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This thesis is an inves tigation of the usages and meanings of 
the root raham and its derivatives in rabbinic tradition. In addition, 
co1111110n parallels of ~ also are treated by the author. The i nclude: 
hesed, hanan and zedakah. 

This study began with the isolation of key biblical ve r ses utiliz
ing the ve rb rahui and its derivative forms . The author then attempted 
to locate all~extant passages in Rabbinic Literature dealing wi th 
these verse s and/ or us ing derivatives of the root raham. To thi s 
e nd, he consulted all the major rabbinic anthologies, verse indicies, 
thematic indicies and whatever secondary literature that exis ts. 

The isolated material is organized thematically into five main 
chapt ers , with an Introduction, Conclusions and Notes. Chapter One is 
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INTRODUCTION 
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Jews have often been called the "people of the book. 11 Throughout 

our history we have held in high regard both the books that we write 

and the books that we read. Words are the building blocks with which 

these books are written. I have long been fascinated by words, their 

origins, usages and the layers of meaning that they acquire. This in

terest has been expanded as a result of my studies at the Hebrew Union 

College-Jewish Institute of Religion. As I approached the time to select 

a topic for my rabbinic thesis, i t became obvious to me that a philo

logical study would be my choice. Initially, I decided upon the root 

a-n-, as my subject matter because of a desire to investigate the 

much mentioned theory that rachamim, "mercy, 11 is conceptua 1 ly re 1 ated 

to rechem, "womb." I had often seen this supposed relationship used as 

a basis for the re-interpretation and translation of many prayers . This 

has been especially true recently in services developed in response to 

the heightened feminist awareness among Jewish women. I wished to see 

if the exploitation of the theorized connection between these two words 

had any linguistic basis or whether it was modern homiletics. Whether 

or not the theory proved to be true, I sought to unravel the matrix of 

meanings and usages that o-n-, and its derivatives have within Rabbinic 

Literature. 

Secondary material which examines the root a-n-, or any of its 

derivatives is quite scarce. It consists primarily of a short article 

by Israel Eitan entitled, "An Unknown Meaning of Rachamim. 11 and a sub

stantial section of Nelson Gleuck's Hesed in the Bible. Both of these 

works are discussed in Chapter One inasmuch as they both deal witha-n-, 

in the Bible. No secondary material is extant concerning the occurence 

of this root in Rabbinic Literature. 

I began my study with the isolation of key biblical verses that 

utilize a-n-, and its derivatives in relationship to G-d . To do 
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this I worked primarily with Mandelkern's Concordance of the Hebrew 

Bible, supplemented by relevant articles from the Interpreter's Diction

ary of the Bible. I then turned to Rabbinic Literature and began my 

search for the extant passages which used derivatives of a-n-, by sur

veying several topical anthologies. Among these were Bialik-Ravinitsky's 

Sefer ha-Aggadah, Eisenstein's Ozar Ma'amarei Hazal, Montefiore and 

Lowe's A Rabbinic Anthology, Gross' Ozar ha-Aggadah and Urbach's The 

Sages. I also used biblical verse indices, such as Epstein's Torah 

Temimah, Hyman's Sefer Torah ha-Ketuvah u'Mesorah and Kasher's Torah 

Sheleimah. Also helpful were the indices to various individual compila

tions, such as B. Cohen's index to Ginzberg's Legends of the Jews, the 

index to the Soncino Talmud, Friechann-Simon's Midrash Rabbah and 

William Braude's Pesikta d' Rav Kahana, Pesikta Rabbati and Midrash on 

Psalms. Finally, I turned to the wealth of material available from con

cordances like Kosovsky's Ozar Lashon ha-Tannaim, Ozar Lashon ha-Mishnah 

Tosephta, Ozar Lashon ha-Talmud and Moshe Gross' Ozar Ha-Aggadah. I 

quickly discovered that the primary word of my study would be Yachamim.' 

As a resul t, I grouped the passages according to their usage of the ten11 

rachamim. This resulted in the five main chapters which the reader will 

find in the thesis. 

The first chapter is a general survey of the occurences of a-n-, 

in the Bible. The reader will find that the sub-headings of Chapter One 

are similar to the chapter headings of the remaining four chapters. This 

facilitates comparison between the usage of rachamim in the Bible and 

Rabbinic literature . The biblical chapter discusses the linguistics of 

c-n-, (including analysis of t he two secondary sources mentioned 

earlier), as well as how the Bible appears to define rachamim. The 

chapter concludes with a discussion of how rachamim is manifest. Chapter 
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Two deliniates the various ways in which rachamim is defined. These 

definitions are basically divided into four sections: (1) rachamim as 

a key attribute of G-d 1 s personality, (2) derivatives of a-n-, as 

divine names, (3) rachamim as descriptive of how G-d relates to Israel 

and, (4) rachamim as an element of Creation. Chapter Three is concerned 

with how G-d manifests His rachamim, which is seen as occuring naturally 

in the everyday functioning of the world, as well as a means of allevi

ating crisis situations. G-d manifests His rachamim both through kind

ness as well as through His anger and strictness. Chapter Four examines 

those means by which G-d 1 s rachamim can be induced. Some of these vehi

cles are exclusive to Israel, others Israel shares in cOfl'l'IIOn with all 

of humanity. This Chapter also discusses how special intennediaries 

can be used by Israel to induce G-d 1 s rachamim. Chapter Five explores 

who are the recipients of G-d 1 s rachamim, be they Jew, non-Jew, right

eous or wicked, privileged or underprivileged. Finally, the concluding 

Chapter will be both a st.11111ary and an analysis of the findings of the 

five main Chapters. 



CHAPTER ONE 

THE USAGE OF RACHAM IN THE BIBLE 
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A. Linguistic Analysis of the Root c-n-, 
The dearth of scholarly material dealing with the root a-n-., and/ 

or its derivatives in the Bible is surprising. One would think that 

since a-n-, occurs so frequently in the Bible and because it appears 

in many different contexts that there would be a good deal of analysis 

of its usages. Further exaserbating the situation is the perpetuation 

of the assumption that rechem, "womb.'' and rachamim, "mercy," are both 

conceptually and linguistically related~1 though there has been no 

study that documents such a relationship. 

Primarily what is extant regarding a-n--, is a short article by 

Israel Eitan2 and a significant portion of Nelson Gleuck's study on 
3 

chesed. In his articl~, Eitan makes a powerful argument that rachamim, 

rather than its standard translation of "mercy" or "compassion," in many 

cases in the Bible means "bowels." He notes that Brockelman in his Lexi

con Syriacum! defines the Syriac parallel to rachamim, a~n1as "intest

tina, sedes affectum," ("intestines, seat of compassion") . Eitan supports 

this definition by pointing out stylistic parallels between rachamim qua 

"intestines" and the word leiv, "heart." He compares such phrases as 

l"Dn-, ,-,0:,l, "his bowels grew hot;' (Gen. 43:30) and n•tin-, ,,ti:il, 

"her bowels grew hot," (I Ki. 3:26) with ,nn, .,0 , "my inwards boil" 

( Job 30: 27) and 1:i:i', an• •::,, "while his heart is hot" (Dt. 19:6). 

In the same vein he solves the problem of Zephania 1:17b,DZ>1 1!lW1 ~ 

c • .,.,,.:, ar:in',, , !> J:> .• Since cr:in'7 is a hapaxlegomenon, translations 

of it were made based upon the like phrase ns,a ,.. JZ> 711111. "and (he) 

shed out hi s bowels" (II Sam. 20:10). Eitan agrees that ar:in, means 

"bowels" but he does not rely on II Samuel 20:10 for his justification. 

Instead he solves the difficulty orthographically, noting that the ";" 
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in az,n', was probably originally a "., 11 (and the word was azin-i) 

and that a slight elongation of the upper tittle made it a";". Eitan's 

final point is that the definition of rachamim qua "bowels" follows "a 

well known philological principle of deriving all abstracts from concrete 
5 nouns or roots." According to Eitan, "bowels" is the primary or root 

definition of rachamim with "mercy/compassion" being a secondary abstract 

which is derived from it. This would refute Joseph Reider's short com

ment concerning Eitan ' s article,6 in which he notes that the definition 

of "bowels" for rachamim is already extant in Gesenius' Thesaurus and 

in Gesenius-Buhl's Handworterbuch (16 and 17 edition), where it is listed 

in secondary status. For Eitan, the concrete noun is of primary status. 

How does Eitan's theory relate to the usage of a•zin-i as linked 

to G-d? There are no phrases like Pon, ,,Z>:n (Gen. 43:30) which are 

used to describe the welling up of G-d's compassion. Nowhere in the 

Bible do anthropomorphic descriptions of G-d include G-d's having "bowels." 

The closest that we can come to a connection between G-d's compassion 

and a part of the "Oivfoe anatontY" that might be indicative of the bowels 

can only be arrived at through an extension of the aforementioned theory 

which proposes a linkage between rechem, "womb," and rachamim. In making 

this extension, it must first be assll11ed that mercy arises from the "in

wards" and that any tenn that refers to a specific part of that anatomi

cal region (like rachamim qua "bowels" or rechem) is indicative of the 

region as a whole. 

There are only two biblical verses that might be thought of as in

dicating that G-d does indeed have a "womb." The verse that is perhaps 

a bit more concrete is Job 38:8,aron,Z> 1n•1~ 1P o•n',"T~ ri0•1. "Or 

who shut up the sea doors when it broke forth and issued out of the womb?" 

The question here is whether or not it can be assll11ed that the wont> 
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referred to is G-d*s? In this regard, one need only compare the bibli

cal concept of creation with the Babylonian myth Enuma elish to be tempted 

to say that indeed the biblical G-d possesses a womb?ln the Eniina elish, 

one of the two primordial gods is the female Tiamat whose substance is 

water. However, the biblical author of Genesis Chapter I, is careful to 

describe the various parts of nature as under G-d's control, not divine 

in and ofthemselves. This would seem to negate the linkage between G-d 

and the rechem in Job 38:8. Another obvious question is why, if indeed 

the verse refers to a divine womb, does it not say •z,n-,z, , "from fill 

womb", instead of an-,z,, "from the womb"? Finally, the context of 

the cited verse does not speak out of G-d's having restrained the waters 

during creation as being an act of rachamim, mercy. Upon analysis then, 

Job 38:9 does not in~icate the biblical concept of a divine womb. The 

only other verse that may be indicative of a divine womb is Isaiah 49:15, 

n:>n.c', •J1n nJn:>11J1 n,a 01 nJo:iu-1~ an"1D n'7,, nwa n::::111nn, "Can 

a woman forget her baby or di sown the chi 1 d of her womb? Though she 

might, I never oould forget you." It would appear that here G-d's re

lationship with Israel is metephorically paralleled to that of a mother 

and the issue of her womb. It is tempting to follow the metaphor through, 

arguing that G-d, too, has a rechem and Israel is the issue of the 

divine womb. However, to do so would be mere fanci ful conjecture. 

Further. as with Job 38:8, there is nothing in the eontext surrounding 

this verse that mentions G-d's mercy, especially as related to the use 

of rechem. 

One must conclude that the assumed connection between rechem and 

rachamim, at least as both tenns are applied to G-d, does not exist in 

the Bible. Because of that, whereas Eitan •s definition of rachamim as 

"bowels" can be substantiated for the description of the welling up of 
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hll1liln compassion, there is no way in which to apply his theory to bibli

cal descriptions of divine compassion. 

B. C0111110n Parallels of c-n-, -
As mentioned above, the only other major treatment of a-n-, in 

the Bible is in Gleuck's Hesed in the Bible. Gleuck argues that chesed 

(which along with 1-l-n are the most conmon tenns used in parallel with 

rachamim) is distinct from rachamim in that chesed is indicative of the 

convenantal relationship between G-d and a) the Patriarchs, b) the David

ic dynasty, and c) the people of Israel as a whole. Rachamim, he main

tains, does not function in this manner. 

In his discussion of chesed reflecting the reciprocal relationship 

of G-d and the Patriarchs, Gleuck uses Genesis 24:13-14 as his major ex

ample. In verse 14, G-d will show chesed to Abraham because of the cov

enantal relationship between them. Gleuck maintains that the word chesed 

would not have been used had not such a convenantal relationship (which 

he likens to a master/slave relationship) existed. For chesed as a sign 

of the reciprocal relationship of G-d to David and his house, Gleuck 

cites I. Ch. 17:13-14. This relationship is likened to that between a 

father and a son. Chesed is an integral part of the relationship, both 

parties having to act out of it in order for the relationship to be main

tained. For the father not to act with chesed means not being a father . 

For the son not to act with chesed means to risk punishment. Gleuck cites 

several verses to describe the use of chesed as bespeaks the reciprocal 

relationship of G-d and His people. He uses Ps. 85:8-9 to demonstrate 

that it is only when the connunity is faithful to G-d that it deserves 

to receive G-d's chesed and that the faithful also act with chesed to

ward G-d. He cites Ps. 77:8 to demonstrate that Israel, because they 

are G-d's people, have the right to expect G-d's chesed. Finally, he 



-5-

notes that in Hosea 2, Israel and G-d are described as being in a mari

tal relationship. Here he distinguishes between chesed and rachamim: 

"Yahweh wants to bring Rahamim, which exceeds the bounds of ~esed into 

this marriage •.• lt is but a short step from Hesed to Rahamim. Hesed is 
..--- • -y---

covenantal loyalty; Rahamim is forgiving love .• • Yahweh's people, however, 
• 8 

could not show Rahamim toward Yahweh." 

While it appears that Gleuck' s evidence is quite convincing, his 

quick relegation of racham1m to only "forgiving love" is both short

sighted and indicative that he did not look as closely at the various 

uses of rachamim as he did for chesed. As for his point that only 

chesed denotes the covenantal relationship between G-d and the Patriarchs, 

II Kings 13:23 would seem to indicate that G-d's rachamim and chen are 

made manifest because of that relationship. Chesed i s not mentioned! 

t.,11.,,~ 1JD'7 0i1"'7a 1D"1 on,.,, 011a 'n 1n•,) . Gleuck's use of 

Ps. 77:8 is unfair . By maintaining that this verse demonstrates that 

it is only chesed that Israel can rightfully expect because of their 

special relationship to G-d, Gleuck is guilty of grossly ignoring the 

context surrounding the verse. Only two verses later (vs . 10) ,i n much 

the same manner in which chesed is spoken of in vs. 8, the author of 

the psalm speaks of chen and rachamim. Gleuck is not justified in sep

arating these tenns conceptually merely because they do not appear 

back to back in the text. Gleuck's most tenuous point is his use of 

Hosea 2 to demonstrate that chesed refers to "covenantal loyalty, 11 

While rachamim refers to "forgiving love." In several places in Hosea 

2, it would appear that Gleuck's distinction does not hold and that 

rachamim does indeed denote "covenantal loyalty." For example, in 

verse 2:3 G-d instructs Hosea to refer to his brothers and sisters (i.e., 

the faithful Kingdom of Judah, versus the unfaithful Israel) as "DJ, 

"my people" and as nD n '1• 11 Loving 1 y Accepted·, 11respecti ve ly ( these 
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are the opposite of the names he is to give to the two children he has 

by a harlot, who represents the unfaithful). Here then, those who are 

faithful to G-d are called His people ( •a') . They have entered a cov

enantal relationship with G-d and are thereby deserving of G-d's racha-

mim, as indicated by nZ>n, . In verse 2:6 G-d says that He will not 
' · 

have rachamim upon the children of harlotry. That is to say, rachamim, 

not chesed, is withheld from those who are unfaithful to the covenantal 

relationship. Finally, in 2:25 G-d re-establishes the covenant with the 

Northern Kingdom with rachamim, not with chesed, As to Gleuck's point 

that "the people ••• could not show Rahamim toward Yahweh," this appears 

to be true, except for one glaring example in which David promises to 

show his rachamim to G-d. This can be found in Psalm 18:2 in which 

David says: " 'n 1an,a. " This phrase is in parallel with"' i1 ",pa•1n 

verse 4 which would give"' n 7Z>n,a" the meaning "l will ~ to you, 0 

Lord." This is the only biblical example of a-ne "I meaning "to pray." 

Nonetheless, David does indeed relate to G-d with rachamim. Since this 

usage is a hapaxlegomenon, it is difficult to say whether it would be 

possible for any Israelite to so relate to G-d, or whether it is reserved 

only for the chosen elite, like David. 

While it will be shown later that Gleuck certainly is correct in 

defining rachamim as G-d's 11forgiving love," to say that rachamim can only 

be defined as such is quite limited. Further, rachamim can be shown to 

refer to G-d's "covenantal loyalty, " which Gleuck would see as only falling 

within the purview of chesed. 

