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The Guardian Angel that teaches, introduces, induces amnesia, then escorts us 
from this world 

 

 
 

 
Rediscovering Ancient Wisdom 

Plato’s 19 Proofs of the Immortality of the Human Soul 
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“Rabbi Simlai wanted to tell us that when a Jew studies Torah, he is confronted 
with something . . . familiar, because he has already studied it and the knowledge 
was stored up in the recesses of his memory.” 
 
        J.B. Soloveitchik 

an·am·ne·sis 
/ˌanəmˈnēsis/ 
noun 

1. 1. 
the remembering of things from a supposed previous existence (often used with 
reference to Platonic philosophy). 

2. 2. 
MEDICINE 
a patient's account of a medical history. 
 
In philosophy, anamnesis (/ˌænæmˈniːsɪs/; Ancient Greek: ἀνάμνησις) is a concept 
in Plato's epistemological and psychological theory that he develops in his dialogues 
Meno and Phaedo, and alludes to in his Phaedrus. 
It is the idea that humans possess innate knowledge (perhaps acquired before birth) 
and that learning consists of rediscovering that knowledge within us. 
 
Socrates' response is to develop his theory of anamnesis. He suggests that the soul is 
immortal, and repeatedly incarnated; knowledge is in the soul from eternity (Meno 
86b)1, but each time the soul is incarnated its knowledge is forgotten in the trauma 
of birth. What one perceives to be learning, then, is the recovery of what one has 
forgotten. (Once it has been brought back it is true belief, to be turned into genuine 
knowledge by understanding.) And thus Socrates (and Plato) sees himself, not as a 
teacher, but as a midwife, aiding with the birth of knowledge that was already there 
in the student.2 
 
 
In midrashic literature this idea is fully fleshed out in a hypostatized angelic 
didactic interaction with every fetus. The trauma of birth is highlighted by a trauma 
inflicted on the upper lip of the baby as it emerges from the womb, causing it to 
forget all that has been taught. 
                                                
1 Meno (/ˈmiːnoʊ/; Greek: Μένων, Menōn) is a Socratic dialogue written by Plato. It appears to attempt to determine the 
definition of virtue, or arete, meaning virtue in general, rather than particular virtues, such as justice or temperance. The first 
part of the work is written in the Socratic dialectical style and Meno is reduced to confusion or aporia. In response to Meno's 
paradox (or the learner's paradox), however, Socrates introduces positive ideas: the immortality of the soul, the theory of 
knowledge as recollection (anamnesis), which Socrates demonstrates by posing a mathematical puzzle to one of Meno's slaves, 
the method of hypothesis, and, in the final lines, the distinction between knowledge and true belief. 
 
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anamnesis_(philosophy) 
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R. Hanina b. Papa made the following exposition: The name of the angel who is in 
charge of conception is 'Night', and he takes up a drop and places it in the presence 
of the Holy One, blessed be He, saying, 'Sovereign of the universe, what shall be the 
fate of this drop? Shall it produce a strong man or a weak man, a wise man or a fool, 
a rich man or a poor man?' Whereas 'wicked man' or 'righteous one' he does not 
mention, in agreement with the view of R. Hanina. For R. Hanina stated: Everything 
is in the hands of heaven except the fear of God 
         Talmud Niddah 16b 
 
 

 
 
Among the angels there is one who serves as the midwife of souls. This is Lailah, the 
Angel of Conception. When the time has come for a man and his wife to conceive a 
child, God directs Lailah to seek out a certain soul hidden in the Garden of Eden, 
and command it to enter a drop of semen. At first the soul refuses, for it still 
remembers the pain of being born, and it prefers to remain pure. But Lailah compels 
the soul to obey, and that is when God decrees what the fate of that sperm will be, 
whether male or female, strong or weak, rich or poor, and so on. Then the angel 
turns around and places the soul in the womb of the mother. 
   While the infant grows in the womb, Lailah places a lighted candle at the head of 
the unborn infant, so he can see from one end of the world to the other, as it is 
said, His lamp shone above my head, and by His light I walked through 
darkness (Job 29:3). For nine months Lailah watches over the unborn infant, 
teaching him the entire Torah as well as the history of his soul. During this time, the 
evil inclination has no power over him. And before he is born, he is given an oath to 
keep his soul pure, lest God take it back from him. Then Lailah leads the child into 
the Garden of Eden, and shows him the righteous ones with crowns on their heads. 
So too does Lailah lead the child to the netherworld and show him the punishments 
of Gehenna.  
 



