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Chapter XXIV: Vayikra (Lev. 1:1–5:26) 
 
Essay 5. Atonement and the power of the Shaliach Tzibur 
 

, בְּזֶבַח וּמִנְחָה אֵינוֹ  "אִם־יִתְכַּפֵּר עֲוֹן בֵּית־עֵלִי בְּזֶבַח וּבְמִנְחָה עַד־עוֹלָם"רַב כָּהֲנָא אָמַר    יְרוּשַׁלְמִיפֶּרֶק ב'    ראֹשׁ הַשָּׁנָה

דְּאֵינ  דַּוְקָא  וּמִנְחָה  דִּבְזֶבַח  כֵּיוָן  מַאֲמָרוֹת  בַּעֲשָׂרָה  הִקְשָׁה  בִּתְפִלָּה.  הוּא  מִתְכַּפֵּר  אֲבָל  מִצְוָה מִתְכַּפֵּר  בְּכָל  כֵּן  אִם  מִתְכַּפֵּר,  וֹ 

כָּהֲנָא מִפִּי מִשְּׁאָר מִצְוֹת וְעוֹד הִקְשָׁה עַל מַה שֶׁאָמְרוּ, אֲבָל מִתְכַּפֵּר הוּא בִּתְפִלָּה,  אַחֲרִיתִי יִתְכַּפֵּר. וּמַאי שְׁנָא תְּפִלָּה דְּקָאָמַר רַב  

ר הַקָּרְבָּן הוּא הַוִּידּוּי וְהַתְּפִילָּה שֶׁעִמּוֹ, דִּבְלָאו הָכִי הַקָּרְבָּן אֵינוֹ לְרָצוֹן, וּמִכֵּיוָן  דְּהָא בִּכְלַל זֶבַח וּמִנְחָה אִיתָא נַמֵּי לִתְפִלָּה שֶׁעִקַּ 

    עיי"ש.דַּאֲפִילּוּ בְּזֶבַח וּמִנְחָה אֵינוֹ מִתְכַּפֵּר כָּל שֶׁכֵּן בִּתְפִלָּה לְחוּדָהּ עכ"ל וְ 

 

Hophni and his brother, Phinehas, were two of the sons of Eli, the High Priest. They were 
renowned for their corruption, stealing the best portions of sacrifices and engaged in sexual 
immorality with women serving at the tabernacle. This led G-d to curse the Eli’s descendants. 

Regarding this, Jerusalem Talmud, Rosh Hashanah, Chapter 2 (halacha 5), taught: 
“Rav Kahana said: [Regarding the verse,] ‘And therefore I have sworn unto the house of Eli, that 
the iniquity of the house of Eli shall not be expiated with sacrifice [zevach] [זֶבַח] nor meal-
offering [mincha] [מִנְחָה] forever’1 —by sacrifice and meal-offering it is not atoned, but it is 
atoned by prayer.” 

Question 1: Asarah Ma’amarot raises a difficulty: since it is specifically by sacrifice 
and meal-offering that it is not atoned, if so, how can it be atoned by any other 
commandment? What is distinctive about prayer, that Rav Kahana singled it out over other 
commandments?  

Question 2: He further raised a difficulty regarding what was said — “but it is atoned 
by prayer”—for prayer is already included within sacrifice and meal-offering, since the 
essential element of the offering is the confession and the prayer that accompanies it. For 
without these elements, the offering is not accepted, and since even with sacrifice and meal-
offering atonement is not achieved, how much more so is atonement achieved with prayer 
alone? See there for his discussion.2 

  

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com  
1 I Sam. 3:14. 
2 Rabbi Menachem Azaria da Fano (“Rema M’Pano”) (1548–1620), Italian Kabbalist and commentator on the 

Talmud. Asara Ma’amarot (“Ten Utterances”) (Venice 1597), Ma’amar Chakor Din, chapters 22–23. 
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ה שֶׁעִמּוֹ, וְזֶה הַוִּידּוּי וְהַתְּפִלָּה הָיָה  וְהִנֵּה בְּתֵירוּץ קוּשְׁיָיתוֹ הַשֵּׁנִית יֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁעִקַּר הַקָּרְבָּן הוּא הַוִּידּוּי וְהַתְּפִלָּ 
בָּנוֹת, אִם לאֹ סָמַ˂ כִּפֵּר שֶׁהַסְּמִיכָה אֵינָהּ מְעַכֶּבֶת אֶלָּא שֶׁמַּעֲלֶה בְּעֵת הַסְּמִיכָה. וּפָסַק הָרַמְבַּ"ם בְּפֶרֶק ג' מֵהִלְכוֹת מַעֲשֵׂה הַקָּרְ 

וְכוּ' וְאַף עַל פִּי כֵן    "לְכַפֵּר  לוֹ וְנִרְצָה  . . .  וְסָמַ˂"עָלָיו כְּאִילּוּ לאֹ כִּפֵּר. וְהִיא בָּרַיְיתָא פֶּרֶק קַמָּא דִזְבָחִים (דַּף ו' ע"א) דִּכְתִיב  
בְּלאֹ   אַף  בְּלִבּוֹ  כְּשֶׁמִּתְחָרֵט  מְכַפֵּר  שֶׁהַקָּרְבָּן  מִינָּהּ  דְּשָׁמַע  וְעיי"ש,  רַשִׁ"י  שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ  כְּמוֹ  מַעֲשֶׂה כִּפֵּר,  דְּהַיְינוּ  וְהַתְּפִלָּה  הַוִּידּוּי 

 . הַסְּמִיכָה
 

Now, regarding the resolution of his second difficulty, one may say that indeed the 
essential element of the offering is the confession and prayer that accompanies it, and this 
confession and prayer took place at the time of the semicha, the laying of hands on the 
sacrifice.3 The Rambam rules in Chapter 3 of the Laws of Sacrificial Procedure (halacha 12) 
that if one did not perform the laying of hands, atonement is still achieved, for the laying of 
hands is not indispensable, except that it is counted against him as though he had not 
achieved atonement.  

This is a Baraita in the first chapter of Zevachim (page 6a), as it is written (Leviticus 
1:4): “And he shall place his hand upon the head of the burnt-offering; and it shall be accepted 
for him to atone for him.”4  

And does placing hands atone [for one’s sins]? But isn’t atonement 
[achieved] only by [the sprinkling of] the blood, as it is stated: “For it is the blood 
that makes atonement by reason of the life.”5 Rather, why does the verse state: “And 
he shall place . . . and it shall be accepted for him to atone”? [This teaches] that if 
one deemed the placing of hands to be a non-essential mitzva [and thus failed to 
perform it], the verse ascribes to him [blame] as though it did not atone [for his 
sins]; but it [nevertheless] did atone [for his sins].  

- Zevachim 6a 
However, atonement is achieved even without it, as Rashi explained there6 — from which we 
learn that the offering atones when one repents in his heart, even without the verbal 
confession and prayer, that is, without the act of laying of hands. 

