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Happy Chanukah! 

 

I. What Does Tikkun Ha-Olam Mean? 

 Mishnah Gittin 4:5 

מי שחציו עבד וחציו בן חורין עובד את רבו יום אחד ואת עצמו יום אחד כדברי בית הילל.  
בית שמאי או' תיקנתם את רבו ואת עצמו לא תיקנתם לישא שפחה אינו יכול, בת חורין  
אינו יכול. יבטל והלא לא ניברא העולם אלא לפריה ורביה שנאמר לא תוהו בראה לשבת  
יצרה. אלא מפני תיקון העולם כופין את רבו ועושה אותו בן חורין וכותב שטר על חצי  

 דמיו. חזרו בית הלל להורות כדברי בית שמאי. 

One who is half a slave and half free works for his master and for himself on alternate 
days. This was the ruling of the school of Hillel. The school of Shammai said: You have 
made matters right (tiqqantem) for the master, but not for the slave. It is impossible for 
him to marry a female slave because he is already half free. It is impossible for him to 
marry a free woman because he is half a slave. Shall he then remain idle? But was not the 
world only made to be populated, as it says, ‘He created it not a waste, he formed it to be 
inhabited?’ (Isaiah 45:18). For the sake of tiqqun ‘olam, therefore, his master is compelled 
to liberate him and give him a bond for half his purchase price. The school of Hillel 
thereupon retracted [their opinion and] ruled like the school of Shammai. 

 Isaiah (Yeshayahu) 45:18; Targum Yonatan (Aramaic translation of Prophets) 

ֹתהּו ְבָרָאּה,  -לֹא-- �ִהים, ֹיֵצר ָהָאֶרץ ְוֹעָׂשּה הּוא כֹוְנָנּה -ה' ּבֹוֵרא ַהָּׁשַמִים הּוא ָהאֱ - ִּכי ֹכה ָאַמר
 ., ְוֵאין עֹודה'ָלֶׁשֶבת ְיָצָרּה; ֲאִני  

For thus said the Lord, The Creator of heaven who alone is God, Who formed the earth 
and made it, Who alone established it He did not create it a waste, But formed it for 
habitation: I am the Lord, and there is none else. 

אמר   כדנן  א  ה'ארי  הוא  שמיא  ברא  לא  - די  אתקנה  הוא  ועבדה  ארעא  דשכליל  להים 
 :ולית עוד  ה'לריקנו ברה אלהין לאסגאה עלה בני אנשא אתקנא אנא 
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 Menachem Kahana, Mipnei Tikkun Ha-Olam, p. 37 

 

But in the words of the school of Shammai in this mishnah, “You have repaired his 
master’s situation, but you have not repaired his,” there is a different use of t.k.n., 
referring to prevention of damage or removing a flaw, and so emerged an opening for 
understanding the “tikkun” as setting the status of the slave in a way that would allow 
him to marry. This common meaning of t.k.n. in rabbinic parlance is the one that is 
expressed in most of the decrees “for the sake of tikkun ha-olam” in the mishnah in Gittin, 
which reflect a type a mechanism of repairing the law. But there is a problem in that the 
world “the world” in these decrees is jarring because they are involved in the repair of 
the community or the Jewish society and not with the repair of “the world.” It seems that 
this incongruity reveals that before us is a secondary usage of the phrase “for the sake of 
tikkun ha-olam,” a repair that was inspired by the words of the school of Shammai in the 
relatively early mishnah which deals with the law of someone who is half-slave and half-
free, where even the school of Hillel reversed course to rule like them. 
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 Mishnah Gittin 4:3 

 הלל התקין לפרוזבול מפני תיקון העולם 

Hillel instituted the Prosbol for the sake of “tikkun ha-olam.” 

 Mishnah Shevi’it 10:3 

מן הדברים שהתקין הלל הזקן; כשראה שנמנעו העם מלהלוות זה את זה,    ...זה אחד
." (דברים טו,ט), התקין   . ועוברין על מה שכתוב בתורה שנאמר "הישמר לך פן יהיה דבר .

 .הלל הזקן פרוזבול

…this is one of the things enacted by Hillel the Elder: when he saw that the people 
refrained from giving loans to one another and transgressed what is written in the Torah, 
as it is written: “Take heed lest there be a base thought in your heart [… and your eye be 
hostile to your poor brother, and you give him nothing],” Hillel ordained the prosbol. 

 Sagit Mor, “Tiqqun ‘olam (repairing the world) in the Mishnah: from populating 
the world to building a community,” Journal of Jewish Studies Vol. 62, no. 2, 
2011, p. 284 

The concept of tiqqun ‘olam originated during the end of the Second Temple period, as I 
shall show in this paper. This term first appears in a dispute between Bet Shammai and 
Bet Hillel (mGittin 4:5). The concept of tiqqun ‘olam began to change during the Ushah 
period as a result of the harsh political, demographical and economic conditions following 
the Bar-Kokhba revolt. The main change came at the end of the Mishnaic period, with the 
editing of the tiqqun ‘olam unit in tractate Gittin by R. Judah haNasi and his disciples. 
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II. What is the Controversy? 

