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It is a common mistake to treat hope as an emotion. We often passively wait for it, expecting it 
to arrive only when circumstances improve or the news softens. But feelings are notoriously fragile. 
When history grows heavy and the present feels unmanageable, an emotion-based optimism simply 
evaporates, leaving cynicism in its wake. The Torah recognises this vulnerability and responds with a 
profound shift in categories: in the Jewish lexicon, hope is a discipline.

The Tanakh gives this discipline a specific name—tikva—and grounds it in a strikingly 
physical image. Derived from the word for a cord or a measuring line (kav), tikva is a figurative tether. 
It is a rope anchoring the individual to the solid ground of a promised future. The defining challenge of 
covenantal life is learning how to hold on. Indeed, gripping that tether requires immense strength. 
Jewish history has provided more than enough empirical evidence to justify despair, and the temptation 
to accept hopelessness as a sober realism is constant. Yet, the tradition flatly refuses this surrender. 
Instead, it offers a rigorous education in endurance, crafting an inner architecture that allows a people 
to build across generations. To understand how Judaism trains us to keep our eyes on the horizon, we 
first have to start where the Torah so often does: with the raw, flawed reality of the human animal.

Fundamentally, human beings are born into immediacy. The present arrives with hunger, fear, 
fatigue, status anxiety, and the need to belong. Under stress, the mind defaults toward short-range 
relief. Contemporary cognitive science describes this as fast, survival-oriented cognition that prioritizes 
immediate safety and reward. The Torah describes the same phenomenon in older language: the yetzer 
(“inclination”) presses the person toward what is urgent, pleasurable, and socially safe. Immediacy has 
a distinctive signature. It narrows perception and it shortens time. It makes the invisible feel unreal and 
it turns the future into a rumor. Once that narrowing sets in, the world begins to look smaller than it is, 
and the self begins to live inside a collapsing frame.
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The story of Gan Eden perfectly illustrates this collapse. The unraveling starts simply, with a 
shift in attention where the world is reduced to what can be consumed, and the self is reduced to pure 
appetite. As the present moment swells to consume everything else, the horizon completely vanishes. 
Cynicism easily creeps in here, masquerading as a sober reading of reality. It might feel like strength, 
but it is actually surrender. To counter this, the Torah introduces a different kind of strength entirely: 
the capacity to endure delay.

From the quiet unraveling in the garden, the Torah moves to the loud urgency of hunger, a 
tension brilliantly captured when Esau returns exhausted from the field. When hunger takes over as the 
ultimate authority, the body demands immediate satisfaction, and the mind quickly jumps to justify it. 
The birthright (bekhora) represents a future that cannot yet be tasted—continuity, responsibility, and 
obligation. Yet, under the crushing weight of immediate appetite, that future evaporates. Esav’s brutal 
question, “What use is a bekhora to me?” exposes a worldview incapable of letting the future govern 
the present. It marks the exact moment the tether snaps. Jacob, however, treats the horizon as 
something real. For him, the covenant (berit) isn't just a lofty ideal, but the very framework that 
organizes his priorities.

Once this pattern is established, the Torah returns to it again and again, tracing the same 
discipline across different kinds of pressure. Joseph lives it in a pit, in a prison, and in a palace. A life 
that could have collapsed into bitterness becomes an instrument of preservation because Joseph 
continues to act as though tomorrow still belongs to God. Moses lives it when he confronts a people 
conditioned by slavery: the first task is time. Shabbat appears in the wilderness before Sinai because a 
freed people requires control over their time before it can carry a law. That word—tikva—names the 
discipline of treating a distant good as binding, even when the present presses for a quicker verdict.

If the Torah’s narratives show the discipline, one scene turns it into a literal picture. The most 
concrete image of tikva appears at a window in Jericho. The spies instruct Rahab to bind a scarlet cord 
as a sign for rescue. The verse calls it tikvat ?ut ha-shani (“a cord of scarlet thread”). A future 
deliverance is attached to a physical tether. Rescue becomes legible, and promise becomes actionable. 
The horizon is secured through a literal binding. That is how hope functions in Jewish psychology. It 
becomes real when it is tethered to practices that hold steady under pressure. A horizon requires 
reinforcement, since a human being is not built to carry a distant good on emotion alone. Judaism 
supplies the reinforcement through mitzvot/commandments.

