
Z’CHUT AVOT 
 
 Some of my very first memories as a child involve my maternal 
grandmother Ina Nathan.  I don’t remember too much about her, since she died 
when I was six years old.  But I do remember plucking notes on her grand 
piano, now in my parents’ house in San Mateo.  I remember sliding down her 
softly carpeted stairs on my behind with my brother.  I remember that we used 
to go to her house in San Francisco every week for dinner.   I don’t know if it 
was Friday night or Sunday night or some other night, but in my head, I have 
imagined that it was Shabbat dinner.  I imagine we ate chicken soup or gefilte 
fish or beef borscht, though truthfully, I’m not really sure, since I know these 
are her recipes that my own mother inherited and makes wonderfully also.  So 
while the memories are fuzzy and the lines between my grandmother and my 
mother are unclear, at least when it comes to recipes, there is a certain warm 
feeling, an indebtedness to my imahot, my maternal ancestors, that is evoked 
for me here.   
 The High Holidays, particularly Rosh Hashana, can evoke powerful 
memories of family if we were lucky enough to share these holidays with them.  
We know, on a very basic, gut level, in our kishkes, that we owe so much to 
those who came before us.  While we sometimes idealize the generations which 
preceded us, the truth is that our ancestors often did work harder than we work 
and sacrificed more than we are willing to sacrifice so we could reap the fruits 
of their labor.  To use a well-known historical example in the Ashkenazic, 
Eastern European Jewish community, our grandparents and great grandparents 
were told that America was a Golden Medina, that the streets were paved with 
gold.  When they arrived they quickly realized that not only were the streets not 
paved with gold, but they weren’t even paved, and they were the ones that had 
to do the paving.  So they toiled in sweatshops and with pushcarts in the 
teeming streets of the Lower East Side of Manhattan so that we could have 
better lives than they did.  In our increasingly diverse Jewish community where 
this is not everyone’s ancestors’ story, I imagine that nearly all of us have 
similar stories in our family histories of struggle and despair and, ultimately, 
hope, that made us who we are today.  
 With that in mind, there is a concept in Judaism I imagine many of us are 
unaware of called “Z’chut Avot,” which literally means the merit of our 
ancestors, whereby we derive benefits not because of our own merits, but 
because of the merits of our ancestors.  When we ask God for mercy, 
compassion, and forgiveness we do so based not just on our own deeds, but on 
the deeds of the ancestors who established the Jewish people: Abraham, Isaac, 
Jacob, Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah.  When we invoke this concept in our 
prayers it means something along the lines of “we do our best, but if miss the 
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mark and don’t quite get there, please give us a break because our ancestors 
were so great.”   

The two greatest prophets of the Jewish people, Moshe Rabbenu, Moses 
our Teacher, and Eliyahu Hanavi, Elijah the Prophet, count on this concept of 
Zechut Avot to save us when God is angry and the existence of the Jewish 
people is on the precipice.  When God wants to destroy the Jewish people after 
building the Golden Calf, Moses pleads with God to remember the covenant 
sworn to Abraham, Isaac, and Israel (interesting that the name Israel is used 
instead of Jacob when invoking God’s mercy), and God relents. Eliyahu 
Hanavi, on the run from Queen Jezebel and King Ahab in his contest on Mount 
Carmel with the prophets of Baal, calls upon that same covenant,  I Kings 18 
says: “The prophet Elijah stepped forward and prayed: ‘ADONAI, the God of 
Abraham, Isaac and Israel…answer me, HASHEM, answer me, so these people 
will know that you, ADONAI, are God, and that you are turning their hearts back 
again.’”  The prophets of Baal get consumed in fire, Elijah hears the still, small 
voice, and because of the merit of our ancestors, the Jewish people are saved 
once again. 

According to the rabbinic sages, we can’t count on our ancestors’ good 
deeds to save us indefinitely.  Some believe we can’t count on it at all, in fact.  
In Talmud Shabbat 55a there is a machloket, a disagreement, between Rabbi 
Shmuel, who believes the concept is no longer in operation, and Rabbi 
Yochanan, who says that it still works if we ourselves are willing to follow the 
righteous path of our ancestors.   
 This concept forms the very basis of the core Jewish prayer, the Amidah, 
where we begin with the section called, literally, the “ancestors,” Avot in 
Hebrew, where we invoke their names.  “Blessed are You Adonai our God, God 
of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, God of Sarah, God of Rebecca, God 
of Rachel, God of Leah.”  “V’zocher chasdei avot,” we say, “God remembers 
the loving deeds of our ancestors,” and the prayer then goes on to praise God 
for various attributes in the rest of that opening section of the Amidah.  During 
the weekday Amidah this is followed by the middle 13 blessings where we ask 
for various things like health, abundance, wisdom, forgiveness, and more.  The 
implication is that we should be granted these various blessings as a reward for 
our ancestor’s behavior, which is precisely why the Amidah begins with us 
explicitly naming them. 
 This whole idea is taken up a notch during the High Holidays where we 
are asking for teshuva, repentance and return, as well as to be written 
symbolically into the Book of Life.  The whole section of the Shofar service 
known as Zichronot, remembrance, is about recalling the pious deeds of our 
various ancestors in the hope that remembering them will cause God to 
remember us for the good.  The sound of the Shofar itself is, perhaps, an 
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auditory mnemonic recalling the incredible faith shown by Abraham and Isaac 
with the ram on Mount Moriah that we hope will somehow permeate us.  
There’s a special piyyut, a poem, on Yom Kippur, which we often skip, but 
which epitomizes this concept in all its glory, called Hu Ya’aneinu.  Mi 
she’ana, May the one who answered: 
 Sarah past the time of her youth, 
 Abraham on Mount Moriah, 
 Isaac bound on the altar, 
 Rebecca as her sons struggled within her, 
 Jacob at Beth El, 
 Leah in her loneliness, 
 Rachel, desperate for a child, 
 Joseph, abandoned in prison, 
 The People Israel on the shores of the Sea, 

May the One who answered the righteous, kind, upright, decent, and compassionate, 
also answer us. 