The other major parallel to a-n-,. 1-l-n , has the general 

meaning of 11 bestowing favor." Interestingly, its usages , too, can be 

found to fit into the categories which Gleuck reserves for chesed. As to 

its referring to the G-d/Patriarch relationship, II Kings 13:23, which 

has already been mentioned regarding rachamim, also uses chen in the same 
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way. Chen is also indicative of the relationship between G-d and the 

Oavidic house, and as with a-n-,. David can apparently show G-d chen, 

as is demonstrated by the phrase pnnK "l, ,a (Ps. 30: 19). in which 

1-1-n must mean "to pray." Finally, the same verse, Ps. 77:10, that 

was used to demonstrate a-n-, referring to the G-d/lsrael covenant, 

has the identical usage for chen. From this it is obvious that a-n-,. 

,-0-n . and 1-1-n are three roots which, although their basic 

meanings are somewhat distinct, often overlap in their biblical usage. 

The occurence of 1-1-n in relation to a-n-, can be divided 

into two basic categories: 1) nonnal parallel phraseology and 2) the 

fonnulaic phrases 111n1 a,n, and 01n,1 1 un. We have already 

mentioned an example of the first category. Ps. 77:10,in which Israel 

can expect G-d's rachamim and chen. On the other hand, there is the 

notion that the giving of rachamim and chen is totally up to G-d's pre

rogative (Ex. 33:19} and that Israel can effect that prerogative based 

on its behavior (Isaiah 27:11). There is also a more universalis tic 

expression of the giving of rachamim and chen, in which they are impart

ed not only to Israel, but also to "all who wait for Him (Is. 30:18)." 

The fonnu la 1 11 n, a, n, appears to be earlier than its counter-
9 

part, a,n,, 1 nn, although both seem to be used in the same 

manner, describing G-d's abundant forgiveness. The earliest occurance 
10 

is in Ex. 34:6-7 and the basic phraseology is often repeated. 

Other tenns occuring in parallel with a-n-'1 are rare . ?"1J 

occurs in parallel in Ps. 116:5 and it would seem to indicate that G-d's 

rachamim is given to those in distress, not because they deserve it, 

nor because G-d is necessarily desirous of it, but out of a sense of 

justice. ',iz:,n and o,n also occur in parallel with a-n-, in 

one verse, Jer . 13:14. In this verse, all three are listed as possible 

forces which can counter-act G-d's anger. Finally, t1n 9 ',0 is paral-
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leled to 0-n-=, in Dan. 9:9-10. This verse affords a good example 

of Gleuck 1 s definition of rachamim, "loving forgheness, 11 {although one 

which Gleuck does not use). Here rachamim becomes "loving forgiveness" 

under the force of its parallel with iln•',o . 

Another fonnula in which 0-n-, is frequently found {besides 

pln, orn,and01n,, Jlln) is a•z:in, 1u1',. In all cases except 

one, it is usPd to refer to G-d 1 s causing either an enemy of Israel or 

an enemy of an individual to be merciful. In I K. 8:50, G-d is peti

tioned to cause Israel 1 s "captors" t1 have mercy upon them as a sign of 
11 

G-d 1 s forgiveness of lsrael 1 s sin. A good example of G-d 1 s causing 

the enemy of an individual to be merciful is in Daniel 1:9 in which the 

lord high chamberlain is disposed to be kind to Daniel . 12 The only ex

ample of the occuran~e of this fonnula which is different is found in 

Dt. 13:18. Here G-d promises to give His rachamim directly to Israel 

if they refrain fr001 contact with things that have been forbidden to 

them {prestJnably a reference to idol worship). 

C. Rachamim as an Attribute of G-d 1 s Personality 

There are two major verses in which c-n-, occurs as a key ele

ment of G-d's personality. The first, Ex. 34:6-7, is the famous listing 

of G-d 1 s 11 thirteen attributes." The entire thrust of the passage is 

toward a detailed description of G-d's process of forgiveness, i.e., 

that whereas it is Hi s nature to forgive, punishment is meted out to 

the third and fourth generations after the sin was committed. Inasmuch 

as the description occurs within the context of the remaking of the 

tablets of the ten conmandments the linkage to 11 covenantal toyalty. 11 

as Gteuck would have it, is obvious. However, as mentioned earlier, 

alt three tenns, rachum, chanun and chesed are indicative of thi s 
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relationship. The other major example is Ps. 145:8-9 ( a,n,, 1 lln 

,~~,D ,:> ,, ,~Dn,, ,,j, •~ ~,c .,on ,,,11 0•9~ 7,K 'n). 

Based upon the context surrounding it, as well as verse 9 itself 

( • • • '1 , => '1 ' n :n c) , this description has a much more universal ori enta

t ion, i.e., this is G-d's personality as regards everyone, not just 

Israel. This would seem to argue against Gleuck's restricting the use 

of chesed to merely a covenantal sense. Finally, since there is nothing 

in the context that mentions anything about forgivenss , rachamim must 

mean something else here. Inasmuch as the psalm constantly reverts 

back to the th~ of creation, rachamim (along with chen and chesed) 

can be seen as descriptive of G-d's wisdom in creation as well as the 

wisdC11 with which He relates to the wrld. 

lo the Bible there is one metaphoric description of 6-d's person

ality which involves His rachamim. In Ps. n:10-11, G-d's •nght hand• 

is mentioned. From the context it would appear that this "right hand" 

i s both the ent>odiment of G-d's mercy as well as His anger. It is one 

entity, which depending upon His desire, can ex,press either. This is 

similar to a later rabbinic concept in which both din, "judgement, .. and 

rachamim are seen as eni>odied in G-d and, depending upon Israel's ac

tions, one or the other is expressed. 

D. How Rachamim is Made Manifest to Hllllanity 

We have already mentioned that G-d's rachamim as it is used in 

Ps. 145:9, is a quality of G-d that is made manifest in creation itself. 

There are other passages that indicate much the saioe thing. In Ps. 25:6 

both rachamim and chesed are described as being "as old as time" and in 

Lam. 33:22-23 they are "renewed daily." Even though these statements 

concerning rach.-i■ and creation are couched in seemingly universalistic 
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tenns (i.e •• indicating that G-d's rachamim is woven into creation for 

the benefit of the entire world), only Ps. 145 does not indicate a 

particularistic bias. Ps. 25 ends with • •• 1111,w• na o•n'1K n-r!I 

and the verse from lamentations must have a particularistic bias by 

virtue of its being in Lamentations altogether. This would then mean 

that the biblical notion regarding rachamim as inherent in creation is 

that it is there for Israel's benefit; universalistic leanings in this 

regard are rare. 

We should note that there are many instances in which rachamim i s 

mentioned in clear connection with G-d's covenant with Israel. In Isaiah 

54:10, G-d's rachamim and chesed are signs that He is upholding His end 

of the relationship: 13 

1nao •-r0n1 nl•D1Dn n,,~lni ,v,o• 0•,nn ~~ 
.'n 1on,o ,oa '110n K'1 •01'10 n•,~, vio• a1 

Rachamim is also indicative of G-d's readiness to forgive Israel, 

which is inherent in the covenantal relationship. There are times when 
14 that forgivenss is only forthcoming if Israel repents, and times when 

1. t . d . . f th i . lS 1s grante 1n sp1te o er s1n. 

Finally. G-d's redemption of Israel is also motivated by His racha

mim. This redemption is based upon the original patriarchal covenant 

and is often connected with a return to the land. 16 

G-d's rachamim can also be manifest as a part of G-d's special re

lationship with David. David asks for G-d's forgiveness by citing the 

covenant that exists between them as merit. 17 In addition, he will often, 

as an i ndi vidual , not representing Israel, ask for G-d to give him pro-

t . b . f H. h . lS ect1on y virtue o 1s rac am,m. 

E. Conclusions 

The root o-n-, as it occurs biblically in relation to G-d, is • 
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found primarily in the word rachamim. Although a strong case can be 

made for rachamim meaning "bowels" in many instances, none of these 

instances apply to divine rachamim. As to the often assumed conceptual 

connection between rechem and rachamim, scripture provides no proof text. 

Basically, rachamim, when found in relationship to the divine, has the 

meaning of "mercy". G-d's rachamim in the Bible is primarily particular

istic, used almost exclusively in connection with G-d's covenant with 

Israel. This is even true as regards rachamim as being an integral 

part of creation. It appears to be there solely for Israel's benefit. 

In being used to describe the covenant, rachamim certainly goes beyond 

Gleuck's limitation of "forgiving love" and crosses over into what he 

claims is the exclusive domain of chesed, "covenantal loyalty. " Beyond 

these two manifestations, G-d' s rachamim i s also made manifest through 

G-d's redemption of His people. 
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A. Rachamim as a Key Attribute of G-d's Personality 

The rabbis generally saw rachamim as an essential part of the 

Divine personality matrix. Much of their thinking is based upon the 

major biblical verses that are descriptive of G-d's personality (Ex.34: 

6-7, Ps. 145:8-9) which were analyzed in Chapter One. The rabbis em

phasized its importance so that it stood out among G-d's attributes, as 

did din, "justice.'' the counterpart of rachamim. 

A clear example of the rabbinic emphasis on rachamim can be found 

in Midrash Tehillim 93:8. Conmentint upon the phrase, 11 'lltZ> ui>al 7n,.,,," 

R. Simon reads the II n, ,," as indicative of G-d's attributes: 

n•:ipnw n,,n:i n,.,.Z> n,D, w,w :11Z>•0 ,"a 
a,n, ,a 'n 'n• ,oalw ,,a,w• na 1:1:i an,Z> 

,n,v, nna :,i>a :i, (,:.,, 'ow) •'1l1 11Jn1 
?nvc n11nnvn 1nc nt•a ,a, , ,w, :!,call~,, 
ns,a 11p•1 nvc ,nc•1" ,nalD ,-,on:,,, , Da :i, 
:,ca n:i•p, 1~ ,,,.,a •, (n av ow) •n11nnw•1 

.a•cn, n'lD ,, :•,call~,, ,a•Da ,,a,, 

This passage is an attempt to distill from the biblical verse (Ex. 34:6) 

just what is G-d's most important personality trait. For the purposes of 

this study, several points should be noted. The rabbinic bias toward 

G-d being merciful is revealed first in this passage by R. Simon's use 

of the phrase "1:1:i an,D n"~pn'ZI • •• ," i.e., every aspect of G-d's 

personality is merely a part of G-d's rachamim. It is, therefore, not 

surprising that at the end of the passage the final distillation leads 

to rachamim as the characteristic which Moses acknowledged. Not only 

does rachamim receive the authoritative stamp of Moses and, as a result, 

the support of the majority ( ll:ii, but also the bias toward rachamim 

is clear in that it is the only personality trait which is called a 

Even as the basic description of G-d 1 s personality in the biblical 

text of Exodus 34:6-7 comes from G-d's own lips, so the rabbis, too, 

make some of their most powerful assertions regarding the Divine 
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personality by having G-d do the talking. In B. T. Berachot 7a, after 

coming to the conclusion that G-d, like humans, prays (to Himself), 

the prayer that he utters begins: 

Here, once again, it is G-d's 

rachamim that plays the dominant role in His personality. 

As was noted earlier, the other aspect of G-d's personality that 

is highlighted in rabbinic literature is din, 11 justice. 11 Thus, when 

given the opportunity to describe Himself, it is these two attributes 

upon which G-d will focus. Note for example, Exodus Rabbah 10:15: 

.a•Dn, k7D 9 lK 1•1 9 lK 
.,jw a,w, 10a1, nr•imn, 1•1 •JK 

B. Rachamim as Defined by other Terms 

Within rabbinic literature, one must usually judge by the context 

as to precisely how rachamim is being used. However, in a few places 

rachamim is equated with another term whose meaning is clear. Take, for 

exampl e, this statement from Tosephta Peah 4:21: 

np,snv 1••10 :i0K •oi• •,~ ,,,.,. •, 
1•~ ,,,1 a,,w, ,,,1 D•7p,m a•ion ni,•D1, 

,a 'n ,Dan,• 'JV 0••0w~v an•~•' ,a,~• 
an, ,1n ,a, ,,,a, 7,n ,a, ntiD n•~ K1~n 

,onn nK 'n cal ntn 0,n nKD •0,,c na •nm,a, 
n1,•01 ,, ,an (n :t~ n•0i•) 0•0n,n na, ••• npiJ ,, O•Dn,, a•,on 

Thus, according to R. Elazar, G-d expresses His rachamim through His 

being righteous. 1 Another passage which draws a linkage between racha

mim and tsedakah is Seder Eliahu Rabbah Chapter 29 (27): 

np,s~" ,nalw .np,s~ a,a ,,1n0 a,,,n 1•• 
a1a" :,,, i0K n•,,, ( i•:iD n•rw• ) ••111,n 

•.an,0 11•n,a, p• is, 'n 11Jn .• wm1 nD7D 'n 
•n a,n, ,. •,• :,DKi (n-,:TDP a•,•nn) 

.(a,:, a•,~,) •7•n,a 

The connection between rachamim and tsedakah is not as direct in this 

passage as in the previous passage. However, the connection is strong 

nonetheless. Though rachamim is not directly defined as tsedakah here, 
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it is undeniably linked with tsedakah through the proof texts. Further. 

the rabbis gave added force to the connection by attributing the associ

ation of these two terms to David. 

Another tenn with which rachamim is associated is n:i na • though 

in relation to Divine behavior the connection is made only rarely. We 

find that, in general, Rashi was wont to translate rachamim with ahavah.2 

His only example of this regarding Divine rachamim is in a conment on~ 

Sanhedrin 7a in which he transl ates".w t, n, il 1 • J\Z> • n, • ~ as 

"•nwa', •l•:i :n, iln•n . Since, in the Talmud passage, a sage is 

metaphorically equating the love between a husband and a wife to that be

tween G-d and Israel, then Rashi's translation indirectly implies that 

the love between G-d and Israel is expressed by rachamim. 

C. Rachamim and Other Fonns of c-n-, as Indicative of G-d Himself 

It is an accepted midrashic principle that wherever n1n• appears 

in the Bible, it is indicative of G-d's Attribute of Mercy and that a•il7K 

refers to the Attribute of Justice. This principle finds expression in 

many places in the literature. Almost alw~s the scriptural proof for 

the dictum is Exodus 34:6. The following passage from Sifre Deuteronomy 

Piska 3 is a good example of how it is typically worded: 3 

'il 'il" ,Dal~ a•Dn, n,D 1T •n ,DalW OlpD ,, 
.(,:,, 'Dw) • ••• t1Jn1 a,n, ',a 

Rashi's conment on Exodus 34:6 reveals that the dictum that 

equals rachamim did not always hold fast : 

nD, •,x• ,D,a 1,1 , a• on, n,n 1T ~• :,a 
1•,il n,D, ,D,, 1•a, (:i:~, a•,•nn) "?•ln~,, 

.an,•JD~ •nasD 1J •"•ln:i,, ilD7" 

Rashi's reference i s to the Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael, Shirata 3, which 

itself conrnents on the word "•,at" in Exodus 15:2. But the Mekhilta is 

not the only place in which exception is taken with the equation of n,n• 
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and rachamim. In both Bereshit Rabbah 33:3 and 73:3. the rabbis find 

several biblical passages in which they see .,,.,. as indicative of 

judgement and ',a or a•.,.,. as indicative of mercy. 4 

Generally the rabbis utilize the principle to read Divine mercy 

into the biblical text. They will not restate the principle each time 

it is used. It is simply understood. Note the following examples: 

1) Leviticus Rabbah 29:3: 

1•1pin, 1o1•,~,c na t•'1D1l '1a,c•c n,w~ ••• 
o•on, a0,~ ~c1•i 1•io1 a0,0 ,o,, o1"~po1 •lm'1 

K'1ono, (i:to 0•'1•o1n ) "iDic '1,p~ •n• ~•n,, 
,.,., on•',1 ,,~.,, 0o1•'11 an,01 c•Fri'i 0o1•'11 

.o•on,'1 

2) Exodus Rabbah 6:1 

,~, '1a,w• ,13 ',•~w~w o1"~po1 '1~nDlW •m'1, ••• 
,oa•1• ,i"nn .a•og, n,o~ ,o, inl, ,,n l~ 

. (~:, aw ) •2 •Ja 1•'1• 

Certain fonns of 0-n-, are used in sane places as indicating 

G-d Himself. For example, in Mishnah Shavuot 4:13, rachum is listed 

among those names of G-d with which one can be bound in oath, along with 

" 1 "• , • ,w and other conmon names . In the ta lmudi c discussion of this 

Mishnah (B. T. Shavuot 35 a-b) the question arises as to whether rachtMn 

and chanun are to be included among Divine names or whether they are 

merely epithets. Proof that they are the latter is brought by listing 

those names which may not be erased (because they are used solely of 

the Diety) and those which may be erased (rachum is in the latter cate

gory). To add to this Abaye maintains that rachum and chanun mean "By 

Him who is merciful" and "By Him who is gracious," i.e . , that they are 

indeed epithets. Rava adds that since "there is nothing else which is 

called merciful and gracious," it is clear that the words are adjectival 

in nature and not names in and of themselves. The result is that the 

Talmud is not willing to agree with the Mishnaic acceptance of rachl.111 

and chanun as Divine names. 
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In the following aggadic source, G-d is to be identified with a-n-,; 

Seder Eliahu Zuta Chapter 6: 

•111 K,p•i i•lm ,, 'n ,,~,•,• : ,0,a1 
a•n ,on ,w n1•0v nv0 na,~ 11•j (1-n:,, 'Dv) 

.n•~pn •3~; n, •~n~ 1011 ,D,nl 

In this passage three things are made synonymous: (1) G-d's goodness 

(which is referred to earlier in the passage via Exodus 33:19); (2) 

G-d's lovingkindness and mercy; and (3) G-d Himself ( n,n• ). Accord

ing to Kadushin's Theology of Seder Eliahu the passage understands the 

connection in the following manner: "In (Exodus) 33:19 G-d says that 

He will come to pass His goodness before Moses, and will proclaim, then, 

the name of lord ( n,n• ), again in (Exodus) 34:6, He speaks as lord 

nin• ), hence what He proclaims Himself must be the description of 
6 His goodness, and this, in (Exodus) 33:19, He made synonymous with Lord. 11 

Therefore, if G-d's goodness is synonymous with lord and that goodness is 

described by rachamim and chesed, then rachamim and chesed also signify 

G-d ( nin• ). Although it is not stated that its intent is such, this 

passage can be a proof for the inverse of the rabbinic principle stated 

earlier, i.e., just as n1n• indicates rachamim, so rachamim indicates 

Ironically, while the Talmudic sages were unwilling to allow rachum 

specifically to be used as a Divine name, they would often use a tenn of 

their own whose root is w-n-,, uon, . The first sage reported to 
7 

have used the divine designation Rachmana is R. Akiba in B. T. Berachot 60b: 

?'l, o,a •n• a,,,,• n~•p, •,, n•0w0 aln "'.,•~, ~o, Klon, ,•~,, ,j, ,0,~ 
Rachmana is solely a tenn of the Babylonian Talmud. 

