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The Nature of Selichot

l. Biblical Selichot
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4. Rav Soloveitchik Motzei Shabbat Lecture 1968

The simple translation of the words- “Va-ya’avor Hashem al panav vayikra” (Shemot 34:6) is
that panav is a reference to Moshe’s countenance. G-d passed by Moshe’s countenance, and
after that He left, Moshe saw just “achorar”’, God’s “back”. It was at that point that G-d
proclaimed the Thirteen attributes. However, Hazal apparently interpret panav as a reference to
the Divine Himself, G-d’s own “countenance”. “Va-ya’avor Hashem al panav” thus means: He
wrapped Himself.

...The Ribbono Shel Olam taught Moshe how to say Selihot. He not only taught him; he
demonstrated it for him. There are two kinds of teaching: by speech or words and by
demonstration, by example. The gemara says “Melamed she-nitatef Hakadosh Baruch Hu ke-
shaliah zibbur’, the Ribbono Shel Olam demonstrated to Moshe how Selihot should be recited
as if He himself were the shaliah zibbur, the hazzan. “Va’ya’avor Hashem al panav,” the
Ribbono Shel Olam wrapped Himself in a tallit and He read, He recited, the seder selihot. This
is how Hazal interpreted the passuk.

We have never come across another passage in the Gemara in which it is stated that the
Ribbono Shel Olam taught Moshe, or any other prophet, how to pray. Man should know how to
pray, how to approach Him. But here, apparently the Ribbono Shel Olam did not rely on Moshe.
He taught him. He not only told him to pray for selihah, but He also told him how to pray. He
taught him by demonstrating it.

5. Rav Moshe Taragin OU Torah Tidbits The Voices of Selichot

The Gemara in Rosh Hashanah (17b) recounts the first Selichot prayer in history.
Moshe, standing in the heavens, fervently prayed for the survival of the Jewish people.
The sin of the Golden Calf had cast a shadow over their future, and Moshe passionately
pleaded for their survival. In response, Hashem delivered His 13 Middot —the attributes
of divine mercy—and instructed Moshe to invoke them in future prayers.

But this moment was more than mere instruction. As the Gemara relates, Hashem not
only taught the 13 middot but also donned a tallit, covered His head, and recited the 13
Middot aloud. This vivid and perhaps audacious image is immediately tempered by the
Gemara’s caution: “had the pasuk itself not implied that Hashem Himself prayed, it
would have been unthinkable and even heretical” . The gemara’s uneasiness highlights
how dramatic the image of Hashem davening is. This remarkable scene suggests that
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Hashem, too, prays alongside us. He led that first recitation of the 13 Middot, reminding
humanity of His boundless mercy.

Our barbaric enemies tarnish this divine image, portraying an angry and vengeful G-d
who revels in the suffering of innocents. By twisting G-d into an angry and belligerent
figure, they distort His image and undermine the profound tefillah of the 13 Middot,
which Hashem Himself once recited to reveal His boundless compassion. This year, as
we recite the 13 Middot, we are not only invoking divine mercy but restoring the image
of Hashem’s compassion to a world darkened by brutality.
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And so the message here is that the best way to merit Hashem’s mercy is to act like Hashem, and imitate
His ways. According to this, our goal during these days is not simply tefillah, but one of improving our

middot and how we treat those around us.

7. Rav Nosson Scherman Artscroll Selichot An Overview pg XXVIIi

This was a lesson for all time. Jews can lose the Torah and get it back. They can lose G-d’s
mercy and win it back. G-d loves us and wants us so much that He shows us how to pray and
promises that His ear is always cocked, as it were, waiting for us to call Him, to repent, to evoke
His mercy, and to come back to where we were before we fell.

This is the secret of Selichos. It is as if G-d had told Moshe and Bnei Yisrael that He had given
them a special service when they needed it most, when they had lost the greatest gift G-d had
ever given man- the Torah-and longed to get it back. Repentance and Torah went hand in hand,
then and now, for the Sages teach that Yom Kippur is a festival, because it was the day that G-d
gave the Torah to Israel for second time.

