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“I am a shield to you”: the
meaning of “Shield of Avraham”

Avraham’s kindness is boundless, and boundless kindness would
give endless life even to evil; the “shield” G-d places over
Avraham’s kindness measures it, so that the world receives
kindness for its good while evil receives only what it needs and

can finally be removed.
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THE BIG IDEA

Avraham'’s kindness is boundless, and boundless kindness would give endless life
even to evil; the “shield” G-d places over Avraham’s kindness measures it, so that
the world receives kindness for its good while evil receives only what it needs and

can finally be removed.

Each section: the Hebrew, then the translation, then a short explanation under a gold rule. Small numbers in the Hebrew are the
notes at the end.

THE MAAMAR IN BRIEF

The maamar explains G-d’s promise “I am a shield to you” and the blessing “Shield of Avraham.”
Avraham embodies Chesed without restraint: he sees all as good, and even knowing what Yishmael
was, he asked that Yishmael live forever, by limitless kindness. The Sifrei says that Yishmael came
forth from Avraham; the maamar explains that he came from the overflow of Avraham’s kindness. But
such kindness cannot be the world’s final order, since the days of Mashiach require that death be swal-
lowed up and impurity removed from the land. So Yitzchak came with judgment; yet harsh judgment
produced Eisav, and only Yaakov’s balanced bed was complete. A shield is a covering, like the sheath
of the sun in “a sun and a shield”: it tempers the great light so that it can be borne, until the Time to
Come when G-d takes the sun out of its sheath. Every morning Avraham’s kindness is aroused, and
G-d wishes to lead the world with kindness. Without a shield, that kindness would give the kelipos un-
limited life-force, though they are meant to receive only what they need for darkness to be turned into
light. So each morning we bless G-d as “Shield of Avraham,” asking Him to shield Avraham’s kindness

for our good.

OUTLINE

1 Avraham’s boundless kindness m

Avraham is Chesed without restraint; he asked that Yishmael live forever, by kindness without limit, though
he knew what Yishmael was.

2 Why unlimited kindness is not enough 12

Yishmael came from Avraham’s excess kindness and Eisav from Yitzchak’s harsh judgment; the days of
Mashiach require evil to be removed, and only Yaakov’s balance was complete.

3 What a shield is 13

A shield is a covering, like the sheath that makes the sun’s light bearable until the Time to Come.
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4 The morning blessing “Shield of Avraham”

14

Each morning Avraham’s kindness is aroused; we ask that it be shielded and contracted so the kelipos receive

only what they need and evil can be eradicated.

KEY CONCEPTS

Chesed (kindness) 7Tor

Expansive giving without limit, the quality of Avraham,
which sees only good and gives even to the unworthy.
Shield (magen) 7:n

A covering that screens and tempers; here, the measure
placed on Avraham’s kindness so that it can be received
rightly.

Sheath (nartik) pnaa

The covering of the sun that makes its great light bearable;
the Sages say it will be removed in the Time to Come.
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Judgment (din) 77
The quality of Yitzchak: restraint and strict measure, the
opposite of unlimited kindness.

tzimtzum (contraction) 01313

Giving in a contracted, measured way, so that the kelipos
receive only the life-force they need.

kelipos (the husks) nmo°5p

The forces of concealment that oppose holiness; they must
be sustained for a purpose, the transformation of darkness
into light, but not without limit.
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SECTION 1 - 11

Avraham’s boundless kindness
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(“I am a shield to you.”) This means “the Shield of Avraham.” For it is known that Avraham is the
level of an exceedingly great Chesed (kindness), without any restraint at all; all are good in his
eyes, and he is only good.
G-d’s promise to Avram, “I am a shield to you,” is the source of the phrase “Shield of Avraham” that closes
the first blessing of the Amidah. To understand what the “shield” is, the Alter Rebbe first describes Avraham

himself: he embodies Chesed, kindness that flows out with nothing holding it back, seeing only good in
everyone because he himself is only good.
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Therefore he said, “O that Yishmael might live before You,” which means that he should live forev-
er before You, which is the level of the endless (ein sof), without limit. And even though

When G-d promised Avraham a son from Sarah, Avraham answered, “O that Yishmael might live before
You.” In its plain sense he asks that Yishmael go on living before G-d; the Alter Rebbe reads “before You,”
before the Infinite One, as a request for life without end, an endless, limitless life: the natural wish of bound-
less kindness.
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he knows what Yishmael is, nevertheless, because of [his| great kindness and his great goodness,

he wants him to live; and not only this, but he wanted him to live by a kindness without limit.

