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WHAT EXERCISE TEACHES US

Why does Torah call Moses with a near
pejorative? How should we view our inner
anti-Semite? And why do we celebrate
birthdays?
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A. The Egyptian Man

Source 1 xodus 21521

Moses fled from Pharaoh and ended up in the land of
Midian. [Moses] was sitting near the well. The sheik of
Midian had seven daughters, who came to draw water.
As they were beginning to fill the troughs and water their
father’s sheep, other shepherds came and tried to chase
them away. Moses got up and came to their aid, and then
watered their sheep.

When they came to their patriarch Reuel [Jethro], he
asked them, ‘How did you get to come home so early

today?’

‘An Egyptian man rescued us from some shepherds, they
replied. ‘He also drew water for us and watered our sheep!

‘And where is he now? he asked his daughters. ‘Why did
you abandon the stranger? Call him, and let him have
something to eat.

Moses decided to live with the man. And he gave Moses
his daughter Tzipporah as a wife.
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When Moses was forced to flee from
Egypt to Midian, his first deed was to save
Jethro’s daughters from the harassment of
the other shepherds when they came to
water their sheep at the well, as they told
their father, “An Egyptian man rescued
us...” As a result, Jethro brought Moses
home for a meal (hoping he would marry
one of his daughters) and Moses married
Tzipporah.

The Torah’s description of the story raises
a question: Granted, Jethro’s daughters
identified Moses as an “Egyptian man,
because they didn't know his name or
who he was — aside for the fact that he
was Egyptian. But why is it necessary for
the Torah to include that description, if it
has no real import in the story?

To the contrary: For Moses, being called
an “Egyptian man” is not a compliment. He
had a much greater pedigree; he was the
son of Amram, a descendent of Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob, and an important spiritual
personage himself.

Why, then, does the Torah find it necessary
to record the entire description of Jethro’s
daughters, including the description of
Moses as an Egyptian man — a title that
is a slight more than a compliment? Why
doesn't the Torah simple state, “A man
rescued us...”?
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This indicates that the description of
Moses as an Egyptian is an integral part
of the story.

The Zohar explains: “There [in Egypt] he
was born, there he was raised, and there
he achieved his true greatness.” The Zohar
repeats itself, saying “there” three times,
for further emphasis. It was essential that
all three elements take place in Egypt.

In other words, when the Torah wants to
teach us about the greatness of Moses'’s
character, it emphasizes that his birth,
upbringing and greatness were all
associated specifically with Egypt.
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B. The Gestation Experience

>> The Rebbe

To appreciate how Egypt was so integral
to the birth and upbringing and greatness
of Moses, we need to make the following
preface about birth:

Source 2 wactate Niddah 300

Rabbi Samlai taught: To what is a fetus in its
mother’s womb comparable? To a folded note-
book ... its head rests between its knees, and
its mouth is closed, and its umbilicus is open.
And it eats from what its mother eats, and it
drinks from what its mother drinks...

And a candle is lit for it above its head, and it
gazes from one end of the world to the other...

And there are no days when a person is in a
more blissful state than those days when he is

a fetus in his mother’s womb...

And a fetus is taught the entire Torah while in

the womb...

And once the fetus emerges into the airspace
of the world, an angel comes and slaps it on its
mouth, causing it to forget the entire Torah,
as it is stated: “Sin crouches at the entrance”
(Genesis 4:7), i.e.,, when a person enters the
world he is immediately liable to sin due to his

loss of Torah knowledge.
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>> The Rebbe

What is the Joy in a Birthday?

The Talmud states that a fetus in the
womb “eats from what its mother eats...
drinks from what its mother drinks...
and a candle is lit for it above its head...
and is taught the entire Torah.” The baby
has no worries, difficulties or obstacles.
Everything is provided for, both physically
and spiritually.

Thatbeingthe case,whatisthesignificance
in birth? Why does it generate so much
excitement and so many good wishes? The
new baby was perfectly comfortable in
the womb both physically and spiritually;
now, as it enters the world, it immediately
begins to cry in protest!

The answer: Despite having everything
in the womb, being fed, taught and
everything provided for, the fetus is
not an independent being. Everything
has been provided ready-made; it has
accomplished nothing on its own, and
definitely hasn’'t had the opportunity to
work hard and invest effort in its own
work and achievements.

Clearly, being in that state is not the
purpose of its creation. A Jew is created to
be active and to fulfill a role and mission in
the world. We thereby become a partner
with G-d in creation. Our sages explain
that G-d told the children of Jacob, “just
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as [ create worlds, so too, your father
creates worlds.” In other words, Jacob took
an active part in the constant ‘recreation’
of the world according to G-d’s will — i.e.,
illuminated with the light of Torah and
mitzvot.

For the newborn baby, this only becomes
possible upon being born “there, in the
physical world. That is when he gains the
ability to function and conduct himself as
an intellectual being and to fulfill his role
and mission to influence — and not be
influenced — by the world.

The period of gestation in the womb is
merely a temporary situation which needs
to be undergone to be able to fulfill one’s
true purpose, to fulfill G-d’s mission in the
world; and, true joy and fulfillment can only
be experienced when a person is able to
fulfill that mission.

