The 13 Attributes of Mercy: A Double-Edged Sword

(or: The Best Way to Receive Atonement)
Source Sheet by Rabbi Ilan Kogan with a touch of his father, Rabbi Manes Kogan

What Are the 13 Attributes of Mercy?

The 13 Attributes of Mercy (Shelosh-’Esreh Middot HaRakhamim) are the foundational divine
qualities revealed by God to Moses on Mount Sinai after the sin of the Golden Calf. Recorded
in Exodus 34:6-7, these attributes represent the ultimate framework for forgiveness,
compassion, and divine grace within Judaism. They are prominently chanted during Selichot
(penitential prayers) and High Holiday services like Yom Kippur.

Exodus 34:5-7
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5Now the Lord descended in the cloud and stood with him there and proclaimed the name
of the Lord. ® And the Lord passed before him and proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord God,
merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in goodness and truth, “ keeping mercy
for thousands, forgiving iniquity and 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.”

Numbers 14:1-20
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1So all the congregation lifted up their voices and cried, and the people wept that night. 2And
all the children of Israel complained against Moses and Aaron, and the whole congregation
said to them, “If only we had died in the land of Egypt! Or if only we had died in this
wilderness! *Why has the Lord brought us to this land to fall by the sword that our wives and
children should become victims? Would it not be better for us to return to Egypt?” 4So they
said to one another, “Let us select a leader and return to Egypt.”

5Then Moses and Aaron fell on their faces before all the assembly of the congregation of the
children of Israel.

¢But Joshua the son of Nun and Caleb the son of Jephunneh, who were among those who
had spied out the land, tore their clothes; 7 and they spoke to all the congregation of the
children of Israel, saying: “The land we passed through to spy out is an exceedingly good
land. 2If the Lord delights in us, then He will bring us into this land and give it to us, ‘a land
which flows with milk and honey.’ ° Only do not rebel against the Lord, nor fear the people of
the land, for they are our prey (they shall be as food for our consumption); their protection
has departed from them, and the Lord is with us. Do not fear them.”

1 And all the congregation said to stone them with stones. Now the glory of the Lord
appeared in the tabernacle of meeting before all the children of Israel.

""Then the Lord said to Moses: “How long will these people reject Me? And how long will they
not believe Me, with all the signs which | have performed among them? *?| will strike them
with the pestilence and disinherit them, and | will make of you a nation greater and mightier
than they.”

3 And Moses said to the Lord: “Then the Egyptians will hear it, for by Your might You brought
these people up from among them, **and they will tell it to the inhabitants of this land. They
have heard that You, Lord, are among these people; that You, Lord, are seen face to face and
Your cloud stands above them, and You go before them in a pillar of cloud by day and in a
pillar of fire by night. > Now if You kill these people as one man, then the nations which have
heard of Your fame will speak, saying, '® ‘Because the Lord was not able to bring this people
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to the land which He swore to give them, therefore He killed them in the wilderness.’ ' And
now, | pray, let the power of my Lord be great, just as You have spoken, saying, ®‘The Lord is
slow to anger and abundant in mercy, forgiving iniquity and transgression; yet not remitting
all punishment, but visiting the iniquity of parents on the children to the third and fourth
generation.’ ¥ Pardon the iniquity of this people, | pray, according to the greatness of Your
mercy, just as You have forgiven this people, from Egypt even until now.”

2Then the Lord said: “l have pardoned, according to your word;

L(m::nvmou . . .
= When reciting the 13 attributes of mercy, we cut the verse in
half, leaving out the attributes of strict justice.

Babylonian Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 17b

NUPDIY THER SIRIND W U8 20D KPR NORYN (Y 037 TR RPN ViR By n Singn
WY — PRYIN IR 7 03 1§ e APen 970 Ay 1 AR ,MRX W KT 7103 WiTRD
DTNT RYIY WN? RIT VIR ,DTNT KM DT KT I — 17 .27 e o) 7T 0702 Y
NI R NiTR TP WHYH 012 NON3 i 29 MR LI 20 DR — T3n e

SRR naie *:':zs hihid :'17_:}5;!57' N-=lrainl

The verse states: “And the Lord passed by before him and proclaimed...” (Exodus 34:6).
Rabbi Yohanan said: Were it not explicitly written in the verse, it would be impossible to
say this, as it would be insulting to God’s honor. The verse teaches that the Holy One,
Blessed be He, wrapped Himself in a prayer shawl like a prayer leader and showed Moses
the structure of the order of the prayer. He [the Holy One, Blessed be He] said to him:
Whenever the Jewish people sin, let them act before Me in accordance with this order,
and | will forgive them.