 4 

But when the time has come to be born, the angel extinguishes the lamp, and brings 
forth the child into the world. The instant the child emerges, Lailah lightly strikes 
the newborn above the lip, causing it to cry out. And at that instant the infant forgets 
all it has learned. That is the origin of the mark on the upper lip, which everyone 
bears.  
 
   Indeed, Lailah is a guardian angel, who watches over that child all of his days. 
And when the time has come to take leave of this world, it is Lailah who comes to 
him and says, “Do you not recognize me? The time of your departure has come. I 
have come to take you from this world.” Thereupon Lailah leads him to the World 
to Come, where he renders an accounting before God, and he is judged according 
to his merits.3 
  
   This myth describes the formation of a child. The soul is here revealed to have 
been drawn from on high and sent to this world reluctantly. Such a myth affirms the 
rabbinic belief in the essential purity of the human soul, which is subjected to the 
power of the Yetzer ha-Ra, the Evil Inclination. This myth of conception is also a 
reminder of God’s powerful role in every stage of our lives. A famous passage 
in Pirke Avot 3:1 says: “Know where you came from, where you are going, and 
before whom you will in the future have to give account and reckoning. Where you 
came from—from a fetid drop; where you are going—to a place of dust, worms and 
maggots; and before whom you will in the future have to give account and 
reckoning—before God, the Supreme King of kings.” 
   According to Rabbi Meir ibn Gabbai in Avodat ha-Kodesh, “Before a soul 
descends: 
to this world, it recognizes the Oneness of God and grasps the secrets of the Torah.” 
He links this intrinsic knowledge of the soul with the verse Open my eyes that I may 
perceive the wonder of Your teachings (Psalms 119:18). These are the wonders that 
were apprehended before the child was born. 

Although angels are generally regarded as sexless, and some rabbinic sources 
say they do not procreate, almost all of them bear male names such as Michael or 
Gabriel and they have male characteristics. In addition, the noun, malach (angel) is 
grammatically masculine. However, there is one angel, the angel Lailah, who has 
distinctly feminine characteristics. This angel is responsible for the fetus, for 
assisting at birth, and for guiding the soul from this world to the next. In many ways 
Lailah is the polar opposite of Lilith, who wastes seed, is not maternal, and is bent 
on destruction, not creation. 
   While the word Lailah, meaning “night,” is masculine, the name Lailah is 
feminine, and the name of this angel does not end in the usual “el,” representing 
God’s Name. Thus, even though there is no direct evidence that Lailah is a feminine 
                                                
3 Howard Schwartz: Leaves from the Garden Of Eden, Oxford University Press 1983 



 5 

angel, the name Lailah and the role of the angel strongly indicate feminine 
characteristics. 
 
Lailah, the angel’s name, likely derives from a rabbinic discussion in B. Niddah 16b, 
where conception is described as taking place at night. There the name of the angel 
in charge of conception is identified as “Night” (Lailah). This angel takes a drop and 
places it before God. (The Talmud Niddah 30b - adds important details about the 
formation of the embryo and the role of Lailah. It explains that a light shining above 
the unborn infant’s head lets the child see from one end of the world to the other.) 
At the same time, an angel (unidentified) teaches the unborn child the Torah. But as 
soon as the child is born, the angel strikes it on the upper lip, causing the infant to 
forget all he has learned. 4 

    
 לע ויליצא יתש ויעדצ יתש לע וידי חנומו לפוקמש סקנפל ומא יעמב המוד דלוה המל יאלמש יבר שרד
 הממ לכואו חותפ ורובטו םותס ויפו ויכרב ןיב ול חנומ ושארו ויתובגע ’ב לע ויבקע ’בו ויתובוכרא ’ב
 םלועה ריואל אציש ןויכו ומא תא גורהי אמש יער איצומ וניאו התוש ומאש הממ התושו תלכוא ומאש
 הפוצו ושאר לע ול קולד רנו תחא העש וליפא תויחל לוכי וניא ןכ אלמלאש חותפה םתסנו םותסה חתפנ
 ןשי םדא ירהש המתת לאו ךשח ךלא ורואל ישאר ילע ורנ ולהב רמאנש ופוס דעו םלועה ףוסמ טיבמו
 יחריכ יננתי ימ רמאנש םימיה ןתואמ רתוי הבוטב יורש םדאש םימי ךל ןיאו אימפסאב םולח האורו ןאכ
 ןידמלמו הדיל יחרי ולא רמוא יוה םינש םהב ןיאו םיחרי םהב שיש םימי והזיאו ינרמשי הולא ימיכ םדק
 ילע הולא דוסב רמואו היחו יתוצמ רומש ךבל ירבד ךמתי יל רמאיו ינרויו רמאנש הלוכ הרותה לכ ותוא
 אב םלועה ריואל אבש ןויכו ילהא ילע הולא דוסב ש”ת רמאקד אוה איבנ אמית יכו רמואו יאמ ילהא
 ןיעיבשמש דע םשמ אצוי וניאו ץבור תאטח חתפל רמאנש הלוכ הרותה לכ וחכשמו ויפ לע ורטסו ךאלמ
 וערכי וינפל רמאנש התימה םוי הז ךרב לכ ערכת יל יכ ןושל לכ עבשת ךרב לכ ערכת יל יכ רמאנש ותוא
 אלו ושפנ אושל אשנ אל רשא בבל רבו םיפכ יקנ רמאנש הדילה םוי הז ןושל לכ עבשת רפע ידרוי לכ
 םירמוא ולוכ םלועה לכ וליפאו עשר יהת לאו קידצ יהת ותוא ןיעיבשמש העובשה איה המו המרמל עבשנ
 איה הרוהט ךב ןתנש המשנו םירוהט ויתרשמו רוהט ה”בקהש עדוי יוהו עשרכ ךיניעב היה התא קידצ ךל
ךממ הלטונ ינירה ואל םאו בטומ הרהטב הרמשמ התא םא  

