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Shield of Abraham

By: ELIYAHU KHANIN

The Biblical word 12 is understood to mean an “enclosed garden,” though
the very first garden in Tanakh, 77V 13, Paradise, is not surrounded by a
wall or at least no wall is mentioned anywhere in the Creation story. An-
other word, 13, shield, which is related to 73, implies a similar sort of
protection by means of a physical barrier, and yet, as an epithet for God—
for instance, in “Shield of Abraham”—it seems to be an unlikely meta-
phor for Divine protection. A protective physical barrier would imply that
there is no control outside the protected area. In Tanakh, reliance on a
physical barrier is disparaged as illustrated in the following verse:

If Hashem will not build the house, in vain ~ X)¢ 072 732 X% 7 OX

do its builders labor on it; if Hashem will X7 '77 oK 12 1312 0y
not guatd the city, in vain is the watchman TRV R Y Y
vigilant.! Balahiv

Instead of protection by means of a physical barrier, which separates a
safe domain from an unsafe one, our tradition promotes the idea of Di-
vine protection in which God controls both domains. How the alternative
protection works can be inferred from the similarity between the concept
of protection and the way meaning is delineated or delimited. Placing the
protected domain all too easily behind a wall is tantamount to thinking in
sharply defined categories taken from everyday experience. In Biblical He-
brew, however, most nouns can be traced back to an abstract verbal idea
carried by the consonantal root. Understanding protection in terms of a
physical barrier without first analyzing the verbal idea would therefore
indicate an approach to meaning-making that is not characteristic of Bib-
lical Hebrew. The very notion of Divine protection is an abstract idea and
so is likely to reside at the level of the root that does not immediately refer
to any ready-made concepts. Considering that the meaning of the root is

1 Psalms 127:1. Cf. also Midrash Tanpuma, Sh’lakh 6, quoted by Rashi on Numbers
13:18: “If they dwell in camps, they are mighty and depend upon their strength;
but if they are in strongholds, they are weak and have fearful hearts.”
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not sharply delineated and often rather elusive, a closer reading is neces-
sary in order to identify it and to understand how it is substantivized into
a noun.

Garden

The root of 73 is 11X and its meaning can be inferred from the verse in
Tanakh where its only Qa/ form appears:

Like flying birds, so will Hashem, Master 713 712 niDy 0”93
of Legions, protect Jerusalem, protecting 1113 22W HY nixay
and rescuing, passing over and delivering.? :0on7) b ¥
RASHI: And delivering — He will ROTT — 0B
extricate Israel from the strait. This WY 7737 7 ORI DR
expression corresponds to eszoucer in Old q"RMPLOR TURN
French. 7"Y59

Protecting Jerusalem is compared to flying birds, but the implications
of this metaphor are not immediately clear. It is followed by two pairs of
infinitives, both consisting of one regular and one irregular infinitive vo-
calized as a finite verb. Let us start from the second pair featuring 10D,
here meaning “sparing,” and 0’777, meaning “causing to flee.” The infin-
itives are coordinated: a person has to be spared before he can be caused
to flee. Rashi explains that the meaning of ¥7217 is evident in the Old
French verb esmoncer. While moncer means “to cover,” esmoncer with pre-
fixed es (ex-, 1.e., “out”) does not appear in major Old French dictionaries.
Nevertheless, it seems that eszoncer means “to take cover,” especially be-
cause Rashi cites it elsewhere. Rashi’s point is that ©¥9117 refers to taking
cover inside rather than escaping outside, as the verb is usually translated.
To prove this, let us look at another instance of the same verb explained
by Rashi using esmoucer:

Before she even feels her labor pains she 779 2°nR 092
will give birth; before any travail come to A7 920 K12 oqva
her she will deliver [79°9%177] a son!3 1931 YR
RASHI: Before she even feels her labor — 91N 2w e
pains — When Zion has not yet travailed DR 772 NT20R 20 X
with birth pangs, she has borne her °12 9¥3pn° MDD 7712
children; that is to say that her children will T NP WK 707
gather into her midst, which was desolate AShiahiihaiivaliahial
and bereft of them, and it is as though she R72 PWOY INT? 179K