Avraham was not blind to Yishmael’s faults; he knew what Yishmael was. Yet his kindness was so great that he
wanted Yishmael to live, and to live not by merit but by kindness that has no limit.
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SECTION 2 - 112

Why unlimited kindness is not enough
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And this is what is taught: “Not like Avraham, from whom Yishmael came forth”; and he came forth
because of the abundance of his kindness. But in truth this is not fitting.

The Sifrei contrasts the patriarchs: from Avraham came Yishmael, and from Yitzchak came Eisav, but all of
Yaakov’s children were righteous. The Alter Rebbe explains why Yishmael came from Avraham: it was the
overflow of his abundant kindness. Yet such limitless kindness, extended even to what is unworthy, is not re-
ally how things should be.
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For of the coming of Mashiach, G-d willing, it is written, “He will swallow up death forever,” and “I
will remove the spirit of impurity from the land”; and all the evil must be eradicated from the land.

The goal of history is the time of Mashiach, when, as the prophets say, death will be swallowed up forever
and the spirit of impurity removed from the land. That requires that evil be entirely eradicated, not endless-
ly sustained.
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And if the world were to be conducted by his great kindness, as said above, the world would not be

able to come to the aforementioned level of Mashiach.

If the world ran only on Avraham’s unlimited kindness, evil would keep receiving life without end, and the
world could never reach the perfection of the days of Mashiach.
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Therefore Yitzchak came, the level of judgment; yet from Yitzchak, too, Eisav came forth, because
of his harsh judgment: “By your sword shall you live.” But Yaakov’s bed was complete.

So Yitzchak came, embodying din (judgment and restraint), the opposite quality. But judgment alone also
produces an imbalance: from Yitzchak came Eisav, whose blessing was “By your sword shall you live,” a life
of harshness. Only Yaakov, who combines the two qualities, had a “complete bed”: all his children were fit
and holy.
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SECTION 3 - 13

What a shield is
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Now, it is known that a shield (magen) is the name for something that covers; for example, in war,

what one covers oneselfwith, so that the bow will not prevail over him, is called a shield.

Now the Alter Rebbe defines “shield”: something that covers. In battle a shield is what a soldier holds over
himself so that the enemy’s arrows cannot reach him.
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Now it is written, “For a sun and a shield is Havayah Elokim.” That is: just as with the sun, if it had
no sheath [people] could not bear its great light, and the sheath is what shields, so that we can bear
[it].

The verse pairs “sun” and “shield” with two Names of G-d. The sun’s light is so strong that no one could bear
it without a covering, a “sheath” that screens it. The sheath is the shield: it does not block the light complete-
ly but tempers it so that we can bear it.
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And this is [the meaning of the teaching that] in the Time to Come the Holy One, blessed be He, will
take the sun out of its sheath, and the righteous will benefit from it and the wicked will be judged by
it.

The Sages teach that in the Time to Come G-d will take the sun out of its sheath: the unscreened light will
benefit the righteous and be a judgment for the wicked. This shows what the sheath does now: it makes the

great light bearable for everyone.
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SECTION 4 - 14

The morning blessing “Shield of Avraham”
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Now, it is known that every morning [the quality] of Avraham, the level of Chesed (kindness), is
aroused in the world, [as it is written,] “And Avraham rose early in the morning,” and as is taught in
the holy Zohar; and the Holy One, blessed be He, wishes to conduct the world with the level of
kindness.

Each morning Avraham’s quality, Chesed, is awakened in the world, as the verse “And Avraham rose early in

the morning” connects Avraham with the morning. G-d’s wish is to run the world with kindness.
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[But] were there no shield for the aforementioned level of kindness, to contract His kindness and
goodness and to give by way of tzimtzum (contraction) just as much as is needed merely to give life
to the kelipos (the husks), since they are needed for the sake of the side of holiness, so that there be
a transformation of darkness into light, as is known;

But kindness needs a shield that measures it out. Even the kelipos, the forces that conceal holiness, must re-

ceive some life, because holiness needs them: their darkness is meant to be turned into light. The shield en-

sures they receive only the bare minimum they need, through tzimtzum (contraction).
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and were it not by way of tzimtzum, their life-force would be without limit, and it would not be pos-
sible to eradicate the evil from the land.

