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Imitatio Dei. The Secret Formula for Forgiveness
Rabbi Dr. Gil S. Perl



|. The Question
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1‘7?3 ‘m God, King who sits upon a throne of compassion, who acts with
Joving-kindness, who pardons the iniquities of His people, passing them
before Him in order; who forglves sinners and pardons transgressors; who
performs righteousness with all flesh and spirit, do not repay their bad actions
in kind. » God, You taught us to speak thirteen attributes: recall for us today
the covenant of the thirteen attributes, as You in ancient times showed the
humble one [Moses], as is written: The Lorp descended in the cloud and
stood with him there, and proclaimed in the name of the LorD:

Congregation then Leader:
And the LORD passed by before him and proclaimed:

All say aloud:
M The Lorp, the LORD, compassionate and gracious God, slow
to anger, abounding in loving-kindness and truth, extending loving-
kindness to a thousand generations, forgiving iniquity, rebellion and
sin, and absolving [the guilty who repent]. Forgive us our iniquity and
our sin, and take us as Your inheritance.



Exodus 34:1-7

(1) And the LORD said unto Moses: ‘Hew thee two tables of stone like unto
the first; and I will write upon the tables the words that were on the first
tables, which thou didst break. (2) And be ready by the morning, and come up
in the morning unto mount Sinai, and present thyself there to Me on the top
of the mount. (3) And no man shall come up with thee, neither let any man be
seen throughout all the mount; neither let the flocks nor herds feed before
that mount.’ (4) And he hewed two tables of stone like unto the first; and
Moses rose up early in the morning, and went up unto mount Sinai, as the
LORD had commanded him, and took in his hand two tables of stone. (5)

And the LORD descended in the cloud, and stood with him
there, and proclaimed the name of the LORD. (6) And the
LORD passed by before him, and proclaimed: “The LORD,
the LORD, God, merciful and gracious, long-suffering, and
abundant in goodness and truth; (7) keeping mercy unto the
thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity and
transgression and sin; and that will by no means clear the guilty;

visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children, and upon the children’s
children, unto the third and unto the fourth generation.’
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Talmud Bavli, Rosh Hashanah 17b

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 I shall forgive them." The Lord, The Lord! I
am He before the person sins and I 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).
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Il. Imitatio Dei: A Foundation of Jewish Ethics



Deuteronomy 28:9

(9) The LORD will establish thee for a holy people unto
Himself, as He hath sworn unto thee; if thou shalt keep the
commandments of the LORD thy God, and walk in His ways.

Leviticus 19:2

(2) Speak unto all the congregation of the children of Israel,
and say unto them: Ye shall be holy; for I the LORD your God
am holy.

Shabbat 133b:4-6

(Exodus 15:2) "This is my God and I will anvehu"... Abba
Sha'ul says: Anvehu[means] be like Him. Just as He is
gracious and compassionate, you should also be gracious and
compassionate.
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Sotah 14a

And Rabbi Hama the son of Rabbi Hanina said:
(Deuteronomy 13:5) "After God you shall walk." And is it
possible for a man to walk after the Presence of God? And

doesn't it already say (Deuteronomy 4:24) "Because God is a

consuming flame"? Rather, [it means] to walk after the
characteristics of God. Just as He clothed the naked [in the

case of Adam and Chava]... so, too, should you clothe the
naked. Just as the Holy One Blessed be He visited the sick [in
the case of Avraham after his brit milah]...so, too, should you
visit the sick. Just as the Holy One Blessed be He comforted
the mourners [in the case of Yitzhak after Avraham’s
passing]...so, too, should you comfort the mourners. Just as
the Holy One Blessed be He buried the dead [in the case of
Moshe].. .so, too, should you bury the dead.
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Sotah 5a: Ralnichle]

R. Joseph said: Man should always learn from the mind of his 12PN AW 1P DT OIN TNY° 0IvY R0 1N
Creator; for behold, the Holy One, blessed be He, ignored all 2190 1 DY 1NOW TWE NIYAN 0o DY At
the mountains and heights and caused His Shechinah to abide

(7102 1N1°2W TIWM MW MIPK 72 m°Im)

upon Mount Sinai, and ignored all the beautiful trees and
caused His Shechinah to abide in a bush.



