
 

1 
 

 ד"בס

 

 
  

 
By Rav Mordechai Elon (edited and translated by his students)  

 

The scholar who didn’t know how to pray. 
 

 
We will begin with a short story: When the Alter 
Rebbe, Rabbi Shneur Zalman from Liadi, was a young 
scholar, he was thought of by all who knew him as a 
genius. Even so, he had great desire to join the world 
of chassidut, and traveled to Mezritch. There is no 
need to stress how unusual this was in the 
community of Mitnagdim in  Lithuania, everyone 
tried to dissuade him. They told him "You are young 
and gifted, a great scholar, you have two choices. You 
can to Either Mezritch or to Vilna!". 

Vilna in those days was the center of learning, the 
seat of the Vilna Gaon. The Alter Rebbe answered: 
"People go to Vilna to learn Torah, I know a little 
about how to learn. People go to Mezritch to learn 
how to pray , I don’t know how to pray". In the end 
he traveled to Mezrich. 

This deep and lovely story teaches us, that despite 
the fact that we think we learnt how to pray in the 
first grade (and perhaps this was the last time we 
prayed properly…), and we continue to learn how to 
study all of our lives, we have to learn a bit how to 
pray too. 

These are almost the exact words God tells Moshe in 
our parsha "Moshe, you know how to study, but now 
I will teach you how to pray". 

God teaches Moshe how to pray 

Moshe says to God 

Show me please your 
glory 

ָ֖א ֶאת ִני נ  ֵ֥ ר ַהְרא  ֹּאַמַ֑ ָך ַוי ֶדֶֽ  1.ְכבֹּ

 

God answers 

He said: "I will let all My 
goodness pass before 
you; I will proclaim the 
name of the Lord before 
you, and I will favor 
when I wish to favor, 
and I will have 

ל יר כ  ֲעִבִ֤ י ַאֶֽ אֶמר ֲאִנִ֨ ֹֹּּ֗ טּוִב֙י  ַוי
ם  ַעל ֵׁ֛ אִתי ְבש  ָ֧ ר  יָך ְוק  ֶנֶ֔ ָ֖ פ   'ה 

ִת֙י ֶאת ֶנַ֑יָך ְוַחנֹּ ן  ְלפ  חֶֹּ֔ ר א  ֲאֶשֶׁ֣
י ֶאת ַחְמִתָ֖ ם ְוִרֶֽ ֶֽ ר ֲאַרח   2.ֲאֶשֵ֥
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compassion when I wish 
to have compassion." 

It is not clear what God is saying. Moshe was the one 
who should have said "God God full of mercy etc" , 
why did God say " I will proclaim the name of the Lord 
before you"? Rashi explains : 

The time has come that you shall see some of My 
glory that I will permit you to see, because I want and 
I need to teach you the order of prayer. Because 
when you had to beg mercy for Israel, you begged Me 
to remember the merit of the Patriarchs. You think 
that if the merit of the Patriarchs is depleted, there is 
no longer any hope. I will [therefore] let all the 
attribute of My goodness pass before you while you 
are hidden in a cave. I will proclaim the name of the 
Lord before you: to teach you the procedure for 
begging for compassion even if the merit of the 
Patriarchs is depleted. According to this procedure, 
you see Me enwrapped and proclaiming the Thirteen 
Attributes, teach the Israelites to do likewise. 
Through their mentioning before Me 
“Compassionate and gracious,” they will be 
answered, for My compassion never ends3. 

