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Chapter XLV: Va’etchanan (Deut. 3:23—7:11)

Essay 2. Prayer is greater than good deeds
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At the beginning of the parasha, Moses recounts that he pleaded with the L-rd to allow him
to “cross over and see the good Land on the other side of the Jordan.”! G-d didn’t allow Moses to
cross over, but did allow him to at least see the Land of Israel.?

It is brought in tractate Berachot, chapter 5:

Rabbi Elazar said: Prayer is greater than good deeds, as there was none
greater in good deeds than our teacher, Moses, peace be upon him.
Nevertheless, [his request to see the Land of Israel] was only answered through
prayer, as it is said, “Never again speak to Me of this matter,”’ and adjacent to
that, “Go up to the summit of Pisgah and gaze about, to the west, the north, the
south, and the east.”

- Berachot 32b

It is written in the Tosafot, “Prayer is greater than good deeds without prayer.”
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People ask how is it derived from here in Berachot that prayer is greater than good
deeds. Perhaps they are equal, and [Moses’ request] wasn’t answered until he prayed because

: English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
! Deut. 3:23-25.

2 Deut. 3:26-27.

3 Deut. 3:26.

4 Deut. 3:27.




good deeds alone aren’t sufficient, and also prayer alone isn’t enough, until both accompany
each other? So how do we know that prayer is greater than good deeds?

Also, the Rif questions this statement of Rabbi Elazar, for it seems that the principal
proof rests on the verse that, “I pleaded with the L-rd,” and then it is written, “Go up to the
summit of Pisgah.” IL.e., it would seem that Moses’ partial victory of being able to see the Land
was a result of his pleading with G-d. [Rabbi Elazar] instead brings a proof from a verse that
teaches the opposite, because there it is said, “Never again speak to Me of this matter,” which
sounds as though He didn’t hear his prayer.’

Also, the explanation of the Tosafot is difficult, for what is their question that they
explained thus? It’s obvious that the Rabbi Elazar’s statement that “prayer is greater than good
deeds” is talking about good deeds without prayer. For how would it enter your mind that
[Rabbi Elazar] is talking about good deeds with prayer? It wouldn’t make sense to say that
one thing, prayer alone, should be greater than two things, good deeds with prayer.
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For us, the explanation of the intent of Rabbi Elazar in this way appears obvious. We
need to check what need there was for him to bring a proof from our teacher Moses that
prayer is greater than good deeds. For isn’t it a clear matter that the Holy One, Blessed be
He, hears the prayers of every mouth, even from the gentiles? “The thief at the entrance of
the tunnel calls on the Merciful One for help,”® and the Holy One, Blessed be He, hears his
prayer even if he is wicked.

If there are good deeds, it’s necessary that one be full of mitzvot and good deeds for
G-d to answer him. For if that’s not so, [his good deeds] would be invalidated because they
are few. In any case, if he is a sinner, or an apostate regarding one thing, G-d forbid, then his
good deeds would be considered as nothing.
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Rather, it’s certainly necessary to say that the intent of Rabbi Elazar was to say that
prayer alone is greater than all the good actions in the world without prayer. This is why the
Tosafot wrote “without prayer,” they were talking about one who fulfills all these mitzvot but

5> Rabbi Josiah ben Joseph Pinto (c. 1565—c. 1648), Me or Enayim.
¢ Ein Yaakov on Berachot 63a.



who doesn’t pray for his needs. Because of this, it’s necessary to bring a proof specifically
from Moses, and it’s perfectly fine to say that there’s no one greater in good deeds than
Moses, peace be upon him, and nevertheless he was only answered through prayer.
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Here in Moses’ prayer it is written, “I pleaded with the L-rd,” and Rashi explained,
“Even though the righteous could have based a claim on their good deeds, they only
requested from the Omnipresent an unearned gift.” IL.e., the righteous want to be answered
based on prayer, and to have the reward for their mitzvot saved for the World-to-Come. The Holy
One, Blessed be He, said to him, “Never again speak to Me of this matter,” because He wanted
him to die in the wilderness, so that upon being resurrected, all those who had died in the
wilderness would be able to enter the Land of Israel in Moses’ merit.”

He also didn’t want him to pray, so that he wouldn’t cause a denigration of the power
of prayer in the minds of others, such that the nations of the world would say that there was
no power to prayer. Nevertheless, He answered his prayer in a way that wasn’t against His
decree, may He be blessed, for He said to him, “Go up to the summit of Pisgah.” That is,
because He juxtaposed that to “Never again speak to me,” it means that He said that to him,
offering Moses the chance to see the Land of Israel, in the merit of the prayer that he offered.

L.e., the Rif had asked why Rabbi Elazar didn’t base his proof on “I pleaded with the L-rd,”
The Zera Shimshon’s explanation is that the follow-up, “Never again speak to Me of this matter,”
which was used for Rabbi Elazar’s proof, reinforces the great power of prayer. G-d was telling
Moses, “I have reasons for not wanting you to enter the Land of Israel, so I can’t entirely answer
your prayer. But if people see that you uttered a prayer and that it wasn’t answered, they may
discount the power of prayer. So stop praying.”
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A question on this is: Even if Moses had been silent and not prayed because G-d said,
“Never again speak to Me of this matter,” nevertheless, since he revealed his desire that he
wanted to cross over the Jordan, shouldn’t the Holy One, Blessed be He, fulfilled his desire
because of his good deeds? As it is written, “He fulfills the wishes of those who fear Him.”®
That suggests that G-d will respond favorably to one who fulfils the mitzvot. So what did the

7 Deut. Rabbah 2:9.
8 Ps. 145:19.



Holy One, Blessed be He, establish by forbidding him not to pray anymore? I.c., we have said
that G-d didn’t want Moses to keep praying, for others might discount the efficacy of prayer. Why
didn’t G-d worry that by not granting all of Moses’ requests, that people would also discount the
efficacy of good deeds? Rather, certainly from here it is proved that good deeds don’t have
the power of prayer. l.e., even Moses’ high level of good deeds couldn’t overturn G-d’s decree,
but his prayer could have done so. Thus, G-d told Moses to stop praying. This is a proof that good
deeds don’t have the power of prayer.
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If you’ll say that Moses is different, that he revealed his thinking that he did not want
to enjoy the reward of his mitzvot, that he wanted to preserve his reward for the World-to-Come,
this isn’t a difficulty, because the truth is that we are not to work to receive a reward. Rather,
“your Employer is faithful”® to one who serves Him whole-heartedly. If good deeds had the
power of prayer, the will of the righteous would be done out of the law of kindness. By saying
to him, “Never again speak to Me of this matter,” we hear from this, that the Holy One, Blessed
be He, was especially stringent on prayer, as prayer is greater than good needs. It is fine that
[Rabbi Elazar] didn’t bring a proof from “I pleaded with the L-rd,” for to the contrary, the
main point of his proof was especially from “Never again speak to Me of this matter,” that
people shouldn’t denigrate the power of prayer.
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