Rambam, Hilchot De'ot 1:5-6

5....We are commanded to walk in these intermediate paths -
and they are good and straight paths - as [Sefer Devarim 28:9]
states: “And you shall walk in His ways.”

6. [Our Sages] taught [the following] explanation of this
mitzvah: Just as He is called “Gracious,” you shall be gracious;
Just as He is called “Merciful,” you shall be merciful; Just as He
is called “Holy,” you shall be holy; In a similar manner, the
prophets called G-d by other titles: “Slow to anger,”
“Abundant in kindness,” “Righteous,” “Just,” “Perfect,”
“Almighty,” “Powerful,” and the like. [They did so] to inform

us that these are good and just paths. A person is obligated to
accustom himself to these paths and [to try to] resemble Him

to the extent of his ability.
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Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, From There Y ou Shall Seek, page 75

In the practical realm, this conflict is embodied in the principle of Imitatio Dei. Halachic Judaism placed this principle
at the center of the universe. “And you shall walk in His ways” (Deut. 28:9) — as He is, so you shall be (see Sotah 14a).
“This is my G-d and I will imitate Him” (Ex. 15:2) — as He is, so you shall be (see Shabbat 133b).



lll. Imitatio Dei in Other Cultures



Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, 1179a

And it seems likely that the man who pursues intellectual activity, and who cultivates his intellect and keeps that in the
best condition, is also the man most beloved of the gods. For if, as is generally believed, the gods exercise some

superintendence over human affairs, then it will be reasonable to suppose that they take pleasure in that part of man

which is best and most akin to themselves, namely the intellect, and that they recompense with their favors those men
who esteem and honor this most, because these care for the things dear to themselves, and act rightly and nobly. Now
it is clear that all these attributes belong most of all to the wise man. He therefore is most beloved by the gods; and if

so, he is naturally most happy. Here is another proof that the wise man is the happiest.



Contemporary Christianity




God is
3 merciful

You should
be merciful

IV. The Reciprocal Nature of Imitatio Dei



Shabbat 151b:

It was taught R. Gamaliel Beribbi said: And he shall give thee

mercy, and have compassion upon thee, and multiply thee: he
Who is merciful to others, mercy is shown to him by Heaven,
while he who is not merciful to others, mercy is not shown to

him by Heaven.

Rosh Hashanah 17a:

Raba said: He who forgoes his right [to exact punishment] is forgiven all
his iniquities, as it says, Forgiving iniquity and passing by transgression.
Who is forgiven iniquity? One who passes by transgression [against
himself]. R. Huna the son of R. Joshua was once ill. R. Papa went to
inquire about him. He saw that he was very ill and said to those present,
Make ready provisions for his [everlasting] journey. Eventually,
however, he [R. Huna] recovered, and R. Papa felt ashamed to see him.
He said to him, What did you see [in your illness]? He replied, It was
indeed as you thought, but the Holy One, blessed be He, said to them
[the angels]: Because he does not insist upon his rights, do not be
particular with him, as it says, Forgiving iniquity and passing by
transgression. Who is forgiven iniquity? He who passes by
transgression.
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Taanit 25b: :2 Nayn

It is further related of R. Eliezer that once he stepped down 0wy AN 727007 2190 T WORR A Twyn W

before the Ark and recited the twenty-four benedictions [for TR PR KDY 227 T v N5 M1972 YIIK)
fast days] and his prayer was not answered. R. Akiba stepped

down after him and exclaimed: Our Father, our King, we ']JS?D’? 11391 172X TINK NOX _]I?D 117 PR 11571 172N
have no King but Thee; our Father, our King, for Thy sake I71|7 N3 1N%¥° 1137 °111 N1 0°NWa 177 12°%y oM7Y
have mercy upon us; and rain fell. The Rabbis present 5Y 7Y I RN T D17 T 2100 KD 170N

suspected [R. Eliezer], whereupon a Heavenly Voice was PRITA BY 7 1K T PR
heard proclaiming. [The prayer of] this man [R. Akiba] was
answered not because he is greater than the other man, but

because he is ever forbearing and the other is not....