Why is there the need for prayer? The surprising 
answer is written in the verse itself  

And the Lord said: 
"Behold, there is a place 
with Me, and you shall 
stand on the rock. And it 
shall be that when My 
glory passes by, I will 
place you into the cleft 
of the rock, and I will 
cover you with My hand 
until I have passed by. 
Then I will remove My 
hand, and you will see 

ָ֖ ַעל י ְוִנַצְבת  ֹום ִאִתַ֑ קָ֖ ֵ֥ה מ   ִהנ 
ּור י ֙ה . ַהצֶֽ י ְוה  ִדֶ֔ ר ְכבֹּ ֲעבֶֹּׁ֣ ַבֶֽ

ּור  ת ַהצַ֑ יָך ְבִנְקַרֶׁ֣ ְוַשְמִתָ֖
יָך ַעד ֶלָ֖ י ע  י ַכִפֵׁ֛ ִתֵ֥ י ְוַשכֹּ ְבִרֶֽ . ע 

ִת֙י ֶאת ֲהִסרֹּ ית  ֶאת ַוֶֽ ִאָ֖ י ְור   ַכִפֶ֔
ּו אֶֽ ֵֽר  ֶֽ א י  ֵֹּ֥ ַנָ֖י ל י ּופ  ַ֑ ר   4.ֲאחֹּ
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My back but My face 
shall not be seen." 

Why does God have to cover Moshe with his hand 
until he passes? It can't be to stop Moshe from seeing 
Him, as he had already been commanded in the 
previous verse – 

You will not be able to 
see my face, as no man 
can see it and live 

ת ֶאת ל ִלְרא ֹ֣ ַ֖ א תּוכ  י  ל ֹ֥ ָ֑י ִכִּ֛ נָּ פָּ
א י ל ֹֽ ֹֽ ם וָּחָּ ַ֖ דָּ אָּ ֹֽ ִני הָּ ֹ֥  5.ִיְרא 

Power was given to destructive forces to destroy 

So why did God's hand cover Moshe. Rashi tells us  

From here [we understand] that permission  was 
given to destructive forces to destroy. Its Aramaic 
translation is יְמִרי ין ְבמ  ג   and I will protect with My ,ְוא 
word. This is a euphemism out of honour of the Most 
High, for He does not need to cover over him [Moses] 
with an actual hand. 6.  

In Parshat Mishpatim we learnt from the words 
 And you shall be surely healed" , that , 'ורפא" ירפא'7
Doctor's have permission to heal people,8 . Here the 
Torah tells us that after the sin of the golden calf, 
destructive forces were given permission to destroy. 
God covers Moshe with his hand until these 
destructive forces pass. There in the cleft of the rock 
he teaches Moshe to pray, and there no destructive 
force can touch him. 

It is amazing what God says to Moshe "You already 
know how to learn Torah, you received the first 
tablets, and although you don’t know it yet, soon on 
Rosh Chodesh Elul, you will receive the second set. 
Even so, you must learn how to pray, in order that 
what happened with the first tablets will not repeat 
itself – because true prayer is entering the cleft of the 
rock, where no destructive forces can cause 
damage". 

Prayer – protection from evil forces 

My brother Rabbi Benny Elon  שליט"א (may God send 
him a complete recovery soon)  explains that the 
Hebrew phrase ניתנה רשות in Rashi means not just 
permission but also authority was given . In other 
words after the sin all the negative forces were given 
a mandate to act. How can they be stopped? By 
entering the "cleft of the rock", by taking three steps 
backwards , closing your eyes, covering yourself with 
a Talit, just as God taught Moshe 

We learn that God covered himself with a Talit like a 
chazzan and taught him how to pray, to teach him 
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that anytime Israel sin , he should do the same and 
they will be forgiven 9 

This is how to pray! 

 

Entering beneath the Tallit  

If the evil forces, both physical (מחבלים in Hebrew are 
also terrorists – S) and the physiological – spiritual, 
utilize their mandate, after being allowed  to , there 
is a solution – "The cleft of the rock" . There, in your 
rock cleft, is your Mezrich. Even if the merit of our 
forefathers has been used up, if learning Torah 
doesn’t help us find strength, learn how to pray. 
Close your eyes and cover yourself with a tallit. 

Moshe, our Rabbis teach us, received in the merit of 
his prayers, that his face became radiant, and asked 
why cant anyone else receive the same gift? 

This is not a story just about Moshe or the Alter 
Rebbe, this is a story about us, we now a little how to 
learn, but now we must enter the cleft of the rock to 
learn how to pray.. 
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