Let us take the lesson of Selichos to heart. By falling and rising, our ancestors in the Wilderness
taught us that hope is never lost, even when the protection of G-d’s mercy is absent. G-d is
merciful when we fall short of His expectations, but only if we emulate Him by being merciful to
those who fall short of our expectations of them.
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II. The Unique Status of Selichot
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14. Rabbi Shalom Carmy The Challenge of Selichot

It is also worth remembering that the Selichot of Elul are intended to rouse us to the spiritual
work of the Yamim Noraim. Consequently the effect of our Selichot may not be evident
immediately, but only in retrospect. One may feel lackadaisical as the days of Selichot turn into
weeks and we feel ground down by the relentless schedule of recitation. But ultimate test is
whether we are prepare for Yom Kippur.

Pardon me for speaking of religious matters in aesthetic terms: Look forward to the climax of
Neilah, when amid the lengthening shadows we glimpse a light of forgiveness, when even the
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emotionally restrained abandon their restraint. In the glorious hour of Neilah, the thirteen middot
are recited over and over against the background of excerpts from the Selichot anthems we
changed, perhaps a bit less passionately, a few days before. Does not the power of this awe-
inspiring medley derive, in part, from the fact that we are reciting lines that have accompanied
us through the weeks of preparation, through moments when our meet was fatigue and yawning
rather than exhilaration? The words and melodies of

Selichot have accompanied us faithfully through the past month’s struggles. Is there not a deep
satisfaction in having them with us, as familiar friends, in that most rare and sublime hour of the
year?

15. Rav Joseph B. Soloveichik Redemption, Prayer, Talmud Torah

We find, upon analysis, that the process of redemption of the individual and the community
through prayer is similar to the redemption from Egypt, as described by the Zohar. There are
three stages:

1) No prayer at all- the silence of atrophy, the absence of a need-awareness
2) An outcry, a voice, saturated with suffering and sadness
3) The birth of the word, i.e., the birth of prayer through the word

Itis in the second stage, with the awakening of the need-awareness, that prayer makes its
entry. This level of intermediate prayer is not yet n79n but njpyy, a human outcry: npyx 717 yniw-
“Hearer of outcry”- is a Divine attribute. There is, as yet, no word, no sentence; although the
emotional awareness has awakened, the logos of need is still dormant, silent. There is not yet a
clear understanding of what one is crying for. There is distress and loud human weeping. nj7vx
is primordial prayer, the voice restored, the word still lacking.

In the final stage, the word appears; the outcry is transformed into speech. Man, at this level,
not only feels his needs but understands them as well; there is logic of prayer which opens up to
man when he is in possession of the word.

...njwY is not only a phenomenological idea, but a Halachic-religious reality. n'7on, though it
represents a more advanced awareness, does not replace npvy, but co-exists with it. Man, even
the most sophisticated and educated, frequently resembles the baby who cries with pain, but
does not know how to alleviate the pain.

In Halachic liturgy, prayer at the stage of njppyx is called nin'70...the main distinction between
n7on (represented by nTny) and npyx (as represented by nint70) consists in the absence of
strict formulation in the case of nin'70. Prayer as njpyx lacks the gradual development of theme,
the structural formalism, and the etiquette-like orderliness which Halacha required of the 779nn,
the prayerful person.

While n79n is a meditative-reflective act, njppyx is immediate and compulsive. The npyy is not
bound by any requirements as to language, flow of words, sequences of premises and
conclusions. He is free to submit his petition, no matter how informal, so long as he feels pain,
and knows that only G-d can free him from the pain.

16. Rabbi Shalom Carmy The Challenge of Selichot
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In other words, the litanies that abound in Selihot (such as Avinu Malkeinu or Mi she-ana
I’Avraham) and strike us as unstructured redundant filler, radically different from the terse,
meaningful phrases of the Amida, are not repetitive by accident, but by design. It is because in
Selihot we are expressing a more rudimentary, almost biological experience of need. If we see
in the Selihot the kind of intellectual formulation and structure found in tefilla, we will be
disappointed, and we will miss the experience we are meant to enter.

...Selihot is not a private affair. The emotional power of Selihot is very much connected to
raising our voices and shouting. For some of us, particularly those who are temperamentally
averse to religious exhibitionism, this takes some getting used to. This is especially true if we
grew up in Shuls where restrained, inhibited behavior is the norm. It is sometime shocking to
find oneself in a yeshiva environment where the walls resound to the 13 Middot or the recitation
of Tehillim. Our insight into the nature of tseaka and its function in our religious life helps us
understand why the voice raised in outcry is appropriate in the context of Selihot.
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