There does not appear to be any consistent motivation behind the 

use of the epithet Rachmana. It occurs in relationship to both G-d's 

leniency as well as G-d 's stringency. Nonetheless there are passages in 
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which the choice of Rachmana,over a,,y other Divine appelative, seems 

most apt. B. T. Kiddushin 20a is a good exaq>le: 

•j•• •a,p •1n •ijD ••~K'7 ll~,D Kinn~•• 
a,Din'7 1nJ•w,i•D, Kj•Ki a,,p, inJ•w,i•D7 

a, a,Din, 1nJ•w,,1 a,,p, inJ•w,, n•,n •xD 
,, ~10 •j• ·•ln, n•~17 llDn, '7•paJD ,•0 

• .• (T0:i0 0•,~i "1DJ 

In a passage such as this in which G-d's leniency is being referred to, 

it seems quite appropriate that G-d would be called Rachmana. There are 
8 

many other examples of this type. On the other hand, there are passages 

in which G-d's stringency is indicated by Rachmana. In discussing whether 

or not the liability forhalf-damages (in the case of a cow that gores) is 

civil or penal, R. Papa maintains that it is civil, pointing to G-d as 

Rachmana for having ordained half-payment (because the cow, an animal, 

could not be held responsible for its actions). R. Huna b. R. Joshua 

maintains that it is penal. He says in 8. T. Baba Kane 15a; 

n•olpi ain KlDn,i ;;j 0,w, a, a,n 1•,~ .•. 
• • • n•,in, •,10l,, •j•n •j 

Here it is Rachmana (meaning not just "G-d" but "Divine law", as it does 

in many other places) that judges the case more severely even then din, 

"justice," does . 

Rachamim also is employed as a description of the manner in which 

G-d relates to Israel. This is especially true in relation to G-d's 

judgement of Israel, which i s a reflection not only of justice, but of 

mercy as well . A good example of how midat rachamim is pictured as in

teracting with midat hadin in relation to Israel can be found in the 
9 

Pesikta de Rav Kmana, Pi ska 25: 101: 

n•,w• ) "iD'lpZ)Z> ic:si• 'n ;un •-J' ,,•xz, ,•w~ 
c•z,n,n niD7 1•,n niDZ> ,n,o, ni~D K11• (Kj:ij 

.,a,w• ,, 
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There are even passages in which both rachamim and din appear not 

as separate entities within G-d's personality, but rather as one entity 

which G-d changes from one to the other depending upon His desire. Note 

Leviticus Rabbah 29:9: 

n,,.~, .,., c••~ pn3• ,w 1•1~ 1•n••~ ,~ ••• 
cn,n, c•cn, en•,, a,0n0, • •• 0•,, 0•0101 

.•• c•cn,n n,0, 1•1n n,0 an, ,,~nn, en•,, 

It shou~d be mentioned that only rarely is the expression midat 

rachamim used in relationship to G-d judging all peoples. The following 

passage from Tanhuma Buber Shalach 124 exemplifies thi s well: 

Kl ,11• nn,1•(1,•~•~ nw, 0•0,,,n ,~ 11~,) 
n,0, c•cn,n n,0 ns1•1 ( ,•:,• ,~,0~) "'n n~ 
1•1~, •n,0K •1a• (cw) ,0K, n,~, ,vK~ 1•1n " ... ,a,,, 11 nna n,0 ,,•a~ 

There is a frequent metaphor which is used to describe the division 

of G-d's personality between justice and mercy. The metaphor i s one in 

which each of the attributes is embodied in one of two thrones upon 

which G-d s its. Generally G-d is found on the 1•1n ao~ and it re

quires some human action, be it on the part of Israel or humanity in 

general, to cause G-d to rise from the Throne of Justice and move to the 

Throne of Mercy. As regards Israel specifically, this motif finds con

tinuous expression in texts which speak about the laws of Yorn Kippur. 

For example, the text quoted above (Leviticus Rabbah 29:9) G-d is be

seeched by Abraham to move to the Throne of Mercy on Yorn Kippur in spite 

of Israel's wickedness: 

cn•, y a,0n01 c•cn,n ~o~, 1•1n ac~D ,,0, 
.•,•~wn w,,n~?•n0•a •.. c•0n, 

A good example of an individual requesting that G-d sit on the 

Throne of Mercy is the case of Moses as he approaches death (Tanhuma 

Buber, Va-etkhanan #6) : 

~•, 1•,n a0~0 ,,0, ,•c~,• :i•J~, ,ca ... 
d.n,ca a,, .,, 0•0n,n ao~ ,, 
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There is also at least one text in which it appears that what de

tennines upon which Throne G-d sits is not human action but rather the 

time of day (B. T. Avodah Zarah Jb): 

n,•n •in n,,v n,v, o•nw :~, ,oa n,1n• ~, 
n1•Jv n,1nJ pOJl Jvi• n"Jpn n1l1 wa,n w,v 

• na,,v 11•j ,,,j o, ,,n ,j na 1,1 Jwi• 
Jv1•1 1•,n KOjD ,n,, n••,j a,,, J••nnlw 

•.. a•nn, KOj ,, 

l t would appear from this passage that G-d' s time of mercy is predict-

able. In reality, it is not G-d's mercy that is predictable but rather 

it is ht.111anity's weakness . Humanity's inability to attain a basic level 

of righteous living forces G-d into the routine of moving from the 

Throne of Judgement to the Throne of Mercy. Were He not to move, human

ity would be destroyed. 

One text asserts that it is because G-d has chosen to relate to 

Israel with rachamim that Israel is not annihilated as a result of G-d's 

anger. It is solely rachamim that makes the G-d/lsrael relationship 

possi ble. Aggadat Bereshit s: 12 

KJD 'JDD ,1~JT~ ,101, 0 9 71j• llK i1D71 
( o:t i1j 9 D) "•~ K 'n 9ft" ,0KlW ,o•on,J 1l''' 

. ( 1:,, n,0~ ) "11ln1 o,n, ,a 'n •n• J'nj, 

D. Rachamim as an Element of Creation 

The simplest statement regarding the involvement of G-d's rachamim 

in creation is so worded as to be said by G-d Himself (Mekhilta de 

Rabbi Ishmael, Mishpatim 19): 

Beyond being a force behind creation, rachamim is also a means by which 

the world is sustained, a vehicle through which the eternity of creation 
13 

is assured. (Ottiot de Rabbi Eliezar, Part I): 
n,0J1 a,,,n nK •na,J o•on,n niDJ n"Jpn ,oa 

ni0J ,w,n~ 'lK i•n,, 11•n1n 'la o•on,n 
.a•on,n 
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There are even speculations as to why G-d chose to create the world 

with rachamim. The following passage i~ taken from Midrash Konein 

(which i s found in Beit Ma-Midrash II, P. 38-39). Here rachamim is 

part of creation in order that the various parts of creation might 

have a chance of surviving the attacks of their natural enemies: 

i• nn, K,n,K, o•,w C1ll~ K,~ 01K ·l~ K,~ 
n•,~ ,~ 1•a 1n, 1p•nv olip•n, n"~pn ,w 

.n,•,n 1•,tin 1•0, 1•p•t0n •l~~ ,,0,, n,,~• 

In another text rachamim is said to have been used in creation 

in order to have allowed G-d to be oble to create the world in the 

face of evil. Bereshit Rabbah 8:4: 

o,a nan,,~, n"~pn a~w n,c~ n•~,~ ,wa 
,na . ,l00 o•as,• o•,v,, o•p•is na, 11ga,n 

a, ca, .,l0n o•Ks1• o•,c, ,n,a K,,~ •1K OK 
nw, nn ? il00 o•as1• o•p•is 1a•n ,n,K a,~a 

i•ls 1ll~0 o•,w, ,c 1~,, 1•,sn ?n"~pn 
..• ,a,~, 0•0n, n,0 ,~ ~n•v, 

On the other hand, there are passages that maintain that the world 

was created on the basis of a balance between mercy and justice. Note 
14 

Bereshit Rabbah 12:15 in this regard: 

n•on •in 0•0n,n n,0~ o,,, na •lK a,,~ ca 
?110,, ,,~• o,,,n 1•an 1•,n n,o~ ,1•••10 

n,o~, 1•1n n10~ ,n,a K,,~ •la •,n a,a 
.,,o,• •K1,n, o•Dn,n 

The gamut of midrashic opinion also includes those passages that 

mainta in that rachamim was not used in creation at all, only din. Exodus 

Rabbah 30:13: 

0~w0~ ,,0• ( 0~ •,~o ) i"nn o•o~con K7K1 K"i 
1•1~ ,0,,, na a,~w n"~pn nT "r,a 1•0,• 

•n a,~ "o•n,a a,~ n•wa,:,r (a:a •,~) ,oalc 
.a•n,a a, a ,nKl a, 

This passage goes on to demonstrate the preponderance of the name 

Elohim (i.e., midat hadin) in the creation story. 
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E. Rachamim as a Being in G-d's Heavenly Court 

Generally the literature acknowledges that rachamim is represented 

in the heavenly entourage, but texts vary as to whether rachamim is em

bodied in only one angel or many. A good example of a text in which 

there are many angels of mercy is Buber's Tanhuma, Tazriah #20:
15 

cw~ n•J,J ', cw~ •K7•ln ',J KD1nln •, ,0K 
•JK7D K?K n"Jpn •l~, c•,01, 1•a :1ln1• ,, 

c•p1n, c,Tn •jK7D ?Ja .c•on, •jK7D1 a,,~ 
••• llDD 

One version of the story of Sodom and Gemora has Lot praying for 

mercy directly to the angels who had cane to bring the message of de

struction upon the Sodomites . Whether or not these are specific "angels 

of mercy" is not made clear but it is obvious that they can dispense and 

withhold rachamim. G-d is not involved at all. Bereshit Rabbah 26:5: 

?Y c•nn, wpJD 017 n•n n7•7n 1n1K ?j 
,, ,,oaw 11•, 1,•0 1•1JpD 1•n1 0••01,on 
,, ,,Da •wDnW7 cn1K n,,l, 1l•7K c•as,n• 

a•,11l0 ,o,, •?n, ,, •0 ,,,• ( o• •~~ ) 
.a•,11l0 c~~,, ,o,, 1 K ,,.K, l~JD 10n•~, 

Rachamim, in the form of one angel, argues before G-d that despite 
16 

its wickedness. humanity should be allowed to survive. Often, the one 

angel that is identified with rachamim vis-a-vis Israel is Michael. The 

clearest statement regarding Michael's association with rachamim comes 

from Buber's Eicha Rabbati Chapter 2: 

Buber in his conmentary notes that this angel in other versions of this 

passage is either Ezekiel, the prophet {whom the passage is about), or 

Gabriel . This latter possibility is extremely unlikely inasmuch as Gabriel 

is conmonly associated with the raidat hadin.
17 

Michael's identification 

with rachamim is further supported by Exodus Rabbah 18:5, in which Hichael 

is identified as t~P angel, in Zech . 1:12, who pleads with G-d that He 

have rachamim upon Israel. 18 
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Notes on Chapter Two 

1. See also Seder Eliahu Zuta Chapter 6. 

2. See I. Avinery (ed.). Heichal Rashi , Vol. II, 319. 

3. See also Pesikta de Rav Kahana, supplement 6:4 and Buber's Tanhuma 
Vaera #ll and .Tazria #20 in which the fonnula of the dictum is, 

" ••. ic,a 'il 1•ic ." 

4. See also Bamidbar Rabbah 9:18, in which ~,~• in Nu. 5:21 is seen 
as indicating nP,t:>ic n,z,. 

5. See also Exodus Rabbah 3:6, 6:3; Numbers Rabbah 12:1; Deuteronomy 
Rabbah 2:26-27; Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael, Shirata 4. 

6. Max Kadushin, The Theology of Seder Eliahu, Vol. I, 114. 

7. Ephraim Urbach, The Sages, 454 . 

8. See B. T. Sanhedrin 55a, 82b, B. T. Avodah Zarah 54a, B. T. Hulin 109b. 

9. See also Nllllbers Rabbah 19, 4; Ecclesiastes Rabbah 8, l; Song of 
Songs Rab6ah II 17, 1. 

10. See also Leviticus Rabbah 29, 3 and 6; Midrash on the Psalms 47:2; 
Buber's Tanhuma, B'hukotai, 55. 

11 . The passage cited can also be found in Tanhuma Nidpas Shalakh #13 
and Nuimers Rabbah 16:22. See also B. T. Berachot17a and Pesikta 
Rabbati 40:2. 

12. See also Midrash Psalms 22:7. 

13. See also B. T. Hagigah 12a, Leviticus Rabbah 35:8. 

14. See also Midrash Song of Songs p. 39b, #11. 

15. See also Avot de Rabbi Nathan, Vers ion A, Section 33. 

16. Recanati, Lev. 23:24, quoting from an unknown Midrash in Ginsberg, L., 
Le~ends of the Jews, Vol. V. P. 73. See also Bereshit Rabbah 
8: in which a similar debate occurs concerning the creation 
of humanity, although angels of Mercy and Justice are not in
volved . 

17. See B. T. Sanhedrin 44b in which Gabriel is referred to by his other 
name of 'an arguing spirit' and is defended against by imploring 
mercy, i. e., Michael. See note 6 of the Soncino translation of 
this passage, P. 290. 

18. See al so Pesikta de Rav Kahana 1. 3 and Nurmers Rabbah 8:5 in which 
Michael i s associated with G-d's ,111z,n • "dominion. 11 
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THE MANIFESTATION OF RACHA~IM IN RABBINIC LITERATURE 
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A. Rachamim as Manifest Throu3h G-d's Actions 

Once it is accepted that G-d is merciful by nature, a question 

the rabbis must answer is, "Through what vehicles does G-d express His 

mercy"? Generally, the rabbis see G-d' s rachamim expressed not through 

specific actions whose intent is to express G-d's mercy, but rather 

through the very nature of His interaction with the world. This concept 

is expressed in very simple, direct statements. For example, note the 

following statement from Midrash Ha-Gadol, Exodus 34:6: 

Jllffl 1D71J ? J on,n Kinw ":11Jn1 c,n, ',&• 
.,•a,,.:i na 

or this from Seder Eliahu Zuta, Chapter 6: 1 

Specific Divine actions are treated as well, as they relate to the 

expression of G-d's rachamim. Even G-d's anger is mi xed with rachamim. 

Usually the biblical basis for this view is Habakuk 3:2, n,1:Hn on, u1,:i." 

A good example of this can be found in the Midrash on Psalms 22:7, in 

which one of the proof texts for Micha 7:8, w.:, ,n ' il 111n:i :iwa •::,• 

is Habakuk 3:2. 

