
Beshalach 

Expectant Mothers and Song 
 

Then Moshe and the people of Israel sang this song to Hashem… 
Shemos 15:1 

 
 
“In congregations bless God, Hashem, from the womb of Israel.”1 Rabbi Meir used to say 
that, from this verse, we can see that even the fetuses in the wombs of their mothers sang the 
song to God at the sea.2 
 
Aside from the challenge of understanding how a fetus, in his amniotic fluid, could actually 
sing, we are faced with a larger task. For, even if we are to take this as a metaphor, what could 
be the significance of this?3 Why did R. Meir stress that even the child in the womb of his 
mother sang songs to Hashem? 
 
If a person learns Torah, intending not to follow it, he would have been better off if his 
mother’s placenta would have caved in on itself, and he had never been born.4 Doesn’t this 
sound a bit harsh? But this statement of our Sages carries a very great message. We are taught 
that when one is being formed in the womb, an angel teaches him the entirety of Torah.5 
When he is born, an angel hits him on the mouth, and he forgets that Torah. So, teaches R. 
Meir Simcha of Dvinsk,6 the Torah that is learned in the womb is Torah that is taught to a 
person, and never put into practice. In this life, however, our learning is meant to impact us 
and change our behavior. Thus, if a person learns Torah in this world with no intention to put 
it into practice, he may as well have stopped in the womb, when he was doing that sort of 
learning. Why be born only to continue living as if in the womb!? 
 
In fact, we are left to wonder why we even are taught the Torah in the womb in the first place. 
Would this not seem to simply be an example of learning for no purpose at all? 
 
“One who stands by a person at his time of death is to tear his clothing. What is this 
comparable to? To a Torah scroll that was burned, for anyone who witnesses it must rip their 
clothing.”7 In the commentary of Rashi to the Rif,8 he explains the comparison between a 

 
1  Tehillim 68:27 
2  Kesuvos 7b 
3  See Lachmei Todah, p. 226a. 
4  Talmud Yerushalmi, Brachos 1:2 
5  Niddah 30b 
6  Meshech Chochmah, intro to Shemos. The same explanation is advanced in the name of the Vilna Gaon 
in Maalos Hatorah by R. Avraham, his brother. 
7 Moed Kattan 25a 
8  See Chida in Shem Hagedolim (shin, Rashi) that the commentary of Rashi to the Rif was not written by 
Rashi, and is rather from another medieval commentator. 



dead person and a Torah scroll burning. Every person, says Rashi, had the potential to learn 
and become a Torah scroll, and thus his death is like the burning of a Torah scroll! And what 
if he did not learn? If he did not become a Torah, why must he be treated like one in his death? 
 
“Sin crouches at the door.”9 The Talmud teaches us several things about the moment of the 
birth of a child that are derived from this verse in Genesis. Firstly, we learn that when a child 
is born, he forgets all the Torah that he learned in the womb as he enters this world. The other 
thing that we are taught is that a person does not have an evil inclination in the womb; it 
doesn’t show up until he is actually born.10 Rabbi Yosef Engel11 explains that, in fact, every 
Jew is a Torah. He was formed out of the Torah in the womb of his mother, and he is a Torah. 
When he is born, however, he is given his evil inclination. There is a drive in man that pushes 
him to do evil. This is the very same thing that keeps us from accessing the Torah, which is, 
in fact, what we are at our deepest core. Therefore, the very same words of the Torah teach 
us that at birth, a person is separated from himself in a sense, and brought into a world where 
he will battle his passions, and get to know himself. 
 
R. Shlomo Efraim Lunshitz, in his Kli Yakar,12 suggests a fascinating gematria. The word for 
“remembered,” zachar, is numerically equivalent to 227. “Forgot,” shachach, is equivalent to 
328. The difference between remembering and forgetting is 101. The Kli Yakar explains that 
this is behind the statement of our Sages,13 “There is no comparison between the one who 
reviews his learning 100 times, and the one who reviews it 101 times.” Therefore, the 
difference between remembering and forgetting is the learning of the Torah 101 times. There 
is only one thing about this gematria that is troublesome. Shouldn’t the word for remembering 
be 101 more than the one for forgetting? After all, a person begins in an ignorant state, and 
only after adding 101 study sessions does he then “remember”! Why is it that the word for 
remembering is 101 less?! 
 
People used to review their learning 100 times in order to know it, teaches the Tanya.14 The 
101st time was simply learning for the sake of learning. As long as one is telling his child that 
he loves her in order that she know that information, for she is not aware of it, he is not 
engaging in the relationship the same way that he will once she already knows it. Telling your 
children “I love you” is not meant to be the way that they know that information. Only once 
that information is known to them can the next step of internalizing it, and living with it, begin. 
The knowledge of Torah is accomplished by learning it 100 times. The next time is for 
internalizing it, for really making it yours. When you are learning Torah, you are not adding 
anything to yourself at all. You are merely removing the layers that are separating you from 
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what you are inside.15 So, in fact, every Jew is a Torah that one must rip his clothing for. Just 
as when a Torah scroll is burned, even if it is wrapped in many layers, it is a tragedy, so is it 
when a person wrapped in many layers is lost. 
 
The Jewish people left Egypt like a child leaving the womb.16 It was a time that the Jewish 
people were being born.17 The experience at the sea was not one that the Jewish people had 
earned. They had not spent the time working on themselves, and were not at the level of 
prophets. In fact, had they remained in Egypt one more moment, they would have sunk to 
depths from which they could not have been revived. This was the desperate need for urgency 
on the part of Hashem.18 And yet, the maidservant at the sea saw what even the great prophets 
never merited to see!19 
 
It was just like the time that an infant spends in the womb of his mother. The Jewish people 
were brought to great levels of understanding, which they did not earn or deserve. We will 
always look back to the exodus to know what it means to be a Jew, and we will mention it 
every day, and in so many of our blessings and prayers.20 The song that we sang at the sea was 
the song of the fetus. It is the song of pure potential. Nothing has been earned, and nothing 
is separating us from who we really are. That purity, what we are made up of, is something 
that must always be on our minds. We are not learning Torah and fulfilling its commands in 
order to change who we are, but rather to discover that information. It is fundamental that we 
remember that our job in this world is simply to peel off the garbage that is separating us from 
ourselves. You are a Torah. As your body was being formed of the physical cells, your soul 

 
15  See commentary of Vilna Gaon to Mishlei 16:26, s.v. nefesh amal. See also the comments of his brother 
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19  Mechilta to zeh Keli vianvehu 
20  See Ramban al Hatorah to the end of Parshas Bo. 



was being formed as a piece of truth and nothing more. If you become lost, it is a Torah that 
became lost. And if you can peel through the layers that are hampering you, you will discover 
that you really knew all that Torah all along. 
 