Without that contraction, the kelipos would receive unlimited life-force, just as Yishmael would have from
Avraham’s boundless kindness, and evil could never be eradicated from the world.
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Therefore every morning, when the attribute of Avraham, the attribute of kindness, is aroused, as
said above, we must recite the blessing “Shield of Avraham”: a shield, meaning that He make a
shield for the aforementioned level of Avraham, for our good.

This is the meaning of the blessing “Shield of Avraham” in the morning prayer: as Avraham’s kindness

wakes each morning, we ask G-d to place a shield over it, measuring the kindness so that it benefits us and
does not feed evil without limit.
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IN ONE'S AVODAH

Every morning, as Avraham’s kindness awakens in the world, the blessing “Shield of Avraham” in prayer
asks G-d to shield that kindness, measuring it so that it is for our good and does not give evil unlimited life.
QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Why does the Alter Rebbe read Avraham’s plea “O that Yishmael might live before You” as a request for life
without limit?

2. If Avraham knew what Yishmael was, why did he still want him to live, and what does that reveal about un-

limited kindness?

3. Why does neither pure kindness (Avraham) nor pure judgment (Yitzchak) produce a “complete bed,”
while Yaakov does?

4. How does the sheath of the sun illustrate a shield that tempers light rather than blocking it?

5. Why must the kelipos receive some life-force at all, and why only as much as they need?

likuteitorah.com/torah-ohr/lech-lecha/2/ 8



TORAH OHR - PARSHAS LECH LECHA - MAAMAR 2 . NI O2RW Y711 7277 .0003R 121 ...

FOR CHILDREN - AGES 9-13

For the children at the table
Shield of Avraham

THE BIG IDEA

Kindness is very great, but it needs a measure, as the sun needs a covering, so that it
brings only good.

G-d told Avraham, “I am a shield to you,” and every day in the Amidah we call G-d “Shield of
Avraham.” What does this mean? Avraham’s quality is Chesed, kindness. He saw good in everyone,
and his kindness had no limits. But kindness with no limit at all is not enough. It would give end-
less strength even to what is not good, and the world is meant to reach the days of Mashiach, when
all that is bad is gone and darkness is turned into light. Strictness alone is not complete either. Only
Yaakov’s way, a balance of kindness and strictness, was complete. A shield is a covering. The verse
says that G-d is “a sun and a shield.” Every morning Avraham’s kindness wakes up in the world,
and G-d wants to lead the world with kindness. So we ask Him to be “Shield of Avraham”: to mea-
sure that kindness so that it goes to what is good, and so that what is not good receives only what it

needs, until it can be removed completely.
THE MASHAL

If the sun had no covering, no one could bear its great light. The covering, like a shield, holds back
some of the light so that we can enjoy it. In the Time to Come, G-d will take the sun out of its

covering.
QUESTIONS FOR THE SHABBOS TABLE

1. Why does even kindness need a measure?
2. How is the covering of the sun like a shield?
3. When you are kind to someone this week, how can you make sure your kindness really does

good?

Explanation © likuteitorah.com, CC BY-NC 4.0: retold for children from our translation and explanation, with Al assistance; not yet reviewed by a human
editor.
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SOURCES AND REFERENCES

Notes

PARAGRAPH 1
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The note records that the Tzemach Tzedek refers to this
maamar by its theme, “the meaning of Shield of
Avraham,” and that a text of it is also printed in Or
HaTorah.
KEHOT'S NOTE
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After the war with the kings, G-d tells Avram in a vision,
“Fear not, Avram, I am a shield to you; your reward is very
great.” This is the verse the maamar explains.
Genesis 15:T'X:170 N°wR12
X°P7oR KRS mImRe2 07aRTOR 2T 107 l'l‘_;?xtl 0°9277 I0R
TRR 1277 7120 72 1% 2238 0K
After these things the word of the L-RD came unto Abram in
a vision, saying: ‘Fear not, Abram, I am thy shield, thy re-
ward shall be exceeding great.’

