Moshe’s Prayer at the Sea (A Pesach Special)

Introducing the Challenge
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The Egyptians gave chase to them, and all the chariot horses of Pharaoh, his riders, and his
warriors overtook them encamped by the sea, near Pi-hahiroth, before Baal-zephon. As
Pharaoh drew near, the Israelites caught sight of the Egyptians advancing upon them. Greatly
frightened, the Israelites cried out to Hashem. And they said to Moses, “Was it for want of
graves in Egypt that you brought us to die in the wilderness? What have you done to us, taking
us out of Egypt? Is this not the very thing we told you in Egypt, saying, ‘Let us be, and we will
serve the Egyptians, for it is better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the wilderness’?”
But Moses said to the people, “Have no fear! Stand by, and witness the deliverance which
Hashem will work for you today; for the Egyptians whom you see today you will never see
again. Hashem will battle for you; you hold your peace!” Then Hashem said to Moses, “Why do
you cry out to Me? Tell the Israelites to go forward. And you lift up your rod and hold out your
arm over the sea and split it, so that the Israelites may march into the sea on dry ground. And |
will stiffen the hearts of the Egyptians so that they go in after them; and | will gain glory through
Pharaoh and all his warriors, his chariots, and his riders.
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YN pyxn Nn WHEREFORE CRIEST THOU UNTO ME? — there is no mention that he prayed
to God concerning this, but this teaches us that Moses stood in prayer. Whereupon the Holy
One, blessed be He, said to him, “It is no time now to pray at length, when Israel is placed in
trouble”.
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And that which our Sages expounded in the Midrash, “and to serve Him means to study;
another explanation: it refers to prayer,” is either an (asmachta) rabbinic allusion, or a statement
meaning that as part of our service of G-d we should study His Torah and pray to him in times
of duress, and that our eyes and hearts should be towards Him, as the eyes of slaves are upon
their masters... and if, perhaps, this interpretation oft he Sages regarding prayer is really a
statement that the commandment to pray is of Torah origin, Maimonides should count it
and clarify that it applies in times of suffering, that we believe that He is our G-d and
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hears our prayers and it is G-d who rescues us from our struggles with prayer and crying
out, and understand this.

Answer #1: Ask Not What G-d Can Do, Ask What You Can Do
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And our Rabbis have said that it was Moses who was crying and praying. This is the correct
interpretation. Moses was at a loss concerning what he was to do. Although G-d had told him,
And | will be honored through Pharaoh, he did not know how to conduct himself at that
moment when he was at the edge of the sea and the enemy was pursuing and overtaking
[them]. He therefore prayed that G-d should instruct him in the manner that he should choose.
This then is the meaning of Wherefore criest thou unto Me? meaning: “You should have asked
what to do, and there is no need for you to cry, since | have already informed you, And | will be
honored through Pharaoh.” Now Scripture did not relate that Moses was crying out to G-d,
because he is included among Israel, [of whom it was already written above in Verse 10: And
the children of Israel cried out unto the Eternall.

Answer #2: The Nation Was Already Praying!
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Rabbi Yehuda bar Shalom said in the name of Rabbi Elazar, when it comes to mere humans of
flesh and blood, if a poor individual should approach to say something one pays him no heed,
but if a wealthy individual approaches to say something, he is immediately heard and
accepted. However, the Holy One, blessed be He does not operate this way; rather, all are
equal before G-d...Know that behold! Regarding Moshe, the teacher of all prophets, it is
written the same thing as is written regarding a poor individual. Regarding Moshe, it is stated
Psalms 90:1), “A prayer of Moses, man of G-d,” and regarding a poor person it is written
(Psalms 102:1): “A prayer of the impoverished person, when he is enwrapped (in distress), and
pours forth his prayer before G-d.” This is termed prayer and that is termed prayer, to inform
you that all are equal regarding prayer before G-d.
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As Pharaoh drew near, the Israelites caught sight of the Egyptians advancing upon them.
Greatly frightened, the Israelites cried out to Hashem.
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And he recites at the end of all of these six blessing their unique conclusions. For the
conclusion of the first blessing: Redeemer of Israel, he recites: He Who answered Abraham on
Mount Moriah (see Genesis 22:11-18), He will answer you and hear the sound of your cry on
this day. Blessed are You, Lord, Redeemer of Israel. For the second blessing, to which he adds
the verses of Remembrances, he recites: He Who answered our forefathers at the Red Sea
(see Exodus 14:15-31), He will answer you and hear the sound of your cry on this day. Blessed
are You, Lord, Who remembers the forgotten.
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And it is written, “And they cried out to Hashem,” Moses began (praying), for he should also
pray to G-d. (But) the Holy One, Blessed be He said to Moses, “Why do you stand in prayer?
My children have already prayed and | have heard their prayer,” as it is written, “Why do you
cry out to me?”

Additional Sources
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At that time, Moses was prolonging his prayer. The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to him: My
beloved ones are drowning in the sea and you prolong your prayer to me? Moses said before
Him: Master of the Universe, but what can | do? God said to him: “Speak to the children of
Israel that they go forward. And you, lift up your rod and stretch out your hand” (Exodus 14:15-
16).
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