 
שֶׁיִּתְכַּפֵּר  שֶׁ וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי שַׁפִּיר קָמַשְׁמַע לַן קְרָא   נָמֵי  כְּלָל וּכְלָל, אֲבָל אִין הָכִי  בְּזֶבַח וּמִנְחָה לְחוּד  יִתְכַּפֵּר  עוֹן בֵּית עֵלִי לאֹ 

 . בִּתְפִלָּה דְּהַיְינוּ מַעֲשֶׂה הַסְּמִיכָה
 
Therefore, the verse properly teaches us that the iniquity of the House of Eli would 

not be atoned by sacrifice and meal-offering alone at all, but indeed it would be atoned by 
prayer, meaning the act of laying of hands. 

 

 
3 In this essay, the Zera Shimshon uses “prayer” (tefillah) and “laying hands” (semicha) interchangeably, because 

the Rambam (Laws of Sacrificial Procedure 3:13–15) explains that the essential content of the semicha was the verbal 
confession (vidui) and supplication accompanying it, the inner spiritual act of the worshiper turning to G-d. When Rav 
Kahana therefore says the sin of the House of Eli “is atoned by prayer,” Zera Shimshon understands this to mean by 
the confessional prayer, as distinct from the physical offering itself. 

4 Lev. 1:4. 
5 Lev. 17:11. 
6 Rashi on Zevachim 6a interpreted that the verse ascribes blame as if it didn’t atone, to show that the laying of 

hands is important, but in practice it did atone. 
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וּי שְׁיָא לֵיתָא, מִדִּנְקַט קְרָא זֶבַח וּמִנְחָה דַּוְקָא שֶׁהֲרֵי סְמִיכַת שְׁאָר הַקָּרְבָּנוֹת אִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁהֵם וִידּוּוְעוֹד יֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּמֵעִיקָּרָא ק
לאֹ וִידּוּי וּתְפִלָּה, כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתַב הָרַמְבַּ"ם סוֹף   ,וּתְפִלָּה, אֲבָל הַסְּמִיכָה שֶׁהָיוּ עוֹשִׂים עַל הַשְּׁלָמִים לאֹ הָיוּ אֶלָּא דִּבְרֵי שֶׁבַח וְתוֹדָה

וֹ תְּפִלָּה לַעֲצוֹר רוּחוֹת וְכוּ'  פֶּרֶק ג' הַנָּ"ל דְּזֶבַח מַשְׁמַע שְׁלָמִים דַּוְקָא, וּבְמִנְחָה אֵין סְמִיכָה כְּלָל, וְאַף הַתְּנוּפָה שֶׁגַּם הִיא כְּמ
אֲבָל מִתְכַּפֵּר הוּא  בִּסְתָם מִנְחָה כְּדִתְנַן בְּפֶרֶק ה' דִּמְנָחוֹת, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי שַׁפִּיר קָאָמַר בְּזֶבַח וּמִנְחָה אֵינוֹ מִתְכַּפֵּר    אֵינָהּ נוֹהֶגֶת

 .בִּתְפִלָּה
 

One may further say that the difficulty does not arise in the first place, since the verse 
specifies sacrifice and meal-offering in particular. That is, while the laying of hands on other 
offerings does indeed constitute confession and prayer, the laying of hands performed on 
peace-offerings (shelamim) consisted only of words of praise and thanksgiving, not confession 
and prayer. This is as the Rambam wrote at the end of the aforementioned Chapter 3 (halacha 
15): sacrifice (zevach) refers specifically to peace-offerings (shelamim).7,8 

Furthermore, in the case of a meal-offering there is no laying of hands at all. Even the 
waving, which is likewise a form of prayer — moving forward and back to restrain evil 
winds, etc. — is not practiced with an ordinary meal-offering, as we learned in Chapter 5 of 
Menachot (60a). Therefore, it is properly stated that by sacrifice and meal-offering, 
atonement is not achieved, but it is achieved by prayer. 

Thus, we come to the Zera Shimshon’s resolution of Question 2. While prayer may be 
included as a requirement in some sacrifices, it is not included in all sacrifices. This proves that 
prayer is distinct from sacrifice. With this understanding, “the iniquity of the house of Eli shall not 
be expiated with sacrifice nor meal-offering forever” is not saying “even sacrifice with prayer 
doesn’t atone.” Rather, it is saying “sacrifice without the confessional-prayer component 
(shelamim and minchah) doesn’t atone, but prayer — meaning the semicha-confession present in 
other offerings — does.”  

 
בִים, שֶׁאֵין לְ˃ הָרִאשׁוֹנָה יֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק ה' דִּבְרָכוֹת אָמַר ר' אֶלְעָזָר גְּדוֹלָה תְּפִלָּה יוֹתֵר מִמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹ   שְׁיָאוּוְעַל הַקּ

וְעוֹד אָמַר ר' אֶלְעָזָר גְּדוֹלָה תְּפִלָּה יוֹתֵר  גָּדוֹל בְּמַעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים יוֹתֵר מִמֹּשֶׁה רַבֵּינוּ ע"ה וְאַף עַל פִּי כֵּן לאֹ נַעֲנָה אֶלָּא בִּתְפִלָּה,
כַּפֵּר אֲבָל מִתְכַּפֵּר הוּא בִּתְפִלָּה  מִן הַקָּרְבָּנוֹת שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר לָמָּה לִּי רוֹב זִבְחֵיכֶם וְכוּ'. וְאִם כֵּן שַׁפִּיר קָאָמַר בְּזֶבַח וּמִנְחָה אֵינוֹ מִתְ 

 .תֵר מִן הַקָּרְבָּנוֹתשֶׁהֲרֵי הַתְּפִלָּה גְּדוֹלָה יוֹ
 

Having resolved Question 2, why prayer is distinct from sacrifice, we now turn to Question 
1, what makes prayer greater than all other commandments? 

Regarding the first difficulty, one may say that we are told in Chapter 5 of Berachot 
(32b) that Rabbi Elazar said: prayer is greater than good deeds, for there is none greater in 

 
7 Mishneh Torah, Laws of Sacrificial Procedure 3:15: “[For a burnt offering] how does he confess? He says: “I 

sinned, I transgressed, I committed iniquity, and I did this-and-this, and I have repented before You and this is my 
atonement.” If he is bringing a peace-offering, he should perform laying of hands with all of his strength anywhere he 
desires within the Temple Courtyard, where [the animal] will be slaughtered. It appears to me that one does not confess 
on a peace-offering [which is not offered to atone for a sin]. Instead, he says words of praise.” 

8 The Asarah Ma’amarot must have known that the Rambam ruled that zevach refers to shelamim, and that prayer 
is not an element of shelamim. So why did he write that “prayer is included in zevach”? Perhaps he was interpreting 
zevach as a more general reference to Temple offerings, many of which do incorporate prayer as a requirement. 
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good deeds than Moses our Teacher, peace be upon him, and yet he was answered only 
through prayer [when G-d permitted him to climb the mountain and look out over the Land of 
Israel].” 

Rabbi Elazar further said there: “Prayer is greater than offerings, as it is said, ‘To 
what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices to Me, says the L-rd. I am full of the burnt-
offerings of rams and the fat of fed beasts; I do not desire the blood of bulls and sheep and goats.’9 ” 
If so, it is properly stated that by sacrifice and meal-offering, atonement is not achieved, but 
it is achieved by prayer, for prayer is greater than offerings. 