Now, let’s return to the Zohar’s teaching
about Moses, “There he was born....
other words, it was specifically Egypt
which enabled the birth, upbringing and
emergence of Moses. At first glance, this
seems untrue. Egypt was, after all, the
very place that fought his birth; Pharaoh
decreed that all newborn boys be thrown
in the Nile hoping to thereby kill Moses.
The Egyptians obviously objected to his
ultimate emergence as a leader. So, what

does the Zohar mean?
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The Power of Obstacles

The answer lies in Tanya’s explanation
regarding someone who experiences
disturbing thoughts during prayer. Tanya
states that the person should ignore those
thoughts and not be depressed by them;
to the contrary, they should encourage
him to focus better in his prayers.

Source 3 ranya, chapter 28

Even if lustful imaginings or other extraneous
thoughts occur to him during his service of
G-d — in Torah or in prayer with intention —
he should pay them no attention but avert his

mind from them immediately...

On the contrary, he should draw fresh strength
and intensify his determination with all his
power to pray with concentration, with even
greater joy and gladness, in the realization
that the foreign thought which occurred to
him derives from the kelipah of the left part of
the heart, which wages war within the beinoni
against the divine soul within him...

This is, to use an example, like a person who
is praying with devotion, while facing him,
there stands a wicked heathen who chats and
speaks to him in order to confuse him. Surely,
the best advice in this case would be to answer
him neither good nor evil but rather to act as
though he were deaf, without hearing, and to
comply with the verse, “Answer not a fool ac-
cording to his folly, lest you too become like
him.” (Proverbs 26:4)
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So, too, when foreign thoughts enter one’s mind
he should answer nothing at all, nor should
he engage in argument against the foreign
thought, ie., he should not occupy himself
with mental discussions on the best strategy
for countering the foreign thought, for he who
wrestles with a filthy person is bound to be-
come soiled himself.

Instead, he should pretend not to know nor
hear the foreign thoughts that occurred to
him, should dismiss them from his mind, and
strengthen still more the power of his concen-

tration.

>> The Rebbe

Had those disturbing thoughts not
fallen to him, his prayers would have
been ordinary. His prayer was greatly
intensified specifically because he saw
his evil inclination trying to disturb him;
that called forth from within him much
greater concentration and enthusiasm.

The Concept of Exercise

Why is that the case? It is comparable to
the idea of exercise. The body’s muscles
are not strengthened by being given
constant rest; to the contrary, an arm or
leg that does not move regularly will lose
its function. The muscles in our arms and
legs are strengthened when they are put
to use — and the same is true of the rest
of the body. Although the limb seems to
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tire from exertion, it is clearly the only
way for it to gain strength!

In recent generations, the medical field
has finally recognized the truth that was
stated in the Talmud many hundreds
of years ago — that constant function
and movement and constant training
in any given matter will make the body
healthier and stronger.

The Challenge That Built Moses

The birth of Moses, i.e., the birth of the
salvation of the Jewish people, occurred
specifically “there, in Egypt, a place
that didn't reflect the Jewish people’s
character nor their mission in the world.
When they nonetheless embraced
the situation and fearlessly worked to
transform that location into a dwelling
place for G-dliness, they were “born’”
They became an independent entity, no
longer reliant on outside support. This
was followed by their “upbringing,” their
growth and progression to achieve their
true spiritual potential.
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C. The Power of the Obstacle

>> The Rebbe

This is the response to those who ask: “If
G-d wants us to study Torah and fulfill
His commandments, why does He send
us to Egypt?” (—all exiles are called Egypt,
according to the Talmud). “Why does
He place us in a situation in which we
experience obstacles in our observance
of Judaism — obstacles which sometimes
come from non-Jews and sometimes even
from Jews? He should have placed us in
paradise among angels, fed us manna
from heaven and water from the well of
Miriam, surrounded us by clouds of glory
that launder our clothing — allowing
us to study Torah and observe the
commandments with peace of mind!”

A separate argument is voiced by those
who live in free countries: “If G-d placed
usin a place with an abundance of material
pleasures, we are obliged to embrace it all
and indulge in everything that comes our
way!”

The Zohar therefore teaches us that
a Jew finds himself in Egypt for a very
specific reason: “There he is born, there
he is raised, and there he achieves his true
greatness!” He is there to be born into his
Jewish identity, to raise his Jewish identity,
and to reach the full spiritual potential
inherent in his Jewish identity. For this, he
needs to be in Egypt — and own his
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Egyptian surroundings. He’s not there to
acclimate himself to his environment; he’s
there to transform the environment into a
place fit for a Jew!

Moses channels this power to every single
Jew; he is one of the seven Shepherds
of Israel who bring life and G-dliness
to the entirety of the Jewish people
— empowering us to transform our
individual Egypt.

When you look around and notice
something that isn't as it should be;
something that is unjust or unrighteous
or something that contradicts Torah or
mitzvot — fleeing to a different place is
not the answer. Your job is “there he was
born™ Take on the challenge and engage
with the elements which you encounter,
and transform them to reflect the will of
the Torah, the true Torah, the Torah of
life.
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