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The middle section of the Selichot liturgy uses passages from the two Biblical narratives where God
wants to destroy the Jewish people and begin a new nation with Moses. In both the story of the
Golden Calf (Exodus 32-34) and the spies (Numbers 13-14), it is the powerful prayer of Moses to
God that saves the people from destruction and the abandonment by God.  The Thirteen
Attributes from Exodus 34, and the giving of the second set of Tablets, signal the forgiveness of
God and the restoration of the covenant after the sin of the Golden Calf. The reciting of the
Thirteen Attributes in Selichot becomes our prayer that God should continue to maintain our
covenantal relationship and forgive us. This is based on the passage from Rosh Hashanah 17b:

And ‘the Lord passed by before him and proclaimed [etc.]. R. Johanan said: Were it not written in
the text, it would be impossible for us to say such a thing; this verse teaches us that the Holy One,
blessed be He, drew his robe round Him like the reader of a congregation and showed Moses the
otder of prayer. He said to him: Whenever Israel sin, let them carry out this service before Me, and I
will forgive them.

A second passage used in the Selichot liturgy to introduce a individual Selicha is taken from
Numbers 14, the story of the spies. Just as in the Golden Calf, God wants to destroy the people and
begin again with Moses. Moses pleads with God and invokes (a form) of the Thirteen Attributes.
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17. And now, I beseech you, let the power of my Lord be great, according to what you have spoken,
saying,

18. The Lord is long suffering, and of great mercy, forgiving iniquity and transgression, and by no
means clearing the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the third and fourth
generation.

19. Pardon, I beseech you, the iniquity of this people according to the greatness of your mercy, and
as you have forgiven this people, from Egypt until now.

20. And the Lord said, I have pardoned according to your word;

We recite these last two verses, 19 and 20, in Selichot. We take on the role of Moses and plead that
God must forgive us and then we add “and there it was said, I have pardoned according to your
word”. Through this we declare that God has forgiven us! It is a prayer but one that asserts the
precedent that God will forgive us.

Even with this statement of forgiveness, what follows next in Numbers 14 is the declaration by God
that nonetheless this generation will die in the wilderness and only the next generation will inherit
the land.
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20. And the Lord said, I have pardoned according to your word;

21. But as truly as I live, all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the Lord.

22. Because all those men which have seen my glory, and my miracles, which I did in Egypt and in
the wilderness, and have tempted me now these ten times, and have not listened to my voice; Surely
they shall not see the land which I swore to their fathers, nor shall any of them who provoked me
see it.

This raises the obvious question. What exactly does it mean the people are forgiven if they are
immediately told that they will not survive to enter the land? Perhaps it means that God will
continue to have this covenantal relationship with the people and will not begin again with Moses.
As individuals they are accountable for their actions, but they are still part of the people of Israel.
God’s relationship with them continues. The act of forgiveness by God is that their children will
enter the land. They will still have the dream of entering the land, but now they will have to pass it
on to their children.

The Talmud in Brachot 32a uses these verses from Numbers 14 in a somewhat surprising way.

20. And the Lotd said, I have pardoned according to your word,;

21. But as truly as I live, all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the Lord.

22. Because all those men which have seen my glory, and my miracles, which I did in Egypt and in
the wilderness, and have tempted me now these ten times, and have not listened to my voice; Surely
they shall not see the land which I swore to their fathers, nor shall any of them who provoked me
see it.
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“But as truly as I live”. Raba said in the name of R. Isaac: This teaches that the Holy One, blessed be
He, said to Moses: Moses, you have revived Me with your words.

We would normally read verse 21 as but or nevertheless. The people are forgiven, nevertheless they
will die in the desert and only their children will enter the land. Rabba connect the verse to verse 20,
so that through the pardoning of the people, and Moses’s prayer for forgiveness, God has been
revived. God would be diminished without the people. In pleading for forgiveness, Moses has not
only saved the people, but he has given life to God as well.

If we apply this understanding, we can suggest that the reciting of these verses in Selichot is not only
a prayer for us that we be forgiven, but a prayer for God as well. Our presence as the Jewish People
continues a presence for God in the world. Our commitment to the covenant asserts that there is a
relationship of God and the world. We plead to be forgiven, not only for ourselves so that we
continue to live, but for God as well. The Pesikta de Rav Kahana quotes Isaiah 43:12

“attem edar”, “‘you are my witnesses declares the Lord and I am God”, when you are My witnesses, 1
am God and when you are not my witnesses, if one dare say thus, I am not God.




