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There’s been quite a bit of discussion recently about the new Koren siddur. What do 

people like about it? Should it replace the Artscroll or the Birnbaum? Just this week we 

began to circulate some of the new siddurim that have been donated to the Center – so if 

you haven’t already – you can decide for yourself. But what struck me were not the 

siddur’s differences or innovations – but rather its conspicuous similarity to the siddurim 

I’ve been using my whole life. There’s a beautiful introduction by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 

and a new translation. But the actual text of the tefillah – as one might expect from an 

Orthodox siddur – remains largely unchanged. It’s a great testament to the staying power 

of one of the most beautiful texts ever written.  

 

This year’s theme at The Jewish Center is Tefillah. At various points over the course of 

the year, we’ll be talking about different aspects of our davening. This morning, I’d like 

to start with a part of the davening that we say all the time, but probably think about 

almost never. I’d like to begin with the very first bracha of שמונה עשרה. It’s universal – 

whether it’s a regular Tuesday morning or Neilah on Yom Kippur – we begin our private 

Amida the same way – with the bracha of the Avos.  

 

We have a basic sense of why it is that this is the way we begin. We say to Hashem – and 

to ourselves in the process – that we really have no business being here. Who are we to 

stand before the Creator of the universe? In fact, we don’t deserve an audience with You, 

but allow us access, Hashem – because there were those who came before us who were 

deserving. 

 

What I want to understand though, is the חתימה, the conclusion of the bracha:  

 ברוך אתה ה' מגן אברהם

We offer up our blessing – we bow and we say – Blessed are you, Hashem, Shield of 

Avraham. 

 

Magen Avraham? I’ve heard of Magen David. What’s a Magen Avraham? If I were 

writing the bracha, I might say something likeאלוקי אברהם – the God of Avraham. What 

does it mean to say that Hashem is the Shield of Abraham? 

 

If this is how we start our shmonei esrei, it must be a pretty powerful expression. It can’t 

be by accident that the אנשי כנסת הגדולה chose this formulation. But we seem to fly past it 

too quickly. What are we really saying?  

 

If you stop and think about it for a moment, it’s not just awkward, it seems to make very 

little sense.  

 

If you had a shield to give to any of the Avos, to whom would you give it?  

• Maybe Yitzchak. After all, he’s almost slaughtered by his father until God 

intervenes. 
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• Maybe Yaakov who spends decades in fear that his brother will kill him.  

•  

But Avraham? Of all the characters we know about in Bereishis, Avraham is the only one 

who fights a war and wins. He’s clearly a great warrior and a successful military man. 

Magen Yitzchak or Magen Yaakov I might understand. But Avraham is so self-reliant. In 

his life, someone is always being kidnapped; people’s lives are threatened; cities are 

destroyed. Avraham handles it all with aplomb.  

 

The origin and meaning of this enigmatic phrase goes back to the middle of our parsha 

this morning. Avraham has just bested the four kings who had captured Lot. He’s saved 

his nephew and honorably declines the spoils of war that should rightly be his. God 

appears to him and says,  

אנכי מגן לך. שכרך הרבה מאד. –אל תירא אברם   

Have no fear, Avraham. For I am your shield and your reward shall be very great. 

 

Why is Avraham suddenly afraid?  

The Medrash suggests several answers: 

• Perhaps he’s afraid that in the course of the battle he may have killed innocent 

people; 

• Or perhaps his military victory was itself a divine intervention and now he had no 

merit left in the eyes of God; 

• Or perhaps he fears that his idolatrous youth will haunt him in the future. 

 

Any of these explanations is surely plausible. But I would like to suggest something even 

more basic than this. I would submit to you that something fundamental changes when 

Avraham does battle to save his nephew. The war of the kings is the fourth episode in the 

Torah’s recounting of the life of Avraham Avinu. A pattern emerges from the first three 

that comes to a halt when we reach this point in the narrative.  

 

• The first story is לך לך – Avraham follows a divine command to leave his home 

and travel to כנען. There’s no fear or apprehension because Avraham knows that 

he is carrying out God’s bidding. 

• The second is Avraham’s decision to leave כנען and head to Egypt. This time 

Avraham is following no divine decree, but when God intervenes to save him and 

his wife, he believes he has an assurance that he has acted correctly. 

