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“Have compassion on Your handiwork and be glad with Your handiwork.  

May You be sanctified upon all your handiwork”  

  
These magnificent words, a remnant of an ancient hymn written by an anonymous poet,1 are 

to me the essence of Yom Kippur and bring to mind a paraphrase on a famous saying: “God is 

in the poetry” – in general and in the liturgy in particular,2 and that is where we ought to seek 

him. 
 

In this context I would like to speak about the Yom Kippur which, according to Chaza”l, took 

place 3200 years ago on Mount Sinai. That Yom Kippur ended Moses's3 forty days of 

pleading, and on that very day Moses stood on the stone cliff on Mount Sinai and begged God 

to forgive the Israelites for the sin of the Golden Calf. Moses understood that the key was in 

understanding God's ways and asked God: "Show me now thy ways” – show me the way you 

manage the world. The answer came in the form of a special poem.   

 

And the LORD passed by before him, and proclaimed: ‘The LORD, the LORD, 

God, merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abundant in goodness and 

truth;extending kindness to the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity and 

transgression and sin; [and that will by no means clear the guilty; visiting the 

iniquity of the fathers upon the children, and upon the children’s children, unto 

the third and unto the fourth generation.’]4 
 

Chaza”l deliberately (for obvious reasons) cut out the last portion and called this poem “The 

Covenant of the Thirteen Attributes of Mercy,” and this was their exegisis:  
 

And the LORD passed by before him, and proclaimed: (Exodus 34) Said R. Yochanan: 

Were it not written in the text, it would be impossible for us to say such a thing; 5 this verse 

teaches us that the Holy One, blessed be He, wrapped His talit around Him like a communal 

leader and showed Moshe the order of prayer. He said to him: any time Israel sins, let them do 

this service before Me, and I will forgive them.” The Lord, the Lord – it was I before man 

sinned and it will be I after man sins and repents. God, merciful and gracious – said R. 

Yehuda: A covenant was made with the thirteen attributes that they will not return empty-

handed, meaning that if one mentions them, he will certainly be answered, as it is stated in 

this regard: “Behold, I make a covenant” (Bavli, Rosh Hashana, 17b). 
 

                                                           
1According to the Rome Custom Machzor, see Goldschmidt Rosh Hashanah Machzor, introduction, p. 43: "A 
remnant from an ancient hymn whose author is unknown," and he adds that the Roman version is preferable. 
2 “God is in the details” – a well-known aphorism attributed to Mies van der Rohe, one of the pioneers of 
modern architecture. Van der Rohe was one of the founders of the international style and director of the 
Bauhaus School in its last years. Born in Aachen, Germany, in 1886, died in Chicago in 1969. 
3Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer chapter 45, see also Nahmanides’s commentary on Exodus 33:7. 
4See also our commentary in “Shabbat Shalom” on parashat Ki Tisa 5775. 
5See Halbertal, Tarbitz 5758. 



Towards the end of Yom Kippur we will pray Neilah in which we will sing together in the 

familiar tune, eight times, “The Covenant of the Thirteen Attributes” (Brit Shlosh Esreh 

Hamidot), the covenant that symbolizes God's way with people. Before we read the covenant 

we will describe, tell and explain the covenant and repeat it seven times: 
 

God, King, You occupy a throne built on mercy. Your deeds reflect Your loving-

kindness. You forgive Your people’s iniquities – putting each aside, one by one. 

You expand forgiveness for the sinner, and pardon for the transgressor. Your 

righteousness extends to all creatures of flesh and spirit; You do not assign a 

full measure of punishment to those who err. God, You taught us that when in 

need of atonement, we are to recite Your thirteen attributes of mercy. 

What is in that covenant, in one word? According to Maimonides in “Guide for the 

Perplexed,” the answer is: compassion.6 Compassion for all creatures of flesh and spirit, 

compassion for all creatures!7 
 

As for the midrash by R. Yochanan we must pay attention to one very important word. R. 

Yochanan does not preach: any time Israel sins, let them say this service before Me, and I will 

forgive them. Rather he preaches: any time Israel sins, let them do this service before Me, and 

I will forgive them. 

 

Aharon Ben Zeev8 carefully analyzes and draws a fine distinction between the feelings of 

mercy and compassion, illustrating that the main difference between them is the action and 

emotional involvement of compassion, contrasted with the standing apart and the feeling of 

distance of mercy. This is in keeping with the words of R. Yochanan.  

 

One of the commentators on the Talmud says: 9 "If a person does their attributes like those of 

the Holy One Blessed be He, his sins are forgiven.” Which means that "the Covenant of 

Attributes” directs us to seek God's compassion, and God commands us to uphold that 

covenant and says: if you desire my grace, my forgiveness and my compassion, you must 

forgive and be compassionate towards every person, including those who hurt you! R. 

