The 13 Attributes (Midot) — God Teaches Us how to Ask Him for Forgiveness
(Source Sheet)

Text 1:
Exodus 34:6-10
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6 The Lord passed before him and proclaimed: “The Lord! The Lord! 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 He does not clear all punishment, but visits the
iniquity of parents upon children and children’s children, upon the third and fourth generations.”

8 Moses hastened to bow low to the ground in homage 9 and said, “If | have gained your favor, O Lord,
pray, let the Lord go in our midst even though this is a stiff-necked people. Pardon our iniquity and our
sin, and take us for Your own.” 10 He said: | hereby make a covenant. Before all your people I will
work such wonders as have not been wrought on all the earth or in any nation; and all the people who
are with you shall see how awesome are the Lord’s deeds which I will perform for you.

Questions:
1) What does this list in vv 6-7 mean? Does the text suggest that God's forgiveness is open-ended or
not?
2) What does Moses do in vv 8-9? Can you find a hint for it in the text?
3) What does Moses ask for and what is God's response?
For a comprehensive study of the division of this section into 13 different attributes, see Adin
Steinsaltz’s commentary on Talmud tractate Rosh Hashana 17b.

Text 2:
Num. 14:17-20
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17 “Therefore, | pray, let my Lord’s forbearance be great, as You have declared, saying, 18 ‘The Lord!
slow to anger and abounding in kindness, forgiving iniquity and transgression; yet not clearing all
punishment, but visiting the iniquity of fathers upon children, upon the third and fourth generations.” 19
Pardon, | pray, the iniquity of this people according to Your great kindness, as You have forgiven this
people ever since Egypt.” 20 And the Lord said, “I pardon, according to your words.”
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Questions:
1) Compare the attributes used in Ex 34 and in Num 14.
2) Which did Moshe delete? Why?
3) Why did he not omit the “negative” attributes?

Text 3:
Jonah 4:2-3
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2 He prayed to the Lord saying, “O Lord! Isn’t this just what I said when | was still in my own country?
That is why | hastened to flee to Tarshish, for | know You are a compassionate and gracious God, slow
to anger, abounding in kindness, renouncing punishment. 3 Therefore now, O Lord, take, | beseech you,
my life from me; for | would rather die than live.'

Questions:
1) Why is Jonah so angry that God "spares” the people of Ninveh?
2) Do you think Jonah is concerned about moral principles or might other factors be involved?
3) In v 3:4 Jonah had declared: "In 40 days Ninveh will be destroyed"? What can tshuva do to a
true prophet's prophecy? What does this tell us about prophecy in Judaism?

For further study, see the chart on page 4 comparing passages from Jonah with passages from the
incident of the Golden Calf in Exodus.

Text 4:
Babylonian Talmud Rosh Hashana 17b
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And The Lord passed before him and proclaimed (Exodus 34:6). Rabbi Yochanan said: Were a verse
not written, it would be impossible to say it. This teaches that the Holy One, Blessed is He, wrapped
Himself like a prayer leader and demonstrated to Moses the order of prayer. He said to him: Any time
that Israel sins, let them perform before me this procedure and | shall forgive them." The Lord, The
Lord! 1 am He before the person sins and | am He after the person sins and performs repentance. God,
Compassionate and Gracious. Rav Yehudah said: a covenant has been made regarding the Thirteen
Attributes that they never return empty, as it is stated, Behold I cut a covenant (Exodus 34:10).

Questions:
1) Why does R' Yochanan say, "were a verse not written, it would be impossible to say"?
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2) Why did God wear a tallit to demonstrate the prayer?

3) Has this source changed the meaning of Ex 34:6-7 (Text 1)?

4) Rashi says here that the repetition of "the Lord" means that God is merciful both before man
sins and after he repents. How do you explain that?

5) On what basis does R' Yehudah understand the covenant that is mentioned in Ex 34:10 (Text
1)?

Text 5:
The Thirteen Attributes from Selichot and the Machzor:
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O God, you have taught us to recite the Thirteen Attributes; remember today the Covenant of the
Thirteen Attributes, as You made known to the humble one (Moses) long ago, as it is written (Ex 34:5-
8): "The Lord came down in a cloud; He stood with him there and proclaimed the name of the Lord.
The Lord passed before him and proclaimed:

The Lord, The Lord, A God compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in kindness and
faithfulness, extending kindness to the thousandth generation, bearing iniquity, transgression, and sin,
and clearing."

"Pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take us for Your own."

Questions:
1) Do we use the 13 midot in the tefilla today the way God showed Moses "long ago"?
2) Where does the composer of the Siddur get the concept of “covenant™?
3) Whom do we imitate when we add the words v'salachta.etc from verse 9, following the
truncated quote of the 13 midot?

For further study:
Compare how The Lord's attributes are understood in the following Biblical verses:

Exodus 34:6-7
Numbers 14:18
Joel 2:13
Psalm 86:15
Psalm 103:8
Psalm 145:8
Nehemiah 9:17
Nahum 1:2



Chart showing comparisons between Moshe in Exodus and Jonah:
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