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Verse 7 in the acrostic hymn “Omnam Keyn,” recited in the Yom Kippur evening service, 

begins with the words “zchut ezrach,” which in modern Hebrew means “civil right.” 

 

 ְזכּות ֶאְזַרח / ַגם ִיְפַרח / ְלׁשֹוַׁשנָּה.
ַלְחִתי!ֵחְטא   ַהֲעֵבר / ְוקֹול ַהְגֵבר / ִמְמעֹונָּה:      סָּ

    

 

This is the oldest Hebrew source I have found for this phrase, but each one of the two words 

actually has a completely different meaning here than they do today. 

 

“Ezrach” is one of Chaza”l’s names for Abraham. “Zchut” means merit or credit. Therefore 

the translation  of the verse is: 

Abraham’s merit confer Thou on his offspring; 

Remove all sin and loudly proclaim from heaven: I forgive. 

 

As for the first word, in their non-literal interpretation of the verse in Isaiah 41:2, “Who hath 

raised up one from the east, at whose steps victory attendeth?” Chaza”l, in Bavli, Bava Batra 

15a, saw it as referring to Abraham, whom God raised up to go from the east to the west, to 

the land of Canaan, in order to give his offspring the command to keep the ways of the Lord 

by doing “righteousness and justice” (Genesis 18:19). The "righteous" one who came from 

the east, “mizrach,” is here given the title of “ezrach,” a citizen, the complete opposite of 

what he calls himself, “a stranger and a sojourner” (Genesis. 23:4). He acted to spread his 

word in the world by "migration" and temporary residence, merely "sojourning" in every 

place, even when he knew that the place where he was residing was part of the land promised 

to his seed after him. But his seed was promised after all that they would "become citizens" in 

the land, strike roots there (as the term “ezrach” was used in biblical times), and that is why 

their forefather is recruited to carry the title of “ezrach,” citizen. He is the father of the nation 

that will settle down and strike roots in this land.  

Secondly, the "merit" mentioned here, the word “zechut” that in modern Hebrew means 

“right,” is the good reputation that Abraham gained in God's accounting ledgers due to his 

good deeds. His account with God has credit in it. We, on the other hand, his offspring, the 

Jewish people, which in this verse are referred to as “the lily” (“haShoshana”), based on the 

allegorical exegisis of Song of Songs (“I am a rose of Sharon, a lily of the valleys,” says the 

beloved, SoS 2:1), we are full of sin and iniquity, and our account is in debit. We have no 

chance of being acquitted in the trial, we do not deserve forgiveness, unless God takes into 

account Abraham's "merit," unless we have to our credit "the merit of our fathers." Therefore, 

we beg you, God, for forgiveness, for the removal of our sins, on the basis of Abraham's 



 

 

merit. His account in your bank will guarantee our account, and thanks to him we ask for 

credit for one more year of life. 

And in order to adapt this “merit of Abraham” or “civil right” to this day and age, we must 

revolutionize the meaning of each of these two loaded words.  

First, let u's remember that the Torah prepares us to live our lives as citizens in this country 

while issuing an ongoing warning not to forget the strangers and sojourners, since after all we 

suffered ourselves from the vulnerability of being strangers when we were in Egypt: “And if a 

stranger sojourn with thee in your land, ye shall not do him wrong. The stranger that 

sojourneth with you shall be unto you as the home-born among you, and Thou shalt love him 

as thyself; for ye were strangers in the land of Egypt” (Leviticus 19:33-34, for example). 

Moreover, the Torah itself maintains that the land actually belongs only to God and that we 

are all nothing but "strangers and sojourners" upon it (Leviticus 25:23). The status of 

stranger is therefore not only a historic memory intended to nurture a moral stance of 

empathy towards the other who is amongst us. The status of stranger is actually a permanent 

existential status that does not pass even when we feel as if we are steeped in a well-

established "citizenship" and can never again be uprooted. Seeing the other amongst us 

affects our view of ourselves. We are not permitted to adhere to a complete dichotomy of "I, 

the citizen," versus "the other, the stranger." Both we and the others become partners in a 

society where citizenship also incorporates strangerness. I think this awareness enables us 

and requires us to share all of the rights imputed to us by virtue of our citizenship in the land 

with all of the residents of the land. That is today's meaning of “One law and one ordinance 

shall be both for you, and for the stranger that sojourneth with you” (Numbers 15:16). 

Therefore, the modern concept of citizenship is no longer based merely on the indigenous 

farmer in an isolated tribal community but rather on the inclusive view of all people whoever 

they are, and that is why in European languages it is derived from the word for city (citizen) – 

the community that gathers for joint action based on the principled preference for the 

common good over the differences in ethnicity between its members. The "polis" belongs to 

the "demos" and not to the “ethnos," and that is why in the modern nation-state the "politics" 

are "democratic" rather than "ethnocratic." 

Secondly, the concept of “zchut” – "right,” “credit” or “merit” – also changes from the image 

of collecting good deeds in one's account as a necessary condition for any good a person can 

derive in their life – to the exact opposite, such as in the stark formulation of the US Bill of 

Rights: That all men have inalienable rights. That all men are created equal, that they are 

endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights. Among these are life, liberty, 

personal and collective identity, the right to water, to shelter, education, to create a family, to 

have equal opportunities in life. No person has to "earn" those rights. They are endowed with 

them a priori and no one may deny them. And one of the basic human rights is the right to 

citizenship, which is the right to be an active political subject who participates in the 

management and leadership of some state.  

Therefore our offspring may enjoy all of the good of their country, the State of Israel, but 

they may not ignore the duty to be worthy of the credit of the father of the nation, the citizen 



 

 

who arose to justice from the east. Israel will flourish only if it knows how to do justice and 

law even with the Palestinians who live amongst us and alongside us. 

In today’s version of the hymn we might say: 

 
ְרחּו ְבַתַׁש"ח / ַלּׁשֹוַׁשנָּה  ְזכּויֹות ֶאְזַרח / פָּ

קֹום / ְלעֹוד ְלאֹום / ִבְמעֹונָּּהְוֵיׁש   מָּ
 -ֵחְטא ֲאסֹונָּּה  -ִאם ִתְתנֵָּער / ִמִדיּכּוי ַעם ַאֵחר / 

ַלְחִתי! ה ִתְׁשַמע קֹוֵלנּו / ּוְתִׁשיֵבנּו :                      סָּ  ַגם ַאתָּ
 

 

Civil rights flourished in 1948 for Abraham's offspring 

And there is room for another nation alongside them 

If they give up oppressing another people, their sin and disaster 

Then You will hear our voice and reply to us: I forgive! 
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