Migra according to the Masorah (CC-BY-SA) « JPS 1917 (Public Domain)
KEHOT’'S NOTE
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According to the note, the Tzemach Tzedek there cites the
Midrash Rabbah on Lech Lecha (chapter 44) for two inter-
pretations of “shield.” It adds midrashic background to
the blessing “Shield of Avraham.”

Psalms 18:15770:1” 0°7°71n

KEHOT’'S NOTE
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The Midrash reads “You have given me the shield of Your
salvation” as referring to Avraham, linking the idea of
G-d’s shield with Avraham, as in the blessing “Shield of
Avraham.”
Bereshit Rabbah 48:1°x:n1”n 127 n"wR12
, D921N) 2°N3 "PARM 1D 3w KT RN 2NPR 0 POR RN
P M - ™330 TN °ITION AR AT 1 % 1m” (12
N2¥72 WX 1w202 - 717yon mM” ,anNaR - Uywe 1an
WP 1PIW DMARY 772pN 1277 MAY 1 7°1390 NI 0obnmn
27T POR RN 7700 DT AOwm

“The L-rd appeared to him in the plains of Mamre, and he
was sitting at the entrance of the tent in the heat of the day”
(Genesis 18:1). “The L-rd appeared to him in the plains of
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Mamre, and he was sitting at the entrance of the tent.” It is
written: “You have given me the shield of Your salvation,
and Your right hand has supported me; Your humility has
made me great” (Psalms 18:36). “You have given me the
shield of Your salvation” - this refers to Abraham. Your ...
Wikisource Bereshit Rabbah (CC-BY-SA) - The Sefaria Midrash Rabbah,
2022 (CC-BY)
When told that Sarah would bear him a son, Avraham said
to G-d, “O that Yishmael might live before You!” The Alter
Rebbe takes this as the expression of Avraham’s limitless
kindness.

Genesis 17:1817:1 n°wX12
TID? T PRYRY 12 DOPRRTTPN DTN TN
And Abraham said unto G-d: ‘Oh that Ishmael might live be-

fore Thee!’
Migra according to the Masorah (CC-BY-SA) - IPS 1917 (Public Domain)
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The note contrasts this line with the Tzemach Tzedek’s
statement there that had Avraham known Yishmael would
go so badly astray, he would not have wanted to support
him at all; he thought Yishmael would also be decent and
worthy, only not like Yitzchak.
KEHOT'S NOTE
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R 03 17 7120 77 XPR PP B9o axn o0 X 975 ayn maanb
.196 °y 70N WP — prxeO K P wm N

DYTAT 12901 1T TN — PRYRwS 1w

A variant reading: the manuscript has “his kindness and
his great goodness” instead of “great kindness and his
great goodness.”
KEHOT'S NOTE
21T 12901 1701 :2056 133

NIORT 17,2123 992 TOm MW — 7292 W

A variant reading: instead of “that he live by a kindness
without limit.
KEHOT’'S NOTE
PmRwn YR 1w 22056 122

PARAGRAPH 2

9

10
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Kehot’s marei makom for these words (its note is below).
KEHOT'S NOTE
.2,119 1P 1IRY .10 ,2% 0127 *100
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On “For G-d’s portion is His people; Yaakov is the lot of
His inheritance,” the Sifrei contrasts Avraham, from

whom Yishmael came forth, and Yitzchak, from whom
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12

13

Eisav came forth, with Yaakov, all of whose children were
worthy. The Alter Rebbe explains the cause of each.
Sifrei Devarim 312:1-2°2-’X:2*% 0°727 >7820
RIRY P77 °2 310 ,A2IN2 ¥InY “woR °X 7Y TiAn RY ...
OXyRY? 2108 A XY 097 2N 071K XIYD 72 4T
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(Devarim 32:9) "For the portion of the L-rd is His people":
An analogy: A king had a field and gave it to tenant-farmers,
who began to steal from it — upon which he gave it to their
sons —who began to be worse than the first. When a son was
born to him, he said to them: Get out of what is mine. You
cannot remain there. Give me my portion so that I can rec-
ognize it. Similarly, when our father Abraham came to the