2 Isaiah 31:5.
3 Isaiah 66:7.
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bore them now without birth pangs, forall — 2™>3v73 %3 %2 7791 *7an

the nations will bring them into her midst. YeRm 0INh DN’
She will deliver a son — Any emerging of 927 XYY 9D — A9t
an embedded [literally: swallowed] thing is 70920 P 2
called 70711, [The verb] 70 %R A"RIPYIR VM
corresponds to esmoucer in Old French. 7"y9a

Concerning the issue of inside and outside, Rashi’s explanation is ra-
ther unexpected. The verse speaks of bringing Zion’s children into her
midst, i.e., inside, by leaving the nations which are outside. This process
is metaphorically called “giving birth,” despite the fact that the movement
is from the outside to the inside. To emphasize this, Rashi cites the Old
French esmoncer, i.e., “to take cover.” His explanation will be clearer if we
consider some relevant circumstances: When someone who is “swal-
lowed” escapes outside, his escape will look more like taking cover in a
shelter due to presumably poor conditions while being “swallowed.” In
the verse, Jews were “swallowed” by the surrounding nations that bring
them back to Zion, as if to a shelter. Metaphorically, this is compared to
giving birth by Zion. In reality, however, Zion becomes pregnant again,
as it were. Rashi’s explanation leaves no doubt that the verb 7017 de-
notes the movement from the outside to the inside and eswzoucer is cited to
strengthen that definition. Considering that the preceding infinitive 1709
means “sparing,” it speaks of fleeing inside, apparently to Jerusalem,
which God promises to protect.

Back to the first pair of infinitives, 27X 1. The infinitive 2°X77 im-
plies surviving without fleeing.* Whatever the preceding infinitive 7113
means, the first pair speaks of a static situation. To fit together the pieces
of the puzzle, let us consider the bird metaphor at the beginning of the
verse. When in danger, birds flee to their nest built in an inaccessible lo-
cation. Its protection is circumstantial rather than physical: nests are built
to not interest predators. Jerusalem is not a nest but, like a nest, it enjoys
circumstantial protection when potential invaders are busy with their own
affairs or otherwise. This gives a clue to the meaning of 1. Being parallel
to 0D in the first pair of infinitives, 1113 conveys a condition for the fol-
lowing 2°%77, i.e., something like “maintaining protective environment.”
Thus, the verse says the following:

Jerusalem will be [like a bird’s nest] protected [13] 12 NidY 0°79%?
by God who will save it [2°%7] through maintaining ¥ NIR3E "7 10
its inaccessibility for the enemies [1133] and will 113 QU

4 Cf.wo19%Im, Genesis 32:31.
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spare those outside [09] and cause them to take nbo ¥
cover [0°917] in Jerusalem [like birds] flying [to Hebrialn)
their nest].

This meaning of 112 suggests that the garden, 3, itself protects, rather
than it has to be protected with a surrounding wall. Like a bird’s nest in
the above metaphor, the garden is inaccessible to what it protects against,
in particular, the parching heat of the sun. The foliage provides a natural
barrier weakening and dispersing the sunlight: gardens (or oases) are
meant to provide a refuge for environments where human life would oth-
erwise be impossible.5 That is the rationale for the Paradise [17V 73]. Deli-
cious and attractive fruits are a nice bonus that do not, however, turn it
into an enclosed plantation for growing crops.

Shield

Though the noun 737 [shield] and the root 11} are related, it is grammati-
cally impossible to derive the former from the latter, because the vocali-
zation of 13 is not attested in the derivatives of the "2 roots (i.e., roots
with a duplicate last consonant). Considering that the vocalization of 722
is quite common in nouns or participles derived from the regular roots,
e.g., 127, 171, the 2 in 731 can only be a part of the root. Incidentally, a pz'e/
verb A appears virtually next to the first instance of the noun 3} in
Tanakh and it seems reasonable to assume that they are related:

...and blessed be God, the Most High, 1 WK 7Y P8
who has delivered [13%] your foes into Tpyn 2190 9702 PN
your hand; and he gave [11?1] him a tenth e
of everything. ¢
Some time later, the word of Hashem M3, PNG 001277 R
came to Abram in a vision: “Fear not, 012,078 9% 1137
Abram, T am a shield [}3] to you; Your DR KPR IR D
reward shall be very great.”” 73737977 Wp Rl
JIRR

There are two more instances of the verb in Tanakh:

How can I hand you over [JID¥], TN 079N TION PR
Ephraim, or deliver [73308] you, Israel? TRTRD TIDR TR ORI

> Cf. the clouds of glory, 712271 °119, in the desert.
6 Genesis 14:20.
7 Genesis 15:1
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How can I render you like Admah [of] DY 7973 DINIXD R
make you like Zeboim? My heart has DRI M) T 020
been overturned; My mercies have been

kindled together.®

It will set [JPA] an adornment of grace  NYYY 17 N2 TWXI? 19A
upon your head; it will bestow [J33R0)] a 7330 NRON
crown of splendor upon you.’