At their most basic level, the commandments place intentional friction at the pressure points 
where human beings lose sovereignty: consumption, speech, sexuality, anger, pride, and the use of 
time. These commandments operate as training. They insert a pause between stimulus and response, so 
that the future can re-enter the decision. We see this practically in the rhythm of daily Jewish life. 
Speaking a berakha before eating forces meaning to arrive before consumption, teaching our appetite 
restraint through language. A mezuza physically interrupts your entry into a room, turning a simple 
threshold into a reminder of ultimate reality.? Instead of just pausing the workweek, Shabbat actively 
halts the engine of endless productivity and comparison, reclaiming time as a space for service rather 
than a treadmill of self-justification. Together, this system of commandments cultivates what our Sages 
call yishuv ha-da?at—a settled mind. Through consistent practice, it produces a person capable of 
absorbing uncertainty without sacrificing their future.

As ever, Rambam’s language clarifies this dynamic. He is forthright in declaring that human 
character is formed by repeated actions until stable dispositions are acquired. A person becomes what 
the person repeatedly chooses. Commandments therefore function as an education of the will. The will 
grows strong enough to carry delay, refuse panic, and endure social pressure without dissolving. This 



is where tikva becomes durable: hope becomes embodied.
Once hope is embodied, waiting itself stops being empty time. The Torah contains rituals that 

turn waiting into a skill! For example, counting the omer (sefirat ha-omer) translates 49 days into an 
ascent toward Sinai. Each day becomes a step, and human anticipation becomes structured. The Berit 
teaches a people how to carry a future in the body, one day at a time.

Communal life takes these deeply personal rituals and magnifies them. Jewish education is 
perhaps the greatest example of this. Building schools, printing texts, and dedicating years to teaching 
children and adults rarely yields immediate applause. It demands tremendous expenditure, patience, 
and trust. The real harvest arrives decades later, visible when young adults hold fast to their identity 
under pressure, or when a community raises leaders capable of thinking beyond the crisis of the 
moment. This is tikva made entirely concrete: investing in a tomorrow that requires deep sacrifice 
today. We see this exact dynamic echoing through our national narratives—like Nehemiah rebuilding 
the walls of Jerusalem with a trowel in one hand and a sword in the other!

All of this discipline ultimately aims at shelemut (wholeness/integration). A shalem (integrated) 
person aligns desire, action, and purpose into a single ordered self. Appetite and fear remain part of the 
human being, yet they operate under governance. Such a person meets reality with clarity, carries 
setbacks without collapse, and handles success without intoxication. The Torah’s anthropology 
assumes that inner order is achievable. The technology of commandments form the person who can 
live in that order.

From there, communal optimism becomes intelligible, because a community is the aggregate of 
what its people have been trained to carry. Jewish students who stand visibly Jewish on difficult 
campuses embody a refusal to let immediate social pressure overwrite identity. Parents investing in 
Jewish education embody a collective willingness to delay gratification for a holy future. Communities 
creating new frameworks of learning and hesed embody a long horizon. And where have Jews settled 
and not built communities? The rebuilding of Israel embodies the same capacity at civilizational scale: 
a society willing to absorb strain because the future is treated as real. This optimism therefore functions 
less as prediction and more as discipline. A future remains visible because the tradition trains the mind 
to keep it visible—by binding the horizon to habits that do not collapse when the present tightens its 
grip.

In the spirit of the theme of this volume of Conversations, the glass feels half full because 
Jewish life holds a pitcher: the covenantal tether of tikva, the technology of mitzvot, and the human 
goal of shelemut. Hope becomes a deliberate, joyful act of construction. The horizon stays open 
because our people have learned how to hold it—not just in thought, but in action.

This disciplined optimism is perfectly crystallised by the late, great Rabbi Matloub Abadi 
(1889–1970), who framed this tether as a direct charge to the architects of our future:

 

Happy shall you be if you use this time for the good of the Land, the pride of 
our past and the luminescence of our future, to fulfil your duty toward it and to 
help it with all the means and the ways leading to rebuilding its ruins and 
making its settlement bloom. Remember our pledge to Zion on the rivers of 
Babylon and our aspiration and prayers to it over all generations. Do not be 
among those who falter behind its camps; be in the first ranks of its defenders 



and the fighters for its freedom, and take an important place among its loyal 
sons and builders. 

 

 