We sure hope we’re good enough, Hashem our God, but if we’re not, can you 
remember all the good things they did and give us a break? 
 With this concept of Zechut Avot in mind, I am going to devote each of 
my sermons during these High Holidays to one of our Biblical ancestors.  Each 
sermon will examine a different Biblical character that we encounter in the 
Torah and Haftarah portions we read during Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur as 
well as explore the lessons we can learn from each of them.  Tomorrow it will 
be Sarah, the 2nd Day of Rosh Hashana, Isaac, Yom Kippur, Isaiah, Jonah, and 
Aaron.  I certainly hope these sermons will give us insights or, at least, food for 
thought, about other things for the coming year.  But honestly, my main 
purpose this year is for us to learn about them and from them.  The objective is 
that we should leave these High Holidays knowing more about these Biblical 
figures than we did before they began.   

Before I conclude, there are three things I would like us to keep in mind. 
I imagine that some of you may find this whole concept of zechut avot odd or 
perhaps distasteful or even seemingly un-Jewish.  Isn’t Judaism mostly about 
personal responsibility, taking ownership of our actions rather than relying on 
our ancestors’ deeds to do them for us?  The answer is yes—of course Judaism 
is a religion which mostly stresses personal responsibility through our following 
of mitzvoth, commandments.  But there is a whole corpus of ideas within 
Judaism most of us were never taught when we were younger, and I believe it is 
my duty as a rabbi to expose us to some of them.  When I was having trouble 
relating to this concept, one of my professors in rabbinical school encouraged 
me to think of zechut avot as standing on the shoulders of those who came 
before us.  It is up to us to act—to improve ourselves, our community, and our 
planet, but we are able to do so because of those who preceded us.  We are not 
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given an entitlement just because our ancestors, Biblical and familial, did some 
amazing things.  But their deeds are the shoulders on which we stand so we can 
see into the promised land.   
 Secondly, returning to the Amidah where the concept of Z’chut Avot is 
most evident, you’ll notice that it doesn’t simply say “Blessed are You Adonai, 
God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah,” but rather, 
“Elohei Avraham, Elohei Yitzchak, v’Eilohei Ya’akov, God of Abraham, God 
of Isaac, God of Jacob, God of Sarah, God of Rebecca, God of Rachel, God of 
Leah.”  Why the repetition of the word God?  According to the commentators, 
it is because each of our ancestors perceived God in his or her own way.  Each 
had his or her own concept of and relationship with God.  In that same chain of 
tradition, we know that our relationship and understanding of God will differ 
from theirs.  It doesn’t have to be the same, as it wasn’t for any of them, for us 
to receive their merit, their zechut avot. 
 Thirdly and most importantly, I hope that in learning about our Biblical 
ancestors, we will take a few moments to appreciate our own ancestors, our 
parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, etc., and all they have bequeathed to us. 
We are who we are today because of them, for better and for worse, though 
more often than not for the better. Thank you Mom and Dad for all you have 
done for me, your son.  Thank you Grandma Ina who I only knew for 6 years, 
Grandma Mathilda who I knew for 32 years but never well enough, and 
Grandfathers Mark and Ben, whom I never knew but know that somehow, in 
some way, are a part of my heart and soul.   
 I doubt many of you have ever noticed or can see from where you are 
sitting the silver tallit clip I wear every year during the High Holidays.  There is 
a story behind it.  When I lived in New York, I had the occasion to visit my 
great Aunt Rhoda, the sister of my Grandmother Ina who I mentioned at the 
beginning of this sermon with the borscht and the stairs, at her nursing home 
way out on Long Island just a few months before she died.  In that tiny room in 
her nursing home, with almost nothing left of the possessions she had spent a 
lifetime accumulating, she reached into the drawer of the nightstand and handed 
me this tallit clip which belonged to her late husband.  She had saved it for 
decades for no other reason than that she couldn’t bear to throw a Judaic ritual 
object away, but when she learned that I had become a rabbi, she believed she 
had saved it just for me.  So she handed it to me that afternoon, and I wear it 
every year on the High Holidays and remember her when I put it on just before 
taking my place at the podium on Erev Rosh Hashana.  Not all of us have a 
ritual object like this tallit clip, but in some form or another, we all carry the 
hopes, the dreams, the tragedies, and the triumphs of those who came before 
us—Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, Leah, Moses, Aaron, 
Miriam, Isaiah, Jonah, and Aunt Rhoda.  My hope and prayer for all of us is 
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that by our own  merits and the merits of our ancestors, that we be blessed for a 
good and healthy new year. 


