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Introduction

Welcome to the latest series of the Alyth Chavruta Project. In this course , we will
be tracing the history of the term 7ikkun Olam (‘repairing the world’) as it appears
in Jewish sources from the Mishnah to the present. This week we focus on a
cluster of paragraphs from the Mishnah, particularly from Mishnah Gittin (which
primarily deals with divorce). Having made mention of one practice that is
overturned for the sake of fikkun olam, the Mishnah then includes a number of
situations in which practices were changed on account of tikkun olam.

There are a number of ways in which translators render #ikkun olaminto English,
and we have left the term untranslated in this text in order to allow us to allow the
texts we are reading to help us in finding a definition.

Given events in Israel and Gaza, in this week's text pack we add a content warning
that our text refers to the taking of captives and their redemption.

The text itself can be found here in both Hebrew only and Hebrew with translation.
For those with some knowledge of Hebrew, we encourage you to attempt your
own translation, but there is absolutely no expectation that you engage with the
Hebrew. As usual, there is also no requirement to get to the end of the pack - we
have provided more than you can get through in an hour of study. It is up to you
whether you want to focus exclusively on the text itself, or explore the
commentaries and supplementary materials provided.

Further resources and advice on how to get the most out of chavruta can be found
in our revised FAQs. We look forward to seeing you on Thursday to share our
learning with each other.

Blessing for Study
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Blessed are You, our Living God, Sovereign of the universe, whose
commandments make us holy, and who commands us to devote ourselves to the
study of Torah.

Baruch Atah Adonai, Eloheynu Melech ha-olam, asher kidshanu b'mitzvotav,
vitzivanu la-asok b'divrey Torah.



https://www.alyth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Chavruta-FAQs-UPDATED.pdf

Mishnah Gittin 4:2-6

(translation begins on page 4)
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MISHNAH GITTIN 4:2-6
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2 Initially, [a husband] would set up a Beit Din" in another place and annul
[the ged? Rabban Gamliel the Elder® established [Aitkin] that they should
not do this on account of zikkun olam.

Initially, he would change his name and her name, the name of his city and
the name of her city. But Rabban Gamliel the Elder established that he
should write ‘the man so-and-so’ and any [other] name that he has [and]
‘the woman so-and-so’ and any [other] name she has - on account of
tikkun olam.

* A Beit Din is a rabbinical court constituted by three rabbis.

? This scenario is one in which the husband has already sent his wife a get by way of an
agent, but now wishes the annul the divorce remotely. That we are talking about a husband
giving a getthrough an agent is established in the previous mishnah, which you can read
here.

* Rabban Gamliel the Elder was the leader of the Jewish people in the Land of Israel in the
first century CE.



https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Gittin.4.1?lang=bi

Questions

1. Why would a husband set up a Beit Din in another place in order to
annul the ger?

Why did Rabban Gamliel outlaw this practice?

Why would a husband change the names on a ger?

How would this practice affect the divorce?

Why did Rabban Gamliel outlaw this practice?

How would you define tikkun olam with reference to this mishnah?

o0A®WN




WINI AYIAW2 KPR DI DM NYIDI MIMPR PR 2
22 DRI N7 RONW P10 PROPRI 127 PPN LAY wnhn
.HIJ;IJ; n;‘m ,ﬁxj?t__z-? e

.02y 71PN 2381 , 03T Py PRnin 0TV
1027 PR 2380 11178 PPNT P71

3 A widow can collect [what is owed to her according to her marriage
contract] from the property of the orphans only by swearing an oath [that
she has not already received payment]. [When] they refrained from
allowing her to swear, Rabban Gamliel the Elder established [/Aitkin] that
she should vow to the orphans anything they wish,* and collect her
ketubah?®

Witnesses sign the get [divorce document], on account of fikkun olam.
Hillel® established a prozbul on account of tikkun olam.
Questions

1. Why do you think initially widows had to swear an oath to their
husband's orphans in order to receive their kefubah payment?

2. Why was this policy changed? You may find it useful to read the
Talmud's answer to this question (on page 10 of this text pack).

3. How would you define #ikkun olam with reference to this mishnah?

*E.g. a vow such as: ‘Let such-and-such become forbidden to me if | have already received
my ketubah’

® In this instance, ketubah refers to an amount of money that was specified as owed to a
bride by her husband.

® Hillel (the Elder) was a prominent rabbi in the Land of Israel in late first-century BCE and
early-first century CE.