,i1,1a n7•9a 71nn ,11~, OJ:> 71nn 1J•n1:l, 1ll1 
71nn ,nn••, n,1 71nn ,c•nn, tl1, 11nn 

CJ:> ,,nn .nc•p n7•9J 11nn ,:i,,•p pin•, 
i•c ( n:D c•,.:ii) •oi• n11a1 •lDD ,,n• ,111, 

n7•,a 11nc (i•:.:i', n1n11) "nJ,n 7J 'n cnJ•1" 
( n:t n~•c ) ••7 ,1a 'n 1110:i :l~K •::>" ,n,,a 

p1p:in) •,1::,tn on, tl1,:i• ,c•cn, tl1, 71nn 
.(:i:l 

A more detailed statement can be found in Aggadat Bereshit 78: 

iD7 1J na ltlD ,1•,1i•n na a•:in a,n~ ,•,a, 
c•',•nn) ••n ,,1J" ,nxJ11 ,o•nn, ~, D9 11D 

.( ,:i7 n1n11) 11Jn1 o,n, ?a 'n 'n" (:i-a:,, 

The proof texts, of course, rely on the equation of n, n • with 

rachamim. This shduld be true, however, only for the second proof text, 

Exodus 34:6, and not for Psalms 76:1-2 for the name Elohim is used only 

in the psalm. It is obviously misquoted in the Midrash. 
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The mixture of G-d's mercy and anger was even read into texts in 

which G-d 1 s rachamim is blatantly denied. Note the following illustra

tion fran B. T. Pesahim 87b: 

il":lpil ~~ ,0~, nJW:l n,•!>a :,t,•,a •, ,oa 
cn,a ,,y ~•01K a, •j" a1w c•on,n na ,j,t 

, oK a1•1n ,~ •01• •, ( 1:a ,w,n) n;a,m• na 
. ( am ) •an, awa amJ •~• :•~no 

Rashi' s COlllllent on this passage explains well how the rabbis were 

able to read G-d's rachamim into the verse, i.e., merely because of the 

word •en ,a• , even though the verse says that G-d wi 11 not be merciful. 

G-d' s rachamim is also seen as being w3de manifest i n His ability 

to heal the sick. Even though this healing i s considered to be a "natur

al " action of G-d, it was necessary to induce G-d to heal through the 

vehi cle of prayer. These passages often employ the phrase •a•on, wp:l7," 

for exa111>le, B. T. Shabbat 32a:2 

wp:l• a,,,, :n,,n• :l,, n•,:l pns• :l, ,oa 
:,, a•,D1a n,n• caw ,n,n• K7W c•on , c,a 

• ,c, !> n, n, j T a:l n 

A typical wording of a general prayer for G-d's healing power as associa

ted with His rachamim can be found in B. T. Shabbat 12b: 

:,DlK il1'1il 9 •:2, 
... , a,m• 

The inclusion of the specific person among the "sick of Israel ", as 

above,is a co111110n feature of such prayers. Not only is rachamim to be 

requested in order that G-d heal the sick, but upon recovery, the role 

of Hi s mercy in the process is to be acknowledged. In B. T. Berachot 

d f •a1on,• .. 54b, G-d's mercy is indicate by t he use o 

nanil:l ~ln :l., n•:ll7 7J n!>na, m,n n,,n• •:l, 
,,n•1 1:lil•i KlDn, 1•,:l• :n•, •,oa 11:l,1 

,10• ,n••,n:l •1, ... •K, !>J7 1:lil• a,, 

If someone recovers earlier than i s humanly expected, it is considered 

an act of divine mercy. Note the passage in Baba Kama 91a: 

al~!>, n9n•a1 ao1• .,,~, ,n,,na, 1•0 •an 
.n•,, •on,, a,n a•Dm 10 ••• aa1•1 
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The case of an early recovery is a good example of another rabbinic 

philosophy. Fr001 time to time, G-d would act mercifully of His own 

accord to rescue someone from danger, even though, according to the rab

binic perception of the normal functioning of the world, this should not 

happen. It is as though rachamim were a supernatural intrusion into the 

natural order. Note P. T. Shabbat 14b in this regard: 

Y~,K 11n~ ~,py1 cnl na,,n :~py• ', •Jn 
01p0n ,c 0•0n,c .,. an~ n10•c .,., n,011 

. p~ ,,0 

Another example of this philosophy can be found in B. T. Sanhedrin 12a: 

0•0n,n n1 j t~ •.• , ~ l ,c~n, np,0 •~ 11, 
... a,,w~ ,a~• an,~t~, 

A more nonnative manifestation of G-d's rachamim relates to the 

prevention of pregnancy, i.e., as a Divine contraceptive. In several 

different Talmudic passages,3the rabbis attempt to determine what should 

be the strictures regarding sexual intercourse for several categories of 

women: (1) a married minor (eleven years and one day to twelve years and 

one day); (2) w001en above and below that age; (3) the expectant mother 

and (4) the nursing mother. Three basic opinions are cited: R. Bibi 

argues that minors, pregnant and nursing w001en may use an "absorbent" 

(contraceptive); R. Meir states that all women should conduct their 

sexual relations nonnally; and that of the sages (the majority opinion): 

nw0w0 it nna, it nna :0•10,a 0•02n •.. 
•• • ,on,• 0•0~n 10 nj71n1 nj,,j 

According to the sages, no physical contraceptive is allowed to protect 

the woman from pregnancy or harm, even in special cases. Trust was 

placed in G-d's rachamim to protect her. 

B. G-d's Rachamim as Manifested in Redenption/Salvation 

The rabbis saw rachamim as a motivating force behind G-d's re

demption of Israel. Were it not for the intercession of G-d's mercy 
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into the history of Israel, the people would not have survived. This 

thought receives excellent expression in Bereshit Rabbah 78: 13, in which 

the rabbis maintain that even though G-d has appointed excellent 11shep

herds" to guide and tend "Hi s fl ock" throughout Israel's history, still 

it has been G-d's mercy that enabled the people to survive their oppressors: 

"'1l1 a•~, o•,,•n •j ,,,. •l1,1 1•,a ,01•1" 
,pJni 11Jn1" . 11,na, nwn n, ( l•:1, ',J ) fa,:,, ,1p,n•) 'lw ,a,w• ,,a"•, , n,,, 
1l1n •, ".0n1 0,1 •n•,,o 11J •las 1n11" 

n•Jpn ,w 1•nn, •,1,•1• ,na ana •, awJ 
•n•J 11Jn 7j inn ,Jj ,n1 01• o,p~,, 

•l1,1" : ,na .,, ,, owJ n•j,J ,, ".01J••,,1 
11sn1• .nn,w, ,,, n, "o•j, a•,,•n •j ,,,. 

nlJ11" ,n1lw ,,a,w• ,,a"•,, n,,, ,pJn1 
ana ,, OWJ llln ,, ( T•:,, ow ) '111 9 llJ 

11sn ,jinn ,J, n•Jpn ,v 1•nn, .,,,a : , na 
.1nn •n• J 

Another passage, Deuteronomy Rabbah 2:23, attributes the Exodus from 

Egypt.as well as all future redemptions,in part to G-d's rachamim:4 

,,all., o•iJDD ,1,w• 171llWj 1tt , ,01 a•, 
11n0 ,n,s 11n0 .,,a o•,J, nwon 11nn 1; 1 

71nn, ,o•nn, 71nn1 ,n1JK n1jf 11nu ,nJ1vn 
",i,w• •lJ 1nl1•1• J•nj, n,s 71nu .ypn 

•an,,v ,,n,• J•n,, nJ1wn 71nn ( l,:J n1Dv ) 
na o•n,1 ,1jT•1• J•nj, n1J1 n,,, ,,nu (ow) 

1,•1• J•n,, o•on, 71nu1 ( ,, ow) •1n• ; J 
ypn 11n0 ( nj ow) •,a,v• •lJ na o•n,a 

a,a o•,11l 1•1 7•,1 ,., (o~) "o•n,a ,,.," 
J•nj, n,s 71nu ,,,n o•iJ, nwun 11n0 

,, nJw1• . n,s 71nD •in (,:, ow ) "7' isJ• 
o,n, , 1 •j• . nJ1wn 71nu •in (o~) 7•n,1 •n 

n,~• a,,• .o•un, 71nu •in ( a, ow ) 7•n,1 'n 
.n1JK n,,, 71nu •in ( ow ) "1•n1J1 n•iJ na 

(, ow) •o•o•n n•in1J n,1n o•iJ,n ,, 711Ju1" 
• • • ypn 11n0 •,n 

A specific symbol of G-d's rachamim as expressed in Divine redemp

tion is "rain," o•uw1 or ,on . G-d's granting rain , especially after 

a drought, is viewed as an act of mercy on His part. Much of the expres

sion of this idea comes from B. T. Ta'.anit in which the circ1J11Stances 

surrounding many droughts are recorded. Oftentimes an intennediary (a 

person of high status in the conmunity) was cal led upon to represent the 

people before G-d and to pray for rain. The following prayer of R. Akiba 
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from B. T. Ta'anit 25b exemplifies well both the wording of the prayers 

of the intennediaries, as well as the conceptual link between geshamim 
5 

and rachamim: 

1l7 1•a 1l•J7D 1l•~K• ,Da, • . • n~•p, ,, ,, •••• 
•1J•,, en, 1lJD7 1l• J7D 1J•ja nna a,a 1'D 

•••Q•l)Wl ,,•1 

C. Rachamim as Expressed by the Divine Law 

It had already been indicated several times how. by choosing to 

use the tenn 'Rachmana' when referri'1Q to G-d and His Law, the rabbis 

demonstrate that divine legislation is motivated by and based upon divine 

mercy. There are many passages which illuminate this thinking. not the 

least of which comes to us not from a rabbi but from the wife of a rabbi, 

Yal tha, the wife of R. Nahman: B. T. Hulin 109b: 

KDi 1' ,oa '•n1J 1' a,w KlDn, ,oa, ,J •,JD 
• • • n,jJ l' a,w 

Yaltha goes on to list many other instances in Divine Law in which its 

stringency is counterbalanced by its mercy. The rabbis even felt that 

G-d's law was more merciful than their i nterpretation of it. Note in 

thi s regard, 8. T. Sanhedrin 82b:6 

01p•l 1lK1 n,• ~~ KlDn,, ·,•0 nJ•a •D 
,"j nlW1 np,w •0 Jn ln, K?l n•, ,1o•l1 

.1•,op JlK1 n,•o~ aJ0n, n~•J, 1n1K 1•0•lJD 

Thus far we have seen the notion that divine law i s a manifestation of 

divine mercy as it is expressed in the Babylonian Talmud. It exists in 

the Midrash as well. Some of its midrashic expression concerns specific 

corrmandments. For instance. in Deuteronomy Rabbah 6,1 the fact that 

G-d ordained that circumcision be conducted on the eighth day after 

birth (so that the child might gain strength) is seen as an act of mercy: 

n"jpn Jnlc ?a•D• nl10w, ,10•l pi,•nn nD? 
.1nJ lj an•w ,, , , 1•nD~~ ,.,, 0•0n, 



-31-

The establishment of the Cities of Refuge (Dt. 4:41) was seen as the 

expression of divine mercy through the interpretation of a preceding 

verse (Dt. 4,37) in Deuteronomy Rabbah 2,26-27: 

Klil 'n •, ,~~, ,i n~• ~n, 01•n n,,. •j 

• • • C•il7K 

which the rabbis translated as "Lay it to thy heart that the G-d of 

mercy (i1, i1 • ) is He who when necessary is a G-d of Justice { a•;,; K)." 7 

D. Racham1m as Manifest in G-d's Forgiveness of Sin 

G-d Himself in Exodus 34:6-7 defined how the process of forgiveness 

of sin functions. Even though this passage included the stricture that 

G-d's vengeance would be executed unto the third and fourth generation 

after those who sin, still the rabbis saw even this as being indicative 

of G-d's mercy. Note Seder Eliahu Rabbah Chap. 18: 

~10 ,, a,,,~,~ a•,~,, a•v,v 1l7 n~nj 
"'111 ,an~,, a•~a ,,a •;,n •a,,~ n,,,,il 

·11ln1 a,n, i1nK~ 9 lGD ? ilD 9 llD ( n•:,• ' 0~ ) 

The passages which relate G-d ' s unconditional forgiveness do not mention 

any specific event or events in Israel's history that would warrant 

Israel's being forgiven. Nor do they mention confession, repentance or 

the request for forgivenss or mercy. Rather, for the most part, they are 

simple, straight foNard statements noting the sin of Israel (none of 

the texts are universal) and G-d's desire to forghe. G-d's merciful 

forgiveness is given freely. Perhaps the simplest form of this philoso

phy comes to us from the Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael, Mishpatim 13: 8 

o,n, K1il1. 1~ · ~ ,, ~-, 1DJ 11~l K7 a~,, 
. (,,:n, a•,•nn ) ,,, ,~j• 

One passage clearly demonstrates just how unconditional G-d's forgiveness 

is when it is motivated by mercy. In Exodus Rabbah 25:6, htnan beings 

are described as being wont to exact payment from those who are in debt 

to them, yet trying at the same time, to avoid paying their own debts. 
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The owing of debts becomes a metaphor for Israel 1 s sinning against G-d. 

G-d is shown to act differently from human beings: 

Kin,, 1·~••n 1lK11 KJD 1~ 1l 9 K n"~pn ,~. 
Wl~J• 1lcn,• ~,v•• (c•:, n~•D ) Kl11 ,~~,J 

···••J1D Kln nljf 1l7 KJlD 0K1 ".ll•n1l11 

E. When Rachamim is Made Manifest 

There are text s which depict G-d 1 s rachamim as being manifest in 

"this world, 11 baolam hazeh. G-d's rachamim, as we mentioned earlier, was 

an integral part of creation. Therefore, its manifestation goes back to 

t he beginning of hi story. In the Garden of Eden we find it manifest as 

a specific kind of fruit or oil. This can be found in The Apocalypse of 

Moses, The Book of the Life of Adam and Eve, an apocryphal work written 

in Greek in Palestine between 100 B.C.E . and 200 C.E . (therefore, a con

temporary of early Rabbinic Literature). 
9 

The book deals with Adam1 s 

l ife and death, beginning with the expulsion from the Garden. When 

Adam is upon his death bed he asks for his son, Seth, to go t o the Garden 

to ask G-d if 11 He will perhaps have pity on me and . .. give unto me the 

f ruit from whi ch proceeds the annoi nti ng of pity . 11 

More generally, G-d's mercy towards Israel is seen as everlasting 

in th is world, i .e. , that even if Israel i s suffering, G-d's rachamim 

is always there and will eventually be made manifest. In the Pesikta 

de Rav Kahana, Chapter 17, i t is speculated based upon Psalm 77: 9-10, 

T~~ OK,. fllln n~11n .,,,, ,, ,, ,0,K , 01 ,,on ffJl7 O!)Kn 

n,o , .. en,~. as to whether or not G-d's mercy is or is not everlasting 

(selah i n rabbinic exegesis i s taken to mean "forever). " 

11Jn nKv n,~n ( ":TJ o•, ~nn ) ",a niln nJwn" 
. ( 1: ,, n , ~v) "D"!)K ,,a 11Jn1 01n, ,a• .'n 

'n "!) ,, .. ,1n••ln nnj11n " , ,a n1ln njvn• a•, 
nJ~n 11 a•, .( ~:o ,~,0~ ) •110• •n "!) ,,1 \ln" 

,1,11 1110 ,na .,a , .. n,lnD nnj11n " ' • niln 
~-• ,D"lV D"D711 l1"~1 n1•111 J1J~l1 ~1l1 
O"Jj a,n, 1•1• , (011 ) •n,o 1•0n, ,a~ T•P 

• . •ln,111 •l~tJ" n,01a 11•J1 ,1•~1,p 1•0n, 
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Based on reading selah as "forever," rachamim is indeed everlasting.to 

Some texts are of the opinion that G-d t.as specific hours during 

the day when He is merciful (B. T. Avodah Zarah, 3b and 4b). In Chapter 

Two it was explained that this probably refers more to Israel's inabil

ity to be free of sin than to G-d's predictability. 

At least one passage depicts G-d' s mercy as preserved in the world 

to come, stored up for those who did not deserve reward in this world. 

Exodus Rabbah 45,6 tells pf Moses being shown the stockpi les of reward 

in one world to cooie. When confronted with the pile, he asked for whom 

it is intended. G-d told him: 

,, 1•aw 9 D1 ,,jWD ,, 1r.1l •la,, w•w 9 D 
•n1ln,• ,DKlW ntD ,, 1nil1 Clff ,, nw,, •la 

,wa na •n1ln1• .(1:1•: 1,·. 'rn1) •pna ,wa na 
na •nDni• 1j1 .11n, wp~D •lav •D, •11na 

. (cw) "cn,a ,i1a 

It is not "mercy" itself that is distributed from this pile, but reward 

is given to humanity based upon divine mercy · ( •cn,a ,wa na • nzrni 1") . 
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Notes for Chapter Three 

1. See also a later source Chovot Halevavot, Sha'ar Hayichud, 
Chapter 6. Here the natural acts of G-d's creatures are 
also a vehicle for the expression of divine mercy. 