 
Niddah 30b 
 
 
 

 
Discussion of the Talmud Passage: 
 
Rabbi Simlai…There is no time in which a man enjoys greater happiness than in 
those days, as it is said, “O that I were as in months gone by, in the days when God 
watched over me, when his lamp shone over my head, when I walked in the dark by 
                                                
4 The full myth of Lailah and the formation of the embryo is found in Midrash Tanhuma-Yelamdeinu Pekudei 3.  
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its light” (Job 29:2,3) . . . [these are] the months of pregnancy. It is also taught the 
entire Torah . . . and it says, “God’s company graced my tent.” (Job 29:4) As soon 
as it sees the light, an angel comes and slaps it on the mouth, and it forgets the entire 
Torah.  
 

(Niddah, 30b) 
The identity of the baby’s tutor is entirely unclear, as the text merely states, using 
the passive voice, that “he is taught the entire Torah”, but no mention is made of the 
tutor’s identity. On the contrary, it is only at the moment of birth that an angel is first 
mentioned (and described as “arriving”, perhaps implying that he has not heretofore 
been present) and described as striking the baby “on his mouth” and causing him to 
forget the entire Torah.  
 
(Maharsha understands that the angel in question is actually the Angel of Death, or 
the Evil Inclination (and is therefore presumably not the original tutor)) 

 
וגו ץבור תאטח חתפל רמאנש ’וכ ורטסו ךאלמ אב ’וכ אציש ןויכו  ערה רצי יתמיא ןנירמא קלח קרפב .’

 ןנירמאדכ תומה ךאלמ ונייהו ערה רצי ונייהו ’וגו ץבור תאטח חתפל ביתכד הריצי תעשמ םדאב טלוש
ש”ע ארתב אבבד אמק קרפב  

 
 
A lamp is above him. He is able to see from one end of the world to the other -- 
"b'Hilo Nero Alei Roshi l'Oro Elech Choshech"; 
I. This is not surprising. One can see distant places in a dream. 
3.Those are the best days -- "Mi Yitneni ch'Yarchei Kedem ki'Yemei Eloka 
Yishmereni"; 
 
I. The days that are only Yerachim (months), but less than a year, are the days of 
pregnancy. 
 
4.The fetus is taught the entire Torah -- "va'Yoreni... Yismach Devarai Libecha 
Shemor Mitzvosai v'Echyeh"; 
I. It also says "b'Sod Eloka Alei Ahali." 
disquisition: Why do we need the second verse? 
iii.Answer: Perhaps Shlomo said the first verse about himself. 
 
5.Once he is born, an angel slaps him on the mouth, and he forgets everything -- 
"la'Pesach Chatas Rovetz." 
 
6.An oath is imposed on him before he is born; 
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i."Li Tichra Kol Berech" on the day of death. "... Tishava Kol Lashon" at the time of 
birth. 
(g)Question: What oath is put on him? 
(h)Answer: "You must be a Tzadik, and not a Rasha. Even if everyone tells you that 
you are a Tzadik, consider yourself a Rasha; Know that Hash-m is Tahor, His 
servants are Tehorim, and He gave you a Tahor Neshamah. If you guard its 
Taharah, fine. If not, Hash-m will take it back”5q 
 
Whether it be “slapping on the mouth” in the Talmud version, or “lightly strikes the 
fetus on the upper lip” in the Midrashic version, or “slaps the baby on the upper lip” 
the outcome is the same, in one version a cry, in the Talmud version a forgetting of 
all the Torah it learned in utero. 
 