Both of these instances are parallel to the verb N1 [to give], while the
preceding one is more loosely coordinated with NI in the next clause.
Based on these verses, the rough meaning of the verb is “to make availa-
ble,” “to provide” for the benefit of the recipient. Thus, Abraham’s ad-
versaries are delivered into his hand, Jews are not delivered to their ene-
mies, a crown is provided with entitlement to its wearer. How this trans-
lates into the notion of shield may be not immediately apparent, unless
one takes into account that the shields mentioned in Tanakh were more
sophisticated than a mere physical barrier. In particular, the shields were
greased to deflect weapons. As follows from the following verse and
Rashi’s explanation, an ungreased shield would effectively be a mere phys-
ical barrier and considered a disadvantage, to say the least.

Setting the table, lighting the candelabrum, nooYn 5% YWD 7Y
eating and drinking, Arise, O officers; o° a3 1P AhY HioN
anoint the shield.1? 0 I
RASHI: Anoint the shield — They were 1A — AR TR N
shields of boiled leather, and they would IR PR 17 P12w MY
grease them with oil so that the weapons T DR POMw 7D w3
WOuld ghde off. The same is mentioned aw " 5TNW:’. alalal 131
concerning Saul: “For there the shield of DR YYD D02 ha) 5un
the rnlghty was ]_‘CjCCth.”11 It erCCth its YN l—bnsp N‘?W YN
grease and did not absorb it, and Saul’s wnl XY 1908 DIRY hta)
shield became as though it was not greased T
with oil.

The shield handles weapons in much the same way as the garden han-
dles the parching heat of the sun. Technically, the shield must prevent
weapons from hitting its owner, but from the perspective of the owner,
his shield ensures his survival. As a physical barrier, the shield is a rela-
tively small device, offering only partial protection and so, ultimately, it is

8 Hosea 11:8.

9 Proverbs 4:9.
10 Tsaiah 21:5.

11 1T Samuel 1:21.



292 : Hakirab, the Flatbush Journal of Jewish Law and Thought

of little use. That is why it was so important to have a shield that deflects
incoming weapons, thereby providing [1a1] invulnerability to its owner,
rather than one that merely protects a small area of the body. Similarly,
the garden is not a place to merely unwind but rather, the only viable
possibility to survive: no life is possible outside it. Thus, when God says
that He is a “shield” to Abraham, it is much more about giving him some-
thing positive than protecting him from something negative:

After these events, the word of Hashem 7 IR 01277 0N
came to Abram in a vision, saying, “Fear 7I0R2 072X 98 ' 127
not, Abram, I am a shield [}3%] for you; your 23§ D28 X0 28 ThK?
reward is very great.”12 278 7277 72 77 0
RASHI: After these events — Wherever 29277 MR W
NN is used, it signifies immediately after the DR 90 — 9NT
preceding event; whilst *IX signifies a long IR, TR0 MR R
time afterwards. “After these events” means: 12 AWYIW N 2991
after this miracle has been wrought for him 023907 IR 377w 777 01
in that he slew the kings and he was in great RW 2RI AT M
anxiety, saying, “Pethaps I have already 939y 75w °"n23p
received, in this God-given victory, reward 12 MR 727, MpTE
for all my good deeds” — therefore the 072K XN 9K D
Omnipresent said to him, “Fear not, Abram, WM N T2 1 IR
I am thy shield against punishment, for you IMIR 93 9y wavn Row
shall not be punished on account of all these 71,020 w Mwsl
people whom you have slain. And as for D12p DY AT DKWY

your being anxious regarding the receipt of IR 17277 70w 70w
any further reward, know that thy reward
will be exceeding great.”!3

To keep the symbolism of the shield, Rashi construes it as protection
against punishment that Abraham may have feared. Receiving reward is
viewed as a separate matter. Considering, however, that reward and pun-
ishment come from the same source, ]2 as a participle meaning “provid-
ing,” “making available” can accommodate both. Everything that comes
upon Abraham comes from God, Who knows the overall balance of re-
ward and punishment, so that Abraham’s reward will not be jeopardized.
Thus, 1M with reference to God implies providing everything one re-
ceives, both positive and negative, while keeping an overall positive bal-
ance. This is much like the garden that filters out excessive heat and lets
through just enough sunlight.

