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Chapter XLV: Va’etchanan (Deut. 3:23–7:11) 
 
Essay 2. Prayer is greater than good deeds 
 

עָלָיו שֶׁאֵין גְּדוֹל בְּמַעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים יוֹתֵר מִמֹּשֶׁה רַבֵּינוּ    פֶּרֶק ה' אָמַר ר' אֶלְעָזָר גְּדוֹלָה תְּפִלָּה יוֹתֵר מִמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים,  בְּרַכּוּת
שׁ הַפִּסְגָּה". וְכָתְבוּ  , וְאַף עַל פִּי כֵן לאֹ נַעֲנָה אֶלָּא בִּתְפִלָּה, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "אַל־תּוֹסֶף דַּבֵּר אֵלַי עוֹד", וּסְמִי˂ לֵיהּ "עֲלֵה ראֹהַשָּׁלוֹם

  הַתּוֹסָפוֹת, גְּדוֹלָה תְּפִלָּה מִמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים בְּלאֹ תְּפִלָּה עכ"ל.
 
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.”1 G-d didn’t allow Moses to 
cross over, but did allow him to at least see the Land of Israel.2  

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,”3 and adjacent to 
that, “Go up to the summit of Pisgah and gaze about, to the west, the north, the 
south, and the east.”4 

- Berachot 32b 

It is written in the Tosafot, “Prayer is greater than good deeds without prayer.” 
 

הִתְפַּלֵּל, מִשּׁוּם דִּבְמַעֲשִׂים  מַקְשִׁים הֵיכִי יָלֵיף מִכָּאן דִּגְדוֹלָה תְּפִלָּה מִמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים, דִּילְמָא שָׁוִים הֵם, וְהָא דְּלאֹ נַעֲנָה עַד שֶׁ 
  הֲדָדֵי, וּמְנָלַן דִּגְדוֹלָה תְּפִלָּה יוֹתֵר מִמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים.   טוֹבִים לְחוּד לאֹ סַגִּי, וְגַם בִּתְפִלָּה לְחוּד לאֹ סַגִּי, עַד דאיכא תַּרְתֵּי בַּהֲדֵי

" וּכְתִיב "עֲלֵה ראֹשׁ הַפִּסְגָּה", וְהֵבִיא רְאָיָה מִפָּסוּק שֶׁהוּא  קָּרִית שֶׁהִיא "וָאֶתְחַנַּן אֶל־ה'יוְעוֹד הִקְשָׁה הָרִי"ף שֶׁהִנִּיחַ הָרְאָיָה עִ 
רוּשׁ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת קָשֶׁה, דְּמַאי יוְגַם עַל פֵּ   .אֱמַר "אַל־תּוֹסֶף דַּבֵּר אֵלַי", דְּמַשְׁמָע שֶׁלּאֹ שָׁמַע תְּפִלָּתוֹ עכ"למוֹרֶה הֵפֶ˂, כִּי שָׁם נֶ 

דְּאַיְירִי בִּתְפִלָּה, שׁ כֵּן דְּהָא פְּשִׁיטָא דִּגְדוֹלָה תְּפִלָּה מִמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים אַיְירִי בְּלאֹ תְּפִלָּה, דְּאֵי˂ סָלְקָא דַּעְתָּ˂  רֵ יקַשְׁיָא לְהוּ שֶׁפֵּ 
   שֶׁיְּהֵא דְּבַר אֶחָד עָדִיף מִשְּׁתֵּי דְּבָרִים.

 
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  
1 Deut. 3:23–25. 
2 Deut. 3:26–27. 
3 Deut. 3:26. 
4 Deut. 3:27. 
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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.” I.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.5 

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. 

 
, דְּיֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק מַה צוֹרֵ˂ לוֹ לְהָבִיא רְאָיָה שֶׁגְּדוֹלָה תְּפִלָּה מִמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים  וֹר' אֶלְעָזָר בְּדֶרֶ˂ ז  נָתואוּר כַּוָּ יוּלְדִידַן נִרְאֶה פָּשׁוּט בֵּ 

מִן הַנָּכְרִיםימִמֹּשֶׁה רַבֵּ  וְאַף  וְהַלּאֹ הוּא דָּבָר בָּרוּר שֶׁהקב"ה שׁוֹמֵעַ תְּפִלַּת כָּל פֶּה  מַחְתַּרְתָּא רַחֲמָנָא קָרֵי,   םוּפּאַ וְגַנָּבָא  .  נוּ, 
דְּאִי לָאו הָכִי    לּוּ בְּמַעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים צָרִי˂ שֶׁיִּהְיֶה מָלֵא מִצְוֹת וּמַעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים,יוְהקב"ה שׁוֹמֵעַ תְּפִלָּתוֹ אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהוּא רָשָׁע, וְאִ 

  ן אוֹ מוּמָר לְדָבָר אֶחָד חַס וְשָׁלוֹם, שֶׁמַּעֲשָׂיו הַטּוֹבִים אֵינָם נֶחְשָׁבִים לִכְלוּם. י, וּמִכָּל שֶׁכֵּן אִם יִהְיֶה עֲבַרְיָ יהוּיְ י בְּמִיעוּטַ בַּטְּלֵ 
 
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,”6 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. 

