. It would be unnatural for me not to 
make Jewish priorities my own: Israel, Soviet Jewry, Jews in 
Arab lands…. But others are important to me. Apartheid 
is, in my view, as abhorrent as antisemitism. To me, Andrei 
Sakharov’s isolation is as much a disgrace as Joseph Begun’s 
imprisonment and Ida Nudel’s exile.19

A series of national polls of American Jews conducted in the last 
twenty years shows that “commitment to social equality” tops “re-
ligious observance” or “support for Israel” as the most important 
factor in American Jewish identity by a factor of more than two 
to one.20 In re�ecting upon his campaign for the vice-presidency 
in 2000, Joseph Lieberman wrote: “Today, Jewish Americans are 
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broadly represented in all aspects of American civic life…. We all 
have a stake in the health of this unique, free, pluralistic country. 
And America needs the commitment to justice, spirituality, and 
the communitarian ethic of Jewish tradition.”21 In December 2007
the Melton Centre for Jewish Education of the Hebrew Univer-
sity in Jerusalem sponsored a conference on the occasion of the 
hundredth anniversary of the birth of Heschel which focused 
speci�cally on linking Jewish religious thought to the value of 
social justice that was so central to his life. �e conference theme 
was described in the Centre’s newsletter as follows: “Heschel’s 
uniqueness as an educator was in his understanding that being 
Jewish was not simply about a set of particularistic practices, but 
also about giving voice to God’s vision of social justice, o�en in 
opposition to the status quo.”22 Also a special supplement to New 
York’s Jewish Week in June 2008 was devoted to highlighting the 
many e�orts being made in this area across the American Jewish 
communal and religious spectrum.23

In fact, tikkun olam has become a widely bandied about code 
word within the Jewish community as well as in American culture 
at large. �e New Republic reported on a speech former New York 
governor Mario Cuomo delivered in 2000 to a group of lawyers. 
In response to a question about what his advice would be to law 
students, he said: “Tikkun olam. �at’s Hebrew for ‘repair the 
world.’ Complete the task of creation.”24 In 2001�e New Yorker
published a story about African American Studies professor Cor-
nel West which included the following: “He �ngered his cu�inks, 
which were gold and molded in the shape of the Lion of Judah. 
(‘Tikkun olam all the way,’ he said. ‘Hebrew scripture, uh-huh.’).”25
An April 2008 article in the New York Times Magazine about the 
Kabbalah Center in Los Angeles noted how “Madonna brings the 
Kabbalah center’s message of egoless dedication to tikkun olam
(repairing the world) home to her fans both in her music and in 
personal appearances.”26 In a speech delivered before an audience 
at the AIPAC National Policy Conference in Washington, D.C. on 
June 4, 2008, then–Senator Barack Obama said:
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As any Israeli will tell you, Israel is not a perfect place but 
like the United States it sets an example for all when it seeks 
a more perfect future. �ese same qualities can be found 
among American Jews. It is why so many Jewish Americans
have stood by Israel while advancing the American story, be-
cause there is a commitment embedded in the Jewish faith 
and tradition to freedom and fairness, to social justice and 
equal opportunity – Tikkun Olam – the obligation to repair 
this world.27

And, �nally, the �rst major exhibition at San Francisco’s new Con-
temporary Jewish Museum, entitled “In the Beginning: Artists 
Respond to Genesis” and on display from June 2008 to January 
2009, included an installation by Mierle Laderman Ukeles named, 
“Tsimtsum/Shevirat Ha-Kelim: Contraction/�e Shattering of the 
Perfect Vessels: Birthing Tikkun Olam.”28

What then are sources from Jewish tradition that we can draw 
upon to serve as the foundation for a commitment to tikkun 
olam or social justice as we now understand it? What follows is 
surely not an exhaustive presentation but merely some sources 
that should be considered as particularly relevant.

First, the Bible, of course. �e Bible is replete with references 
to the broader social responsibility of the Jew, both via explicit 
verses as well as implicit lessons to be drawn from various bibli-
cal narratives. Abraham’s interest in caring for his noontime visi-
tors, whom he took to be traveling nomads, as well as his e�orts 
on behalf of the sinners of Sodom are instructive, as are Rivka’s 
concern for Eliezer and his �ock (Gen. 24:46) and Moshe’s asser-
tive defense of seven Midianite daughters (Ex. 2:17). And there 
are many other examples as well. Various prophecies in Jeremiah, 
Ezekiel, Zekhariah, and other biblical books also underscore this 
value.