 
דִּבְהָהִיא דְּ  אֶלְעָזָר גּוּפָא אֶלָּא  וּמִן   ר'  מִמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים  יוֹתֵר  תְּפִלָּה  גְּדוֹלָה  הָיָה לוֹמַר  בָּבֵי,  לִתְרֵי  פַּלְגִינְהוּ  אַמַּאי  לְדַקְדֵּק  יֵשׁ 

גְּדוֹלָ  שֶׁהַתְּפִלָּה  אִיתָא  אִם  קָשֶׁה  וְעוֹד  הַקָּרְבָּנוֹת.  גַּם  יֵשׁ  טוֹבִים  מַעֲשִׂים  דְּבִכְלַל  וְעוֹד  הַקָּ הַקָּרְבָּנוֹת,  מִן  אָנוּ  ה  הֵיאַ˂  רְבָּנוֹת 
, שֶׁתְּהֵא תְּפִלָּתֵנוּ חֲשׁוּבָה לִפְנֵי הקב"ה כְּמוֹ הַקָּרְבָּנוֹת, וַהֲרֵי הַתְּפִלָּה יוֹתֵר  "וּנְשַׁלְּמָה פָרִים שְׂפָתֵינוּ"  אוֹמְרִים בִּדְאָגָה וּבְשִׁמְמוּת

 . רְבָּנוֹת וְכֵיוָן שֶׁהִתְפַּלַּלְנוּ אֵין צוֹרֶ˂ כְּלָל לְקָרְבָּןחֲשׁוּבָה מִן הַקָּ 
 
However, regarding that very statement of Rabbi Elazar, one may inquire why he 

divided it into two clauses; he should have said: prayer is greater than good deeds and than 
offerings. Moreover, offerings are already included within good deeds. A further difficulty: 
if prayer is indeed greater than offerings, why do we say with anxiety and desolation: 
“Instead of bulls we will pay [the offering of] our lips.”10 That means that our prayer should 
be considered before the Holy One, Blessed be He, as the offerings. In other words, when 
prayer is in fact more valued than offerings, once we have prayed, what need is there for an 
offering at all? 

 
סָּח  וּסָּח אַחֵר וְלאֹ בְּנ וּוּ לוֹמַר בְּנ וְאִם מִפְּנֵי שֶׁאָמְרוּ בְּפֶרֶק ה' דִּבְרָכוֹת מִיּוֹם שֶׁחָרַב בֵּית הַמִּקְדָּשׁ נִנְעֲלוּ שַׁעֲרֵי תְּפִלָּה, הָיָה לָנ 
א לָן אִם שַׁעֲרֵי תְּפִלָּה נִנְעֲלוּ  י בַּעְיָ זֶה, דְּמַשְׁמַע דְּדַאֲגָתֵנוּ הִיא מִפְּנֵי שֶׁהַתְּפִלָּה אֵינָהּ חֲשׁוּבָה כְּמוֹ הַקָּרְבָּן. וְעוֹד הִיא גּוּפָא קָא מִ 

ן זֶה יִת נִנְעֲלוּ שַׁעֲרֵי תְּפִלָּה, וּמָה עִנְיָ לָמָּה אָנוּ מִתְפַּלְּלִים בְּחִנָּם וּמִבְּלִי תּוֹעֶלֶת וּמְבָרְכִים כַּמָּה בְּרָכוֹת. וְלָמָּה דַּוְקָא בְּחֻרְבַּן הַבַּ 
 .לָזֶה

 
If it is because of what was said in Chapter 5 of Berachot (32b), “From the day the 

Temple was destroyed, the gates of prayer were locked,” we ought to have used a different 
formulation and not this one, which implies that our anxiety is because prayer is not as valued 
as the offering.  

Furthermore, this itself raises a question: if the gates of prayer are locked, why do we 
pray in vain and without benefit, and recite so many blessings?  

Also, why were the gates of prayer locked specifically upon the destruction of the 
Temple, what is the connection between one thing and the other? 

  

 
9 Isaiah 1:11. 
10 Hosea 14:3. 
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הַחֻרְ  עַל  כְּלָל  דּוֹאֲגִים  הָיִינוּ  לאֹ  הָכֵי  לָאו  דְּאִי  פֵּירֵשׁ  מְצִיעָא  בָּבָא  בְּמַסֶּכֶת  יַעֲקֹב  שֶׁהָעִיּוּן  כֵּן,  וַהֲגַם  מוֹכִיחַ  אֵינוֹ  הַלָּשׁוֹן  בָּן, 
נִנְעֲלוּ שַׁעֲרֵי תְּפִלָּה, מַשְׁמַע שֶׁהַ  וְלאֹ מִשּׁוּם קְנָס וְחָשַׁשׁ, וְהָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר,  לָזֶה  חֻרְבָּן גָּרַם  דְּקָאָמַר, מִיּוֹם שֶׁחָרַב בֵּית הַמִּקְדָּשׁ 

יִּהְיֶה לָנוּ אַתָּה רֶמֶז. וְעוֹד מַה הֵם  עַכְשָׁיו שֶׁחָרַב בֵּית הַמִּקְדָּשׁ נִנְעֲלוּ וְכוּ', אוֹ לְפִי שֶׁחָרַב בֵּית הַמֻּקְרָשׁ, אוֹ בְּלָשׁוֹן אַחֵר כְּדֵי שֶׁ 
 .בֶּלֶתוּעָרִים שֶׁל הַתְּפִלָּה, הָיָה לוֹמַר, אֵין תְּפִלָּתֵנוּ עוֹד מְקאֵלּוּ הַשְּׁ 

  
Although the Iyun Yaakov on tractate Bava Metzia (59b) explained that without this 

we would not grieve at all over the destruction, the language does not support this. For it 
says: “From the day the Temple was destroyed, the gates of prayer were locked,” implying 
that the destruction caused this, and not as a penalty or precaution. It should have said: 
“Now that the Temple has been destroyed, the gates are locked,” or “because the Temple was 
destroyed,” or in some other formulation that would give us a hint. Furthermore, what are 
these gates of prayer? It should have simply said: “Our prayer is no longer accepted.” 

 
צְרַ˂ ר' אֶלְעָזָר לוֹמַר, גְּדוֹלָה תְּפִלָּה מִמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים, וּלְגַבֵּי הָרְשָׁעִים שֶׁשָּׁבוּ בִּתְשׁוּבָה  וּוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דִּלְגַבֵּי הַחֲכָמִים וְהַצַּדִּיקִים ה

 לוֹ לָאָדָם הַרְבֵּה מַעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים  צְרַ˂ לוֹמַר, גְּדוֹלָה תְּפִלָּה מִן הַקָּרְבָּנוֹת, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי פַּלְגִינְהוּ לִתְרֵי בָּבֵי. שֶׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁיֵּשׁוּה
 ֹ א שֶׁאֲבַקֵּשׁ מִמֶּנּוּ בִּתְפִלָּה, כִּי זוֹ אֵינָהּ מִדָּה טוֹבָה, חֲדָא וְהוּא צַדִּיק גָּמוּר, אַל יְמַלְּאֶנּוּ לִבּוֹ לוֹמַר הקב"ה יְמַלֵּא מִשְׁאֲלוֹתַי בְּל

 ., וְעוֹד שְׂכַר מִצְוֹת בְּהַאי עָלְמָא לֵיכָּאפְּרָסה נִקְרָא עוֹבֵד עַל מְנָת לְקַבֵּל שֶׁזֶּ 
 

One may say that with respect to the wise and the righteous, Rabbi Elazar needed to 
say “prayer is greater than good deeds,” and with respect to the wicked who have repented, 
he needed to say “prayer is greater than offerings,” and this is why he divided it into two 
clauses. For even if a person has many good deeds and is entirely righteous, his heart should 
not lead him to say that the Holy One, Blessed be He, will fulfill his requests without his 
asking through prayer. This is not a good quality, firstly because this is called serving in order 
to receive reward, and furthermore because the reward of commandments is not given in 
this world. 