12 Genesis 15:1.
13 Genesis Rabbah 44:5.
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Shield of David

Another instance of the epithet 13, which appears in connection with
King David, provides an opportunity to confirm the above understand-
ing. The blessing of the Patriarchs, which concludes with “Shield of Abra-
ham,” mentions, among other things, the promise to bring a redeemer to
Abraham’s descendants:

...and brings a Redeemer to their children’s  03°32 *127 9Xix Xoan...
children, for His Name’s sake, with love. O TPn TR N Wn7
King, Helper, Savior, and Shield.!# Blessed 7172 .73 /i3 271y
are You, Hashem, Shield of Abraham. Hahmmh R bralhy Byioh
Ultimately, the redeemer must descend from David. It is hardly a co-
incidence that David too is associated with a0, specifically in the blessing
after the Haftarah that ends with 717 127, Shield of David. The Gemara

teaches that this epithet is based on God’s words that He gave David a
great name:

Rabbah bar Sheila said: [While a blessing] in XKW 92 727 R
the prayer concludes with “He Who causes the 1P MRNn RM9YT
horn of salvation to flourish,” the blessing 107 RNVORT 7w
after the Haftarah concludes with “Shield of aw 7% nww .77
David.” And I gave you great renown, like the ,Q°277 QWD T
renown of the great men of the world.” Rav 7T ;A0 27 71N
Yosef teaches: hence it is said, Shield of I A0 DR
David.?s

In the verse quoted in the Gemara and used by Rav Yosef as a proof-
text for the epithet “Shield of David,” giving David a great name is ac-
companied by cutting down his enemies:

I was with you whetever you went—I P27 WX 952 72y 70%)
cut down all your enemies before you  7°39m 323K 92 N¥ 707IN)
and 1 gave you great renown, like the aw's 2173 av 17 "Ny
renown of the great men of the world.1¢ 7N WK 29730

There is a striking correspondence between this and the promise to
Abraham above, in which 2% is mentioned. Both Abraham and David

14 Note that 11 appears in the blessing even before 072X 141 in a group of parti-
ciples and so is unlikely to denote a piece of military equipment.

15 bPesahim 117b.

16 1T Samuel 7:9.
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were given a great name!7 and both personally fought their enemies which
potentially could have diminished or even canceled their chances to see
that come true. When the uncertainty becomes an issue, the epithet 132 is
used. In the case of David, God promises him that the Messiah will be of
his lineage. This is, actually, what the blessing after the Haftarah is about:

Gladden us, Hashem, our God, with WIP-R T oum
Elijah the prophet, Your servant, and T2 X7 MR
with the kingdom of the House of 717 N2 MO
David, Your anointed, may he come X122 702 .A7Wn
speedily and cause our heart to exult. On X7 IR0 9y 127 730
his throne let no stranger sit nor let ny q‘ﬁmv_ XY 1 DW'?:
others continue to inherit his honort, for ) ‘1-{'1'33 m( D,ﬁm;
by Your holy Name You swore to him > YV TWTP oW
that his lamp will not be extinguished 25WY 171 73290 KoU
forever and ever. Blessed are You, ]wf.vn: ,-mx 'Iﬁ:! :75,;1
Hashem, Shield of David. 3'”:3

Elsewhere, the tradition indirectly confirms the similarity of 132 and
13, comparing Abraham and David, both of whom enjoyed having God
as their “shield” [1An], as it were, with Adam, who enjoyed the spiritual
light in the Garden of Eden []7¥ 73]. According to Midrash, Abraham was
worthy to have been created before Adam,!® while David received his sev-
enty years of life from Adam who was supposed to live a thousand years
butlived seventy years less.l? &R

17" The promise to Abraham is given in Gen 12:2. Cf. also Alsheich on 1I Sam 7:9,
“And I will make you a great name like that of the greatest men on earth.” They
are the Forefathers, since according to the Sages we say “Shield of David” just
as we say “Shield of the Forefathers.”

18 Genesis Rabbah 14:6.

19 Numbers Rabbah, Naso 14:12.





