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PURE PRAYER 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Is prayer a call to G-d in a moment of desperation, pain and personal darkness or does it 

express some deeper aspect of our relationship to G-d?  Based on the precise wording of 

Rashi’s comment on the prayer of Jewish people at the edge of the Sea of Reeds, this Sicha 

addresses this question.  It then applies its lesson to the ideal we should strive for in our 

prayers, as well as in other areas of Judaism.  

 

THE MAIN QUESTIONS 
   

1) Why must Rashi comment that the Jews prayed?  Obviously, at that moment of great 

danger, as they were pursued by the Egyptians, they would pray! 

2) If Rashi’s intent is to negate the explanation of the Targum and Ramban (S3) – that 

the Jews complained – Rashi should have explicitly said that they prayed.  Why does 

he only use the euphemism that they embraced “the craft of their Fathers”? 

3) If there is a need to explain the word vayitzaku, Rashi should have done so the first 

time the word appeared (S5)? 

4) Why is prayer described as “the craft of Fathers” (which indicates that they were 

constantly engaged in it), when their actual occupation was shepherds of sheep?  

5) Why does Rashi give these three specific examples of prayer of the Fathers, when 

there are either earlier (S6 and S7) or more explicit examples (S9 and S10) of the 

Fathers engaging in prayer? 

 

THE MAIN EXPLANATION 

   

Rashi is troubled by the exact nature of the Jews’ belief in G-d at the Sea of Reeds.  If they 

believed G-d’s promises to triumphantly bring them out of Egypt (S11 – S15), prayer was 



unnecessary, as G-d would no doubt bring about that miracle.  On the other hand, if they 

lacked faith (and felt that G-d would not help them), what was the point of engaging in 

prayer? 

 

Rashi therefore explains that the Jews did believe in G-d’s promises, and yet they still 
prayed, for with this prayer they were “adopting the craft of their Fathers”.  
 

There are prayers that are a plea to G-d to resolve a desperate situation.  This was not the 

nature of this prayer.  This prayer was like the “craft of their Fathers”.  A craft is something 
that one is skillfully and constantly engaged in.  

 

Here, the Jews walked in their Fathers’ footsteps, turning to G-d, not to extricate them from 

danger, but because it is a “craft” that a Jew is constantly engaged in.  It is part of the 

ongoing conversation and bond a Jew has with G-d, even in the absence of a desperate 

need. 

 

[Though the Jews complained at that time that they had been taken out of Egypt (S4), that 

was either after their initial confident and positive prayer to see the salvation had not been 

answered or it was a cry of pain and anguish - not a complaint - and they maintained their 

faith throughout (S16).  Alternatively, it was a fringe group who complained, but the majority 

of Jews retained their full faith in G-d’s imminent miracles (fn. 19).] 

 

This explains Rashi’s choice of verses that prove that the Fathers engaged in prayer.  For 
each of the Fathers, Rashi chooses a verse that indicates that his prayer was part of his 

relationship with G-d and not merely a reaction to a difficult situation. 

 

• Avraham: Rashi passes over the verses that describe the desire or promise of a 

specific need (forgiveness of the Jews, the salvation of Sodom, the birth of children 

and receiving the Land of Israel – S6 – S8), and quotes a verse which simply says 

that Avraham prayed, without specifying the content of that prayer (end of S8). 

• Yitzchok: His prayer for children (S9) is not quoted, but rather a verse that says he 

“went out to pray”.  
• Yaacov: His prayer at the site of the future Bais Hamikdash is noted as an example 

of his engaging in prayer and not his prayer to be saved from his brother (S10), 

which was a specific need. 

 

We now also understand why Rashi did not explain the word vayitzaku the first time it 

appears in the Torah (S5), as that was a prayer motivated by the pain of slavery and not an 

expression of their ongoing relationship with G-d. 

   

THE LESSONS 

   

An artist is not simply a person who creates art.  An artist is a person who lives his art.  It 

defines him.  He is only truly complete when he is able to express his art, especially if it is 

for no other reason, be it fame or fortune, but because that is who he is. 

 



Prayer was the “craft” and artistry of our Fathers and the major areas of Judaism are the 
“craft” and artistry of each of their descendants, every Jew alive today. 

 

• Prayer: We should engage in prayer to express our relationship with G-d, and not 

simply to request that He meets our specific, personal needs. 