 
שׁוּם פָּסוּק אֶלָּא יִשְׁתְּקוּ    וְעוֹד דְּאִיתָא בְּשֻׁלְחָן עָרוּ˂ אוֹרַח חַיִּים (סִימָן קכ"ח סְעִיף כ"ו) בְּשָׁעָה שֶׁמְּבָרְכִים הַכֹּהֲנִים אֵין לוֹמַר

תוֹ וְאֵינוֹ מְכַוֵּין לִבְרָכָה שֶׁמְּבָרְכִין אוֹתוֹ. וְאַף כָּאן מִי  וִיכַוְּונוּ לִבְרָכָה, וְהַטַּעַם אִיתָא בְּמַסֶּכֶת סוֹטָה כְּלוּם יֵשׁ עֶבֶד שֶׁמְּבָרְכִים אוֹ
וֹבִים אֵינָם עִנְיָן לָזֶה, שֶׁהֲרֵי שֶׁצָּרִי˂ לְדָבָר אֶחָד וְאֵינוֹ רוֹצֶה לְהִתְפַּלֵּל לָא שַׁפִּיר עֲבִיד, וְאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁיֵּעָשֶׂה הַרְבֵּה מַעֲשִׂים ט

, וְאִם כֵּן צָרִי˂ שֶׁהָאָדָם יִקְרָא לְהקב"ה וְאָז הקב"ה יַעֲנֶה. וְעוֹד שֶׁהֲרֵי כָּתַב הַטּוּר "אֲשֶׁר תַּעֲשֶׂה  בְּכֹלה' אֱ˄הֶי˃  וּבֵרַכְ˃  "כְּתִיב  
וֹסֵק  פִלָּה שַׁפִּיר דָּמֵי, וְאִם ע(סִימָן ק"ב), אָסוּר לֵישֵׁב בְּתוֹ˂ אַרְבַּע אַמּוֹת שֶׁל תְּפִלָּה, וְדַוְקָא כְּשֶׁיּוֹשֵׁב בָּטֵל אֲבָל אִם עוֹסֵק בִּתְ 

שָׁמַיִם וְהוּא אֵינוֹ מְקַבֵּל   לְכוּתבַּתּוֹרָה אָסוּר, דִּבְהָא תְּפִלָּה עֲדִיפָא שֶׁהַטַּעַם שֶׁאָסוּר מִפְּנֵי שֶׁנִּרְאֶה שֶׁחֲבֵירוֹ מְקַבֵּל עָלָיו עוֹל מַ 
עוֹסֵק בַּתּוֹרָה אַכַּתִּי אִיתָא לְהַאי טַעְמָא עכ"ל. וּמִשּׁוּם    וּכְשֶׁעוֹסֵק בִּקְרִיאַת שְׁמַע וּבִתְפִלָּה אֲזַל לֵיהּ הַאי טַעְמָא, אֲבָל אִם הוּא

 . טוֹבָה מִמֶּנּוּ וְכוּ' הָכֵי שַׁפִּיר קָאָמַר גְּדוֹלָה תְּפִלָּה מִמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים. וְעַיֵּין לְעֵיל בְּראֹשׁ הַפָּרָשָׁה עַל הַהִיא דִּנְבֵילָה
 
Moreover, it is stated in the Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayyim (siman 128, se’if 26) 

that while the priests are pronouncing the blessing, one should not recite any verse but should 
remain silent and focus on the blessing. The reason is given in tractate Sotah (40a): Is there 
such a servant who is being blessed and does not attend to the blessing being bestowed upon 
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him? Here too, one who needs something and does not wish to pray does not act properly, 
and even though he performs many good deeds, those are not relevant to this. For it is 
written, “And the L-d your G-d will bless you in all that you do,”11 meaning that a person 
must call out to the Holy One, Blessed be He, and then the Holy One, Blessed be He, will 
answer. Furthermore, the Tur (Orach Chayim, siman 102) wrote:  

It is forbidden to sit within four cubits of one who is praying, 
specifically when sitting idle, but if one is engaged in prayer that is permitted, 
and if one is engaged in Torah study it is forbidden, for in this matter prayer 
takes precedence. The reason it is forbidden is because it appears that one’s 
companion is accepting upon himself the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven while 
he is not. But when one is engaged in the recitation of Shema or in prayer, this 
reason is removed; but if one is engaged in Torah study, this reason still applies. 

- Tur (Torat Chayyim) (section 102) 
Therefore, it is properly stated that prayer is greater than good deeds. See above at the 
beginning of the parashah (Essay 2) regarding the statement that from Leviticus Rabbah that 
for a Torah scholar who does not use his mind to think and understand, neveila—an animal that 
has died of natural means, rather than having been ritually slaughtered—is better than him. 

 
תוֹ הִיא לְהָבִיא קָרְבָּן וּלְהִתְכַּפֵּר,  וְאַחַר כָּ˂ בִּגְדוֹלָה תְּפִלָּה מִן הַקָּרְבָּנוֹת רָצָה לְהוֹרוֹת לָנוּ שֶׁמִּי שֶׁחָטָא וְשָׁב בִּתְשׁוּבָה שֶׁתַּקָּנָ 

ה, וְהַתְּפִלָּה הִיא יוֹתֵר חֲשׁוּבָה מֵהַקָּרְבָּן, אֶלָּא שֶׁהַקָּרְבָּן גּוֹרֵם הַתְּפִלָּה  וּבְוַדַּאי שֶׁעִם הַקָּרְבָּן תִּהְיֶה הַסְּמִיכָה. דְּהַיְינוּ הַוִּידּוּי וְהַתְּפִלָּ 
ם אָמְרִינַן שֶׂה. דִּבְפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּכֵלִיוְגָדוֹל קָרְבָּן שֶׁהוּא מֵבִיא לִידֵי תְּפִלָּה, כְּהַהִיא דְּאָמְרִינַן גָּדוֹל תַּלְמוּד שֶׁהַתַּלְמוּד מֵבִיא לִידֵי מַעֲ 

הָרַב  פֵירֵשׁ  דֶּשֶׁת מִמֶּנָּה שֶׁאֵין יִשְׂרְאֵלִים נִכְנָסִים לְשָׁם אֶלָּא בִּשְׁעַת צָרְכֵיהֶם לִסְמִיכָה לִשְׁחִיטָה וְלִתְנוּפָה, וּוּעֶזְרַת הַכֹּהֲנִים מְק
וְאֶפְשָׁר נָמֵי לְזָר לִשְׁחוֹט בְּעֶזְרַת יִשְׂרָאֵל, אֲפִילּוּ הָכֵי לאֹ אָסְרוּ  עוֹבַדְיָה מִבַּרְטְנוּרָא לְיִשְׂרָאֵל , וְאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁאֶפְשָׁר בְּכֹהֲנִים 

צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר לְפִי שֶׁכָּל מָקוֹם שֶׁהוּא לִיכָּנֵס לְעֶזְרַת כֹּהֲנִים לִשְׁחוֹט הַקָּרְבָּן עכ"ל. וְיֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק מַה צוֹרֶ˂ לְהֶיתֵּר זֶה. אֶלָּא וַדַּאי  
וְשָׁמַעְתָּ "עַל פָּסוּק    'חא'  בִּמְלָכִים   הוּא יוֹתֵר מוּכָן לְקַבָּלַת תְּפִלָּה, שֶׁהַמָּקוֹם גּוֹרֵם, כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַמְפָרְשִׁים   מֵחֲבֵירוֹדָּשׁוּמְק

דֶּשֶׁת וּוְכוּ' וְעיי"ש, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הוֹאִיל שֶׁעֶזְרַת כֹּהֲנִים הָיְתָה יוֹתֵר מְק  "וְאַתָּה תִּשְׁמַע אֶל־מְקוֹם שִׁבְתְּ˃"וְכוּ'    "אֶל־תְּחִנַּת עַבְדְּ˃
דְּהַיְינוּ הַסְּמִיכָה  לַעֲשׂוֹת  הַכֹּהֲנִים  לְעֶזְרַת  לְהִכָּנֵס  יִשְׂרָאֵל  לִבְנֵי  לֶאֱסוֹר  רָצוּ  יִשְׂרָאֵל לאֹ  וְהַשְּׁחִיטָה,   מֵעֶזְרַת  וְהַתְּפִלָּה  הַוִּידּוּי 

'  ה שְׁחִיטָה, וְגַם הַתְּנוּפָה לְפִי שֶׁגַּם הִיא הָיְתָה תְּפִלָּה שֶׁמּוֹלִי˂ וּמֵבִיא כְּדֵי לַעֲצוֹר רוּחוֹת רָעוֹת וְכוּמִשּׁוּם דְּבָעֵינַן תֵּכֶף לִסְמִיכָ 
 . מַעֲלֶה וּמוֹרִיד כְּדֵי לַעֲצוֹר טְלָלִים רָעִים

 
Afterward, with “prayer is greater than offerings,” he wished to teach us that one 

who has sinned and repented — whose rectification is to bring an offering and achieve 
atonement, and certainly the laying of hands will accompany the offering, that is, the 
confession and prayer — prayer is more valued than the offering. But the offering brings 
about the prayer, and great is the offering in that it leads to prayer, as we say: “Great is study, 
for study leads to action.”12  

 
11 Deut. 15:18. 
12 Kiddushin 40b. 
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For in Chapter 1 of Kelim (Mishnah 8) we are taught: the Court of the Priests is more 
sacred than it, in that Israelites do not enter there except when they require it — for laying 
of hands, for slaughter, and for waving. Rabbi Ovadiah of Bartenura explained: Even though 
it is possible through priests, and it is also possible for a non-priest to slaughter in the Court 
of Israel, even so they did not forbid Israelites from entering the Court of the Priests to 
slaughter the offering.  

One may ask: what need was there for this dispensation? Rather, one must certainly 
say that every place that is more sacred than another is more prepared for the reception of 
prayer, for the place is a determining factor. This is as the commentators wrote in I Kings, 
chapter 8, on the verse, “And when You hear the supplications that Your servant and Your 
people Israel offer toward this place, give heed in Your heavenly abode—give heed and 
pardon.”13 For example, the Metzudat David wrote: “Not that You should sit here to listen, but that 
the prayer made here will be heard by Heaven, accepted with mercy, and the sin of the prayerful 
will be forgiven.”14 

Therefore, since the Court of the Priests was more sacred than the Court of Israel, 
they did not wish to forbid the Israelites from entering the Court of the Priests to perform 
the laying of hands, that is, the confession, prayer, and slaughter.  This was since we require 
that slaughter follow immediately upon the laying of hands; and likewise the waving, since it 
too was a form of prayer: moving forward and back to restrain evil winds, etc., raising and 
lowering to restrain harmful dews.15 

 
בְּעֶזְרַת כֹּהֲנִים יוֹתֵר מֵעֶזְרַת יִשְׂרָאֵל,   וְאִם כֵּן מָצִינוּ שֶׁהַתְּפִלָּה גְּדוֹלָה מִן הַקָּרְבָּן, שֶׁהֲרֵי הַקָּרְבָּן אֵינוֹ מַרְוִיחַ כְּלוּם לִהְיוֹת נִשְׁחָט

, וּפֵרֵשׁ  "וְזֶה שַׁעַר הַשָּׁמָיִם"בֶּלֶת בְּעֶזְרַת כֹּהֲנִים, וְזֶה הַמָּקוֹם נִקְרָא שַׁעַר הַשָּׁמַיִם כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמַר הַכָּתוּב  וּאֲבָל הַתְּפִלָּה יוֹתֵר מְק
נִנְעֲלוּ  הַמִּקְדָּשׁ  בֵּית  שֶׁחָרַב  שֶׁמִּיּוֹם  נִיחָא  וּבָזֶה  לַשָּׁמַיִם.  תִּפְלָתָם  לְהַעֲלוֹת  תְּפִלָּה  מְקוֹם  אוֹתָם   רַשִׁ"י,  כְּלוֹמַר  תְּפִלָּה  שַׁעֲרֵי 

נָמֵי שֶׁנִּשְׁאֲרוּ מְקוֹהַמְּקוֹמ וְחַלּוֹנוֹת לְקִבּוּל  וֹת הַקְּדוֹשִׁים הַיּוֹתֵר מוּכָנִים לְקִבּוּל תְּפִלָּה הַנִּקְרָאִים שְׁעָרִים, אֲבָל אִין הָכִי  מוֹת 
נִנְעֲלוּ לְפִי שֶׁחָרַב הַבַּיִ  מַשְׁגִּיחַ מִן־הַחַ˅נוֹת מֵצִיץ מִן־ " ת, וְהַיְינוּ דִּכְתִיב  תְּפִלָּה אֲבָל אֵינָם גְּדוֹלִים כְּמוֹ הַשְּׁעָרִים, וְהַשְּׁעָרִים 

עַיֵּין בְּתַרְגּוּם עַל פָּסוּק , כְּשֶׁאָנוּ בַּגָּלוּת שֶׁאֵין עוֹד שְׁעָרִים פְּתוּחִים, וְרֵישֵׁיהּ דִּקְרָא מוֹכִיחַ, דּוֹמֶה דּוֹדִי לִצְבִי וְכוּ', וְ "הַחֲרַכִּים
וּדְמֵ   בְּרַח" לִצְבִידּוֹדִי  וְזֶהוּ    "ה־לְ˃  וְהַתְּפִלָּה,  הַגָּלוּת  בְּעִנְיַן  כׇּתְלֵנוּ"דְּמַיְירֵי  אַחַר  אָנוּ אוֹמְרִים  "הִנֵּה־זֶה עוֹמֵד  הָכִי  וּמִשּׁוּם   ,

 .ה בְּמָקוֹם קָדוֹשׁבִּדְאָגָה, וּנְשַׁלְּמָה פָּרִים שְׂפָתֵינוּ, לְפִי שֶׁאֵין לָנוּ עוֹד הַקָּרְבָּן שֶׁהָיָה מֵבִיא עַצְמֵנוּ לִידֵי תְּפִלָּ 
 

Thus we find that prayer is greater than the offering, for the offering gains nothing 
by being slaughtered in the Court of the Priests rather than the Court of Israel, whereas 
prayer is more readily accepted in the Court of the Priests. This place is called the Gate of 
Heaven, as Scripture says, “and this is the Gate of Heaven,”16 and Rashi explained: a place 
of prayer, to carry their prayer up to heaven. By this, it is well understood that from the day 
the Temple was destroyed, the gates of prayer were locked, meaning those sacred places most 
prepared for the reception of prayer, which are called gates. But indeed, places and windows 

 
13 I Kings 8:30. 
14 Rabbi David Altschuler (1687-1769), Metzudat David (Altona 1736) on I Kings 8:30. 
15 Sukkah 37b. 
16 Gen. 28:17. 