• In the third episode, Avraham separates from Lot. Again, it’s a human decision, 

but the Torah can hardly wait to tell us that the moment Avraham parts from his 

nephew is the moment God appears to re-affirm His promise. 

 

In each case, Avraham can rest assured that he has acted in a way that accords with the 

divine plan.  

 

When we reach the war of the kings, Avraham’s self-assurance begins to flag. He never 

hesitates to make difficult choices. But once they are past – in the absence of divine re-

assurance – he cannot help but wonder whether or not he has made the right decisions.  
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Avraham’s war is rife with moral ambiguity: 

• Is he justified in forming unholy alliances with the likes of the king of Sodom? 

• If he’s killed innocents along the way, can he consider those actions defensible? 

• Should he accept the spoils of war? Such is the prevailing culture of his world, yet 

perhaps onlookers might wrongly conclude that Avraham’s wealth comes from 

war rather than from Hashem. 

 

With these questions looming over him, Avraham finds himself suffering under the 

weight of profound existential angst. He has no guidebook – no Torah to direct him. He 

has no mesorah from his parents and grandparents. And for the first time he has no signal 

from on high that he has made the right moral decisions. 

 

This is the meaning of the cryptic pasuk we quoted a moment ago: 

אנכי מגן לך.  –אל תירא אברם   

Fear not, Avraham, for I will be your shied.  

 

At the moment when you are gripped by the anxiety over your very capacity to act in an 

irrational universe, Hashem says, I am here. When the world conspires to utterly 

confound you – when it reminds you that you are constrained by all the limitations of 

what it means to be a human being – I will be here with you. 

 

This is how we begin our davening because this is the existential crisis each of us must 

confront simply by dint of our being so distant from our Creator. We stand before You, 

Hashem – just as Avraham did. The difference of course is that Avraham occupied this 

position of necessity. He had no exemplars, no touchstone by which to measure the moral 

rectitude of his life decisions. Quite literally – he had no place to turn but God. We’re 

blessed to live in a world at a moment in history when we have ample sources of wisdom 

and inspiration. We have the great legacy of our forebears. We have the Torah and the 

Talmud. And yet and the end of the day – or at its beginning or middle – we too come to 

Hashem with the striking recognition that we are all alone – that we have no place to turn 

but to Him.    

 

This is the secret of why we begin our silent devotion with a bracha addressed to the 

Magen Avraham. For as Rabbi Ezra Bick of Yeshivat Har Etzion once wrote, “The shield 

of Abraham is the shield of he who has nothing else to rely on but God Himself.” 

 

This past week together with our president and first vice president, I attended a 

conference at UJA Federation. We were there together with five other shuls in the New 

York Area to consider and think strategically about the ways in which we operate as 

institutions. What are our goals? What’s our mission? Are we successfully achieving our 

objectives and what are the ways in which we might be able to improve?  

 

And in the course of the conversation, one of the questions on the table was: What are we 

trying to accomplish when our members walk through the door. And a representative 

from another shul said that his goal in his congregation was to create the maximum 
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number of memorable moments for the people attending services. I took a quick visual 

survey of the room and noticed a number of nodding heads. 

 

But I would argue that at The Jewish Center, this is not our goal at all. In the natural 

course of events, certain occasions will surely stand out and you’ll remember them as 

being of particular significance. But when we come here to daven, we’re not in the 

business of scripting memorable moments. Our goal is not to be performative because we 

believe that every moment of tefillah can be transformative.   

 

How many places of refuge do we have in our lives? How many safe spaces are there in 

our daily routines? How many people do we have to whom we can turn when we have 

questions but no answers; conflicts but no resolutions? Precious few are the moments 

when we can enter a space in which we can let down our guard and yet know that we are 

being embraced and protected.  

 

Tefillah – particularly  בציבורתפילה  – is such a place. This year, as we endeavor together 

to deepen our understanding of and engagement with our tefillah, let us begin with this 

most heartening thought: On any day of the week, whatever else is going on in the world 

– we can put our feet together and stand in silent devotion before our Creator. Like 

Avraham, we can always turn toward Hashem. Our challenge is to endow our tefillah 

with so much meaning, that Hashem will turn toward us.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