Lailah has taught him everything he needs to know, he can see from one of the 
universes to the other, now he comes into the real world and must forget. What is 
the cry? From the slap? Or the loss of all his Torah knowledge? Who is she? This 
singular feminine angel? Unlike Lilith wishing man’s destruction, Lailah 
accompanies his embryonic development as well as escorting him at the time of 
death to the next world. She is his guardian angel. But closed examination of her 
role suggests an ambiguous role, one of guardian, teacher and protector, on the other 
hand a surrogate for the divine, watching the moral evolution and ultimate judgment 
of man. 
 
Despite his amnesia for the womb events she asks him at death “do you remember 
me?   
        “I am here to escort you out of this world as I was to accompany you into this 
world.”  
 
Even more poignant is her appearance before the Divine with the soul drop that will 
become forced into the drop of semen against its will and the embryo asking a 
foretelling of the future as to the moral destiny of this child… “will it be strong or 
weak? Will it be righteous or wicked?” Is she asking for informational purposes? 
She will not tell the embryo, for fear of removing its free will, so why the question? 
 
More than an angel of conception she feels responsible for the spiritual outcome of 
the embryo, teaching it Torah prior to birth. She is the angel of conception who made 
a choice of a particular soul from Eden to become incarnated in a drop of semen and 
feels responsible for the choice since the soul is unwilling (from past experience) 
and remains its guardian angel throughout life. A midwife of the soul, she feels 
                                                
5 Dafyomi.co.il 
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responsible from time of conception until death and beyond. She explains to the soul 
its past…prior incarnations? Prior misdeeds? Why? 
 
Our first midrashic encounter with this guardian angel comes with the story of the 
Abraham wars. Abraham in Genesis prepares for battle: 
 

"At night [Abraham] and his servants deployed against them and 
defeated them” 
          GEN 14:14 
The Aggadah/midrash focuses on the specificity of night time as follows: 
 
"If I go [to battle] and am successful, I will sacrifice my two sons to thee', he vowed. 
But his sons heard this, so they killed him, as it is written, and it came to pass, as he 
was worshipping in the house of Nisroch his god, that Adrammelech and Sharezer 
his sons smote him with the sword etc. And he (Abraham) fought against them, he 
and his servants, by night [Lailah] and smote them. 
 
R. Johanan said: The angel who was appointed to [aid] Abraham was named Lailah 
[Night]. as it is written, “Let the day Yom (day) perish wherein I was born, and the 
Lailah (night) which said, there is a man child conceived.” 
 
Birth is associated with daytime and conception and intimacy is associated with 
night time. Hypostatizing the night time into an angel is the hermeneutic move of 
this midrash. 
 
R. Isaac, the smith, said: He [the angel] set into motion the activities of the night 
[viz.. the stars] on his behalf, as it is written, they fought from heaven; the stars in 
their courses fought against Sisera."6 
 
It seems this angel was active in the night attack by Abraham assisting him in 
overcoming military odds.  
 
This guardian angel watches over her conceptions. And when the time comes, she 
re-introduces herself and escorts mankind to their judgment. Knowing ahead of time, 
for she had asked before birth what the character of the child might be, she now 
accompanies the soul back to its origins. She also inquires as to the moral life the 
person has led and whether it made the right choices between good and evil. Even 
though the newborn has forgotten its visitations to heaven and hell, there must be a 
                                                
6 Sanhedrin 96b commenting on Gen 14:14. After serving Chedorlaomer for 12 years, the cities rebelled and Chedorlaomer 
retaliated, capturing both and taking their people, including Lot, as booty. Abraham with only 318 men surprised them in a night 
raid, freeing the captives. 
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kind of unconscious re-membering as it went through life or else what was the use 
of these intrauterine visitations and tours of heaven and hell? She obviously wished 
some kind of residue a kind of intuitive edge during life to choose good even though 
her slap had caused a moral amnesia. 
 
(Ellen Frankel has suggested that God decides the fate of the child when it is 
conceived and leaves one thing undecided, whether it will be righteous or wicked.7) 
 
The site of the lesion is most consistent with the philtrum in the following midrash. 