2. See also B. T. Berachot 34b. 

3. See B. T. Yebamot 42b, 100b, B. T. Ketubot 38b-39a, B. T. Nidah 45a. 

4. See also Exodus Rabbah 34b. 

5. See also B. T. Ta'anit 6b, 16a, 19a, 25a; Leviticus Rabbah 34:14; 
Pirke de Rabbi Eliezar 17, p~. 40b-41a . 

6. See also B. T. Menachot 89a. 

7. See note #1 in Soncino translation of The Midrash, Vol. VII, p. 56. 
There is also a powerful statement which asserts that G-d's 
decrees are not acts of mercy. In conmenting upon the Mish
nayot (Berachot 5:3, Megilah 4:9) which prohibit the saying 
of 7'z,n, , .. ,. .. ,,!ls H' "'• "Your mercies extend to 
the birdsnest, 11 R. Jose b. Zebida says the reason for the 
prohibition is p•ac, o•z,n, i1":ipi1 "" ,..n,,z, ilwi,w "l!IZ> 
n,,u ac'a (B. T. Berachot 33b, B. T. Megilah 25a). 

8. See also Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael Shirata 9, Bachodesh 1; 
Lamentations Rabbah 3:8; and Seder Eliahu Rabbah Chapter 4. 

9. Conybearc , Fred C., "On the Apocalypse of Moses," Jewish Quarterly 
Review, Vol. VII, 216. ff. 

10. See also The Midrash on Psalms 67: 1. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

THE INDUCEr-ENT OF RACHAMIM 



-36-

A. Inducements Unique to Israel 

The rabbis apparently saw G-d's merciful love of Zion as having 

been removed, based upon their interpretation of verses like Psalms 

77: 9-10 .n,0 l'Dln 'F(:l f!IP Cl ',a fflJn IDDi1 :m, ,m -m ,m nan nm Dmi'I 

and Isaiah 49:14 "ln:::111 'n1 'n "l:lU Jl"J ,Z>u11~ A good example 

of this thinking can be found in Pesikta Rabbati Chapter 31 :7: 

'n li1D""lff::»W •n, 'n "-l~t, 11"J ,z11u11• 
a"Dni n,,D "nw 1',"!la :,, n,Da ?'n1 

n1D11 ) •p1n, a,n, ',K •n · 'n• ,~ a•~1n::,11 
..... n1a 1n::»111 "n1a 1:1,, 

The peoples' yearning for their homeland can cause G-d to once again be 

merciful toward Zion. However, the notion that G-d's mercy for Zion 

could be renewed in this manner does not find expression until later 

texts. Note, for example, the following text from The Kuzari, the end 

of article 5, which conments upon Ps. 102:14,• •• • p"J an,n a,pn nna": 

"l:1 190:,•11::, i1l~n alDK 0"7'11., .. ,D,., ns1, 
n•1~• 1111n•11 ,, ,01:,n n•',:,n n', ',a,11" 

.i1,!1Jl 

Israel could induce G-d's rachamim not only upon Zion, but also 

upon themselves, through the perfonnance of specific acts. Among those 

acts of course, are the conmandments. For instance, in Song of Songs 

Rabbah 4:14, we find G-d saying concerning those Israeli tes who were 

circumcized by Joshua and the aroma created by their foreskins: 

D"WJDl n1, .. :1, ., .. ., 1',a ',17 an•1~ ,.~ .. 11~', 
an•',, a',DnD1 n, n•, an', ,:::1,1 "la a .. ,, 

.a•Dn,', 1•,n niZ> an', 71!ln1 a"Dn, 

Here, not only is circllllci sion meritorious in and of itself, but its 
1 

merit lasts eternally. 

On Yorn Kippur. fulfilling the conmandment to blow the shofar in

duces G-d to move fran the Throne of Judgement to the Throne of Mercy. 

Note in this regard Pesikta Rabbati 40:5: 

n,D p',cD KlnW .,!1111n JD ',111 1·• ,1, .,DI 
n',11 n•~pnw ( n,w~ ) D"Dn, niD ~,pD1 1•,n 

011~ lZ>ffl ,~ n11n" .1 .. ,~ ,,11 ,aa::, .,, ~111•1 
a .. , .. nn)'·n,,,n:i c"n,a n,,• iDa v•p', v .. , 

, ni,',oZ) \ J"1il. 111Dl .,!1117:I ,,pn_ 1"D (1:tD 
- ,-,., ,,,, J., 111, .,,~:i 'n• n:i,pm, t a•Dn, n,1:>1 ----------------" 
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Even the study of the conmandments (i.e., versus their execution) 

induces G-d to be merciful. For example, Massechet Kallah Rabbati 2:1: 

1~, n•~ ',17 n,p,1•n~ ',pno0 n"~pnv 11•j 
,0,j 7Dn1 1•0 v,,0 •n~~ t•~v,•v n"n:i, 

3 .c•z:,n,, 

Repeatedly, in B. T. Ta'anit we find that a fast is decreed in 

order to end a drought (25a, 19a, 23a). Since, as was noted earlier, 

rachamim is often made manifest through geshamim, it is rachamim, too, 

that the people wish to induce through their fasting . However, the 

fa st itself is never enough. It is always accompanied by either a 

prayer and/or additional action. There are cases in which the action 

taken by the people in relation to their fast is an abstinence from 

kindness; e.g., B. T. Ta'anit 16a: 

,,0K ,,n, n,,,,,n nK, ,,n, n,0n:1n ,,oa 
11•,, cn,0 nnK 1•a oK o,,, ,v ,1,~, •1D', 

4.,,K ,, 0•0n,0 ,1a t•K 

G-d's rachamim can also be induced by Israel's perfonnance of the 

sacri ficial rite, e.g • • Pesikta de Rav Kahana 6:4: 
(l:nj ,:1,0:1) •o•w~j• ,o•,z:,ia •a0w n•~ ••. 

:1111•• a•nz:,:1 ,,a,v• ?17 on•n,1,, 1•w:1,j onw 
.(o•:t nj•z:,) 11•n11,, w,:1j• ,10n,• 

The disciples of Shanwnai read 0•17:ij (Nu. 28:3) 
as though written o • 11:1, j • "they put out of 
sight." That is, the daily offering of the lambs 
brings it about that G-d puts Israel's iniquities 
out of signt, as the verse tells us, "He will turn 
again and have compassion upon us, He will put our 
iniquities out of sight ( 11,:ij• ) (Micha 7:15). 

Another biblical text which is used to demonstrate that sacrifice in-

duces G-d's mercy is Isaiah 55:7, 11 ,n0n,, 'n '7a :111•111 which 

is translated as: "let him repent through sacrifice and He will have 

compassion upon him, " Note the following passage in which this verse is 

used; , Leviticus Rabbah 3:3: 
1•l~, ••• (t:n1 n•,~• ) •inz:,n,, •n 7K ~w•i" 

11•:iK on,:1a'7 . n":ipn ,., ni,n n,,~jn ',j •,z:,a 
~k ,0a ••:117,1 ••• nD•an n•,•171z:, yin n•, 

• ;n1• an n• ,.17, 
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Further proof of the power of sacrifice to induce mercy can be 

found in Lamentations Rabbah, Petichta 24, in which Israel, personified 

as one person, laments that now that the Temple (the place of sacrifice) 

is destroyed, Israel has lost a vehicle wjth which to induce G-d's 

rachamim: 
••• •,l~ w,pD n•nw 0•31~K,n 0•3wj •lD•~• •D 

••• •niK »l1J •JiJ ,, c•Dn, nwp~D •n••nwj 
i:i•,pn cn,:iw ,w ,,,tw oipD ••• ,•WjJ1 

.,:i ,j,n 0•,,w ..• 7•3~; 1~,p 

Finally, G-d's rachamim need not be induced by any specific action 

on Israel's part at all . Rather, Israel need merely depend on G-d's 

taking note of her dire condition, e.g. B. T. Berachot 16b: 

•n•" •jn ,nK n•n,,, c••o, ,n:i llni• •, 
0•:in, 13•nw~~ ,•snw 13•n,K 'n 7•l~,D 11s, ,0,nn, 7t1:i . nojnn, 7•Dn,:i w:i,nn, iJ•n,,:i 

n,D 1•l~, K:in, 7n1l•ln:i ,tKnn, 7n11•0n~ 
11.,n,n1lJ1 7:111:1 

B. Rachamim as Induced by Intermediaries 

One way in which Israel is able to induce G-d's rachamim i s by 

asking G-d to take note not of their relationship with Him, but rather 

the relationship that their ancestors had with Him. Thi s is generally 

referred to in the literature by the phrase zechut avot, "the merit of 

the fathers," although the concept does appear in some texts without 

the use of this specific phrase. Most often the phrase zechut avot 

does not refer to the patriarchs and matriarchs themselves, but rather 

to specific acts in their l ives. 5 For instance, the circumcision by 

Abraham of all those in hi s household was deemed meritorious enough to 

induce G-d's mercy upon later generations. Note the following illus

t ration in Bereshit Rabbah 47:7: 
n1:il 1i•DJn 1n•:i .,.,. 1n1K an,:ia ,nw n,v:i 

1n•, n,,, ,,•,nn, nDn an•,, nn,t, n,,,,, ,.,j K•nw n71Jj1 0•n0 n,10pj n":ipn •39; 
nt ,w i•l:i i•n•w n,w:i :n":ipn ,nK a•w•K? 

•la a•,, a• ~JD .,.,, n,,•:i, .,., a•a:i 
.on•,, on,Di o•Dn, an•,, K,DnDl n•,n an, ,jtl 
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Isaac i s remembered for the only major event of his life - the akedah. 

In spi te of the f~ct that according to the simple reading of the bibli

cal text Isaac is a passive participant, t he rabbis see Isaac's inaction 

as a classic example of absolute obedience to G-d's will. The merit 

of his obedience idsts eternally, causing G-d to extend His mercy to 

Isaac's descendants, e.g. Bereshit Rabbah 56:10:6 

1•l~ i• n• w n,w~ ll•n,K 'n 7•l~,0 111, •n• 
xnn o•,, o•w,01 n,,•~, .,., o•KJ pns• ,w 

•. • o• ~n, en•,, x,onn, ni•p,n nn,a on, ,jtl 

A case in which a specific act of Jacob induces G-d's rachamim can be 

found in Bereshit Rabbah 75:13. In this text , Jacob prays to G-d prior 

to his confrontation with his brother Esau (Genesis, Chapter 32). In 

that prayer Jacob asks that in the future G-d will express His mercy to 

Israel by letting there be a "breathing space" of time between her 

t roubles. G-d answers that He wi l l do so for Jacob's sake (i.e .• be

cause of the merit of his life): 
? K ,DK 9 1 1,~; ,,, ,,, 1•,~1 i•J 1n•1• 

1•J1 ,,, 1•J 10•wn n,,, • l ,; , ,J, J•,JJ 
Jp1• ,oK •10• wn n,,11 1n0 . (t •: J 7 ',J ) n,,, 

n,,s 1• ~• ox a,,, ,v 1l1~," :n"Jpn •l,; 
n,,,n K7K ,, ,nK ,, on,x x• Jn a, •lJ ,, niaJ 
1•l•1 nK Jp1• KWl n,w nn,aJ •.on•n1,s0 on, 
0,,0, 1•J•1 n,n, p,n,0 KJ a,nw 1VK nx nK, , 

,n,~n , ov , n"Jpn •J,,0 o•on, vpJ1 njJ 
,v ,n, jfj 1•n, , s ?jD 11• w10 a,nw 1n• 0Jn1 

•n,a OW 1JlV• o,•~ ' n 1lv,• ,DKlV JPJ' 
.(J:j o•,•nn ) "~p,• 

There are instances in which Israel does not remind G-d of the 

merit of her ancestors in order to induce G-d's rachamim, but rather 

cal l s upon the avot themselves to argue her case di rectly before G-d 

in heaven. Curiously. in this role of direct advocacy, the avot can

not induce G-d's mercy. e .g. 8. T. Shabbat 89b: 
,j; :,a,w•, n 11 Jp n on, ,0K• a, J, ,,n, , .. . 
i•J~, ,,oa•, OjnK 1n•J1•1 oJ•n,~K 7JK Kl 

,,, .~ , , n,oK~ on,JK , sK ,,l •o ?JK ,•vJ, 
(1 •:10 ',J ) (" ... ona ll1, ••• 7,, t n•n• ,1 •~ ,,n ,w, nK ,,•JW pnJ• 7JK ? ll•,, o•on, VpJ K71 

0•0n, wpJ a, , (D :tj ',J ) "i•,n ,wKj •,n,• 
10, ,,x •jlR•i, n,oaw ~,,. 7J a ?1l•,, 

•.• ?o• on , 1l•71 vpJ K7 1 ( i : 10 ov ) "no•,10 
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A final point regarding zechut avot itself is that there are texts 

which attempt to detennine how long zechut avot and its ability to in

duce G-d's rachamim will last. In these texts the root a-n-, in a 

proof text is often used to demonstrate that zechut avot is still func

tional. Some texts, like Leviticus Rabbah 36:6, attempt to detennine 

until when in biblical history zechut avot was operative:
8 

aw~ ,na aD,nln ', ?nn••p n,~a ni,t •nn ,, 
,~,n ,~ n•,,~ ,, n, •,n~, KDnlD ,, a••n ,, 
on,a 1n•1" ,nnn tn K1• ,, :a,lt ,l nl, 017l 

n1la nijf nn, ,, (1,:1• l"D ) "'11, onn,•, 
,"nn 1n•,a ,a ,DK 7"l 1111n• •, . nn•p 

1n•,a 111•, nnlnn n,,,~ •n•i• ( 11:n• a 011 ) 
,•nn ,11,n ,, ,na 7K1Dl7 ~•,11 a•lln •l•,, nn1,ll na n,1a nn,," ( l":l ,11,n ) 

w•a 1•ai "•,•n nl7"J" a, w•a, n•lnKD 
(t:, n•11a,l ) a•,j 0n,,a K7K 1a, ,,Dan 
pns• a,a w•a 1•a1 "w•an nwa ll7n nn,,• 

,, •.on 17"K lp1•1 ( t,:n, 011 ) ,nalw 
( 1:0 n•,11• ) a",, n•ptn ,, ,Da 111• 

••• •'11, fP 1•a 01 711,, n,11Dn n~,n," 

The text concludes with proof that zechut avot i s eternal, as demon

strated by G-d's eternal rachamim:9 

c•,•,,n o,,,, nD••p n,,a n,,, a,,,, 
na n,w• a,, ••• T,'17K 'n o,n, ,a•,• o•,Dia, 

. (a,:, 'l1 ) d7nlK n•,l 

Thus far we have only noted texts which mentioned zechut avot 

as a vehicle by which Israel can arouse G-d's mercy. On rare occasions 

zechut avot is functional for the world at large, e.g. Bereshit Rabbah 

71 : 9: 

,t,• 7K •,, a,p •a,inl • , o••pD nDi 
n•wa,10 a,a ( t,:n Kn•, ) •1n,a1 n•c,,•1• 

n•n ,n,,, w•,,0 n"lpn n•n11 nJcl .1n 
n"~pn, (ow ) "an,,• "ll" n,~a n1Jt ,.,,n 

.,D;,, !!. o•nn, a,0nD 

Whereas the avot themselves, as was discussed earlier, did not 

succeed when they attempted to argue in Israel's behalf once they were 

in heaven, there are other intermediaries who, during their own life

times were able to induce G-d's mercy. Much of the time it is 
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prophetic figures who function in this role. Among these, it is Moses 

who appears most frequently. The choice of who can and cannot act as 

an intennediary is apparently up to G-d. This is made clear in the 

following text from Sifra, Shimini 3 in which Moses' ability to act as 

intermediary is demonstrated in t he l i ght of Aaron's i nabi lity: 

nKiw ti•, "~1,0 , nK ,a 11,na, nvo K1~•1" 
a,, o•w,on ? j ,w,li n,l~ipn ,, ,,,pv 11,na 
• •• ,,os01 11,na ,~,, n•n 7K,v•, nl•,w n,,. 

nl•,w n,,., c•on, iwp,, ,o, nwo cl,l i•n 
. ,a,v•, 

Once, in his pleadi ngs with G-d concerni ng Israel, Moses did not 

rely upon his own relationship wi th G-d in order to affect G-d's mercy, 

rather, he employed the power of zechut avot. Note in this regard 

Tanhuma Buber , Vayera #9: 

: 1•3~; ,oa ... ,K,v• ,, c•nn, vp~o n•nv ••• 
~•,11 70,~ ,~• n,D• 'n• no, c,,, ,v 1li,, 

pns•, on,~K, ,1,t" •,' 111 o•,so ,,oa•" no, 
. (1 •,~• :J, n,ow ) "1•iJJ ,a,v•,, 

We should note of course . that this use by Moses of zechut avot is not 

original to the Midrash, but was l ifted di rectly from Exodus 32:13. 