8 
 

for the reception of prayer remain, though they are not as great as the gates, and the gates 
were locked because the Temple was destroyed. This is the intent of what is written: “gazing 
through the windows, peering through the lattices”—when we are in exile and there are no 
longer open gates.17  The beginning of that verse bears this out: “My beloved is like a gazelle, 
or like a young stag; there he stands behind our wall.” See the Targum on the verse “Flee, my 
beloved, and be like a gazelle,”18 which deals with the subject of the exile and prayer. 

The Targum writes: 

“In that hour the elders of the Assembly of Israel will say, ‘Flee, my 
Beloved, Lord of the world, from this polluted earth, and let your Presence dwell 
in heaven above. But in times of trouble, when we pray to you, be like a gazelle 
which sleeps with one eye closed and one eye open, or like an antelope fawn which 
looks behind as it runs away. Just so, look on us and regard our pain and affliction 
from heaven above, until the time when you will be pleased with us and redeem us 
and bring us up to the mountains of Jerusalem and there the priests will burn before 
you the incense of spices.’ ”  

- Targum to Song of Songs 2:9 
 

This is the meaning of “behold, he stands behind our wall, gazing through the windows, etc.”  
Therefore, we say with anxiety: “Instead of bulls we will pay [the offering of] our 

lips,” because we no longer have the offering that would bring us to prayer in a sacred place.  
 

הֶן־אֵל  "שֶׁל רַבִּים שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר    וּבְעִנְיַן הַתְּפִלָּה אִיתָא בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דִּבְרָכוֹת תַּנְיָא ר' נָתָן אוֹמֵר מִנַּיִן שֶׁאֵין הקב"ה מוֹאֵס תְּפִלָּתָן
', אָמַר הקב"ה כָּל הָעוֹסֵק בְּתוֹרָה וּבִגְמִילוּת חֲסָדִים וּמִתְפַּלֵּל עִם הַצִּבּוּר  וְכוּ  "פָּדָה בְשָׁלוֹם נַפְשִׁי"וּכְתִיב    "כַּבִּיר וְלאֹ יִמְאָס

 .מּוֹת הָעוֹלָם ע"כוּמַעֲלֶה אֲנִי עָלָיו כְּאִילּוּ פְּדָאַנִי לִי וּלְבָנַי מִבֵּין א
 

Regarding prayer, it is stated in a Baraita in Chapter 1 of Berachot: 

Rabbi Natan says: From where do we know that the Holy One, Blessed 
be He, does not despise the prayer of the masses? As it is stated: “Behold, God 
is mighty but despises no one,”19 and it is written: “He has redeemed my soul 
in peace from the battle against me; it is as though there were many on my 
side].”20 The Holy One, Blessed be He, says: Anyone who engages in Torah and 
in acts of kindness, and prays with the congregation, I ascribe to him [credit] 
as if he redeemed Me and My children from among the nations of the world. 

- Berachot 8a 
 

 
17 Song of Songs 2:9. 
18 Song of Songs 8:14. 
19 Job 36:5. 
20 Ps. 55:19. 
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ר' נָתָן גּוּפֵיהּ לָא נְחִית אֶלָּא לוֹמַר  וְכוּ', וְעוֹד דְּ   "כִּי בְּרַבִּים הָיוּ"וְכוּלֵּי עָלְמָא מַקְשִׁים שֶׁהַפָּסוּק אֵינוֹ נוֹתֵן הַטַּעַם אֶלָּא מִפְּנֵי,  
   .שֶׁאֵין הקב"ה מוֹאֵס תְּפִלָּתָן שֶׁל רַבִּים, וּמִנַּיִן לָנוּ דְּבָעֵי נָמֵי תּוֹרָה וּגְמִילוּת חֲסָדִים

 
Everyone asks: the verse gives the reason only as “it is as though there were many on 

my side.” Furthermore, Rabbi Natan himself came only to say that the Holy One, Blessed be 
He, does not despise the prayer of the many — from where do we know that Torah and acts 
of lovingkindness are also required? 

 
דְתַעֲנִית   קַמָּא  בְּפֶרֶק  דְּאָמְרִינַן  לוֹמַר  בְּלוֹא־לָחַשׁ"וְיֵשׁ  הַנָּחָשׁ  כִּנְחוֹשֶׁת "  אִם־יִשֹּׁ˂  עָלָיו  מִשְׁתַּכִּין  שֶׁהַשָּׁמַיִם  דּוֹר  רָאִיתָ  אִם 

. וּבְפֶרֶק ח'  וְיִלְחוֹשׁדֵעַ לִלְחוֹשׁ  מִלְּהוֹרִיד טַל וּמָטָר בִּשְׁבִיל לוֹחֲשֵׁי לְחִישׁוֹת שֶׁאֵין בְּאוֹתוֹ הַדּוֹר, מַאי תַּקָּנָתָן יֵלְכוּ אֵצֶל מִי שֶׁיּוֹ
 . רְצוֹן־יְרֵאָיו יַעֲשֶׂהוּק  דְּבָתְרָא מִי שֶׁיֵּשׁ לוֹ צַעַר בְּתוֹ˂ בֵּיתוֹ יֵלֵ˂ אֵצֶל חָכָם וִיבַקֵּשׁ עָלָיו רַחֲמִים. וְכֵן בַּמִּדְרָשׁ עַל פָּס

 
One may say that we are told in Chapter 1 of Ta’anit: 

“If the serpent [nachash] bites [yishokh] before it is charmed [lachash], 
then the charmer has no advantage.”21 If you see a generation [for whom] the 
heavens corrode [meshatkhin] like copper [nechoshet], [preventing them] from 
bringing down dew and rain, because there are none in the generation who 
pray the silent prayer [Amidah]. 

What is their remedy? [They should] go to one who knows how to pray 
the silent prayer, and he will pray. 

- Ta’anit 8a  
Also, we read in Chapter 8 of Bava Batra (116a): “One who has distress within his 

household should go to a sage and ask him to seek mercy on his behalf.” 
Likewise, see in the Midrash on the verse “He grants the wishes of those who fear 

Him,”22 where we read: 

The prophet said to Hezekiah, “Instruct your household, as you are dying. 
Hezekiah turned his face to the wall [and he prayed to the Lord].”23 The Holy One, 
Blessed be He, said to him: “I have heard your prayer… I hereby add fifteen years 
to your days.”24 As it is written: “He grants the wishes of those who fear Him, and 
He hears their cry and saves them.” 

