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This week’s parsha, parshat Shelach, features the famous episode of the meraglim, the spies. Twelve are sent to
explore the land of Israel. Ten speak ill of the place and instill fear in the people. Two—Calev ben Yefuneh and
Yehoshua bin Nun—opraise it. Bnei Yisrael, highly agitated by the bad reports, spend the night crying and lamenting
their fate. They determine that they’d rather return to Egypt than proceed onto Canaan. They also deem Calev and
Yehoshua worthy of stoning.

It is not a great surprise that God finds this reaction deplorable. Fed up with the ungrateful bunch, God exclaims to
Moshe:

(11) How long will this people spurn Me, and how long will they have DT DY XKL NIXTTY NYnT7x N Rl e
no faith in Me despite all of the signs that | have performed in their M'YY K NINKRD 752 2 11RCRT? NIRTTY)
midst? (12) | will strike them with pestilence and disown them, and | DR NYYR]ALIIRI QT2 2K 2 A
will make of you (Moshe) a nation far more numerous than they. " (2-K:T 12TN1) ann nixy) 7Tty

(Numbers 14:11-12)
God is essentially ready to give up on the Jewish people.
Moshe, as he is wont to do, begins to lobby God on behalf of the people. It will look bad to the Egyptians and others if

You abandon them now, he says. They will think that You were not powerful enough to take them to Israel. They will
say:

It must be because the Lord was powerless to bring that people into NTN DYDTNX R2DY N N AN
the land He had promised them on oath that He slaughtered them in 127N DUNY'L D7 VAWK YIRDTIN
the wilderness. (Numbers 14:16) (ro:1 12TN])

But then Moshe says something else, a different argument altogether:

Now, please, let the strength of the Lord be increased, as You NNNT INAT NI NTR DD XYY Ryl T
spoke... (Numbers 14:17) (r:1 127TN)

He then recites a version of the 13 middot ha-rachamim, the 13 Attributes of God’s Mercy:

“The Lord is slow to anger and abundantly kind, forgiving 117TN1)...NRA1 VYL iy NWI TEN™2I D'9N N D
iniquity and transgression... (Numbers 14:18) (R

After offering a pragmatic argument to quell God’s anger, Moshe tries a different tactic, a softer one. He reflects back
to God who God really is, what kind of mercy God is really capable of. It is not becoming of you, God, to act so cruelly,
he seems to say. “Yigdal na koach Ado-nai"—Let your strength, your compassionate restraint, show. Be a better You.
In a most radical way, Moshe reminds God of who God is, and it is this that helps God relent. "0272 'nn70 'n mxiL,"
we are immediately told. “And the Lord said, ‘| pardon as you have asked” (Numbers 14:20).

* kA

Back in the book of Exodus, in parshat Ki Tissa, God actually taught Moshe this very formula. Not long after He
threatened destruction of the Jewish people on account of chet ha’egel, the Golden Calf, God revealed the
“forgiveness prescription," the recitation of the 13 Attributes of Mercy, to Moshe. According to the Talmud in Rosh
Hashana:

[On the verse] “The Lord passed before Moshe and proclaimed” 10 X L[ET7 nimw] "R 1o 7y oo

[Exodus 34:6], Rabbi Yochanan said: Were it not written in the AWON 'NX M) XK X7 pne

text, it would be impossible for us to say such a thing; this verse N'7Wd KIN N2 YITEN QUYMIY a7 ,NnINY?
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teaches us that the Holy One, blessed be He, wrapped Himself AT 22 :17 MK .n"79N 1 T0 nwn'Y? 17 ARINI AN
[in a tallif] like a leader of prayer, and said to Moshe: "Whenever 7NnIn NI L,NTN 1TOD 197 1YY 'RLIN IRW'Y
the Jews sin before Me, let them perform this procedure and | (:r mwn wx)) .0n"Y

shall forgive them." (BT Rosh Hashana 17b)
The Gemara continues:

Rabbi Yehudah said: A covenant was made regarding the 13 [I'RY NITA NIWY W7¢% DNND 1N AT 20 X
attributes, that they would never return empty. (/bid.) .0 NN

In other words, the thirteen attributes of God's mercy will never fail to elicit God's mercy. So Moshe, in our parsha,
follows the rules. He employs the formula and God forgives. But why does this formula work? What about it is so
effective?

The answer lies, | believe, in those introductory words of Moshe in parshat Shelach, emphasized in the Torah with an
enlarged yud: “V’ata yigdal koach Ado-nai ka’asher dibarta...” “Now, please, let the strength of the Lord be increased,
as You spoke...” (Numbers 14:17). Moshe, with all of his humility and all of his chutzpah, stood before God and said,
“God, you're bigger than that. You are capable of so much more mercy, so much more kindness, so much more
patience.”

There’s a gemara in Brachot that states:

It was taught: Rabbi Yishmael the son of Elisha said: | once entered DYD WYX 2 7RYNY' 20 R NN
into the innermost [part of the sanctuary], to offer incense, and | saw ,01971 1197 N1V 1'VPNT7 'MO1d] NNX
Akatrie-l Y-ah [a name referring to the crown of God], the Lord of Hosts, AYI' KINW NI-XAY N D= IRNNOKR ML
seated upon a high and exalted throne. He said to me: Yishmael my ,'12 7RYNY! 17 AINKRI XWAL DY ROD 7Y
son, bless Me! | said: May it be Your will that that Your mercy IW2D'W 71197 |I¥1 ' 17 'mnk oM
suppresses Your anger, and that Your mercy prevail over Your other J'NITN 72V MmN 17121 |0Yd DX N0
attributes, and that You deal with Your children with the attribute of DN7 01dNI D'ANTN NTNA )2 DY ANINNI
mercy, and that You deal with them beyond the letter of the law. And NI1M]) .IWRIA '7 YY" TN NNIYN 01197
He [God] nodded to me with His head. (BT Brachot 7a) (s

There is a blessing that a human being can offer God, it seems, and that is a reminder of who God can be in the world.
We can reflect God’s best self, so to speak, back to God. This is the mystery of the Thirteen Attributes. This is the
privilege and the responsibility of our deep, covenantal, reciprocal relationship cultivated over time.

*kk

This audacious relationship between God and the Jewish people is also a model for intimate relationships between
human beings. Among the many blessings of intimacy is engaging with someone who just might know you better than
you know you. As we reveal ourselves to one another, deeper and deeper over time, we come to know layers within
one another. We come to appreciate the great capacities that each individual possesses. And with the privilege of that
intimate knowledge comes the ability, indeed the responsibility, to remind one another of who we each can be.

We all forget sometimes just how generous and compassionate we can be. We all forget sometimes what greatness
we are truly capable of. It is a profound blessing to have a true partner in life to always bring you back to your best
self.

Let us be those demanding partners to those we love, and, no less, to the God we love.
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