 Babylonian Talmud Gittin 36a-b 

התקין פרוסבול וכו': תנן התם פרוסבול אינו משמט זה אחד מן הדברים שהתקין   הלל 
דברים  ( ת זה את זה ועברו על מה שכתוב בתורהשראה את העם שנמנעו מלהלוו הלל הזקן

 השמר לך פן יהיה דבר עם לבבך בליעל וגו' עמד והתקין פרוסבול   )טו, ט

וזה הוא גופו של פרוסבול מוסרני לכם פלוני דיינין שבמקום פלוני שכל חוב שיש לי אצל  
 פלוני שאגבנו כל זמן שארצה והדיינים חותמים למטה או העדים  

The mishna taught that Hillel the Elder instituted a document that prevents the Sabbatical 
Year from abrogating an outstanding debt [prosbol]. We learned in a mishna there 
(Shevi’it 10:3): If one writes a prosbol, the Sabbatical Year does not abrogate debt. This is 
one of the matters that Hillel the Elder instituted because he saw that the people of the 
nation were refraining from lending to one another around the time of the Sabbatical 
Year, as they were concerned that the debtor would not repay the loan, and they violated 
that which is written in the Torah: “Beware that there be not a base thought in your heart, 
saying: The seventh year, the year of release, is at hand; and your eye be evil against your 
needy brother, and you give him nothing” (Deuteronomy 15:9). He arose and instituted 
the prosbol so that it would also be possible to collect those debts in order to ensure that 
people would continue to give loans.  

And this is the essence of the text of the prosbol: I transfer to you, so-and-so the judges, 
who are in such and such a place, so that I will collect any debt that I am owed by so-and-
so whenever I wish, as the court now has the right to collect the debts. And the judges or 
the witnesses sign below, and this is sufficient. The creditor will then be able to collect 
the debt on behalf of the court, and the court can give it to him.  

והתקין   שביעית  משמטא  דמדאורייתא  מידי  איכא  אמר   הללומי  משמטא   אביידלא 
וזה דבר השמיטה שמוט   (דברים טו, ב) אומר רבידתניא  היא   ורבי בשביעית בזמן הזה  

שאתה   בזמן  כספים  שמיטת  ואחת  קרקע  שמיטת  אחת  מדבר  הכתוב  שמיטות  בשתי 
משמט קרקע אתה משמט כספים בזמן שאי אתה משמט קרקע אי אתה משמט כספים  

ראה   לשביעית  זכר  דתשמט  רבנן  ע הללותקינו  זה  את  זה  מלהלוות  העם  מד  שנמנעו 
 והתקין פרוסבול  

The Gemara asks about the prosbol itself: But is there anything like this, where by Torah 
law the Sabbatical Year cancels the debt but Hillel instituted that it does not cancel the 
debt? Abaye said: The baraita is referring to the Sabbatical Year in the present, and it is 
in accordance with the opinion of Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi.  
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As it is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi says: The verse states in the context 
of the cancellation of debts: “And this is the manner of the abrogation: He shall abrogate” 
(Deuteronomy 15:2). The verse speaks of two types of abrogation: One is the release of 
land and one is the abrogation of monetary debts. Since the two are equated, one can 
learn the following: At a time when you release land, when the Jubilee Year is practiced, 
you abrogate monetary debts; at a time when you do not release land, such as the present 
time, when the Jubilee Year is no longer practiced, you also do not abrogate monetary 
debts.  

And the Sages instituted that despite this, the Sabbatical Year still will abrogate debt in 
the present, in remembrance of the Torah-mandated Sabbatical Year. Hillel saw that the 
people of the nation refrained from lending to each other so he arose and instituted the 
prosbol. According to this explanation, the ordinance of Hillel did not conflict with a Torah 
law; rather, he added an ordinance to counter the effect of a rabbinic law.  

שב   אביי אמר  ומי איכא מידי דמדאורייתא לא משמטא שביעית ותקינו רבנן דתשמט  
מנין שהפקר ב"ד היה   ר' יצחקאמר הפקר ב"ד היה הפקר דאמר   רבא ואל תעשה הוא  

וכל אשר לא יבוא לשלשת הימים כעצת השרים והזקנים יחרם   (עזרא י, ח ) הפקר שנאמר
אלה הנחלות   (יהושע יט, נא ) אמר מהכא רבי אליעזרכל רכושו והוא יבדל מקהל הגולה  

בן נון וראשי האבות וגו' וכי מה ענין ראשים אצל אבות    אשר נחלו אלעזר הכהן ויהושע
לומר לך מה אבות מנחילין את בניהם כל מה שירצו אף ראשים מנחילין העם כל מה  

 שירצו  

According to this explanation, the Sages instituted that even in the present the Sabbatical 
Year would bring a cancellation of debt, despite the fact that by Torah law the debt still 
stands. The Gemara asks: But is there anything like this, where by Torah law the Sabbatical 
Year does not cancel the debt, and the Sages instituted that it will cancel? It is as though 
the Sages are instructing the debtors to steal from their creditors, as by Torah law they 
still owe the money.  