- Deut. Rabbah 8:1 
 

 
21 Eccl. 10:11. 
22 Ps. 145:19. 
23 Isaiah 38:2. 
24 Isaiah 38:5. 
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דִין לִפְנֵי הַתֵּיבָה זָקֵן וְיֵשׁ לוֹ בָּנִים  וְאִם כֵּן הַתְּפִלָּה תִּהְיֶה רְצוּיָה כְּשֶׁיִּתְפַּלֵּל אוֹתָהּ אֵיזֶה חָכָם אוֹ צַדִּיק, וְאָמְרִינַן בְּתַעֲנִית מוֹרִי
דְּהַיְינוּ שֶׁיֵּדַע תּוֹרָה    שְׁלִיחַ צִיבּוֹר הַכָּתוּב כְּשֶׁיִּהְיֶה רָאוּי לִהְיוֹת  כְּדֵי שֶׁיִּהְיֶה מָלֵא רַחֲמִים דְּהַיְינוּ גְּמִילוּת חֲסָדִים. וְעַל זֶה אָמַר  

מַר  כְּאִילּוּ פְּדָאַנִי וְכוּ', וּמִדְּקָאָ   וּגְמִילוּת חֲסָדִים, דְּתַלְמִידֵי חֲכָמִים מַרְבִּים שָׁלוֹם בָּעוֹלָם וְאַף הַגְּמִילוּת חֲסָדִים מַרְבֶּה הַשָּׁלוֹם, אָז
עַל דֶּרֶ˂ דְּאָמְרוּ  "נַפְשִׁי", וְאָמַר שְׁלִיחַ צִיבּוֹרבִּלְשׁוֹן רַבִּים עַל כָּרְחָ˂ לוֹמַר דְּהַיְינוּ ה "הָיוּ"לְשׁוֹן יָחִיד וְאַחַר כָּ˂ סִיֵּים  "פָּדָה"

 .וְכוּ'" לאֹ־נָשָׂא לַשָּׁוְא נַפְשִׁי אֲשֶׁר"בַּזּוֹהַר עַל פָּסוּק 
 

We now return to Question 1. The iniquity of the House of Eli could not be atoned by 
sacrifice or meal-offering, that is, by the external Temple rite stripped of its inner prayer. What can 
atone is precisely that prayer, offered sincerely and in a holy place, by one whose life embodies 
the qualities that make prayer acceptable before G-d. This is the role of the shaliach tzibbur, the 
communal prayer leader, who stands in place of the Temple service, bringing together Torah, 
lovingkindness, and sincere supplication in the way that the semicha once united gesture, 
confession, and holy place. 

If so, prayer will be accepted when offered by some sage or righteous person. We are 
also told in Ta’anit (15a) that they bring before the ark as shaliach tzibur (prayer leader) an 
elder who has children, so that he should be full of compassion — that is, acts of 
lovingkindness. Regarding this, the text says: when one is fit to be a communal prayer leader 
— meaning one who knows Torah and acts of lovingkindness, for “Torah scholars increase 
peace in the world,”25 and acts of lovingkindness likewise increase peace, then it is “as if he 
redeemed Me and My children from among the nations of the world.”  

From the fact that [Ps. 55:19] says “redeemed” in the singular, i.e., “He has redeemed 
my soul in peace from the battle against me,” and then concludes “it as though there were many 
on my side” in the plural, one must necessarily say this refers to the communal prayer leader. 
It says “my soul” following the manner of what was said in the Zohar on the verse “who has 
not taken a false oath by My life,”26 etc. That is, our text of the Torah, based on the Leningrad 
Codex, is written “who has not taken a false oath by My life [נַפְשִׁי]. However, there are other 
versions in which “His life [ֹנַפְשׁו]” is written, though even in those cases the Mesorah was to read 
nafshi. The Zohar states: 

“Who shall ascend into the mountain of the L-rd? He that has clean hands, 
and a pure heart, who has not taken My name [nafshi, literally, ‘My soul’) in vain.” 
It is written nafshi [“My soul”], yet is read nafsho [“My Nefesh”]. Why [is it 
written] nafshi [but read] nafsho? It is all the same thing, as it is written, “The L-rd 
G-d has sworn by His soul [nafsho],”27 “that shall do according to that which is in 
My heart and in My soul [nafshi].”28 King David united with that heart and nefesh, 
Hence, it is written, “who has not taken nafsho in vain.” 

- Zohar, III:45b, Tazria 16:69 

 
25 Berachot 64a; Yevamot 122b; Nazir 66b; Keritot 28b; Tamid 32b. 
26 Ps. 24:4. 
27 Amos 6:8. 
28 I Sam. 2:35. 
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That is, nafshi corresponds to the soul of David, the side of faith (i.e., the Shechinah/Malchut), 
while nafsho corresponds to the soul of the individual person. One who guards his own soul by 
not swearing falsely is also guarding and honoring the Shechinah (since the two are linked), and 
thereby “shall receive a blessing from the L-rd.” 

The Zera Shimshon is using the Zohar as support for explaining why Psalm 55:19 uses the 
singular (“He redeemed my soul”) before switching to a plural context. The Zohar’s identification 
of nafshi with the soul of David, the Shechinah, and the “side of faith” suggests that the shaliach 
tzibbur (communal prayer leader) who prays faithfully is not merely acting for himself. Rather, his 
prayer is aligned with the soul of David, the side of faith, the Shechinah herself. This is why his 
prayer has special power to “redeem” G-d and Israel from among the nations. 

 
ק ה' דִּבְרָכוֹת הוּא דּוֹמֶה לְעֶבֶד  וּמִכָּל מָקוֹם אַף בַּחֲכָמִים עַצְמָם יֵשׁ הֶפְרֵשׁ, דְּיֵשׁ מִי שֶׁנַּעֲנָה מִיָּד יוֹתֵר מֵחֲבֵירוֹ, דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶ 

חוּ עַצְמָם הַרְבֵּה בְּבֵיאוּר לָשׁוֹן זֶה, וְלַעֲנִיּוּת דַּעְתִּי נִרְאֶה  בִּפְנֵי הַמֶּלֶ˂ וַאֲנִי דּוֹמֶה לְשַׂר לִפְנֵי הַמֶּלֶ˂. וְהִנֵּה הַמְפָרְשִׁים זַ"ל טָרְ 
ן אַף בָּעוֹלָם הַזֶּה כְּפִי זְכוּתוֹ, וּמֵעַתָּה שֶׁהִנֵּה שׁוּרַת הַדִּין הָיְתָה שֶׁרַבִּי חֲנִינָא שֶׁהָיָה כָּל כָּ˂ צַדִּיק וְחָסִיד יִהְיֶה עָשִׁיר גָּדוֹל וְיִתְעַדֵּ 

הקב"ה עוֹשֶׂה  שֶׁ מִתּוֹרַת הַצְּדָקָה  אָנוּ רוֹאִים שֶׁאֵינוֹ נֶהֱנֶה כְּלוּם אֶלָּא כְּדֵי חַיּוּתוֹ בְּצִמְצוּם, אִם כֵּן אֵינוֹ נִיזּוֹן לְפִי זְכוּתוֹ אֶלָּא  שֶׁ 
, וַהֲרֵי הוּא דּוֹמֶה לְעֶבֶד שֶׁנִּיזּוֹן מִן הַצְּדָקָה, לְפִי מַאי דְּקַיְימָא לָן  "פּוֹתֵחַ אֶת־יָדֶ˃ וּמַשְׂבִּיעַ לְכׇל־חַי"עִם כָּל בְּרִיּוֹתָיו, כְּדִכְתִיב  