world, there issued from ...
Vocalized Edition (CC-BY-NC) - Sifrei by Rabbi Shraga Silverstein (CC-BY)
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There “came forth” is explained to mean that Yishmael
came forth from Avraham as his dross and refuse, that is,
the excess of the holy kindnesses that emerged from
Avraham, the man of kindness.
KEHOT'S NOTE
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Isaiah’s prophecy of the future: “He will swallow up death
forever.” It shows that the redemption requires the end of
all that opposes life and holiness.
Isaiah 25:8°n:772 W°yw”
107 1Y NEIM 0°39703 YR AYRT N 23T AN N3y Mpd ¥72
1277 °3 PIRT22 Py
He will swallow up death for ever; And the L-rd GOD will
wipe away tears from off all faces; And the reproach of His
people will He take away from off all the earth; For the L-RD
hath spoken it.

Migra according to the Masorah (CC-BY-SA) - IPS 1917 (Public Domain)
KEHOT'S NOTE
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“I will remove the spirit of impurity from the land”: in the
days to come impurity will be removed from the world en-
tirely, which is why evil cannot be sustained without limit.
Zechariah 13:2°2:3 "5t
TIRTTT D228y NIYTNR NPIOK NIRAZ R ORI RINT 02 M
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And it shall come to pass in that day, Saith the L-RD of hosts,
That I will cut off the names of the idols out of the land, And

likuteitorah.com/torah-ohr/lech-lecha/2/

14

15

. X7 ONARW Y711 1277 .07002K 731 0.

they shall no more be remembered; And also I will cause the
prophets And the unclean spirit to pass out of the land.
Migra according to the Masorah (CC-BY-SA) « IPS 1917 (Public Domain)

mown Pw B7An . . OPIY AN AN — PINT W

A variant reading with the same meaning: “And if the
world were conducted by his great kindness, the world
could not come to the aforementioned levels of
Mashiach.”
KEHOT’'S NOTE
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Yitzchak’s blessing to Eisav, “By your sword shall you

live.” The Alter Rebbe cites it as the sign of the harsh judg-
ment from which Eisav came.

Genesis 27:40°2:172 N°wX12
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And by thy sword shalt thou live, And thou shalt serve thy

brother; And it shall come to pass when thou shalt break

loose, That thou shalt shake his yoke from off thy neck.

Migra according to the Masorah (CC-BY-SA) « JPS 1917 (Public Domain)
KEHOT'S NOTE
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PARAGRAPH 3

16
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The Kehot note refers here to the Midrash on “I am a
shield to you” in Bereshit Rabbah, chapter 44, which dis-
cusses G-d’s promise to protect Avram.
Bereshit Rabbah 44:1-2°2-"X:771 17127 N°wKR12
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“After these matters, the word of the L-rd came to Abram in
avision, saying: Fear not, Abram, I am a shield for you; your
reward is very great” (Genesis 15:1). “After these matters,
the word of the L-rd came to Abram in a vision, saying...”
“The Almighty’s way is faultless; the word of the L-rd is re-
fined [tzerufa]. He is a shield for all who take refuge in Him”
(Psalms 18:31) - if His ways are faultless, all the more so that
He Himself is. Rav said: The mitzvot ...

Daat Bereshit Rabbah (Public Domain) - The Sefaria Midrash Rabbah, 2022
(cc-BY)
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That maamar quotes a section from here and remarks that
most discourses explain the level of the “shield” as the
parochos (curtain), the partition between Atzilus and
Beriah.
KEHOT'S NOTE
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It quotes this maamar’s reading of “a sun and a shield”
(the sheath that lets us bear the sun, removed only in the
Time to Come), then notes the more common explanation
of the shield as the parochos between Atzilus and Beriah,
referring to the maamar “VeAtah Tetzaveh” in Parshas
Tetzaveh on the parochos.

KEHOT'S NOTE
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The psalmist, longing for G-d’s courts, says: “For a sun
and a shield is Havayah Elokim; Havayah gives grace and
glory.” The Alter Rebbe reads “shield” as the sheath that
makes the sun’s light bearable.

