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Twelve is viewed in Judaism as the number of order, e.g. themonths of a year being twelve, the
Tribes of Israel being twelve, etc. Thirteen, then, is the number connoting "beyondmeasure."
Central to the selichot prayers is an element from Parashat Ki Tissamonikered "the 13 attributes
of mercy" ( הַרַחֲמִיםמִידּוֹתשְׁלוֹשׁ־עֶשְׂרֵה ; i.e. Shemot 34:6-7). This is God's response to the Golden Calf
debacle. The second verse of the passage is markedwith an enlarged nun, as seen in the Hebrew
below.

Exodus 34:6-7

(6) יהוה passed before him and proclaimed:
“ !יהוהיהוה ! a God compassionate and
gracious, slow to anger, abounding in kindness
and faithfulness, (7) extending kindness to the
thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity,
transgression, and sin—yet not remitting all
punishment, but visiting the iniquity of
parents upon children and children’s children,
upon the third and fourth generations.”

ל״ד:ו׳-ז׳שמות
ר(ו) ֹ֨ הויַּקְִרָא֒יהְוָֹ֥ה ׀ עַל־פָּניָו֮ויַּעֲַב ָ֔ ה ׀ יהְוֹ ליהְוָֹ֣ רַח֖וּםאֵ֥

רֶ�וחְַנּ֑וּן יםִאֶ֥ סֶדאַפַּ֖ ֹ(ז)ואֱֶמֶֽת׃ורְַב־חֶ֥ רנ סֶד֙צֵ֥ יםחֶ֙ לָאֲלָפִ֔
א ןנשֵֹׂ֥ שַׁעעָוֺ֛ הופֶָ֖ ה֣�אונְקֵַּה֙וחְַטָּאָ֑ ד ינְקֶַּ֔ ן׀פּקֵֹ֣ אָב֗וֹתעֲוֺ֣

יעַל־בָּניִם֙ יםועְַל־בְּנֵ֣ יםבָנִ֔ ועְַל־רִבֵּעִֽים׃עַל־שִׁלֵּשִׁ֖

Former Sephardi Chief Rabbi ChayimDovid Halevy z"l of Tel Aviv wrote that each case of an
enlarged letter anywhere in Tanakh indicates to us an instance of Godmaking an extra effort of
chesed – lovingkindness – for the sake of the universe; i.e. that God is נאֱֶמָן (faithful) to extend grace
to God's am segulah (treasured people).
 
The enlarged nun found in 34:7 is connected to the enlarged reshwhich follows it in 34:14.
Together they form theword ner ;נר) i.e. candle). This is said to reference two passages in Proverbs,
"The candle of God is the soul of man" (Proverbs 20:27) and also a "A candle is a mitzvah and Torah
is light" (Proverbs 6:23). 

Exodus 34:14

(14) for youmust not worship any other god,
because ,יהוה whose name is Impassioned, is
an impassioned God.

ל״ד:י״דשמות
י(יד) ה֥�אכִּ֛ שְׁתַּחֲוֶ֖ לתִֽ רלְאֵ֣ יאַחֵ֑ יהְוֹהָ֙כִּ֤
לשְׁמ֔וֹקַנָּ֣א אאֵ֥ הֽוּא׃קַנָּ֖

RoshHashanah 17b:4-7

Ilfai, and some say it was the Sage Ilfa, also
raised a contradiction: It is written in the list
of God’s attributes: “And abundant in

ב:ד׳-ז׳י״זהשנהראש
״ורְַבכְּתִיב:רָמֵי,אִילְפָאלַהּואְָמְרִיאִילְפַי,
—בַּתְּחִלָּה״ואֱֶמֶת״.וּכְתִיב:חֶסֶד״,

https://www.sefaria.org/profile/rabbi-ari-sunshine
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.34.6-7
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.34.6-7
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.34.14
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.34.14
https://www.sefaria.org/Rosh_Hashanah.17b.4-7
https://www.sefaria.org/Rosh_Hashanah.17b.4-7


The 13Divine Attributes
Shabbat Chol Hamo’ed Pesach 5784

Congregation Shearith Israel Torah Study 4/27/24

kindness” (Exodus 34:6), and it is written in
the same verse: “And truth,”which implies the
attribute of justice. He answered: Initially, at
the time of judgment: “And truth,” i.e., God
employs strict justice, but in the end,when
He sees that the world cannot survive on
judgment based only on truth and justice:
“And abundant in kindness,” i.e., He is
merciful. § The verse states: “And the Lord
passed by before him, and proclaimed”
(Exodus 34:6).Rabbi Yoḥanan said:Were it
not explicitlywritten in the verse, it would be
impossible to say this, as it would be insulting
to God’s honor. The verse teaches that the
HolyOne, Blessed beHe, wrappedHimself in
a prayer shawl like a prayer leader and
showedMoses the structure of the order of
the prayer. He said to him:Whenever the
Jewish people sin, let them act beforeMe in
accordancewith this order. Let the prayer
leader wrap himself in a prayer shawl and
publicly recite the thirteen attributes of
mercy, and I will forgive them. The verse
continues: “The Lord, the Lord,” and it should
be understood as follows: I amHe before a
person sins, and I amHe after a person sins
and performs repentance, as God does not
recall for him his first sins, since He is always
“God, merciful and gracious” (Exodus 34:6).
Rav Yehuda said: A covenant wasmadewith
the thirteen attributes that theywill not
return empty-handed,meaning that if one
mentions them, he will certainly be answered,
as it is stated in this regard: “Behold, I make a
covenant” (Exodus 34:10).