  
ה, נַת ר' אֶלְעָזָר הִיא לוֹמַר, שֶׁגְּדוֹלָה תְּפִלָּה לְבַדָּהּ יוֹתֵר מִכָּל הַמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים שֶׁבְּעוֹלָם חוּץ מִתְּפִלָּ ואֶלָּא וַדַּאי צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר שֶׁכַּוָּ 

צְרַ˂  וּוּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי ה. כָּל הַמִּצְוֹת אֶלָּא שֶׁאֵינוֹ מִתְפַּלֵּל עַל צְרָכָיו םי שֶׁמְּקַיֵּ וְזֶהוּ שֶׁכְּתָבוֹ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת בְּלאֹ תְּפִלָּה דְּהָכָא, מַיְירֵי בְּמִי 
, וְאַף עַל פִּי כֵן  עָלָיו הַשָּׁלוֹםנוּ  לְהָבִיא רְאָיָה דַּוְקָא מִמֹּשֶׁה, וְדָּיֵיק שַׁפִּיר לוֹמַר שֶׁאֵין לְ˃ גָּדוֹל בְּמַעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים יוֹתֵר מִמֹּשֶׁה רַבֵּ 

   .לאֹ נַעֲנָה אֶלָּא בִּתְפִלָּה
 
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. 
6 Ein Yaakov on Berachot 63a. 
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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. 

  
לִתְלוֹת בְּמַעֲשֵׂיהֶם הַטּוֹבִים, אֵין    וְהִנֵּה בִּתְפִלָּתוֹ שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה כְּתִיב "וָאֶתְחַנַּן אֶל־ה' ", וּפֵרֵשׁ רָשִׁ"י אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁיֵּשׁ לָהֶם לַצַּדִּיקִים

וְהקב"ה אָמַר לוֹ "אַל־תּוֹסֶף דַּבֵּר אֵלַי" לְפִי שֶׁהָיָה רוֹצֶה שֶׁיָּמוּת בְּמִדְבָּר, לאֹ הָיָה   .מְבַקְּשִׁים מֵאֵת הַמָּקוֹם אֶלָּא מַתְּנַת חִנָּם
וּמִכָּל מָקוֹם עָנָהוּ בִּתְפִלָּתוֹ בְּמַה שֶׁלּאֹ  .  רוֹצֶה נָמֵי שֶׁיִּתְפַּלֵּל כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ לְגָרֵעַ כֹּחַ הַתְּפִלָּה, שֶׁיּאֹמְרוּ הָעוֹלָם שֶׁהַתְּפִלָּה אֵין לָהּ כֹּחַ 

 מַשְׁמָע שֶׁזֶּה אָמַר לוֹ בִּזְכוּת הַתְּפִלָּה שֶׁעָשָׂה.  " "אַל־תּוֹסֶףרָתוֹ יִתְבָּרֵ˂, דְאָמַר לוֹ "עֲלֵה ראֹשׁ הַפִּסְגָּה", דְּמִדִּסְמִי˂ לְ יגְזֵ   הָיָה נֶגֶד
 
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.” I.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.7  

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. 

I.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.” 

 
ר וֹלָּה רְצוֹנוֹ שֶׁהָיָה רוֹצֶה לַעֲביק מִלְּהִתְפַּלֵּל מִשּׁוּם "אַל־תּוֹסֶף", מִכָּל מָקוֹם הוֹאִיל שֶׁגִּ וֹוְקָשֶׁה עַל זֶה וְהָא אַף אִם מֹשֶׁה יִשְׁתּ

קֵּן הקב"ה שֶׁלּאֹ יוֹסִיף יתִּ   אֶת הַיַּרְדֵּן הָיָה לוֹ לְהקב"ה לַעֲשׂוֹת רְצוֹנוֹ מֵחֲמַת מַעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים, כְּדִכְתִיב "רְצוֹן־יְרֵאָיו יַעֲשֶׂה", וּמַה
  לְהִתְפַּלֵּל, אֶלָּא וַדַּאי שֶׁמִּכָּאן מוּכָח שֶׁהַמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים אֵין לָהֶם כֹּחַ כְּמוֹ הַתְּפִלָּה.

 
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.”8 
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. 
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Holy One, Blessed be He, establish by forbidding him not to pray anymore? I.e., 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. I.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. 

 
הָנוֹת מִשָּׂכָר מִצְוֹתָיו, הָא לאֹ קַשְׁיָא, שֶׁהֲרֵי לְפִי הָאֱמֶת אָנוּ אֵין לָנוּ  ילָּה דַּעְתּוֹ שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה רוֹצֶה לֵ יוְאִם תּאֹמַר שָׁאנֵי מֹשֶׁה שֶׁגִּ 

  אֶלָּא "וְנֶאֱמָן הוּא בַעַל מְלַאכְתְּ˃" וְכוּ' לְמִי שֶׁעוֹבֵד אוֹתוֹ בִּתְמִימוּת, וְאִם הַמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים הָיָה לָהֶם   ד כְּדֵי לְקַבֵּל פְּרָס,וֹלַעֲב
וּמִדְּאָמַר לֵיהּ "אַל־תּוֹסֶף" שְׁמַע מִינַּהּ, שֶׁהִקְפִּיד הקב"ה דַּוְקָא   .כֹּחַ כְּמוֹ הַתְּפִלָּה, הָיוּ עוֹשִׂים רָצוֹן צַדִּיק בְּתוֹרַת חֶסֶד וְחִנָּם נָמֵי

תוֹ  יקָּר רְאִיָּ יוְנִיחָא שַׁפִּיר דְּלאֹ מַיְיתֵי רְאָיָה מֵ"וָאֶתְחַנַּן", שֶׁהֲרֵי אַדְרַבָּא עִ   . גְּדוֹלָה תְּפִלָּה מִמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִיםעַל הַתְּפִלָּה לְפִי שֶׁ 
  הִיא מֵ"אַל־תּוֹסֶף" דַּוְקָא. 

 
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”9 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. 

 
* * * 

 
9 Pirkei Avot 2:14. 