Mostly, however, it is by virtue of Moses' own unique relationship 

with G-d that he is able to arouse G-d's mercy. Generally , we find 

that he employs this influence midrashically in regard to the Golden 

Calf, e.g. Tanhuma Buber, Appendix to Shalach #14: 

n,v~ ?is•, ,n•~pn 10 c•nn, ~p,o nwo ,, ,o, ~,w nn ,a~ ,nvn ,, ,n,
1
31,n na ,a,w• ,v,v 

• .• on•,, vp~n n•n 

Other prophets could al so serve as i ntennediaries. Hosea , in 

fact , was told by G-d t ha t just as he prayed for mercy upon himself, it 

was al so incumbent upon him, because of his prophetic role, to pray 

for mercy upon Israel. Yalkut Shimoni, Hosea I, Remez 516: 
a•nn, vpJ• ,o, aonv ,ns,~v ,ny-ii'iv 1,•, 
c•on, wp~onnaw ,, :n"~pn ,, ,na ,,os, , , 

o,w •n,t1v a n•,, o•nn, vpJ1 ,,o, 70s, ,, 
n1it1n na 70J1 an•,, o• nn, vp~, ,o, n1,t1 

.a•n ,,n, ,a,~• •J j ,~00 n•n, 1: , J , ,•nnn, 
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In Rabbinic Literature the rabbis themselves are often depicted 

as acting as intennediaries on the peoples' behalf. This i s often 

the case regarding fasts for ra in in which the actions of the people 

are not sufficient. 11 A fine example of one such case concerns a fast 

for rain which was decreed by Rabbi Tannhuma . The fast itself proved 

to be of no avai l . Finally, when a certain man had pi ty for the dire 

condi tion of h;s former wife, it appeared that G-d' s mercy might be 

aroused. Still, it was necessary for R. Tannhuma to make specific 

mention of this man's action to G-d bt•fore He relented, e.g. Leviticus 

Rabbah 34:14: 

10Ki 0•0v, 1•1, K01nln •J i n•~l~ n,v nn1K~ 
o,, ,v~ Klnv nt OK n0 1"v~," :n"~pn •1 ~, 

,.,, K7Dnl n• n lllT D ,.,, n•n K,, •,tjal 
'lJ 1•1J •1J llKV ,llK ,n, 1n1, c•nn, 

l"jKJ ,.,, ll•nllltn, ~p,•, pns• cn,JK 
,,,, n, w nn,KJ "~o•nn, iJ•,, K,nnnv 

.0,1,n n,, , nll 0•0vl 

Besides i ntermediar ies from the ranks of the rabbinic class, there 

were also famous non-rabbis who served in that role. The most famous 

of these is Honi Ha-Meagel, a magical sage of the firs t century whose 

powers came from the making of circles, as is indicated by his name. 

Many times his n0gical powers were called upon to end droughts, e. g. 

B. T. Ta'ani t 19a: 12 

o, ~ :i"n :'ljl ,1,0n •Jin, ,n,wv nv,~ 
•Jin, ,n,v o•nv1 ,,,, K71 ,,a J1, KS' nnK 

,,, , K7l ,,~nn c•nv1 ,,,,, ,,mnn ,1,nn 
p ,p~ n nvJv ,,,j nj,nJ ,n,, n1,, 11 o•nvl 

, ,in ,, nJs•nKl n,n,a •ninvo ,,.. 'lv a•Jln 
,v 1J1J1 :i•J,, ,oK ( a:J p1pJn) ••111 

1'l~, n•J 1~j 'lKV ,;, on •lm ,nv 1'lJ o,, v 
on,nv ,, l KjD TT ' l'KV ,,,ln 1DVJ 'lK ,~vl 

••• ,•,o lD C'DVl ,,•nnn 1'lJ ,, 

As the passage continues, Honi prays that the rains increase from the 

mere droplets wi it, which it began and that the rain stop when flood seems 

inrninent. 
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There are other intennediaries that induce G-d's mercy in Rabbinic 

Literature. In Exodus Rabbah 29:3 we find that the Torah pleads for 

mercy on Israel's behalf. According to this passage. Israel i s so awe

struck upon hearing G-d's voice at Mt. Sinai that their souls depart from 

them. The Torah pleads for mercy upon Israel, that they not die. She 

says that it is ironic that all the other peoples of the world are re

joicing that the Torah has been given and that "the people of G-d ' s own 

house" are killed in the process : 

7,0 w•" :n"~pn •J ~,o 0•0n, nwp~ n,,nn ,l a 
,,, ~ o,,,n ,:::, ? in•l •wla 1,,n, inl a•w0 

••. anDWl ,,tn 1•0 •.o•n0 7•l:::>l o•n0w 

Even parts of creation are called upon to serve as intennediaries 

to arouse G-d's mercy. In one text, R. Eliezer b. Dordia is told that 

because he has often bought the services of prostitutes , G-d will not 

accept him in repentance. R. Eliezer b. Dordia then calls upon various 

parts of creation to intercede for him and to beg G-d 's mercy. When 

none of them agree to do it, he realizes that he himself must do what 

he can to r~pent. In the end, he dies, and is accepted into the world 

to come. Note B. T. Avodah Zarah 17a: 

o•,n" :,ca n1v:::,11 o•,n 1•l :::,w•, 7,n 
l l KW ,,. )7 ,,0a •0•0n, .,, , ~p~ n,,~ ~, 
o•,nn •:::,' 'Jw llDJJ 1, wp~l · 7•,, o•wp:::>D 

,cK •. ( •:il n•,w• ) 'nJ•DlDn n,,~1n1 , w,0 • 
llKW ,,. ,,oa •0•0n, •7, lWPl y,a, 0•0w• 
c•ow •:::,' 'Jw 1J•c1, ,, wp~l 7• ; , c• wplD 

• . ( ,:il n•,w•) •n,~n ,1:::,:::, yian, ,n,ol 1wv:::, 
,," ,,0a "o•cn, •71 1wp:::, nl:::>71 n0n• ,0a 

'KlW ll•DJJ ,, wp:::>l ,.,, c•wplD llKW 
•. ( 1 :::,:,:::i n•,~• ) ' ncnn nw,:::,1 ill~,n n,~n,' 

,," ,,ca •c•cn, . ,, 1wp:::, n1,t0 1 o•l:::>1:::>" ,0a 
'KlW ll •DJJ ,, wp:::>l ,.,, o•wp:::>D l lKW 

, ••• :,0a ". ( ,:,, ow ) '0•0wn klJ 7:::, lyDll' 
1•:::,,:::, 1•:::i ,wa, n•J~ •.•~ a,a •1,l ,:::i,n 
, ,p n:::, anJ• .,n0wl nn1•w ,, n•:::,:::,~ n,11 

•~ •• a:::, n c', 1yn ••n; 10 1TD ,.,,,, ll ••,• n,znn 

Apparently, R. Eliezer b. Dordia tried to place the various aspects of 

creation into the same category as a prophet, i .e., as one who must not 
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only pray for G-d's mercy upon himself but also upon whom it is in

cumbent to pray for mercy for others. The various parts of creation, 

as depicted in Rabbinic Literature, do not function in this way. 

There is a legend regarding one of G-d's creations which will 

eventually bring G-d's rachamim to the world. This creature is the 

vulture, en,, linked to rachamim,of course. by having the same root 

in conmon. This linguistic connection led to the thinking which pro

duced the following passage in B. T. Hulin 63a: 

( n•:a• 1t,p•1 ) "p,pi1"1t nitp i11 1i1" .J, ,0a 
?en, 10w K,pl ill:>7 llri• ,•1t p,~,w if on, 

" .J ".l .l, ,oa .o~,,~ o•i:,n, K.J on, a.JV 11•, 
p,piD 1".Jfl "1"1:>K .J•n•i K~ill" "".JK ,.J 

'«lw n•wi:, •na p•,v, ai,aa .J"n" •a, •,•011 
. ( n:• il",,f ) "OJ.lpa, c~~ ilp,wa" 

The rachamim of which R. Yohanan speaks is usually interpreted as being 

mercy in the form of rain, a connection we have seen before. R. Bibi 

b. Abaye makes the connection to Zechariah 10:8 from the sound that the 

vulture makes, p,p,w to the word ilp,wa in the Zechariah verse. If 

we look at the passage as a whole, we can see that a conceptual link is 

being drawn between rain, the racham, G-d's mercy and the ultimate ex-

pression of G-d's mercy, the coming of the Messiah. Hence, whenever it 

rains, it is symbolic that at some future time the rain will be pro

ceeded by the shrieking of the racham and that, in turn, will bring the 

Messiah. Apparently, what was bothering the rabbis here was why a bird 

which was categorized as "unclean" by biblical law, would have as the 

basis of its name the same root as rachamim. How could such a dispicable 

creature, one that survived by eating the flesh of dead carcasses, be 

in any way related to mercy? What became the obvious link was that the 

racham has the most to eat when the rest of creation is finding it 

difficult to survive, i.e., during a drought. If rain is an expression 

of G-d's rachamim then it is most natural that the coming of the racham 

would proceed the coming of rachamim in the fonn of rain. Finally, the 
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sound that the racham makes, i',i' ,ii , has the same root as i1i',WIC of 

Zachariah 10:18, and the second half of that Zechariah verse, 11 cs;ipK1tt 

can be seen as messianic is nature (i.e., indicative of nP1?l 'f'1:IP). 

Thus, a connection is made between the racham and G-d's ultimate ex

pression of mercy, the coming of the Messiah. 

There is also one example of a non-Jew who was able to intercede 

for Israel and obtain G-d's rachamim. Ironically, this non-Jew was an 

enemy of Israel, a member of the conquering Babylonians who destroyed 

the First Temple in 586 8.C.E. He i~ variously called 1 n,n;iJ or 

in Rabbinic Literature, i.e., a high officer in the anny of 

King Nebachadnezzar. It was he who was in charge of the destruction of 

Jerusalem. After the destruction, he saw that there was blood seething 

and bubbling out of the ground. He asked the Jews whom he had just con

quered what blood this was and why it was acting in such a strange manner. 

They told him that it was the blood of sacrifices that was distraught 

over the destruction of the Temple. In order to try to appease the blood, 

Nebuzaradan had many animals slaughtered alongside the blood, but the 

blood continued to seethe and boil. Then he was told the truth. The 

blood was the blood of the prophet Zechariah whom the people had killed 

because they could no longer stand to listen to his prophecies con-

cerning the Babylonian conquest. Nebuzaradan then had 80,000 priestly 

novitiates killed in order to appease the blood (according to one 

version he even slew both the Great and Minor Sanhedrins). When this, 

too, proved to no avail, he said to the blood {P. I, Ta'anjt 4:5):
13 

K?Dnl 1'D "? 7',g 1n0K 1j ,;i1J •g;i nK• .., •• 
011 , i,l;i K1i1il i1l OK i1D" ,DK1 c•on, i1 9 ;ipi1 

•j" •;i ;iinjW 'lK •J;i ',g c•Dn, ~?Dnl .,ljlCl 
K?1 7;:i,• K? (,:K? ~, ) "7•i1?K ~ a,n, ?K 

i1Dj nna ',g 7•n1;iK n•,;i nK njw• K?l 1n•nw• 
.c,po;i g',;iJi c,', tD, ,•0 ":10,, 
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C. Inducements Available Both to Israel and to Humanity in Genera l 

Foremost among the vehicles availa~le ei ther to Israel or to human

ity to induce G-d's mercy is the doing of good deeds. In order to be 

counted among the children of Israel, a person must act with mercy 

towards others. Only then will he/she be worthy of receiving G-d's mercy, 

e. g. B. T. Betzah 32b: 

n,•,~n 7Y cn10n ?j "10n,, c•on, ,, 1nl1" 
•o ,j, 1l 9 ~ K on,~K ,w 1YlfD Klnw ,,,.:l ,w 11,to 13•aw 11,•:l n,•,~n ;y cn,o 1J•Kw 

. ,J•jK cn,:lK 

Further, Israel is specifically inst~ucted to use G-d' s mercy as a mode l 

for its own mercy, B. T. Shabbat 133b: 

!·lhen Israel does display goodness, then G-d's mercy is quickly forthcoming. 

For instance, a three-year famine was ended by Israel showing kindness 

to the remains of Saul and his son Jonathan by bringing them within 

the borders of Israel. Note, in this regard, Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezar 17:
15 

1K11 ,~1" ,,, n, ,oa '7l,'7 ,a,w• ,,, '1 nJWj 
o•o, •:,~,w 11,jw c•o, •,~,w Qjj w• KDW 

a,,, ( n, 7j10j ) lDKlW ,•,lfj c•owln 
on, 7DK "'.,aJD a,, ,p,j y,an nK ,~•Jnn 

,•o 11.•:. K7K .,,n lj,n 1•a 1'1•K1 11(:>D" ,,, 
. ,,aw ;y ,, ,oa, ,,,nn, n"jpn •3~; ,,, ,ov 

nnwJl K7•Q•jW , ,aw 9 l 9 1K J"Wjl" ,, , lDK 
.nWDlW 71KW 9 l 9 K1 .,a,w•j o•,,,1 n,,j, 
,a,ow o, p;nw ,,aw •J•a, . nnwon lDWj 

"y,a, n11nj a,n, y,a:. nnK" ,, 10a ".K':lln 
cn•,1111 7K7W• •o,n ; :, na np71 ,,, ,o, 1•0 

na 1KlD1 ,,,1 Wj •', 1K:ll ,,,•n na ,,j,, 
no, onj no'7w a,w llj 1nl1n•1 ,,aw n,01, 
1•n101, ;:, ,o,w• (,, c•'7• nn) ,oal ,.,,, 
0JnJ1 0n1DlY na np,, "n,~w1 a, nono nna 

( k:> :l"W) lDKJW ,,,•n nK 17:lJl J17K:l 
,w, •1 ll:l 1nl1n•1 ,,aw n101, na ,,~p•i" 

ni•n', 11,on n,1 no •7,on n,1 , ~a;:, on', 
,a,w• 71jl ?:>j',,a~ ,o ll17K na 1•,•:lJD 

,w ll17K 1j Ol:>lW ,1:l1n n•n, O:lW1 Cl:lW 7:>:l 
o•,01l, cn•nil:ll on•l:l1 on 1•a11• i•n ,,aw 

,r o•ion ni',•01:l 1n:l1n •i• ial•w •i:, ,en 
( K:> :l" ~) lDKlW 1•0•l:l y,a, ,a,w• '11:ll7 K:lW 

n":lpn na,w 11•:, "1n,nl '71:ll:l ,n,a ,,jp•i" 
1nl1 o•on, a,on, i•o ?a,~• 7:> ,on ,, 1,01w 

.y,an '?J , oz, 
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Some texts regarding the doing of good deeds are not related di

rectly to Israel, but rather are put in more general moral i stic tenns, 

as if to relate to the whole world. For example, i n B. T. Shabbat 151b 

a series of axiomatic expressions are based on the rabbini c expression, 

" :J71J:l ,nn111 in;, ,,..,,., .. i.e., there are certain ways in which the 

world was meant to operate and these principles are true for all people. 