Shimshon Raphael Hirsch (Harashar) went even further and said: “And the condition for 

God's grace is grace on earth.”10 
 

Actually it should come as no surprise that compassion is at the foundation of Moses's 

personal philosophy. Because the first time compassion is mentioned in the Bible in the 

context of interpersonal relations is the story of the rescue of baby Moses, when if it weren't 

for the compassion of Pharaoh's daughter, who knows whether and how the Exodus would 

have taken place and whether the Israelites would have been rescued from the sin of the 

Golden Calf. As it is written: “And the daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe in the river; 

and behold a boy that wept. And she had compassion on him, and said: 'This is one of the 

Hebrews' children.'” Pharaoh's daughter has compassion and rescues the life of a weeping 

infant, knowing that he is a Hebrew baby whom her father had condemned to death by 

drowning, because he viewed him as a potential enemy of his country.11  

                                                           
6Guide for the Perplexed.  
7And see the story of Rabi in Bava Metzia 75a. 
8“Mercy and Compassion,” in “Attributes and Emotions,” ed. Asa Kasher and Aharon Nemdar.  
9Etz Yaacov on Ein Yaacov – see S.Y. Agnon, “Days of Awe,” p. 106.  
10In his commentary on Exodus 34:7. “Extending kindness to the thousandth generation.” 
11See the comments of Chana Kasher in the Bar Ilan weekly page on the portion of Shmot: “On Compassion: 
Between Rambam and Shadal.” 



 
In the Haftara of Shacharit on Yom Kippur we read the words of the prophet Isaiah (48) about 

the main commandment of Yom Kippur:   

 

Is it such a fast that I have chosen? A day for a man to afflict his soul? Is it to 

bow down his head as a bulrush, and to spread sackcloth and ashes under him? 

Wilt thou call this a fast, and an acceptable day to the LORD? IS not this the 

fast that I have chosen? To loose the bands of wickedness, to undo the heavy 

burdens, and to let the oppressed go free, and that ye break every yoke? Is it not 

to deal thy bread to the hungry, and that thou bring the poor that are cast out to 

thy house? When thou seest the naked, that thou cover him; and that thou hide 

not thyself from thine own flesh?  

 

“Acts of compassion, including forbidding the hungry from fasting all year – that is the true fasting 

of Yom Kippur.” 12 
 

That is also the lesson that the prophet Jonah, whose wondrous story we read in the haftorah 

of mincha on Yom Kippur, learns firsthand – the lesson of compassion. While Moses is trying 

to rescue his people and learns the ways of the Lord, Jonah escapes from his mission and 

complains to God for his compassion for the people of Nineveh. By drying out the shade tree 

God causes Jonah some pain, thereby helping him understand the meaning of compassion and 

the need for forgiveness.13 The poet Zelda wrote:  

 

The Prophet Jonah, whose path to God was full of escapes in raging waters, 

will ask for mercy upon you, and upon me, and upon all those who are 

drowning.14 
 

And this brings us back to the poem with which we opened, the poem that sums up this 

covenant: “Have compassion on Your handiwork.” On the one hand we ask God to have 

compassion on his handiwork, on those he created, and thereby be glad and sanctified. And 

how will that happen? The answer is in the poem: If each one of us adopts an attitude of 

compassion towards the other, no matter who they are, towards every person, just like 

Pharaoh's daughter did towards Moses, it is that action that will bring joy and sanctity to 

God's world and to ours. It is not for nothing that right before the end of this holy day, before 

the gates are shut closed, we repeat the demand for mutual grace and compassion eight times. 
 

Let me end with a poem of prayer that almost every child in Israel is familiar with. This poem 

was set to wonderful music and given hundreds of renditions, and it begins with God and ends 

with man. Surprisingly it is a prayer with only 13 words, and it is the most perfect minimalist 

poem in modern Israeli poetry.15 It is the poem “Eli, Eli,” by Hannah Szenes. 
 

                                                           
12See Rabbi Shimon Gershon Rosenberg  (Shagar), “Tablets and Broken Tablets,” p. 353. “The prophet conflates 
fasting as an act of worship with compassion and mercy for the poor. That is the real fast. Purification will not 
result from fasting, bowing your head down as a bulrush, or wearing sackcloth and ash. The test of purification 
is the ability to treat the poor in the spirit of compassion, and actually all of our relationships with fellow 
human beings, beginning with those who are the closest to us. The true purification is creating relations of 
conciliation and mercy in the world. That is the true fast. “     
13See Uriel Simon, Jonah, p. 29. See also Jellinek’s Beth ha-Midrasch I, p. 102. “At that moment he fell on his 
face and said ‘manage your world with the attribute of mercy.’”  
14In her poem “For the  light is my pleasure.” 
15My emphases. 



My God, My God, I pray that these things never end,  The sand and the sea,  

The rustle of the waters,  Lightning of the Heavens,  The prayer of Man. 
 

 

The poem begins with the word Eli, God, and ends with the word Adam, man. The intimate, 

personal God, to whom the prayer is addressed, is surely the God who created the sand and 

the sea, the water and the heavens. But what they mean and the discovery of their beauty is a 

function of man, of a human response. This poem is rightfully considered to be the epitome of 

human and Israeli humanism and its words were sanctified by Hannah’s heroic death in her 

youth, turning it into both prayer and hymn.16  

 

In her poem "A Walk to Caesarea," Hannah Szenes writes merely about sand and sea, the 

rustle of the water, the bright and brilliant sky. But she is actually thinking about the infinity 

of God found in the rustle, in the heavens and in fact in everything, his manifestation in the 

world, and man’s admiration for every single detail of the world's beauty. That is man's 

prayer, and that is what guides him how to pray and especially how to be human. This prayer 

is what guided Hannah Szenes to perform the acts of compassion and rescue from which she 

did not return, thereby leaving us a legacy, the legacy of "the prayer of man:” Have 

compassion on Your handiwork. 

 

                                                           
16Uzi Shavit – in the margins of the booklet “Hannah Szenes, My God, My God, poems and diary segments,” p. 
60.  

 