�e second source brings us back to the Talmudic passage 
(Gittin 61a) cited earlier regarding the Jewish responsibility to 
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support Gentile poor, visit their sick, and bury their dead. Some 
would question its relevance to the topic being considered here, 
for a number of reasons, even without taking into consideration 
the possible self-serving nature of its attendant rationale of mip-
nei darkei shalom as suggested above. �ere are those who point 
to the fact that in each case the Talmud couples helping Gentiles 
with simultaneously helping Jews: “One provides support to the 
Gentile poor along with the Jewish poor (im aniyei Yisrael ). One 
visits the Gentile sick along with the Jewish sick (im holei Yisrael ). 
One buries the Gentile dead along with the Jewish dead (im me-
tei Yisrael ).” �is juxtaposition leads them to limit the obligation 
to help Gentiles only to circumstances where Jews are also being 
helped as well,29 a position that would clearly minimize the use-
fulness of this text as a broad expression of tikkun olam. Further-
more, some do not read the phrase “one provides support to the 
Gentile poor” as constituting an obligation to do so, as in “one is 
obligated to provide support to the Gentile poor” but rather un-
derstand it as optional, as in “it is permitted (mutar) to provide 
support to the Gentile poor.”30 Clearly these scholars assume that 
some would consider such behavior as actually being prohibited 
and therefore feel the need for Jewish law to allow it as optional. 
Once again, the relevance of this text to the more overarching 
principle of tikkun olam is clearly minimized.

 However, with regard to the suggestion that Jews must also 
bene�t when Gentiles are being helped, the majority of commen-
tators and decisors disagree with this limiting reading and, on the 
basis of the formulations in the Yerushalmi and Tose�a, do un-
derstand this Talmudic passage as requiring assistance to Gentiles 
independent of any concurrent help for Jews.31 With regard to the 
question of whether this passage is to be understood as merely 
providing permission to assist Gentiles or requiring it as an obli-
gation, most instructive – and most relevant – is a Maimonidean 
formulation codifying this Talmudic passage. In some places in 
his Mishneh Torah (Hil. Avoda Zara 10:5; Hil. Matnot Aniyim 7:7; 
Hil. Avel 14:12) Maimonides simply cites the Talmudic ruling that 
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one supports the Gentile poor “mipnei darkei shalom” without any 
further comment or elaboration. Elsewhere, however, his language 
is more expansive and signi�cant. In Hil. Melakhim u-Milhamot
(10:12) he writes:

Even with respect to Gentiles (ha-Goyim), our Sages admon-
ish us (zivu Hakhamim) to visit their sick, bury their dead 
along with the dead of Israel, and maintain their poor as well 
as the Jewish poor in the interests of peace (mipnei darkei 
shalom). Behold it is written, “�e Lord is good to all, and 
His mercies are over all His works” (Ps. 145:9). It is also writ-
ten, “Its ways are ways of pleasantness and all its paths are 
peace (ve-khol netivoteha shalom)” (Prov. 3:17).32

Unlike the other places in his Mishneh Torah where Maimonides 
cites this ruling, here he introduces it with the important phrase 
zivu Hakhamim. For him, supporting Gentile poor is clearly not 
simply optional; it is required. Second, and even more signi�-
cant, Maimonides concludes his ruling by adducing two di�er-
ent verses to support it. Two points are relevant here. First, by 
citing the second verse, “Its ways are ways of pleasantness and all 
its paths are peace,” Maimonides is drawing the reader’s atten-
tion to a Talmudic passage (Gittin 59b) that associates that verse 
with the totality of Jewish law. “�e entire Torah is also for the 
sake of [fostering] the interests of peace (mipnei darkei shalom), 
as it is written, ‘Its ways are ways of pleasantness and all its paths 
are peace (ve-khol netivoteha shalom).’ ” And note Maimonides’ 
concluding statement of Sefer Zemanim, the third of his fourteen 
books of the Mishneh Torah: “Peace is great, for the entire Torah 
was given to make peace in the world as it is written, ‘Its ways are 
ways of pleasantness and all its paths are peace’ ” (Hil. Hanuka
4:14). “In the interests of peace (mipnei darkei shalom)” must be 
seen within the broader overarching context of “and all its paths 
are peace (ve-khol netivoteha shalom).” And this latter phrase is a 
blanket statement about the ethical sensitivity of Torah in general, 
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clearly with no reference to anything that might be construed as 
re�ecting any level of personal or communal self-interest. Hence 
mipnei darkei shalom in this Maimonidean passage must be un-
derstood as a rationale for supporting Gentiles, which is not to be 
circumscribed by any ulterior or self-serving motives. One must 
act this way because it is the right thing to do; such behavior is in 
keeping with the overall goal or purpose of “the entire Torah.”