One of the axioms that is based upon this emphasi zes the direct relation

ship between the doing of good deeds and the manifestation of G-d's 

( d . } 16 mercy an v1ce versa: 

.0•0111n tD 1•',y t•Dn,0 n,•,:ln ',y cn,Di1 ',j 

Israel's repentance as a vehicle for inducing G-d ' s mercy is a 

natural par t of the contract which binds Israel to G-d and makes Israel 

responsible for her misdeeds. The following passage illustrates Israel's 

special position. Here, as in other texts, a petach harachamim is de

scribed as being opened specifically for Israel at the time of the 

world's creation. Seder Eliahu Rabbah 14: 17 

, K,111• •1111,a, o•Dn, nnD on', nnD n,111 ,n,K:l 
0711 ', 117 1l1:l, :1'lD7 ,01',1 .i1:l1V1n:l 17:lp7 

( ll:l n,.10 ,,n ,,. •,) 1'l8., ,,,., . , , ,. 
· 1'lD' i10'7111 i1:l1 111n:l ll':lP o•:l,n 1'Dn,:l 

Many of the passages about repentance specify t imes when Israel 

as a people or as individual Jews should implore G-d' s mercy. In the 

fol l owing text, 8. T. Bera: hot 19a, the prayer of the mourner i s formu

lated. It includes both a vidui, a confessional, as well as a plea for 

mercy: 

n,,~l a,, 1' lD., •nKon i1:l ,i1 0'D71Yi1 11:l, 
,,,.1n o 1•]~',0 ,"n• ~.,K 'lD ,na 'lDD 

.0•0n,:l ,K,111• n•:l 101 ,, n13,~1 1J•n1a,D 

Note that the individual mourner expands the petition for mercy to one 

that includes all of Israel. Many texts are concerned with repentance 

specifically on Yorn Kippur . Note the following illustration, ~ 
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Yoma 87b: 
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•n• nc•?j1 n~1~ K?c •?jj i•l~? •lK •,n •.• 
nc1 ,1, K~nK i,w •n,K 'n 1•J~,0 111, ,sac, ,~K c•~,n 1•cn,~ p,0 7•Jg; •nac~nw 

..• c•,, c•ac,n, 1•,10• •,• 

As with the doing of good deeds. there are texts in which Israel 

i s not specifically mentioned as the only group of people for whom re

pentance is a vehicle for G-d's mercy. Instead these texts are written 

in a more generalized, almost axiomatic fonn. They begin either with 

the phrase, "The one who .•. " or the phrase, "A person who ... 11 Most of 

these texts are from later collecti ons. although there are those that 

are from earlier sources as well, like this one from Sifrei Nt.rnbers 

Bechukotai Piska 2:3: 

en n~1wnn 11, c~i~ac 11, nae, CllJ nae ,,,nn, 
,•c cn•n1J1J ,, c•,11n0 cnv 1•0w c•,),n 

••• c,P,, cn,c, ,,,n •Jae 

T~e following passage from Seder Eliahu Zuta Chapter 4 is a good example 

of such an axiomatic text frOOI a later source: 19 

n~,,, lj ,,,n cac •l~, n,•~, ,~,, c,ac ••• 
••• n~1wn~ ,,~p01 0•0n,~ •lac •,n n~1on 

As was noted in the discussion of repentance, much of the expression 

of repentance comes within the framework of prayer. So it is that 

prayer is also a vehicle for inducing G-d's mercy. The earliest linkage 

between prayer and the arousal of G-d's rachamim is found in The Mishnah, 

Avot 2:13: 

IC? N ,~p 7n?•~n wvn ,ac ,,~nc nn1Cwj1 ••• 
•.• ac,n 71,) c1p0n •l~, c•J1lnn1 c •on, 

To understand the full import of t his mishnah let us look at the trans

lation in the Bl~ckman edition of The Mishnah: 

. .. and when thou prayest make not thy prayer 
a fi xed mechanical task, but (an appeal for) 
mercy and suppli~5tion before the Omnipresent. 
Blessed be He ... 
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In this mishnah then, prayer is virtually defined as a request for 

mercy. This concept is accepted in the Babylonian Talmud, as is evi

denced by the discussion in B. T. Berachot 26a . In discussing whether 

one who misses the afternoon prayer must make it up at a later time, 

i t is argued tharinasmuch as prayer is a supplication for mercy, it 

is possible that a person can pray at any time: 
•7Jo •,~, no•K ,, K•n •on, Kn•,s, 11•~ ••• 

... 7 9 fK1 

Even if individual supplications are welcome, the rabbinic opinion is 

that the conmunal prayer of Israel i s more effectatious than individual 

prayer when it comes to inducing G-d' s mercy. See, for example, .!h...L.. 

Ta'anit 8a: 

,,~la, c~,, ,, 1.Jtj• CllW,Jl en•~~ ,nnG•1" 
a,n, Kln~,~ 'E ~, ~•1" 1n•1JJ 11DKl K,l ,a, 
.,,~~~ lK, ,,n•~ 1x, K•wp K7 "'1ll ,,, ,~j• 

The impl icat ion i s that individuals can easily l ie in their own prayers, 

whereas when they participate in public prayer, they are forced to tell 

the t ruth due to social pressure as well a by praying the same prayers 

as those around them. 

Just as we found in relationship to the doing of good deeds and 

to repentance, there are s tatements regarding prayer that do not apply 

to Israel specifical ly, but rather to the world as a whole. All of 

these texts express some portion of the rabbinic worldview, i.e., the 

basic principles upon which the world functions. The inducing of G-d's 

mercy through prayer is subject to and a part of these principles. For 

example. in the ¾llowing text from B. T. Ta'anit 7b the rabbis see it 

as natural that the deeds of an unrighteous generation would adversely 

effect the weather (for farmers). Supplications for mercy are the only 

remedy: 
, 00 , ,o ,.,,n,o ,1,.Jj nn•p~ ,• pi n•Ki ca 
? ln l pn no ••. ,•,p,,po 1n~ ,,,n nw,o ,•~~~ 

• . • c•oni.J ,,~Jn• 
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0n the other hand. prayers for mercy cannot change something which has 

been pre-ordained. A good example is Rabba's response to a man who 

prayed for G-d's mercy in order that he would succeeed over rival suit

ors for a certain woman. We find the statement in T. B. Moed Katan 18b: 

K,tK ,, K•tn•K •~n •on, •y~•n K1" 7"K ••• 
••• •n~ n,~~ K1"Kl 7l"O 

Finally, the rabbi s thought that if a person was either fated to poverty. 

controlled by an evi l spirit or a practicer of idol worship, it would 

be unnatural for that person to turn to prayer as a vehicle to induce 

G-d's mercy because he/she would not •hink of it. Note T. B. Eruvin 41b: 

,n,, ;y 01Kn nK 1•,•~,o o•,~, nw, ~ ll~, lln 
•p1,p•,1 n,, n,,, a•n,~ 1n K;K 1l1P n,, 7Y1 

.,n,,,, •on, ·,~•o, Kl"O KP ~l "K07 nlllJ 
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Notes on Chapter Four 

1. The effects of the merits of fonner generations will be discussed 
in the next subsection. 

2. See also Hidrash on the Psalms 47:2. 

3. See al so Seder Eliahu Rabbah Chapter 19. 

4. See also T. A. Ta 'anit 14b. 

5. See Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer. Chapter 7 in which the mere fact of 
Abraham's birth arouses G-d' s rachamim. 

6. See also Leviticus Rabbah 29, 9 and Aggadat Bereshit Chapter 38. 

7. See also lamentations Rabbah Petichta #24. 

8. See al so Aggadat Bereshit Chapter 10. 

9. See also P. ,. Sanhedrin lOa . 

10. See also Tanhuma Buber Balak #18, Sifre Numbers Pinhas 134; Pirkei 
de Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 46. 

11. See al so B. T. Ta ' anit 25a and b. 

12. See also 8. ~- Ta'anit 23a. 

13. See also B. T. Sanhedrin 96b, Pesikta de Rav Kahana, Eichah Piska 15, 
Eccltsiastes Rabbah 3:16. 

14. See also Si fre Deuteronomy, Ekev 11; Hekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael. 
Shirata. Chapter 3; Tosetta'"Baba Kama 9:30. Tana debei Eliahu 
Rabbah, 29. 

15. See also Si frei Deuteronomy 21:13. B. T. Baba Hetzia 85a; and Deut-
eronomy Rabbah 3:7. - -

16 . See also P. T. Baba Kama 8a, Pesi kta Rabbati 10:9, Bereshit Rabbah 
33:3, and Midrash on Psalms 36:5. 

17. See al so Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer Chapters. Pesikta Rabbati 44:l. 
and Seder El1ahu Zuta 23. 

18. See also B. T. Yoma 87b and Seder Eliahu Rabbah 17 . 

19. See also Exempla of the Rabbis, 48(10), P. 127; Hovot Halevavot, 
"Repentance." Chapter 2. 

20. Philip Blackman. The Mishnah, Vol. II , 503-504. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

WHO ARE THE RECIPIENTS OF G-O' S RACHAMIM? 
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Israel as a Special Recipient of G-d 1 s Rachamim vs. the Universal
ity of Rachamim 

It is natural ,that within Rabbinic Literature,Israel would stand 

out as the chief recipient of G-d 1 s rachamim. There are many texts which 

clearly demonstrate this bias, yet not all the passages which are 

quoted below reflect absolute particularism. Most texts merely show a 

prejudice towards Israel. This passage from B. T. Berachot 32a serves 
1 as a good example: 

K~, ,0K ( a•:J; 'DV ) ••n 9 lD nK nvD ,n•,· 
".0•0n, n,0 on•,, n,nnv ,0,0" :pn1• J, ,0K 

Not only was the Attribute of Mercy seen as resting upon Israel, as the 

above passage demonstrates, but also it was seen to be there permanently, 

e.g. Tanna debe Eliahu Chapter 18: 

.o,,,, ,K,v• ,, 1•J1,0 n"Jpn ,v 1•0n, 

As was mentioned earlier, there are those texts which seem to in

dicate that G-d's rachamim belongs exclusively to Israel . For example, 

rachamim is among the many divine kindnesses which are given to Israel 

in Exodus Rabbah 15:23: 

( t•:n •,v0 ) ,"nn . ( J:J• 'cw ) "OJ7 ntn v,nn" 
:n"J~n ,ca "~na o•,t7 1•K1 ,,J, ,, i•n•" 

o•JJlJ n,,J, ,, o•J,1J •1J11 ,•ntD •l'K 
OJ7 ,v,n K7" (a:,, a,p•,) 'KlV OJ7 K?K 

~0Kl V DJ7 .,. CDVDn •nnl K7 •.o•7•7a 
n•J 1J•vpn1 o•ln,n nat ,,ow" ( a:n ,v,n ) 

".ODVOo o,, ., ll•tan 110n n•Jl ,.,v. 
n•nn 1''" (1• :,, o•,J, ) ,calv .o,,v np,1n 

( n•:1• ow) ,0alv ,o,;v 0•0n,n ".np11 
" .•. ,J,n, 10n,01 0•0n, ,, 1nl1" 

Another fine example of how rachamim belongs to Israel comes to us from 

Song of Songs Rabbah 1, 4: 3, in which G-d's dealings with Israel are 

differentiated by the use of rachamim: 

1,,. ,, ( ,:K vnnv ) "ns,,l ,•,nK 'lJ~n• 
,•vJ, :n"Jpn 'lD7 ,a,v• nolJ n,0a" :,0a 

n,0, •011 1•,n n10J •nil•,v o, n1nov ;, 
•.ns,,l 1•,na" 0·0n, 
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Here Israel expresses gratitude for their special treatment by devotion 

to G-d. 

Even those Jews who did not fall within the rabbinic majority 

were sti ll eligible for G-d's rachamim. Note in this regard B. T. Bera-
2 chot 7a: 

n•n .,, 1~ ,,v,n" •,, n•n,~~ltl~ •p1,1 1tinn 
.,,ll,n ',pv ,n aci• ••,p~ n~,o n•, ,,10 •P 

llOD ,~0 n•~ 1,•,, ac,,, n•,,p 1•~ n•0p•1t1 
i01t o••J nn11t1 a•nn KOD •, n•• o',K nn11t1 ••nn 
,, ,, i•cn,,• •,n ,~10, a,,. n,,a ,., 0"1t1 

. ( ncp 'nn) •1•v10 

Note how here the "P, u ( or the re in the 8. T. Avodah Zarah version 

of this text) is eligible for G-d's rachamim based not on his Jewish-

ness, but rather because he is one of G-d's creations ( •, •1r110 ..,, ,, , "on,'). 

There are other texts which seem to indicate that all of G-d's world 

is eligible to receive G-d's mercy. Sometimes the universality of G-d's 

rachamim is demonstrated by its extending to the animal realm as well 
3 

as the human. as i n this passage from Tanhuma Hanidpas Noah 6: 

• .• ncn~n· -.,, 1•0n, ,, .o,a ,a , .. cn,v cv:, ,n"~pn 

In some texts. however, G-d's rachamim is only distributed to non-Jews 

because of their association with Jews. In Tanhuma Buber Nitzavim #5, 

the phrase 'aiw• ltl" It ',:, (Dt. 29:9) is interpreted to mean: 

0,"1t1l o,eo• 1t',1t ,~,~ 0,:,1r1 0 .. ,,,1n .,, •• • 
. (•:o, 'Ji ) •7,11 

Once it is established that ffl1t1• Ii"• ,, means the women, children 

and strangers ( who have lived among Jews) as well, the text then goes 

on to demonstrate how, within the camp of Israel {which again includes 

both Jew and non-Jew), G-d's rachamim is universally applicable: 

,, on,c 0,1 ,~~v "V"ll ,,. iDlll ,,, ••• 

lj 1J•1t n"Jpn ,~• ,n1:,pJn 10 ,n1• c•,:,in 
',J ( n:nop o•',"nn ) "1•1t1JD ',:, ',J 1•0n,• •"• 
.0•11r1,n , ,, C"p•,1n ,, ,n,~pln ,,, o .. ,,,n 

Once again, as with the •p,,s. the basis for the granting of rachamim 

is that G-d's mercy extends to all of His creations. 
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Another example of the limited universality of G-d 1 s rachamim 

is demonstrated by the following passage from Seder Eliahu Rabbah, 

Chapter (29) 27. Here it is expressed as a warning against those who 

would not display mercy toward humanity, especially Israel ,and the 

poor and downtrodden of any people. The non-merciful are warned that 

if they do not want their loved ones to become poor or destitute that 

they should treat Israel and the poor and destitute with mercy. In 

this text then, the poor and underprivileged of any nation are eligible 

recipients of G-d 1 s rachamim: 

a,,,, ,,,~zi ,,,ln 1ziv •n• n"Jpnv CWj 
JllZllpZI 7jJ ,1,v• ,, 1zin, n•zi,, •zi,,,,, 

c•,, ,,, c•J1•Ja c••JJ ,, 1zin, 1n•n1Jv1zi 
7jJ n1Jzi,1 ,,, 1zitJ o•zi1n• ,, 1•,v,, 

c•• J1»1 ,a,v• ,, 1zin, o,a 1n• 7j •~ 
1•JJl MlZ17k ,nva •nn a,w .,j 'l jl C"ll•JK 

.o•zi,n" 

One also finds the general concept that G-d 1 s rachamim is simply 

given to those who deJerve it. This thinking is based upon the bibli

cal verse Exodus 33:19: "on,it.,. 111 •nzin,, 1 1n1 ,wa n• • 111Jn1 11
• 

We find a good example of this in Deuteronomy Rabbah 2:1, in which 

Moses humbly maintains that he is not deserving of G-d 1 s mercy, but 

nonetheless, is asking that it be granted to him. To thi s G-d answers : 

,01t "11n1t ,va nit •nilnl" :nwzi, n"Jpn ,zi1 
" lit O"Zln, Jl1ZIJ •nzin,, •i•:i ,, 17"17 •zi ",17 

".lZIJ Ml71K 

Thi s principle is also found inverted (i.e . • that there is mercy 

for those to whom it is not necessarily due!). E.g. Exodus Rabbah 45:6: 

1••17 "Zll ,• ,jWZI l1l1l "lit ,, 17•17 •zi ••• 
•n1Jn1" ,ziKl17 MlZI J1l1ll Cln ,, nw,, "lK ,, 

".cn,a ,wa nK •nzin," Jjl ••• "11 n1 1171 111 

From these passages. then, whil e it is clear that there is expression 

of rachamim as belonging only to Israel, there i s also expression of 

the universality of rachamim, i..e,. non-Jews can receive rachamim where

ever they are. no matter what their condition, and no matter how little 
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they deserve it. 