״ואֱֶמֶת״,

עַלה׳״ויַּעֲַבוֹרחֶסֶד״.״ורְַב—וּלְבַסּוֹף
פָּניָו

מִקְרָאאִלְמָלֵאיוֹחָנןָ:רַבִּיאָמַרויַּקְִרָא״.
מְלַמֵּדלְאוֹמְרוֹ.אֶפְשָׁראִיכָּתוּב,

כִּשְׁלִיחַהוּאבָּרוּ�הַקָּדוֹשׁשֶׁנּתְִעַטֵּף
אָמַרתְּפִלָּה.סֵדֶרלְמשֶֹׁהלוֹוהְֶרְאָהצִבּוּר,

לְפָניַיעֲַשׂוּ—חוֹטְאִיןשֶׁיּשְִׂרָאֵלזְמַןכׇּללוֹ:
—ה׳״״ה׳לָהֶם.מוֹחֵלואֲַניִהַזֶּהכַּסֵּדֶר
הוּאואֲַניִהָאָדָם,שֶׁיּחְֶטָאקוֹדֶםהוּאאֲניִ

—תְּשׁוּבָהויְעֲַשֶׂההָאָדָםשֶׁיּחְֶטָאלְאַחַר
בְּרִיתיהְוּדָה:רַבאָמַרוחְַנּוּן״.רַחוּם״אֵל

שֶׁאֵינןָמִדּוֹתעֶשְׂרֵהלִשְׁ�שׁכְּרוּתָה
כּוֹרֵתאָנכִֹי״הִנּהֵשֶׁנּאֱֶמַר:רֵיקָם,חוֹזְרוֹת
בְּרִית״.

Rashi on Exodus 34:6-7

(1) ה׳ה׳ THE LORD, THE LORD—This is the
attribute of Divinemercy. The one (the first
(ה׳ alludes to God havingmercy on the sinner
before he sins and the other after he has
sinned and repented (Rosh Hashanah 17b).
(2) GOD—Thisאל is also an attribute of

ל״ד:ו׳-ז׳שמותעלרש"י
קדֶֹםאַחַתהִיא,רַחֲמִיםמִדַּתה'.ה'(א)

(ראשויְשָׁוּבשֶׁיּחֱֶטָאאַחַרואְַחַתשֶׁיּחֱֶטָא,
רַחֲמִים,מִדַּתזוֹאַףאל.(ב)י"ז):השנה

עֲזַבְתָּניִלָמָהאֵלִיאֵלִיאוֹמֵרהוּאוכְֵן
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Divinemercy (it is not, as ,אלהים an attribute
of stern justice). Thus also does Scripture say,
(Psalms 22:2) “MyGod, myGod ( ,אליאלי ) why
hast Thou forsakenme?” — for surely one
would not say to the attribute of stern Justice
“why hast Thou forsakenme?”! Thus have I
found in theMechilta d'Rabbi Yishmael
15:2:2. (3) אפיםארך SLOWTOANGER—He
defers (מאריך) His anger and does not hasten
to punish— it may be that the sinner will
repent. (4) חסדורב ANDABUNDANT IN
MERCY— to those who needmercy because
they have not sufficient merits to be saved by
them. —ANDTRUTHואמת(5) faithfully
rewarding those who performHis will. (1) נצר
meansחסד God keeps (stores up) themercy
which a person does in His presence, (2)
לאלפים TOTHOUSANDS— to two thousand
generations (the plural, “generations”, and
“two” is the least that this can imply; cf. Rashi
on Exodus 20:6). These—עונות(3) are sins
committed presumptuously (with
premeditation). These—פשעים are sins
committed rebelliously. (4) ינקהלאונקה AND
WHOWILL BYNOMEANSCLEAR THE
GUILTY—According to its plain sense this
means that He is not altogether indulgent to
sin (He does not entirely remit the
punishment), but little by little exacts
punishment from, him (the sinner). Our
Rabbis, however, have explained: ,ונקה And he
clears —He clears those who repent, ינקהלא ,
He does not clear — but does not clear those
whowill not repent (Yoma 86a). (5) עוןפקד

בניםעלאבות VISITING THE INIQUITYOF
THE FATHERSUPONTHECHILDREN—
when they retain in their hands (follow the
example of) the evil doings of their ancestors.
This must be themeaning because in another
verse of a similar character it has already
been stated: of them that hateMe (cf. Exodus
20:5: Visiting the iniquity of fathers upon the
children, upon the third and fourth generation
of them that hateMe (Berakhot 7a; Sanhedrin
27b). (6) רבעיםועל means ANDUPONTHE