 In addition, Maimonides went out of his way to cite another 
verse �rst, one that is unrelated to the value of peace but that 
stresses God’s indiscriminate and universal goodness, a trait that 
is incumbent upon His people to follow. Clearly, for Maimonides 
there is another factor central to this ruling: the religious obli-
gation to imitate the ethical behavior of God. Indeed this same 
verse is cited by Maimonides in a similar context elsewhere in his 
Mishneh Torah (Hil. Avadim 9:8):

Cruelty and e	rontery are not frequent except with heathen 
who worship idols. �e children of our father Abraham, how-
ever, i.e., the Israelites, upon whom the Holy One, blessed 
be He, bestowed the favor of the Law and laid upon them 
statutes and judgments, are merciful people who have mercy 
upon all. �us also it is declared by the attributes of the Holy 
One, blessed be He, which we are enjoined to imitate: “And 
His mercies are over all His works.” (Ps. 145:9).

Once again, emulating God’s attributes is in itself an independent 
religious obligation, absent any considerations of self-interest or 
ulterior motive.33

�at this is Maimonides’ understanding of the phrase mipnei 

darkei shalom can also be inferred from one of his responsa deal-
ing with the religious status of the Karaites, an issue to which he, 
as well as many others, devoted signi�cant attention.34 He ruled 
that as long as the Karaites act respectfully to “us,” they should be 
treated in a similar fashion. In support of his position, he cited 
the Talmudic passage in Gittin that one is obligated to inquire as 
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to the welfare of Gentiles mipnei darkei shalom. And, he contin-
ues, “If this is the case for idol worshippers, then certainly (kal 
va-homer)” it should apply to Karaites.35 If acting favorably to 
Gentiles mipnei darkei shalom was only permitted (mutar) and 
not required, or if it was only self-serving, it would be irrelevant 
here. Applying this ruling to the Karaites via a kal va-homer makes 
sense only if it is understood as an independent, objectively mor-
ally appropriate act.

 Later rabbinic authorities also seemed to follow this ap-
proach. It would appear that Rabbi Jacob Emden, writing in the 
eighteenth century, applied the obligation to bury Gentile dead, 
comfort their mourners, and support their poor mipnei darkei 
shalom even during a time and in a place when and where Jews 
had authority over them and did not need to fear retaliation from 
them.36 One century later Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch referred 
to Maimonides’ Hil. Melakhim 10:12, among other sources, while 
waxing eloquently about how positively Jews must treat a ger 
toshav, a Gentile who accepts the Seven Noahide Laws as a part 
of divine revelation, thereby considering them to be binding.37 In 
the twentieth century Rabbi Eliyahu Eliezer Dessler understood 
that these obligations of Jews toward Gentiles, predicated upon 
this rationale of mipnei darkei shalom, represented a fundamen-
tal general requirement for Jews to treat all human beings with 
derekh eretz, no strings attached. He made the point that Abra-
ham’s greatest test was having to negotiate with the Bnei Het for 
a burial place for his wife while her dead body still lay before him 
and while his grief over her passing was still fresh and intense. 
Yet, despite his deep distress, he made sure to treat them prop-
erly and respectfully in keeping with “a fundamental principle 
with regard to derekh eretz. �e other need not su�er because I 
am in pain.” In this context he quoted the rabbinic and Maimo-
nidean ruling that one must seek the welfare of Gentiles mipnei 
darkei shalom. For Rabbi Dessler, a human being is deserving of 
respectful behavior simply and only by virtue of their being hu-
man (Avot [3:14]: “Beloved is the human being [read: including 
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a non-Jew] who was created in the image [of God]”). �ere are 
no alternative considerations, no ulterior motives.38 And in 1966, 
addressing the scandal that erupted regarding the alleged refusal 
of some to desecrate the Shabbat in order to save the life of a non-
Jew, Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of Israel, Rabbi Isser Yehudah Unter-
man, wrote that the concept of darkei shalom “does not have the 
status of a middat hasidut and is not a means to defend ourselves, 
but it emerges out of the core ethical values of the Torah.”39