• Torah: One should study Torah for its own sake, and not only as a vehicle to know 

what one should do and what one should not do. 

• Mitzvos: One should perform Mitzvos, as they are an expression of our true being 

and attachment and devotion to G-d, and not for any personal or societal benefit. 

• Love of a fellow Jew: Every Jew is a descendant of the Fathers and has inherited 

their craftsmanship.  We should be willing to approach every Jew and assist them in 

discovering that their true “craft” and essence is the full embrace of Judaism. 
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SOURCES 

 Se’if Aleph – סעיף א'
 

ה וּ שמות יד, י: י־פַרְע ֹ֖ ֵֽ יב וַיִשְאוּּ֩ בְנ  הִקְרִִ֑
יִם ֵּ֥ה מִצְרַַ֣ ם וְהִנ  יהֶֶ֜ ינ  ל אֶת־ע  עַ   יִשְרָא ֵ֨ ַ֣ ס  ׀ נ 

ל אֶל־ ֹ֖ י־יִשְרָא  ֵֽ וּ בְנ  ד וַיִצְעֲקֵּ֥ ירְאוּּ֙ מְא ֹ֔ ם וַיִֵֽ יהֶֶ֗ אַחֲר 
 ה':

1 Shemot 14:10 Pharaoh drew near, and 
the children of Israel lifted up their eyes, 
and behold! the Egyptians were 
advancing after them. They were very 
frightened, and the children of Israel 
cried out to the Lord. 
 

 רש"י:
תפשו אומנות אבותם. באברהם  - ויצעקו

הוא אומר )בראשית יט כז( אל המקום אשר 
עמד שם, ביצחק )שם כד סג( לשוח בשדה, 

 :ביעקב )שם כח יא( ויפגע במקום
 

2 Rashi: 
and they cried — they adopted the craft of 
their fathers. In the case of Abraham it is 
said, “[And Abraham went] to the place 
where he had stood in prayer” (Bereishis 
19:27). In the case of Isaac: “[He went out] 
to pray in the field” (Bereishis 24:63). In the 
case of Jacob: “He prayed to the 
Omnipresent God” (Bereishis 28:11). 
 

 רמב"ן: 
וצעיקו, עשאו   -ואונקלוס תרגם בכאן ויצעקו 

לומר שלא התפללו אבל היו  ענין תרעומת,
מתרעמים לפניו על שהוציאם ממצרים,  
כלשון ויצעקו אל פרעה לאמר למה תעשה 

 כה לעבדיך )לעיל ה טו(.

3 Ramban 
Onkelos translates vayitzaku – as 
u’tzeeku, they turned it into a matter of 
complaints, meaning they did not pray, but 
rather complained before Him for taking 
them out of Egypt, similar to the phrase, 
“They complained [vayitzaku] to Pharaoh 
saying, why have you done this to your 
servants? (Shemot 5:15). 
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אמְרוּּ֘ אֶל־משֶה֒  יב:-יאשמות יד,  י וַי ֵֽ הֲמִבְלִִ֤
ר  וּת בַמִדְבִָ֑ נוּ לָמַ֣ יִם לְקַחְתָֹ֖ ין־קְבָרִיםּ֙ בְמִצְרַֹ֔ ֵֽ א 

נוּ יתָ לָֹ֔ יִם: הֲל א־  מַה־ז אתּ֙ עָשִַ֣ נוּ מִמִצְרֵָֽ וֹצִיאָֹ֖ לְהֵֽ
ר  זֶַ֣ה הַ  אמ ֹ֔ יִםּ֙ ל  יךָ בְמִצְרֵַ֨ לִֶ֤ רְנוּ א  ר אֲשֶרּ֩ דִבֵַ֨ דָבֶָ֗

י  יִם כִַ֣ ה אֶת־מִצְרִָ֑ עַבְדַָ֣ נוּ וְנֵַֽ ל מִמֶֹ֖ נוּּ֙  חֲדֵַּ֥ וֹב לֵָ֨ טֵּ֥
יִם ד אֶת־מִצְרַֹ֔ ר: עֲב ַ֣ נוּ בַמִדְבֵָֽ ֹ֖ ת   מִמֻּ

4 Shemot 14:11-12 They said to Moses, “Is 
it because there are no graves in Egypt 
that you have taken us to die in the desert? 
What is this that you have done to us to 
take us out of Egypt? Isn't this the thing 
[about] which we spoke to you in Egypt, 
saying, ‘Leave us alone, and we will serve 
the Egyptians’, because we would rather 
serve the Egyptians than die in the desert”. 
 