וֹתוֹ חוֹלֶה מִשּׁוּרַת הַדִּין אֵין לוֹ  יָכוֹל הָרַב לוֹמַר לָעֶבֶד עֲשֵׂה עִמִּי וְאֵינִי זָנָ˂, וְלָכֵן כְּשֶׁהוּא מִתְפַּלֵּל עַל אֵיזֶה חוֹלֶה אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁא
פוּאָתוֹ עַל קַו פְּאוּת, עִם כָּל זֶה רַבִּי חֲנִינָא הָיָה יָכוֹל לִטְעוֹן שֶׁיְּרַפְּאֵהוּ הקב"ה בְּתוֹרַת צְדָקָה וְחֶסֶד וְלאֹ יַעֲמִיד רְ וּת לְהִתְרַ זְכ

וֹרַת צְדָקָה, אֲבָל רַבִּי יוֹחָנָן בֶּן זַכַּאי שֶׁהָיָה הַדִּין, כְּשֵׁם שֶׁגַּם הוּא אֵינוֹ נֶהֱנֶה מֵהָעוֹלָם הַזֶּה לְפִי זְכוּתוֹ וּכְפִי שׁוּרַת הַדִּין אֶלָּא בְּת
נֶהֱנֶה מֵהָעוֹלָם הַזֶּה כְּפִי זְכוּתוֹ וּכְפִי   וְהָיָה  בִּפְנֵי הַמֶּלֶ˂,  שׁוּרַת הַדִּין, אֵין לוֹ כֹּחַ לִטְעוֹן  נָשִׂיא, כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמַר, אֲנִי דּוֹמֶה לְשַׂר 

 .ה אִם לאֹ יִהְיֶה לוֹ זְכוּת לְהִתְרַפְּאוּת, הוֹאִיל דִּלְגַבֵּי דִּידֵיהּ הַכֹּל הוֹלֵ˂ לְפִי שׁוּרַת הַדִּיןשֶׁהקב"ה יְרַפֵּא אוֹתוֹ הַחוֹלֶ 
 

Nevertheless, even among the wise themselves there is a difference, for there are those 
who find their prayers are answered more readily than others. As we are told in Chapter 5 of 
Berachot: 

Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa, who went to study Torah before Rabbi Yochanan 
ben Zakkai, and Rabbi Yochanan’s son fell ill. He said to him: Chanina, my son, 
pray for mercy on behalf of [my son] so that he will live. Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa 
placed his head between his knees and prayed for mercy upon his behalf, and [Rabbi 
Yochanan ben Zakkai’s son] lived. Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai said [about 
himself]: Had ben Zakkai stuck his head between his knees throughout the entire 
day, they would have paid him no attention. His wife said to him: And is Chanina 
greater than you? He replied to her: No, but his prayer is better received than my 
own because] he is like a servant before the King [and can enter before the King 
and make requests at all times]. I am like a minister before the King [and can 
enter only when invited].” 

- Berachot 34b 
Now the commentators, may their memory be blessed, labored greatly to explain this 

expression. In my humble opinion it seems that the strict line of justice would have had Rabbi 
Chanina — who was so righteous and pious — be a great wealthy man, enjoying even this 
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world in accordance with his merit. Now that we observe he enjoyed nothing beyond his bare 
subsistence, he was evidently not sustained according to his merit but rather through an act 
of charity that the Holy One, Blessed be He, performs for all His creatures, as it is written: 
“You open Your hand and satisfy every living thing.”29  

He is thus like a servant, sustained through the principal of charity and lovingkindness, 
beyond what is strictly required, in accordance with our ruling that a master may say to a 
Canaanite servant: work for me, but I will not feed you.30 Therefore, when he prays on behalf 
of some sick person, even if that sick person by strict justice has no merit to be healed, Rabbi 
Chanina could nevertheless argue that the Holy One, Blessed be He, should heal him through 
an act of charity and lovingkindness. [G-d] should not hold [the sick person’s] healing to the 
strict line of justice, just as [Rabbi Chanina] himself did not enjoy this world according to 
his merit and by the strict line of justice, but through an act of charity.  

Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai, however, who was a prince — as he said: “I am like a 
minister before the king” — and who enjoyed this world according to his merit and by the 
strict line of justice, has no power to argue that the Holy One, Blessed be He, should heal that 
sick person if that person has no merit to be healed, since for him everything proceeds by the 
strict line of justice. 

 

שֶּׁבֶת עָלָיו אַל יִתְפַּלֵּל  וּבְּדֶרֶ˂ אַחֵר, גָּרְסִינַן בְּעֵירוּבִין פֶּרֶק הַדָּר אָמַר ר' חַיָּיא בַּר אָשֵׁי אָמַר רַב כֹּל שֶׁאֵין דַּעְתּוֹ מְי  אִי נָמֵי

. וּמִי שֶׁהוּא שַׂר כְּמוֹ רַבִּי יוֹחָנָן בֶּן זַכַּאי שֶׁהָיָה ראֹשׁ יְשִׁיבָה וְנָשִׂיא  יָמִיםשֶׁנֶּאֱמַר בְּצָר אַל יוֹרֶה. הַבָּא בַּדֶּרֶ˂ אַל יִתְפַּלֵּל שְׁ˄שָׁה  
, אֲבָל רַבִּי  "לֵב מְלָכִים אֵין חֵקֶר"שֶּׁבֶת עָלָיו לְהִתְפַּלֵּל, כִּי  וּהַדּוֹר, הָיָה טָרוּד לְעוֹלָם בְּצָרְכֵי צִבּוּר וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי לאֹ הָיָה דַּעְתּוֹ מְי

 . א בֶּן דּוֹסָא הוּא דּוֹמֶה לְעֶבֶד שֶׁאֵין לוֹ טְרָדוֹת בְּמַחְשַׁבְתּוֹ, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי נָאֶה לוֹ לְהִתְפַּלֵּלחֲנִינָ 
 

Alternatively, along a different line: we find in Eruvin (65a), the 6th chapter, entitled 
“One who resides,” that “Rabbi Chiyya bar Ashi said in the name of Rav: whoever’s mind is 
not settled should not pray, as it is said: ‘In distress, one should not issue decisions.’ ”31 

 “One who returns [home] from a journey should not pray for three days [while 
recovering from the hardship of being on the road].”  

One who is a minister, like Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai, who was head of the academy 
and prince of his generation, was forever preoccupied with communal affairs, and therefore 
his mind was not settled for prayer — for “the heart of kings is unsearchable.”32 But Rabbi 
Chanina ben Dosa is like a servant who has no preoccupying concerns in his thoughts, and 
therefore it befits him to pray. 

* * * 

 
29 Ps. 145:16. 
30 Ketubot 43a, 58b; Gittin 12a, 12b; Bava Kamma 87b, Bava Metzia 93a. 
31 Rashi believed that the phrase came from Ben Sira, but it does not appear in extant copies of Ben Sira. 
32 Prov. 25:3. 