A third source. In commenting on the last verse in the book 
of Jonah, R. Menahem Azaryah of Fano (d. 1620) noted that God 
has greater compassion for a large group of Gentiles in danger 
than for a smaller one. �e verse (Jonah 4:11) highlights that “more 
than a hundred and twenty thousand people” could have been 
destroyed because numbers matter. �e potential danger to such 
a large number of Gentiles aroused a special, greater, degree of 
mercy from the Almighty.40

A fourth source remains an important one even though it 
has o�en been cited in this context. Toward the end of his well-
known essay outlining his position on interfaith dialogue, Rabbi 
Joseph B. Soloveitchik characterized the nature of the obligation 
of the Jew to the world at large. “We are human beings, commit-
ted to the general welfare and progress of mankind…interested 
in combating disease, in alleviating human su�ering, in protect-
ing man’s rights, in helping the needy, et cetera.” A few pages later 
he formulated the Jew’s relationship to the world by reference to 
the apparently mutually exclusive categories of stranger (ger) and 
sojourner (toshav):

Our approach to and relationship with the outside world has 
always been of an ambivalent character, intrinsically anti-
thetic, bordering at times on the paradoxical. We relate our-
selves to and at the same time withdraw ourselves from, we 
come close to and simultaneously retreat from the world of 
Esau…. Yes, we are determined to participate in every civic, 
scienti�c, and political enterprise. We feel obligated to enrich 
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society with our creative talents and to be constructive and 
useful citizens.41

On another occasion Rabbi Soloveitchik addressed the question of 
why the book of Jonah, surely the biblical book most re�ective of 
Judaism’s universalistic concerns, is read on the a�ernoon of Yom 
Kippur, the holiest day of the year. A�er all, are there not other 
biblical passages that one may have considered more appropriate 
on that most solemn and awe-�lled occasion?

Said Rabbi Soloveitchik:

During the Yom Kippur services, our prayerful concerns 
are almost exclusively with our own people…. We are o�en 
accused of being parochially clannish. �is may be true, for 
otherwise we would have succumbed long ago, consider-
ing our historical vulnerability. But this self-involvement 
is not hermetically exclusionary. �e universal emphasis is 
prominent in all our prayers, in Scripture, the Talmud and 
the Midrash; and when opportunities were benign and con-
ditions propitious, we have contributed far more than our 
proportionate share to the welfare of humanity….

It is, therefore, characteristic of the universal embrace of 
our faith that as the shadows of dusk descend on Yom Kip-
pur day, a�er almost twenty-four hours of prayer for Israel, 
the Jew is alerted through the book of Jonah, prior to the 
closing of “the heavenly gates” (Ne’ilah) that all humanity is 
God’s children. We need to restate the universal dimension 
of our faith.42

As the holiest day of the Jewish calendar begins to come to an end, 
the focus of the Jew turns outward to a sense of responsibility for 
the larger world in which he or she lives.

�e ��h source is a strong letter of endorsement written by 
Rabbi Aaron Soloveichik in the late 1980s or early 1990s on be-
half of the Jewish Fund for Justice, an organization committed to 
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social and economic justice in America, particularly for non-Jews. 
e undated letter included the following:

It is obvious that, from the Judaic perspective, righteous-
ness is to be practiced equally towards Jews and non-Jews. 
Rabeinu Bahya ben Asher in his comment on the verse in 
Deuteronomy chapter 16 v. 20: “Righteousness righteousness 
thou shalt pursue” says that the reason as to why the Torah 
reiterates the term righteousness twice is to impress upon 
us the notion that righteousness is to be practiced equally to 
Jews and non-Jews alike. Rabeinu Menachem Hameiri – one 
of the outstanding Torah giants in the thirteenth century – 
writes that decent Christians and decent Moslems are to be 
treated like proselytes of the gate (ger toshav). And in respect 
to a ger toshav (a Gentile who observes the fundamental ob-
ligations of humanity as represented by the seven Noachide 
Laws) Maimonides in the Yad Hachazaka Hilchot Melochim
chapter 10 writes: “It is my view that we are obligated in our 
relationship with a ger toshav to deport ourselves with the 
same degree of consideration and generosity as we display 
towards our Jewish brethren. Even in respect to pagans our 
Sages commanded us to support their poor, to visit their 
sick, to comfort their mourners in the same way as we do it 
towards our Jewish brethren. For it is written: ‘G-d is kind 
to all and His compassion extends to all His creatures.’ And 
it is written: ‘Its ways are pleasant and all its paths are con-
ducive to peace.’ ”43

Finally, Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein also a�rmed the importance 
of demonstrating concern for and acting to ensure the welfare of 
non-Jews. He wrote:

ere is no gainsaying the fact…that Judaism has espoused a 
double ethic. e Halakha indeed has championed a double 
standard grounded in recognition of kedushat Israel and the 
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perception…that intensive ethnocentric hesed is preferred 
to bland universalism. Yet the tendency, prevalent in much 
of the contemporary Torah world in Israel as well as in the 
Diaspora, of almost total obliviousness to non-Jewish suf-
fering is shamefully deplorable. Surely Avraham Avinu and 
Moshe Rabbenu felt and acted otherwise, and intervening
mattan Torah has not changed our obligation in this respect.
Priorities certainly need to be maintained, as regards both 
practical and emotional engagement; but between that and 
complacent apathy there lies an enormous moral gap…. but 
the notion that only Jewish a�iction is worthy of Jewish re-
sponse needs to be excoriated and eradicated. In this respect, 
the Hafez Hayyim’s remark – that if the Gentiles knew how 
much we pray for them on Rosh Hashana, they would pub-
lish Mahzorim – serves as an instructive guide.44

It is thus clear that there is a Jewish obligation to engage in tikkun 

olam as it has been de�ned here. It should also be noted that this 
entire enterprise of seeking halakhic sources for the obligation to 
engage in tikkun olam raises the larger question of whether Jewish 
tradition recognizes the legitimacy and binding nature of ethical 
imperatives outside the structure and parameters of halakha. If, 
in fact, it does, would it not be possible to argue that the search 
for speci�c source texts supportive of engagement in tikkun olam

might be unnecessary? But this discussion raises large and com-
plicated questions that are beyond the scope of this paper.

In any case, rabbinic authorities have ruled that supporting 
Gentile poor is required, and is the case even when doing so will 
inevitably result in the diminution of money available to support 
the Jewish indigent.45 A place has been set at the table of Jewish 
obligation for needy non-Jews as well. But, as Rabbi Lichtenstein 
noted, the matter of priorities is important, and it needs further at-
tention.46 What about percentages? Halakha has determined that 
one should donate one tenth (ma‘aser) of one’s income to charity 
with a maximum of 20 percent.47 Halakha has also determined 
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that certain categories of needy individuals have priority in laying 
claim to one’s charity dollar: for example, one’s relatives, righteous 
Jews and Torah scholars, the poor of one’s own city and the land 
of Israel, those in greatest need, and a poor bride.48 In addition, 
certain causes also have priority, such as ransoming captives, fa-
cilitating Torah study, and supporting a synagogue.49 Clearly not 
all these causes can be supported in full; giving more to one will 
inevitably result in less to another. If tikkun olam then, as de	ned 
in this essay, is a religious obligation and therefore also has a claim 
to the Jewish charity dollar, how much of a priority should it have? 
How much of one’s ma‘aser money should go to help victims of 
the hunger crisis in Darfur (since 2003), the tsunami in the In-
dian Ocean (2004), Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans (2005), 
the Sichuan earthquake in China (2008), and Cyclone Nargis in 
Myanmar (2008)?50 While this is an issue that still requires fur-
ther clari	cation, the question is an important one and needs to 
be asked. For, indeed, “all humanity is God’s children.”
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