רַבִֶ֜  שמות ב, כג: ים הֵָֽ מָתּ֙  וַיְהִיּ֩ בַיָמִֵ֨ ם וַיֵָ֨ ים הָה ֶ֗
ה  דָֹ֖ עֲב  ל מִן־הֵָֽ ֵ֛ י־יִשְרָא  ֵֽ נְח֧וּ בְנ  אֵָֽ יִם וַי  לֶךְ מִצְרַֹ֔ מֶַ֣

אֱלֹקיםוַ  ם אֶל־הֵָֽ עַל שַוְעָתֵָ֛ קוּ וַתַ֧ מִן־ יִזְעִָ֑
ה דֵָֽ עֲב   :הֵָֽ

 

5 Shemot 2, 23: Now it came to pass in 
those many days that the king of Egypt 
died, and the children of Israel sighed from 
the labor, and they cried out, and their cry 
ascended to God from the labor. 

   

 Se’if Bais – סעיף ב'

  

דֶם  בראשית יב, ח:  רָה מִקֵֶ֛ ם הָהֶָ֗ ק מִשֶָ֜ וַיַעְת ֵ֨
דֶם   י מִקֶֹ֔ ל מִיָםּ֙ וְהָעַַ֣ ִ֤ ית־א  ֵֽ ה ב  הֳלִֹ֑ ַ֣ט אֵָֽ ל וַי  ֹ֖ ית־א  ֵֽ לְב 

ם ה' ֵּ֥ א בְש  ה' וַיִקְרָֹ֖ חַּ֙ לֵַֽ ם מִזְב ֵ֨ בֶן־שִָ֤  :וַיִֵֽ
 
 

בניו  תנבא שעתידין  נ  -רש"י: ויבן שם מזבח  
 :התפלל שם עליהםלהכשל שם על עון עכן ו

 )סעיף ד'(

6 Bereishis 12:8 - And he moved from there 
to the mountain, east of Beth el, and he 
pitched his tent; Beth el was to the west 
and Ai was to the east, and he built an altar 
there to the Lord, and he called in the name 
of the Lord. 
Rashi: and he built an altar there – he 
prophesized that in the future his 
descendants would stumble in Achan’s sin, 
so he prayed there for them. (se’if daled) 
 

ם בראשית פרק יב, ז:  א ה' אֶל־אַבְרָֹ֔ רִָ֤ וַי 
את   רֶץ הַז ִ֑ ן אֶת־הָאַָ֣ ֹ֖ רְעֲךָֹ֔ אֶת  אמֶר לְזֵַ֨ בֶן שָםּ֙  וַי ֹּ֕ וַיִִ֤

חַ לַה' הַנִ  יומִזְב ֹ֔ לֵָֽ ה א   :רְאֵֶּ֥
 

על בשורת הזרע ועל    -רש"י: ויבן שם מזבח  
 :בשורת ארץ ישראל

7 Bereishis 12:7 - And the Lord appeared to 
Abram, and He said, "To your seed I will 
give this land," and there he built an altar 
to the Lord, Who had appeared to him. 
Rashi: there he built an altar – for the 
good tidings that he would have children 
and for the good tidings that he would 
possess the Land of Israel. 
 

וּ   בראשית פרק יח: לְכֹ֖ ֵֽ ים וַי  אֲנָשִֹ֔ וּ מִשָםּ֙ הֵָֽ וַיִפְנִ֤
ֵּ֥י ה' ד לִפְנ  ֹ֖ מ  נוּ ע  ם עוֹדֵֶּ֥ בְרָהָֹ֔ מָה וְאֵַ֨ וַיִגֵַּ֥ש   :סְד ִ֑

ע יק עִם־רָשֵָֽ ה צַדִֹ֖ ף תִסְפֶֹ֔ ר הַאַַ֣ ם וַי אמִַ֑   :אַבְרָהָֹ֖
ף   יר הַאִַ֤ וֹךְ הָעִִ֑ ם בְתַ֣ ים צַדִיקִֹ֖ ֵ֛ש חֲמִשִֵּ֥ י י  אוּלֵַּ֥

