Distance Learning Beneath the Blitzkreiq:
Rav Eliyahu Dessler on Bris Avos
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[Reish Lakish said to the speaker]: “Stand and say a statement with regard to those who comfort the
mourners.” He began and said: “Our brothers, bestowers of loving-kindness, sons of bestowers of

loving-kindness, who embrace the covenant of Abraham our Patriarch, as it is stated: “For | know

him, that he will command his children...to do righteousness and justice” (Genesis 18:19). Our
brothers, may the Master of reward pay you your just deserts. Blessed are You, Lord, Who pays the
just deserts.”
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Then will | remember My covenant with Jacob; | will remember also My covenant with Isaac, and also
My covenant with Abraham; and | will remember the land.
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Blessed are You, Lord our God and God of our fathers, God of Abraham, God of Isaac and God of
Jacob; the great, mighty and awesome God, the most high God, Who bestows loving kindness and
goodness and is master/creator of all, Who remembers the good deeds of the fathers, and brings a

redeemer to their children, in love and for the sake of His name. King, Helper, Savior, and Shield.
Blessed are You, O Lord, Shield of Abraham.
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The Gemara asks further: And what is different about the letter tav, [that it was inscribed on the
foreheads of the righteous]?... And Shmuel said: The letter tav is the first letter of the word tama,
ceased, indicating that the merit of the Patriarchs has ceased and will not help the wicked. Rabbi
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Yohanan said: The letter tav is the first letter of the word tahon, will have mercy... From when did

the merit of the Patriarchs cease? Rav said: From the days of the prophet Hosea, son of Beeri... Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Levi said” from the days of Eliyahu... and Rabbi Yochanan said: from the days of
Chizkiyahu
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Until when does the merit of the Avos continue? Rabbi Tanchuma said in the name of Rabbi Chiya
bar Menachama, and others say Rabi Berechya bar Chelbo in the name of Rava bar Zavda: Until
Yehoyachaz...Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: Until Eliyahu... Shmuel said: Until Hoshea... Rabbi Acha
said: The merit of the Avos will last forever. We will always invoke it saying (Deutoronomy 4:31)

“For Hashem your God is merciful. He will not leave you weak, nor will He destroy you, and He will
not forget the covenant with your forefathers.”
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And this that is said in Tractate Shabbos regarding when the merit of the Avos finished... My teacher
Rabbi Yehonasan taught that this only means that it cannot stand on its own. But when we pray

that the Avos’ merits should help us [it is effective]. In this regard, their merits are never depleted.

Therefore, it is fitting that we pray “and remember the coventant of Avraham and Binding of
Yitzchak. It is also fitting that we pray “Merciful Father, have mercy on those overwhelmed, in the
merit of the covenant of the beloved [Avos].
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Rabbeinu Tam said that while the merit of the Avos was depleted, the covenant of the Avos will

never be abrogated. As it says: “And | will remember my convenant with Jacob” [implying] even

fater the exile has commenced]. Thus, we do not mention the merits of the Avos, rather the

covenant... The Ri suggests that Shmuel and Rabbi Yochanan are not arguing. Rather Shmuel holds
that [the merit of the Avos] was depleted for the wicked, but not depleted for the righteous. Indeed,
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Rabbi Yochanan himself said that merit was depleted during the days of Chizkiyahu [despite
ostensibly arguing with Shmuel earlier].
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Many traits that a righteous person toils and struggles to attain them for his children after him, it will

be imbedded into their instinctive nature. And they will be able to attain them with very little toil.

This is empirically evident for we see that
many unlearned people in Jewish lands will
give up their lives to sanctify God. And this
was embedded into our nature by Avraham
Avinu who was willing to sacrifice his life in
Ur Kasdim for his faith. So too for all 10 tests
—to smooth the way ahead for us.
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[We often ask God in our prayers to show us
mercy ""because of the merit of our
forefathers, Avraham, Yitzchak and
Yaakov," and there is

many a precedent for

this in Tanach. How

are we to understand

this request?]

We are accustomed to think that the meaning is quite obvious.
Since we are descended from those great and saintly forefathers,
who were so close to the Almighty, we assume that we are
specially privileged in the sight of God. Consequently, He will
not judge us according to the tenets of strict justice but will
exercise leniency in our favor. We apparently believe that His
love for our forefathers will lead Him to show mercy where
justice and truth would demand otherwise. This, we think, is the
great heritage we have received from our forefathers, those
spiritual giants who came closer to God than anyone else on

earth. If we were to take this to its logical conclusion it would
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mean that we could do whatever we liked, within reason, and
rely on God not to punish us as we deserve. We have only to
remind Him of the great deeds of our forefathers, His beloved
ones, and our sins instantly forgiven. But is this logical?
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There are several questions we must consider:

1) Is it fair and just for a judge to render a lenient decision
in favor of an accused person who happens to be the son
of his friend, while applying the full rigor of the law in the
case of another person who does not happen to be in that

privileged position?
Would not such a proceeding infringe the Torah laws

against "perverting justice'?

Surely Hashem is the source of all truth; He is truth itself.

It is utterly impossible to imagine the slightest deviation
from truth in connection with the Creator... He will
certainly not make any decision which is not in
accordance with truth and justice. If justice says we are
guilty, what truth can there be in mercy?