Abaye says: This is not actual theft; it is an instruction to sit passively and not do anything. 
The Sages have the authority to instruct one to passively violate a Torah law, so long as 
no action is taken. Rava says: The Sages are able to institute this ordinance because 
property declared ownerless by the court is ownerless. As Rabbi Yitzḥak says: From where 
is it derived that property declared ownerless by the court is ownerless? As it is stated: 
“And whoever did not come within three days according to the counsel of the princes and 
the Elders, all of his property shall be forfeited, and he shall be separated from the 
congregation of the captivity” (Ezra 10:8).  
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Rabbi Eliezer said: The halakha that property declared ownerless by the court is ownerless 
is derived from here: The verse states: “These are the inheritances, which Eleazar the 
priest, and Joshua the son of Nun, and the heads of the fathers’ houses of the tribes of 
the children of Israel distributed for inheritance” (Joshua 19:51). The Gemara asks: What 
do the heads have to do with the fathers? It comes to tell you: Just as fathers transmit 
anything that they wish to their children, so too, heads of the nation transmit to the 
people anything that they wish. This demonstrates that the court has the authority to 
take property from one person and to give it to another; therefore, the Sages have the 
authority to decide that all debts are canceled. 

פרוסבול לדריה הוא דתקין או דלמא לדרי עלמא נמי תקין   הללהתקין  איבעיא להו כי  
למאי נפקא מינה לבטוליה אי אמרת לדריה הוא דתקין מבטלינן ליה אלא אי אמרת לדרי  
גדול הימנו   יכול לבטל דברי בית דין חברו אלא א"כ  דין  נמי תקין הא אין בית  עלמא 

 ובמנין מאי   בחכמה 

§ A dilemma was raised before the Sages: When Hillel instituted the prosbol, was it for 
his generation alone that he instituted it, and the custom developed to continue using 
it, or did he perhaps institute it also for all generations?  

The Gemara asks: What difference is there whether it was instituted for his generation 
only or for all generations when either way, it is still in use? The Gemara explains: The 
difference arises with regard to nullifying the institution of prosbol. If you say that it was 
for his generation alone that he instituted it, then we can nullify it if we desire. But if you 
say that he instituted it also for all generations, then there is a principle that a court can 
nullify the action of another court only if it is greater than it in wisdom and in number. 
Therefore, we would not be able to nullify the ordinance instituted by Hillel and his court. 
What, then, is the halakha?  

לא כתבינן פרוסבול אלא אי בבי דינא דסורא אי בבי דינא דנהרדעא   שמואלת"ש דאמר  
לדרי   הללדלמא כי תקין  ואי סלקא דעתך לדרי עלמא נמי תקין בשאר בי דינא נמי לכתבו  

דאלימי לאפקועי ממונא אבל לכולי עלמא   ורב אסי וכרב אמי עלמא כגון בי דינא דידיה  
 לא  

The Gemara suggests a resolution to the dilemma: Come and hear that which Shmuel 
said: We write a prosbol only in the court of Sura or in the court of Neharde’a, as they 
were the primary centers of Torah study, but not in any other court. And if it enters your 
mind to say that he instituted it also for all generations, then let them write a prosbol in 
the other courts as well.  
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The Gemara rejects this proof: Perhaps when Hillel instituted the prosbol, he did so for all 
generations, but only for courts such as his court, which was the primary court of his time, 
and courts like those of Rav Ami and Rav Asi, as they have the power to remove money 
from someone’s possession. However, for all other courts, which are not as authoritative, 
he did not institute this ordinance. Therefore, the statement of Shmuel cannot serve as a 
proof with regard to the manner in which the prosbol was instituted.  

דדייני הוא אי איישר חיל אבטליניה אבטליניה    הא פרוסבלא עולבנא  שמואל ת"ש דאמר  
והא אין ב"ד יכול לבטל דברי ב"ד חברו אלא א"כ גדול הימנו בחכמה ובמנין הכי קאמר  

אמר אקיימנה אקיימנה הא מיקיים וקאי   ורב נחמן אבטליניה   מהללאם איישר חיל יותר  
 הכי קאמר אימא ביה מילתא דאע"ג דלא כתוב ככתוב דמי  

The Gemara suggests another proof: Come and hear that which Shmuel said: This prosbol 
is an ulbena of the judges; if my strength increases I will nullify it. The Gemara challenges 
this statement: How could Shmuel say: I will nullify it? But isn’t it the case that a court can 
nullify the action of another court only if it is greater than it in wisdom and in number? It 
must be that Shmuel holds that Hillel did not establish the prosbol for all generations, and 
in his time it carried the force of a mere custom. The Gemara rejects this proof: It can be 
explained that this is what he said: If my strength increases so that I become greater than 
Hillel, then I will nullify the prosbol.  

By contrast, Rav Naḥman said: If my strength increases, I will uphold the institution of the 
prosbol. The Gemara asks: What is meant by: I will uphold it? Isn’t it upheld and standing? 
Why does the prosbol require further support? The Gemara explains: This is what he said: 
If my strength increases, I will say something about it, and I will institute that even though 
the prosbol was not written, it is considered as though it was written. Then people would 
no longer need to write a prosbol, as it would be considered as if everyone wrote one. 
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