B. The Righteous and the Wicked as Recipients of G-d's Rachamim 

There is a syllogism that can be found in two different places 

that claims-that the righteous seem to have special privy to G-d's 

rachamim, especially at the "111, n,". the "time of favor." The 
4 

following text is from Tosefta Berachot 4:14-15: 

,~1v ,v 1,•1~ ~vi• n•no 11~,o •~,~ nw,0 
on, ,oK JJ11 ,o .,, 1•J~? 1n•~n nnJ0, n, ~~ 

iJ•j 1a0s, 0•0 nn,vn" 1•,•0,n, 11m,o .,, 
•,n" 1n, ,oa •1J•i0,• 1, ,,0a "?7,mn a,n 

,a~•, on•J•J ,ao•, Qj? ?jK? ljo1•1" ,oa a1n ,o Qj,, l'K a,n1 "'11, 0•,a,00• nn,a nJn1 
n,, n•, n1,1, a,a 1•av1J n1•n, o••~,, 
1•, a,nn 0•?•,1n na 1JnJw K?K 1,0•,, 

n01 :,0,n, ?j o•,j, •,n, 1•,•~nn 0•,j, 
nJWj on•,, 0•0n,0 o•p•iJ ,o 10,j n,oj 

.nDjl nDj nnK , , j•0n, n 

The ":l•on, n,;" corresponds to the"l u, n," but mercy at the time 

of wrath is vouchsaf~d only to the righteous. 115 The special considera

tion for the righteous in relation to G-d's rachamim is also revealed 

in passages which maintain that their prayers for mercy are the most 

efficacious . Note this text from B. T. Yebamot 64a: 

,n,j o•p•,1 ,w 1n,~n n?ODJ no, :pn1• ,"a 
1j 01p0, 01p00 o•Kljnn , ~no nt ,n, no 

n"jpn ,w 1•n160 nj~no c•p•,s 7v 1n?•mn 
.n1J0n, n,0, n1J11, n,00 

As for the wicked, there are passages which declare forthrightly 

that G-d is merciful to them. Take, for example, this passage from 

Exodus Rabb~h 12:2: 

nK ,, Kj ( o•:o '00 ) "1lPD na ,,n n,o nn,,• 
,, en•, 10,, n,oj 1,•ma n" jpn ,o 1•0n, 
n•n K7 ,,~n nJDO •m, n10n~n ,,, o•,v,n 

•• • l n•'7, 1n,00 

or this from Seder Eliahu Rabbah, Chapter 26, in which G-d's mercy to 

the wicked serves as an example for humanity: 

l'jPDl o•,o,n ,, 11Jn1 01n, o•ov •j,, no 
.nl nK nt 0•J0n, ;.•nn nnx ,j ,n~ionj 
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=,on ~hough G-~ has mercy on the wicked, sc•·· e cannot fu iiJ accep: 

;r.mP ~f ~hem and 3r, Pe mour"s the"r loss . ~o-.e :ohar Bereshit 2 

•; ,~: ,• ~ ~ ~~ : ~~ = ~, : n- ~,= i~- ~ •= 
.:.•1 11 - -, _;s-•~ g ? '] ; · : 17 i;J ? : 1;.: 11 • ":H ,C 

l ~:~~Ys ~~ i s ahl ~ o forgi ve; e . g. , Mekhilta ce Rabbi :shmae • 

J ~~ 9; ,1 • ; ~ 0 Kl ~ ~ s : ~ , . · ~, s ' 0 ·l~ ?: -~ •~n• j • - :,: 1 lJ 11 : n, ~ , , - , ; ~ ~~T ~ i l ~ i ~ 

l'I"' ,..,; eked . i t seems . if t hey a re to receive mercy at a 11 , must 

r 0 t 0 iv0 it in "this wor l d." As opposed to t he r ighteous, no mercy 

"w"its he wicked in the ''wor l d to come, " only punishl"lent. This is 

r 0 1at":!d hec1utifully in the tale of the soul being shown its possibili

t i0; for ~f er1i fe. Tanhuma Hc1nidpas Pikude: 3: 

,, ns , 0 1 11a 11, ,,•,101 0 ~0 7a,0n 1? ~1l 
.o n •~a , J on •n,,o,, i1JjJ 1•Jv1• o •p •,~n 

" ? 1? a on •0 , , ,,n" ,n,,n ,n,a, 7a,0 n ,ca, 
,0•1 7a,0 n , 1,n " •l 11a •'" n,,n ,, ,0a 

7n 10, n,nnJ , , s,l na,, nnaw , , , n" ,,, 
n,,nn ,,0v1 0,,,, 1as•1 10• •10 71nJ 

nnav ,, n~,o, ll0itl1 ,,, 7,•~, .n,10n, 
n,,n 0a1 .0,,,, nas, 7~10v 7? ,, .na,, , j, n,,n ,a,n 71 , J v11pn ,w n,,nn ,ovn, 

n j1nv na , , ,, ,,a, ca, .,,a ?V nJ• g •71 
,, na,01 01•n1, 1,•,10 J,,, " .,na 01p0, 

nt ? PDJ 1n1a 0•,0 "'•" •,a,iv c•, ~,n na cw . on•~, c 0n , 0 cl•a, •1 ,•, 1•,1p1 ,va ~v 
/\ppnrP11I ly r~chan_!.im i s given to the wicked in thi s world only in the 

hnpr>, t ht1 t 1t w11 l cause them to become righteous so that they avoid 

l hPre t1re t exts which maintain that both the righteous and the 

wt, hPrl iH"f' Plig ihle for r acham1m. In the following text from Tanhuma 

llub(w Nt1 tnv1m #:,. G-rl' s giving of mercy i s contrasted with humanity' s 

u 1 v 1 no nf nlf'rry : 

n1Jr J ~ 10 , n, • o•,,tn , , ~n,c ,,, ,~J •• • 
,•or~,, ,r i•cn , , K' ~ •l' 1 J•~ n"Jpn ,~a ,r n1Jrln ~r , ~•,,,n , , n:n0p Q•,•nn ) 
, r 7•s r Jetn o" , oaJg . ,•go, n , , , 0•p•1sn 

• \ •:o, •~, ) 1 •0• 0 JK10 
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C. G-d's Rachamim as Given to the Sick 

A special category of recipients of G-d's rachamim is the sick. 

When prayers are said concerning them, it is specifi cally rachamim 

that is requested. This is even t rue for prayers to prevent illness. 

Note for example, B. T. Shabbat 32a: 

cpJ• c,,,, :ni,n• ,,, n• iJ pn1• Ji icK 
• • . n,n• K7W c•cn, ciK 

Vet , there are many texts t hat demonstrate prayers for rachamim once 

someone is sick. Note B. T. Berachot 34b: 

7JK n" n •Jv ,1w 1", ,w 1JJ n,nw nw,c :i"n 
11•, o•Dn, ,., , wpJ, Ko,, l J KJ•Jn •Ji 
••• o•Dn, ,.,, vpJ i n••~g n,, cniK nK,v 

Even on Shahbat when petitionary prayer is forbidden, still G-d's 

rachamim is requested for the sick; via the Shabbat herself in B. T. 

Shabbat 12a-b: 

•J , .cn,nv (nJv ) K•n n,,,. :,D K ,•Kc •J, 
.,,n ,,, ,.,, cni• cipDn :i01K n,,n• 

,.,, c~,• 01pDn :i01K •01 • •, .,K,v• 
. .. ,K,w• .,,n 71nJ 

Final ly, at the end of an ill ness , recovery is attributed to G-d's 

mercy (as indicated by the term Rachmana) in B. T. Berachot 54b: 

D. 

Kln J, n•J1, ,, n~JK ' v,n n,,n• •J, 
7J n•1 KJDn, 7•,J" n•, •,cK tJJii n Kn,1J 

"•••l',n • J 

G-d's Rachamim to t he Underprivileged 

We discussed earlier that G-d is specifically merciful to the 

poor and how that mercy often c001es to them because of their l iving 

near Jews . However, there is a text that grants the poor more status, 

calling them "G-d' s people." Take for example Tanhuma Hanidpas Mish

patim 9: 7 

iDKlW , Kin 71,J w11 pn 7W ,c, , c••Jvn, 
" • •• en,•, 1•• J Vl ,c, •n Cffl •J" ( OD n•,w• ) 
.o• • Jvn ,, on,01 ,~inc ,,w 11JJn1 ,w,n ',J 
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Another underprivileged group that is special ly designated as 

a recipient of G-d 's rachamim is the slaves. Here, however, only 

Hebrew s laves are mentioned. In B. T. Kiddushin 20a, in trying to de

monstrate that a slave should be treated equally in tenns of food and 

lodging, the rabbis point out G-d's treatment of slaves as an example. 

Here, as in many other cases which we have seen, G-d is called Rachmana: 

"70, ,, Jio •j" ~•ln, n•Jl7 KlDn, ,•pa •.• 
ann K7W nnw0J 7011 , ,a0J , ~, ( to:,o o•,Ji ) 

nnK ,Jip nm ,,,K Kin, n••pl nm ,,,K nnK 
,, 1w• nna w,n 1• • nn,w Kin, 1w• 1•• nn,w 
:1,0~ t KJ0 tJnw •J1 ,, 1w• a,n, 0•,,0 •,1 

.10s,, ,,,. nllpJ .,,, ,,, nll~n ,, 

At the beginning and end of life, when human abilities are at 

their weakest, again it is G-d's mercy that steps in to compensate. 

In B. T. Berachot 60a, a list is given of proper prayers for a father 

to say concerning his unborn child. It is deemed inappropriate to 

phrase the prayers, "May it be Thy will. •. , " for it is considered 

vanity to attempt to influence G-d's will directly. It is not inap

propriate however, to ask for His mercy: 

,,nw ,,,, •n•" ,0K1 n,JJD ,nvK nn • n ••• nlw0 
nw,w J•n,, •• • K,01 .K ,w n,•~n n, •,n n-r;-;-i 

n•,c• a,w 0•0n, c,K wp,• o•llwK,n o•o• 
c•,,,~0 ,,, Kn•v c•cn, op,• 0•1,,K ,, nw,w0 
,,le Kn• K?W c•0n, wpJ• c•w,n nw,w ,,, o,• 
,ml an• a,w c•0n, op,• nww ,,1 c•w,n nw,w0 

• .• c,,v, KJ•w o•on, wp,• n,wn ,,, nww0 

A simple statement concerning the other extreme of the cycle of 

life, namely death, assures that G-d i s merciful then tooi more merci

ful than humanity in Seder Eliahu Rabbah Chapter 4: 

:a,n ,,,, wi,pn ,oK 
••• •l0D ,n,• ( non ) 

E. Special Recipients of G-d' s Rachamim 

Special recipients of G-d's rachamim are rare. Further the two 

that are mentioned are very unique individuals, Adam and the Messiah. 
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Adam's special treatment is noted in Beresnit Rabbah 21:1: 

'nn ) "n0n c,,,0 •, 7,•0n1 'n c•0n, ,1,t" 
c, n1n•J CJW n• onl ,, ,w,n• ,"K ••• ( ,:n, 

KlnW 7,w0 inK c,• ,, n,0K ,,w ,,wK,n C1K 
.n,,,n ,•0,n, ppTl 7•Kn nJw ~7K 

Here, were it not for G-d's mercy, Adam would not have been able to 

have progeny, i.e., history would not exist as we know it. G-d's mercy 

is also made especially manifest at the end of history, for the Messiah. 

Note the following passage from Yalkut Shimoni Jeremiah 31:315: 

"en," K7K ?0•0,~ •Jw " 1J0n,K en," no~ 
WlJn n•nw nvw, n•won 7,0 ,, n"Jpn cn,w 

n•JD K~l· KlnV ngwJ "ll0n,K" •.• 1•,10Kn n•JJ 
.,•,10Ki, 

This "special mercy" seems to be relegated only to the beginning 

and end of history. It did not function in relation to others, even 

more prominent figures, like Moses. Sifre Numbers Piskei 134 is a good 

example: 

•JK c•,1,1 ,,,1 0•0,n c,n nw0 CK n0, 
K7 n,•Tl ,.,, n,TllW ,,•w ~"JK c•K 9 Jl, 

• • • c,K •JJ ,Kw7 ,0,n, ,p 0•0n,n 10 ,0~, JlD 

Moses was fated to die outside Canaan. Despite his honored place 

in history, he could not ask G-d to change that which had been decreed . 

G-d's mercy, as we have seen, intervenes into history only at its be

ginning an t its end. 
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Notes for Chapter Five 

1. See also Aggadat Bereshit, Chapter 73. 

2. See also B. T. Avodah Zarah 4b where the .. p,i:s is called a J"Z). 

3. See also Tanhuma Hanidpas, Noah 7, Deuteronomy Rabbah 6:1 

4. See also Sifrei Numbers Piska 137. 

5. Urbach, E., The Sages, p. 455. 

6. See also B. T. Ta'anit 7b, 25b and Numbers Rabbah 10:5. 

7. See also Exodus Rabbah 31:5. 



CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSIONS 
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This study began with a survey of the usage of 0-n-, in the Bible. 

From this survey we learned several things, not the least of which was 

that the long-assumed notion that there is a conceptual linkage between 

rechem and rachamim is to be dispelled. We found that there is no bibli

cal usage of these two words that would verify such a connection. We 

also determined that whereas "bowels" might indeed be a primary defini

tion for rachamim, there is nothing biblical that would indicate that 

this meaning is intended in any usage of rachamim regarding divine be

havior. We then focused on the meaning of rachamim itself as it related 

to G-d. We discovered, through a careful analysis of Nelson Gleuck's 

study of chesed, that G-d's rachamim is granted almost exclusively to 

Israel . In fact, the term rachamim was often found to be indicative of 

the covenantal relationship between G-d and Israel. Rachamim i s descri p

tive of both G-d's "forgiving love" as well as Hi s powers of redemption 

within that relations~ip. Further, even though we say that, in the bibli

cal writer' s mind, rachamim was thought of as having existed from Creation, 

it existed solely for the purpose of the expression of G-d's love to 

Israel. As a result, rachamim apparantly lay donnant until the creation 

of the people Israel . 

In Chapter Two we began to deal primarily with G-d's rachamim as 

it occurs in Rabbinic Literature. This chapter was an examination of 

the various definitions that rachamim can have. Primarily, rachamim, 

"mercy," is defined as a key attribute of G-d's personality, based upon 

the rabbinic interpretation of biblical verses that describe G-d's char

acter (e.g., Ex. 34:6-7, Ps. 145:8-9) . Often, it is G-d Himself who 

defines Himself as merc iful in Rabbinic Literature. We also found that 

rachamim is sometimes defined by other coomon tenns such as tsedakah 

and ahavah. Especially important regarding rachamim is the homiletic 



principle that wherever 

that is being indicated. 
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n,n• i s used for G-d ' s name, it is His mercy 

Ironically, whereas the rabbis were reluctant 

to use rachamiffl itself or the fonn rachum as divine names, they often 

employed their own tenn, Rachmana, as a divine epithet. As in biblical 

literature, the tenn rachamim is often descriptive of the manner in 

which G-d relates to Israel . The metaphor often utilized in this regard 

i s the Throne of Mercy and the Throne of Judgement. In a slightly more 

universalistic sense, rachamim appears in Rabbinic Literature as an 

essential element of Creation. finally, we saw that G-d's rachamim is 

often embodied in one angel or a group of angels in G-d's heavenly court. 

When this is a single angel, it is most frequently Michael . 

The third chapter dealt with the manner in which G-d's rachamim 

is made manifest. Most often, the rabbis saw G-d's rachamim as expressed 

through direct action of G-d Himself. Frequently, rachamim was mixed with 

G-d's anger, although mo~t often G-d expressed His mercy by itself. He 

does this by healing the si ck, granting that the rain fall (especially to 

end a drought) and protecting w001en from unwanted pregnancy. Specifically 

for Israel, G-d 's rachamim is expressed by His giving them the conmand

ments, His forgiveness of their sin and His redemption of them from ad

verse conditions. G-d's rachamim is expressed both in this world and in 

the world to come. 

The fourth chapter concerned itself with how G-d's rachamim is in

duced and who can induce it. We noted that Israel has several unique 

means by which to induce rachamim. Among them are the performance of 

certain conmandments, fasting {especially to obtain rachamim in the fonn 

of rain), the offering of sacrifices and by yearning for Zion. G-d's 

rachamim for Israel can also be aroused merely by His taking note of 

Israel's dire condition. Other inducements appear not to be restricted 
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to Israel alone, but are open to humanity in general. These means of 

inducing rachamim include the perfonnance of righteous deeds, repent

ance and prayer. We also mentioned that often rachamim for Israel i s 

not induced by Israel itself, but rather through intermediaries . These 

intennediaries include prophets, the rabbis themselves, the Torah and 

aspects of Creation. The merit of the lives of the patriarchs can also 

induce rachamim. This is referred to in the literature as zechut avot. 

Chapter Five deliniates those who are eligible to receive G-d's 

rachamim. We found that especially Israel, but also humanity in general, 

may be granted G-d's rachamim. Wihtin both groups certain kinds of in

dividuals are singled out as recipients. These are the righteous, the 

wicked, the sick, the poor, the dead and the unborn child. A special 

kind of rachamim seems to exist at the beginning of history, in order 

to allow Adam to procreate, and at history's end, to allow for the 

Messiah to fulfill his mission. 

This study, by nature of its being a rabbinic thesis, has a limited 

scope. It is the hope of this writer that some meaningful groundwork 

has been laid here upon which future study can be based. The essential 

focus of this study has been the exploration of G-d's rachamim. The 

na~ure of humanity' s rachamim as it is expressed one to the other still 

needs to be investigated. There is also need of a comparative s tudy 

which would examine the differences and similarities between the view 

of rachamim in the various major works of Rabbinic Literature . This 

latter examination would hopefully yield a chronological picture of hCM 

the connotative nature of rachamim has developed and changed. 

A philological study of the root o-n -, and its derivatives has 

long been overdue. This is particularly true because of the prominence 

of the word rachamim in both Biblical and Rabbinic Literature . A word 

such as rachamim which occurs so frequently and in so many contexts, 
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has attached to it a tapestry of meanings, connotations and nuances. 

Understanding these various meanings enables us to know more about 

those who employed this tenn in the texts that they wrote. The result 

of such a study can serve as a window into the minds of those who went 

before us, revealing both their vision of themselves and their vision 

of G-d. It is the hope of this writer that this thesis has provided 

a glimpse through that window. 
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