We find in the Gemara that there are circumstances or
generations in which the merit of the fathers no longer
operates. What does this depend on? Is it simply a
question of the length of time that has elapsed since they
were alive or the number of generations that separate us
from them, or ate thetre other factors involved?
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Two youths stand before a court. Both are charged with
identical crimes. The judge investigates and finds them
both guilty. They should both go to prison. But before
sentencing them, the judge asks for report on the
backgrounds of these two young criminals. How did they
get into crime in the first place? After all the judge is not
out for vengeance. If he could remedy the situation without
sending them to prison, he would be very happy. The
report on the first one shows that he is from an honest and
respectable family. He got involved in crime only through
the influence of one bad friend. If he could be returned to
his parents and remain under their influence there is a good
chance that he would never go back to crime. In that case,
muses the judge, I think it would be better to try this
method instead of sending him to prison.
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When looking into the report on the second young man,
however, he finds that there is no one who can exert any

influence on him. Only a severe punishment seems likely to

deter him from the path of crime. The Judge considers the
matter carefully and to his regret concludes that he has no
alternative but to send him to prison...
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All that we have described above is indeed zechut avot,
usually translated as "the merit of the fathers." These are
the forces which lead us towards merit. But gechut comes
from a root meaning purity. Our true heritage is a

nexus of pure tendencies which aid us to attain truth

and justice in our lives. These are the zechuyot by

which we are linked to our great forefathers, so long

as we still adhere to the characteristics [that] they

transmitted to us. So long as these good middot and

refined tendencies are active within us, Hashem

sees in the profundity of His wisdom that the lifeline

that links us with our saintly forefathers is still

intact. There is still hope that we may choose the

way of teshuva and remedy our wrongs. In this case
Justice demands that the Judge of all the earth shall
show us mercy. The zechut, that is the zakkut (purity), of

our fathers is still within us, and there is hope for us yet.
This the “merit of the fathers” on which we rely to rouse
the mercies of Almighty God.
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The Lowest Level at which Zechut Avot Operates

If a person has something he does want to lose, such as a

bunch of keys or a watch, he will often attach it to his person

by means of a chain of some sort. He has no need of the

chain in itself; it is only there for the sake of the object which
is important to him. The chain consists of a number of links.

Each individual link is of still less value in itself. Its
importance lieu only in the fact that each link is needed to
make up the chain.

927 PR POR DTRA 720 DNIYAY NN
19201 RIN 1INN TIRY RHY PIan? TuR
IR PYY IN0I) NHVHY 2P INNY YR
nYYIN DIV 1Y PRY qRY (MINNan
7anY RN NNYYIN IR ,NNRY NYvHva
111 PO RHY ,VOR PININ 299N NR
M2WYN PR XY NHYHYA DRI . TIRN
PRY 19V 93 RHN ,NI510 YYONn Nt
PNV NNR NYAVY HH5 Mawn

nYav %3 HR RIN TNRN NN ; NHVWHVYN
nYav p712%aR Poan DR 3 .NYIv)
POAY Panm ;1910 Mann Yvan’ ,nnX
STARN DTRD N

This analogy will help us to understand the lowest possible

level at which zechut avot can operate. Hashem promised our
forefathers that the purpose of all creation would be realized
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through them and their descendants. That great future in
which the name of Hashem will be magnified and sanctified
before the eyes of all mankind will be realized through the
righteous Mashiah.
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But many generations must come and go between the time of
Avraham Avinu and that of Mashiah. All these generations are
linked to one another like the links of a long chain. There may
be individuals or even whole generations whose personal
merits do not confer on them the right to go on existing. But
so long as they are part of Klal Yisrael they will continue to
exist, not in their own merit but in the merit of their forebears
and their descendants. The individuals or the generations are
like links in the chain of Yisrael. They must exist, for without
them the connection between the fathers and the future
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would be lost. So we see one way in which a person can exist
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in this world without any personal zechut whatsoever.

[We see here an even stronger form of the "link" theory we propounded above. We find that
Hashem is prepared to maintain in existence successive generations of wicked men for the sake of one
individual tsaddik or tsaddeket who is one day going to emerge from them. A whole nation, with its
culture, its arts and sciences, it economy, its wars, cruelties and idolatries, may be kept in being for
centuries-and to what end? For the sake of one individual who ultimately rebels against that corrupt

culture and achieves a breakthrough of the spirit; such as the Moabite girl Ruth, who by her
outstanding acts of hesed and self-sacrifice gained a place in the galaxy of the spiritual giants of
Israel.]
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Nevertheless, it is possible — heaven forbid — to reach the point that through wicked actions, the
Jewish people’s source will become corrupted, as is indicated by those who do not have a merit in
the World to Come; they have corrupted their essence to their very core so it is as if they are no
longer rooted in the good. In truth, [however,] Hashem will not let that happen to the descendants
of Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov. This is indicated by our Sages statement (Sanhedrin 109b) that
Yaakov wished for his name not to be linked to the corruption [of Korach]. This means that he prayed
that the Jews would be unable to corrupt their source [in Yaakov] despite their wicked actions. And
all the more so is this true for Avraham and Yitzchak who preceded him. And this is the reason why

the covenant of the Avos will never be abrogated.
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