(תהילים

לָמָההַדִּיןלְמִדַּתלוֹמַרואְֵין–כ"ב)
ארך(ג)בִּמְכִילְתָּא:מָצָאתִיכָּ�עֲזַבְתָּניִ,
מַאֲרִי�אפים.
יעֲַשֶׂהשֶׁמָּאלִפָּרַע,מְמַהֵרואְֵינוֹאַפּוֹ

–חֶסֶדלַצְּרִיכִיםחסד.ורב(ד)תְשׁוּבָה:
ואמת.(ה)כָּ�:כָּלזְכֻיּוֹתלָהֶםשֶׁאֵין
נצר(א)רְצוֹנוֹ:לְעוֹשֵׂיטוֹבשָׂכָרלְשַׁלֵּם
(ב)לְפָניָו:עוֹשֶׂהשֶׁהָאָדָםחסד.

עון(ג)דּוֹרוֹת:אֲלָפִיםלִשְׁניֵלאלפים.
—פְּשָׁעִיםהַזְּדוֹנוֹת,אֵלּוּ—עֲוֹנוֹתופשע.

(ד)לְהַכְעִיס:עוֹשֶׂהשֶׁאָדָםהַמְּרָדִיםאֵלּוּ
שֶׁאֵינוֹמַשְׁמָעפְשׁוּטוֹלְפִיינקה.לאונקה
מִמֶּנּוּנפְִרָעאֶלָּאלְגַמְרֵי,הֶעָוֹןעַלמְותֵַּר
הוּאמְנקֶַּהדָרְשׁוּורְַבּוֹתֵינוּמְעַט,מְעַט

(יומאשָׁבִיםלְשֶׁאֵינןָינְקֶַּהוְ�אלַשָּׁבִים
בנים.עלאבותעוןפקד(ה)פ"ו):

בִּידֵיהֶם,אֲבוֹתֵיהֶםמַעֲשֵׂהכְּשֶׁאוֹחֲזִים
(שמותלְשׂנֹאְָיאַחֵרבְּמִקְרָאפֵּרֵשׁשֶׁכְּבָר
נמְִצֵאתרְבִיעִי;דּוֹררבעים.ועל(ו)כ'):
פֻּרְעָנוּתמִדַּתעַלמְרֻבָּהטוֹבָהמִדָּה
הוּאטוֹבָהשֶׁבְּמִדָּהמֵאוֹת,לַחֲמֵשׁאַחַת
סוטה(תוספתאלָאֲלָפִיםחֶסֶדנצֵֹראוֹמֵר
ד'):
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FOURTHGENERATION— It follows,
therefore, that themeasure of good (reward)
is greater than themeasure of punishment in
the proportion of one to five hundred, for in

respect to themeasure of good it says:
“Keepingmercy for thousands” (two
thousands at least) (cf. Rashi above: Tosefta
Sotah 4:1; see also Rashi on Exodus 20:5).

Liturgical Usage

The selichot prayers are what replaced sacrifices after the fall of the 2nd Jerusalem Temple as the
means for petitioning for forgiveness andmercy. This was originally recited on all fast days,
including YomKippur, Tisha b'Av, and the Fast of Esther, dating back to Rabbi Yochanan ben
Zakkai. Later, the selichot were added to the liturgy for the High Holy Days from theweek of Rosh
Hashanah to YomKippur as well, excluding Rosh Hashanah itself. The central element is the
ThirteenMiddot haRachamim (13 Attributes ofMercy). The idea behind this is that when the
people committed the debacle of the Golden Calf, sacrifice was replacedwith prayer as themeans
for appealing to God for forgiveness andmercy.
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(22) HASHEM, HASHEM, G-d,
Compassionate and Gracious, Slow to anger,
and Abundant in Kindness and Truth,
Preserver of kindness for thousands of
generations, Forgiver of iniquity, willful sin,
and error,Who cleanses. May You forgive our
iniquities and our errors andmake us Your
heritage. Forgive us, our Parent, for we have
erred; pardon us, our Ruler, for we have
willfully sinned; for You, my Lord, are good
and forgiving and abundantly kind to all who
call upon You.

יוםסליחות,חגים,אשכנז,סידור
כ״בקטןכיפור
אֶרֶ�וחְַנּוּןרַחוּםאֵליהְוֹהָיהְוֹהָ(כב)
לָאֲלָפִיםחֶסֶדנצֵֹרואֱֶמֶת:חֶסֶדורְַבאַפַּיםִ
וסְָלַחְתָּונְקֵַּה:וחְַטָּאָהופֶָשַׁעעָוֹןנשֵֹׂא

לָנוּסְלַחוּנחְַלְתָּנוּ:וּלְחַטָּאתֵנוּלַעֲוֹננֵוּ
כִּימַלְכֵּנוּלָנוּמְחַלחָטָאנוּכִּיאָבִינוּ

חֶסֶדורְַבוסְַלָּחטוֹבאֲדנֹיָאַתָּהכִּיפָשָׁעְנוּ:
קרְֹאֶי�:לְכָל
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