א ים תִסְפֶהּ֙ וְל ֵֽ עַן חֲמִשִֵּ֥ וֹם לְמֵַ֛ א לַמָקֹ֔ ־תִשַָ֣
ה ...   ים וֵַֽחֲמִשֵָֽ ה ... אַרְבָעִֹ֖ ר בְקִרְבֵָֽ ם אֲשֵֶּ֥ הַצַדִיקִֹ֖

ים ... אַרְבָעִֵֽ ים  הֵָֽ וּר   שְלשִֵֽ עֲבֹ֖ ים ... בֵַֽ עֶשְרִֵֽ ... בֵָֽ
ה ...  עֲשָרֵָֽ  הֵָֽ

8 Bereishis ch. 18 - And the men turned 
from there and went to Sodom, and 
Abraham was still standing before the 
Lord. And Abraham approached and said, 
"Will You even destroy the righteous with 
the wicked? Perhaps there are fifty 
righteous men in the midst of the city; will 
You even destroy and not forgive the place 
for the sake of the fifty righteous men who 
are in its midst? … forty-five … forty … 
thirty … twenty … for the sake of the ten …  
 

ל־בראשית יט, כז:  קֶר אֵֶ֨ ם בַב ִ֑ ֵּ֥ם אַבְרָהָֹ֖ וַיַשְכ 
וֹם  ם הַמָקֹ֔ מַד שָֹ֖ ֵּ֥י ה'. אֲשֶר־עֵָּ֥  אֶת־פְנ 

 
 

 Bereishis 19:27 - And Abraham arose 
early in the morning to the place where he 
had stood before the Lord. 
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תניא אין עמידה אלא תפלה ... ברכות ו, ב:  [
 מלמד שאברהם אבינו קבע מקום לתפלתו[ 

[Berachot 6a: We learnt, “standing” is a 
phrase of prayer … this teaches that 
Avraham our Father had a set place for 
prayer] 
 

קוַ  בראשית כה, כא: ר יִצְחִָ֤ כַח   יֶעְתֵַ֨ ה' לְנ ַ֣ לֵַֽ
הַר   ה וַתַֹ֖ וָֹ֔ תֶר לוֹּ֙ יְה  עִָ֤ וא וַי  ה הִִ֑ י עֲקָרָֹ֖ וֹ כִֵּ֥ אִשְתֹ֔

וֹ ה אִשְתֵֽ  :רִבְקֵָּ֥
 

 

 :הרבה והפציר בתפלה -רש"י: ויעתר 

9 Bereshis 25:21 - And Isaac prayed to the 
Lord opposite his wife because she was 
barren, and the Lord accepted his prayer, 
and Rebecca his wife conceived. 
Rashi: prayed – he prayed much and 
urgently. 
 

י   בראשית לב, י' וי"ב: ב֒ אֱלֹקיּ֙ אָבִַ֣ אמֶרּ֘ יֵַֽעֲק  וַי ּ֘
י ש֧וּב  לֶַ֗ ר א  ַ֣ מ  א  ק ה' הֵָֽ י יִצְחִָ֑ י אָבִַ֣ ֵֽאלֹקֹ֖ ם ו  אַבְרָהָֹ֔

ךְ ... הַ  יבָה עִמֵָֽ יטִֵּ֥ וֹלַדְתְךָֹ֖ וְא  נִי  לְאַרְצְךֵָ֛ וּלְמֵֽ ֵּ֥ צִיל 
י  וֹ פֶן־נֵָ֛א מִיֵַּ֥ד אָחִֹ֖ תֹ֔ כִיּ֙ א  נ  א אֵָֽ ִ֤ י־יָר  ו כִֵֽ שִָ֑ מִיַַ֣ד ע 

וֹא וְהִכַֹ֔  יםיָבַ֣ ם עַל־בָנִֵֽ ֹ֖  :נִי א 

10 Bereishis 32:10, 12 
And Jacob said, "O God of my father 
Abraham and God of my father Isaac, the 
Lord, Who said to me, 'Return to your land 
and to your birthplace, and I will do good to 
you.' … Now deliver me from the hand of 
my brother, from the hand of Esau, for I am 
afraid of him, lest he come and strike me, 
[and strike] a mother with children. 
 