V. Imitatio Dei and the Selichot Liturgy



Exodus 33:13-22

(13) Now therefore, I pray Thee, if [ have found grace in Thy sight,
show me now Thy ways, that [ may know Thee, to the end that I may
find grace in Thy sight; and consider that this nation is Thy people.’ (14)
And He said: ‘My presence shall go with thee, and I will give thee rest.’
(15) And he said unto Him: ‘If Thy presence go not with me, carry us
not up hence. (16) For wherein now shall it be known that I have found
grace in Thy sight, I and Thy people? is it not in that Thou goest with
us, so that we are distinguished, I and Thy people, from all the people
that are upon the face of the earth?’ (17) And the LORD said unto
Moses: ‘1 will do this thing also that thou hast spoken, for thou hast
found grace in My sight, and I know thee by name.’ (18) And he said:
‘Show me, I pray Thee, Thy glory.” (19) And He said: ‘T will make all My
goodness pass before thee, and will proclaim the name of the LORD
before thee; and I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will
show mercy on whom I will show mercy.’ (20) And He said: “Thou canst
not see My face, for man shall not see Me and live.” (21) And the LORD
said: ‘Behold, there is a place by Me, and thou shalt stand upon the rock.
(22) And it shall come to pass, while My glory passeth by, that I will put
thee in a cleft of the rock, and will cover thee with My hand until [ have

passed by.
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The Guide of the Perplexed 1:54:2-4

When [Moshe] asked for knowledge of the attributes and asked
for forgiveness for the nation, he was given a [favorable] answer
with regard to their being forgiven. Then he asked for the
apprehension of His essence, may He be exalted. This is what he
means when he says "Show me, [ pray Thee, Thy glory;"
whereupon he received a [favorable] answer with regard to what
he had asked for at first - namely, "Show me Thy ways." ...It is
then clear that the "ways" - for a knowledge of which he had

asked and which, in consequence, were made known to him

- are the actions proceeding from God, may He be exalted.
The Sages call them "characteristics" and speak of the "thirteen
characteristics." This term, as they use it, is applied to moral
qualities...For the utmost virtue of man is to become like unto
Him, may He be exalted, as far as he is able; which means that we
should make our actions like unto His, as the Sages made clear
when interpreting the verse "You shall be holy." They said: "He is
gracious, so be you also gracious; He is merciful, so be you also

merciful."
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R' Eliyahu da Vidas, Reishit Hokhmah
Sha'ar Anavah 1

And I heard in the name of the Geonim that this is the meaning of
that which they said in Mesechet Rosh Hashanah regarding "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 I shall forgive them. And
the matter is difficult because we have seen many times in which
we have proclaimed the 13 attributes and [our prayers] are not
answered. Rather the Geonim say that the meaning of "let them
perform before Me this procedure" is not merely the wrapping of a
talit. Rather that they should perform the attributes which the
Holy One Blessed be He taught to Moshe: that He is a merciful and
compassionate God. That is, just as He is compassionate so too
you should be compassionate, etc. And likewise for all 13

attributes.
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R’ Kalonymus Kalman Halevi Epstein,
Meor Va-Shemesh, Va-Yehi 16

And the matter is like it is written in the Gemara Rosh Hashanah “a
covenant was made for the 13 attributes that they don'’t return empty, as
we learned He wrapped Himself etc.,: whenever my children do in
accordance with this I will absolve all of their sins.” And the Geonim, 2’1,
explained that it specifically says “whenever my children act in
accordance with this” which means “when they behave with these holy
character traits, then [ will forgive them.” And saying it is not enough.
They must also do it. Only then does saying it help and is the covenant
established that they will not return empty. And it seems that that is
why the halacha is that the 13 (middot) are only said with a
congregation when there is a minyan and not by an individual (praying)
alone. Because it is not dependent only on saying them but on acting
upon them, as written above. And in a congregation where there is a
minyan you are bound to find each of these 13 middot in a person. In
this one you'll find mercy, in this one compassion, in this one slowness
to anger, in this one abundance of kindness. Thus one can legitimately
say that whenever my children act in accordance with these, I will

forgive them.
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