Psalms 84:1227°:775 0°2°11n

10702 022777 2307Yan? X7 *71 107 79291 17 0OR9K *1 1A vt o3
For the L-RD G-d is a sun and a shield; the L-RD giveth
grace and glory; No good thing will He withhold from them
that walk uprightly.
Migra according to the Masorah (CC-BY-SA) « IPS 1917 (Public Domain)
Zohar 11, 224b2 757 27t
KEHOT'S NOTE
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There (81d), explaining the parochos, the Alter Rebbe
reads “For a sun and a shield is Havayah Elokim”:
Havayah is the higher unity, in which nothing exists be-
sides Him, while Elokim conceals so that the world ap-
pears as a “something”; Elokim is a shield for Havayah,
like a shield made for the sun, which no one can look at
because of its brightness.
KEHOT'S NOTE
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The Talmud teaches that in the future G-d will take the sun
out of its sheath: the righteous will be healed by it and the

likuteitorah.com/torah-ohr/lech-lecha/2/
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wicked judged by it. The Alter Rebbe uses it to show that
the sheath now tempers the light.
Nedarim 8b:6":2°11 0°771
NPX N30 DPYY DI TR MNT LUURP 12 1R 2317 XY
n»yrp‘jn M2 1PREINN QP78 AR R7An nna N°%9m NI MmI2 Wﬁ'rf;)fl
XPX ,7IY K21 700 WRY 0w KT 027 AN R A2 PIT)
PR 2397 DAYE DNRYY 0KIY A3 PITINRY
William Davidson, Vocalized Aramaic (CC-BY-NC)
Avodah Zarah 3b:3%:2°3 7t 172y
X3 TNy N "0 *20 2INT KON PO 27T KiT? *IT RPN
PR RUNT 2R 10Pan W A 0PI NIMIR PR
K21 717 72 X? 073 992p KY 32 K¥PD ,mownn nin? 0v3 17Papn
[hiarlvAietk)
William Davidson, Vocalized Aramaic (CC-BY-NC) '

Zohar III, 17ax ,»> »’m
KEHOT'S NOTE
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The Kehot note lists this Zohar passage among the sources
for the saying about the sun and its sheath in the Time to
Come.

Zohar, Vayikra 40:278-41:28571707:X"2-171Y:"1 XIp”1 2711 720

PARAGRAPH 4
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On Avraham as the kindness of the world: the Yitro passage
explains that Avraham is the Chesed of Atzilus, whereas
Moshe drew divine light further down, into the lower
worlds of Beriah, Yetzirah and Asiyah.
KEHOT'S NOTE
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“And Avraham rose early in the morning” (the same words
also open Genesis 19:27 and 21:14). The verse links
Avraham, the quality of Chesed, with the morning.
Genesis 22:3°2:272 n"wX12
NRY AR PP CaWTNR AR% IR0TNR WanT) P22 072K Y
SP2RT 127N BpRnTRN T2 BpN 712V VXY YR 112 Y
And Abraham rose early in the morning, and saddled his
ass, and took two of his young men with him, and Isaac his
son; and he cleaved the wood for the burnt-offering, and

rose up, and went unto the place of which G-d had told him.
Migra according to the Masorah (CC-BY-SA) - IPS 1917 (Public Domain)

P72 RNPRTY

The Kehot note gives this Zohar passage as the source for
Avraham'’s quality of kindness being aroused in the world

12
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every morning.
Zohar I, 203ar ,27 X”m
KEHOT'S NOTE
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A variant reading: instead of giving life to the kelipos, the
manuscript speaks of contraction “to give life to the na-
tions as much as they are needed for the sake of Israel, or
because of the subjugation to the kingdoms, as is known”;
otherwise their life-force would be without limit.
KEHOT'S NOTE
X DRIW 9°awa 0°9°7%W °90 MIMIRG N1PNAY 0XNE 1T 12056 7122
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The manuscript adds between the paragraphs: “So it is
with these Names: Havayah is Chesed, and Elokim is a
shield and the contraction of His kindness and light, so
that the world can bear it.
KEHOT’'S NOTE
737 RIT QPOR ,TOM RIT TP APR MInwa X1 90 A0 2056 7122
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