   

 Se’if Gimmel – סעיף ג'
   

יִם֒   שמות ג, יז: י מִצְרַ֒ עֳנִַ֣ ֵֽ ה אֶתְכֶםּ֘ מ  עֲלֶַ֣ ר אֵַֽ מֶַ֗ וֵָֽא 
י   רִיּ֙ וְהַפְרִזִֹ֔ אֱמ  י וְהֵָֽ חִתִֹ֔ עֲנִיּ֙ וְהַַ֣ רֶץ הַכְנֵַֽ י  אֶל־אִֶ֤ חִוִֹּ֖ וְהֵַֽ

ש ב וּדְבֵָֽ ת חָלָֹ֖ רֶץ זָבֵַּ֥ י אֶל־אֵֶ֛  :וְהַיְבוּסִִ֑
 

11 Shemot 3:17 - And I said, 'I will bring you 
up out of the affliction of Egypt, to the land 
of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the 
Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivvites, and 
the Jebusites, to a land flowing with milk 
and honey.' 
 

י אֶתְכֶםּ֙ אֶל־הָ  שמות ו, ח: אתִִ֤ ב  ֵֽ ר וְה  רֶץ אֲשִֶ֤ אָֹ֔
ק  ם לְיִצְחָֹ֖ הּ לְאַבְרָהֵָּ֥ תָֹ֔ ת א  ַ֣ י לָת  אתִיּ֙ אֶת־יָדִֹ֔ נָשֵָ֨

וֵָֽה י יְה  ה אֲנִֵּ֥ וֹרָשָֹ֖ הּ לָכֵֶ֛ם מֵֽ תֵָּ֥ י א  תַתִֵ֨ ב וְנֵָֽ  :וּלְיֵַֽעֲק ִ֑

12 Shemot 6:8 - I will bring you to the land, 
concerning which I raised My hand to give 
to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, and I 
will give it to you as a heritage; I am the 
Lord.' " 
 

רֶץ  שמות יב, כה: אוּ אֶל־הָאֶָ֗ י־תָב ַ֣ ה כִֵֽ וְהָיָָ֞
ם  ר וּשְמַרְתֶֹ֖ ִ֑ ר דִב  אֲשֶַ֣ וֵָ֛ה לָכֶֹ֖ם כֵַֽ ן יְה  ֧ ר יִת  אֲשֵֶ֨

את ה הַז ֵֽ דֵָּ֥ עֲב   :אֶת־הֵָֽ
 
 

13 Shemot 12:25 - And it shall come to pass 
when you enter the land that the Lord will 
give you, as He spoke, that you shall 
observe this service. 
 

 שמות יב, כז: 
על בשורת הגאולה  - ויקד העם רש"י:

 וביאת הארץ ובשורת הבנים שיהיו להם: 

14 Shemot 12:27  
Rashi – The nation bowed its head: for 
the tidings of the deliverance and coming 
to the Land, and the tidings of the children 
who they would have. 
 

לֶךְ שמות יד, ח:   הּ֙ מֶַ֣ ב פַרְע  ִ֤ ה אֶת־ל  וֶָ֗ ק יְה  ַ֣ וַיְחַז 
ל  ִ֑ ַ֣י יִשְרָא  י בְנ  ֹ֖ חֲר  ף אֵַֽ יִם וַיִרְד ֹּ֕ ל מִצְרַֹ֔ ַ֣י יִשְרָא ֹ֔ וּבְנ 

ה ים בְיֵָּ֥ד רָמֵָֽ צְאִֹ֖  :י ֵֽ

15 Shemot 14:8 - And the Lord hardened the 
heart of Pharaoh, the king of Egypt, and he 
chased after the children of Israel, and the 
children of Israel were marching out 
triumphantly. 



 

ה מַה־ שמות יד, טו: וָהּ֙ אֶל־משֶֹ֔ אמֶר יְה  וַי ִ֤
י  לִָ֑ ק א  עוּתִצְעַֹ֖ ל וְיִסֵָֽ ֹ֖ י־יִשְרָא  ֵֽ ר אֶל־בְנ  ֵּ֥  :דַב 

 

אין להם  -רש"י: דבר אל בני ישראל ויסעו 
כדאי  אלא ליסע שאין הים עומד בפניהם, 

זכות אבותיהם והם והאמונה שהאמינו בי 
 : ויצאו, לקרוע להם הים

16 Shemot 14:15 - The Lord said to Moses, 
“Why do you cry out to Me? Speak to the 
children of Israel and let them travel”. 
Rashi: They only need to travel, for the sea 
will not stand in their way. Their ancestor’s 
merits and their own merits, and the faith 
they had in Me and left Egypt will suffice to 
split the sea for them. 

 