" A prozbul is a legal mechanism allowing for the collection of debts after the shmittah
year, during which they would normally be cancelled. You can learn more about prozbu/
here.



https://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/12390-prosbul
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4 A slave® who was captured and then redeemed® - if they were
[redeemed)] to be a slave, they are enslaved; if they were [redeemed] to be
a free person they are not enslaved. Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says,*
‘Both in this case and in that case, he is enslaved.’

A slave whose master set them aside as repayment to another and [then]
freed them [the slave], according to the letter of the law, the slave is not
liable for anything. However, on account of tikkun olam, we force their
master and make them a free person, and they [the slave] write a document
of their value. Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says, ‘They do not write; the
one who frees them does’

Questions

1. Why is the slave (or their former owner) required to write a
document of value in this case?
2. How would you define #ikkun olam with reference to this mishnah?

® It is not made clear in the text whether ‘slave’ refers to a Hebrew slave or a Canaanite
slave - both of which have specific laws associated with them.

° This refers to a slave who is redeemed from the state of captivity, and not a slave who is
redeemed from the status of slavery.

‘ Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel was the son of the Rabban Gamliel the Elder (above) and
was the leader of the Jewish people in the Land of Israel in the mid-first century CE.
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5 One who is half a slave and half a free person," works for his master one
day and for himself one day. These are the words of the House of Hillel.
The House of Shammai said to them, ‘You have remedied his master, but
you have not remedied him himself. It is impossible for him to marry a
female slave, because he is already half a free person. It is impossible for
him to marry a free woman, because he is still half a slave. He could be idle,
but is it not so that the world was created only for procreation, as it is said,
“God did not create [the world] for it to be wasted; God formed it to be
inhabited” (Isaiah 45:18)? Rather, on account of tikkun olam, we force their
master and make them a free person, and they [the slave] write a document
of half their value! And the House of Hillel retracted and ruled in
accordance with the words of the House of Shammai.

Questions

1. Why did the House of Shammai argue that the idea of a half-slave
had to be revised on account of #ikkun olant?
2. How would you define tikkun olam with reference to this mishnah?

" This seems to be the case of a slave who previously had two owners who shared them,
and what would happen if only one of their owners were to free them.
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One who sells their slave to a non-Jew, or to outside the Land, they [the
slave] go out as a free person.

We do not redeem the captives for more than their value, on account of
tikkun olam. And we do not aid the captives in fleeing, on account of tikkun
olam. Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says, ‘On account of the good of the
captives.

And we do not purchase scrolls, tefillin, or mezuzot from the non-Jews for
more than their value, on account of tikkun olam.

Questions:

1. Why do you think the Mishnah says that we do not redeem captives
for more than their value?

2. Why does the Mishnah say that we should not help captives to
escape?

3. Whatis the difference here between ‘on account of tikkun olam and
‘on account of the good of the captives™?

4. Why do you think the Mishnah says that we should not purchase
sacred Jewish objects for more than their value?

5. How would you define #ikkun olam with reference to this mishnah?




COMMENTARIES

Babylonian Talmud, Gittin 35a
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‘They refrained from allowing her to swear’ - what is the reason? If we say
it is because of Rav Kahana - as Rav Kahana said, and some say that Rav
Yehudah said in the name of Rav, ‘There was an incident involving a person
in years of famine, who deposited a gold dinar with a widow, and she placed
it in a jug of flour, and she baked it into bread, and gave it to a poor person.
In time, the owner of the dinar came and said to her, ‘Give me my dinar.
She said to him, ‘May the spice of death benefit one of the children of that
woman [i.e. one of my children] if | gained any benefit from your dinar. They
said it was not a few days before one of her children died. And when the
Sages heard of the matter, they said, ‘If this happens to one who swears
truly, the one who swears falsely - all the more so!’




A GUIDE TO THE SOURCES

The Mishnah is a Jewish legal code from approximately 200 CE, containing
legal rulings and disputes of the sages which are written down there for the
first time. It is the first part of what is called the ‘Oral Law’, which for
traditional Jews is just as authoritative as the Written Law (the Tanach). The
Mishnah is divided into six ‘orders’, and each order is divided into tractates.
Tractate Gittin is included in the order of Nashim (Women), and deals with
issues of divorce and divorce documents.

The Babylonian Talmud (also known simply as The Talmud or Bav/j is a
commentary on the Mishnah from Babylonia, containing the discussions of
rabbis from the period just after the Mishnah was finished (around 200
CE), until it was finally redacted in approximately 700 CE.