The verse continues: “The Lord, the Lord,” and it should be understood as follows: | am He
before a person sins, and | am He 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 was made with the thirteen attributes that they will not
return empty-handed, meaning that if one mentions them, he will certainly be answered,
as itis stated in this regard: “Behold, | make a covenant” (Exodus 34:10).

Rashi on Rosh Hashanah 17b
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A covenant was made with the thirteen attributes - These, that if Israel remembers them in
the prayer of their fasts, they will not return empty handed.

Tzror HaMor on Torah, Exodus 34:5
Sefer Tzror HaMor (Bundle of Myrrh) is a classical, multi-layered commentary on the Torah written by
the Spanish Kabbalist and scholar Rabbi Avraham Sabba (1440-1510). It bridges the gap between

literal text and hidden Jewish mysticism, making complex spiritual ideas approachable.
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Now here we are taught the order of the Thirteen Attributes by which He [God] shows mercy
and grants atonement to sinners. And this is the answer to the request [by Moses] "show me
now Your glory." Therefore it says "and the Lord passed before his face" — to teach him
[Moses] and those who follow after him how to arrange these Thirteen Attributes, in order to
annul harsh decrees and atone for sins — as our Sages of blessed memory said: "Were it not
written in the verse, it would be impossible to say it — as it were, He [God] wrapped Himself
[in a prayer shawl] like a prayer leader and said to him: 'As long as Israel performs [this
invocation] in this order, they will not return empty-handed," as it is said, "Behold, | am
making a covenant."

The meaning of this [teaching] is well known, as we [all] see many times, because of our sins,
that we wrap ourselves in the prayer shawl [and recite the Thirteen Attributes] and yet we are
not answered.

But the true meaning [of this teaching] is that whenever Israel acts in this pattern that | [God]
Myself act—i.e. to show mercy, to be gracious to the poor, to be slow to anger, to do kindness
with one another, and to overlook one another's faults, as they [the Sages] taught: "whoever
forgoes strict justice toward others..." — then they are assured that they [their prayers] will
not return empty-handed.

However, if they are cruel and act wickedly, all the more so that when the Thirteen Attributes
are invoked, they are held accountable [strictly]. This is the meaning of “and | will be gracious
to whom | will be gracious” — to one who deserves to be shown grace and mercy.
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A Challenging question to the Tzror HaMor ﬂ How can we explain that we see good
people who show mercy, are gracious to the poor, are slow to anger, do kindness with

one another, and overlook one another's faults, and yet their prayers are not answered?

Answer 1
Answer 2
Answer 3
Answer 4




Appendix: Be gracious and give the benefit of the doubt (the lesson Rav Ashi learned in
adream)

Mishna Sanhedrin 10:2:
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Three kings mentioned in the Bible and four commoners have no share in the World-to-
Come. The three kings are: Jeroboam, son of Nebat, and Ahab, both of whom were kings
of Israel, and Manasseh, king of Judea.

Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 102b:2-4
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One day Rav Ashi ended his lecture just before reaching the matter of the three kings. He
said to his students: Tomorrow we will begin the lecture with our colleagues the three
kings, who, although they were sinners, were Torah scholars like us.

Manasseh, king of Judea, came and appeared to him in his dream. Manasseh said to him
angrily: You called us your colleague and the colleagues of your father? How dare you
characterize yourself as our equal? Manasseh said to him: | will ask you, from where are you
required to begin cutting a loaf of bread when reciting the blessing: Who brings forth bread
from the earth? Rav Ashi said to him: | do not know.

Manasseh said to him: Even this, from where you are required to begin cutting a loaf of
bread when reciting the blessing: Who brings forth bread from the earth, you did not learn,
and yet you call us your colleague?

Rav Ashi said to Manasseh: Teach me this halakha and tomorrow | will lecture and cite it
in your name during my public lecture delivered on the Festival.

Manasseh said to him: One cuts the loaf from where it crusts as a result of its baking.

Rav Ashi said to him: Since you were so wise, what is the reason you engaged in idol
worship?

Manasseh said to him: Had you been there at that time, you would have taken and lifted
the hem of your cloak and run after me.

The next day Rav Ashi said to the Sages as a prelude to his lecture: We will begin with the
treatment of our teachers.