 
8 םישרדמ רצוא  

 תולודג ולא ,רפסמ ןיא דע תואלפנ רקח ןיא דע תולודג השוע ביתכד יאמ ןנחוי ’ר רמא ,דלוה תריצי דציכ
 ךאלמל ארוק ה”בקה ותשא םע ותטמ שמשל אב םדאש העשבש .דלוה תריציב השוע ה”בקהש תואלפנו

התוא רומשו ךל התאו םדאה תריצי הלילה עירזמ ינולפ יכ עד ול רמואו ןוירהה לע הנוממה  … 
 חורה ריזחמו ךאלמה רזוחו … ינולפ חור יל אבה ול רמואו תוחורה לע הנוממה ךאלמל ה”בקה זמור דימ
 ןגל וכילומו ךאלמה ולמוג רקבבו … ,לופי אלש ותוא םירמושו םיכאלמ ינש םש ןמזמו ומא יעמ ךותב
 התאש ותוא ל”א ,ואל ל”א ?חור ותוא היה ימל עדת ול רמואו דובכב םיבשויה םיקידצה ול הארמו ןדע
 םא ,ה”בקה יטפשמו יקוח ורמשו הזו הז ןכו ,ומא יעמב ךתומכ רצונ הלעמ ותואבו דובכ ותואב האור
 ואל םאו ,האור התא רשאכ הזה דובכלו תאזה הלעמל וכזת םה ותמ רשאכ ךתומ רחא םתומכ השעת
 ןידירממ הלבח יכאלמש םיעשרה ול הארמו םנהיגל וכילומ ברעל .ךארא רשא םוקמה לא ךליל ךפוס
 ךאלמה ול רמואו ,םהילע ןימחרמ ןיאו יובאו יוא ןיקעוצ םהו שא לש תוקלמב םתוא ןיכמו ןיטבוחו םתוא
 ךומכ ךמא יעמב החורס הפיטמ ורצונ ולאש עדת ל”א ,ואל רמואו ?ןיפרשנה ולא המה ימ תעדיה ינב
 ןמ תאצל ךפוס יכ עדת ינב התעו .וז הפרחל ואב ךכל ה”בקה תוקחו תודע ורמש אל ךא ,םלועל ואציו
 ךמתי רמאנש אוה ךכש ןינמו ,אבה םלועל היחתו קידצ יהת ךא עשר יהת לא ןכל ,תומלו הזה םוקמה
 ולגר ףכ ךורדיש םוקמ לכ ול הארמו ברעה דעו רקבה ןמ ותוא לייטמו ,היחו יתוצמ רמש ךבל ירבד

ומא יעמל ותוא ריזחמ ברעל ,םיערהו םיבוטה םלוע ול הארמ ךכ רחאו וב רבקיל דיתעש םוקמו  … 
 רבכ אלהו בישמ אוהו ,םלועל תאצל ךנמז עיגה יכ אצ ול רמואו ךאלמ ותוא אב תאצל ונמז עיגה רשאכו
 הפי ךסינכמ ינאש םלוע ול רמואו ,וב רד יתייה רשא םלועב יל ידש םלועה היהו רמאש ימ ינפב יתרמא
 ,אוה הכוב דימ .םלועה ריואל אצתו דלונ התא ךחרכ לעו ךמא יעמב רצונ התא ךחרכ לעש דועו ,אוה
וחינמש וב היהש םלוע ותואמ ?הכוב אוה המלו . 
האר רשא לכ חכושו וחרכ לע ואיצומו ושאר לעש רנה הבכמו ומטוח תחת ךאלמה ותוא הכמ ותאיציבו . 
העש התואב תומלוע העבש ול ןיפילחמש ינפמ ,המלו הכוב אוה ותאיציב דועו  

 
 
In summary the  claims merely that the baby is struck; the Talmud places the  אמוחנת
angel’s strike “on his mouth”; and the םישרדמ רצוא  is the most specific, placing it 

                                                

7  
גמר דומע דלוה תריצי ךרע ’א קלח )ןייטשנעזייא( םישרדמ רצוא 8  –  
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“below his nose”. This latter detail is the apparent basis for a Jewish folk 
tradition that the philtrum is a mark left by the angel’s strike. 
 
The identification of the angel(s) is further clarified by the Zohar where the 
masculine and femininized versions of this angel come together to herald the 
Exodus: 
 
To indicate the union which took place on that night between the Masculine and 
Feminine aspects in the Divine attributes, and also the same union which will take 
place in the future Redemption. 
A comparison is made between leyl (masculine noun) and layla (feminine noun) 
"night" and is used "to indicate the union which took place on that night between 
the Masculine and Feminine aspects in the Divine attributes." 9 
 
Midrash Yelamdenu: Pikudei 3 
 

 

                                                
Mid9  
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 ןיִבְׁשֹוי םיִקיִּדַּצַה ֹול הֶאְרַמּו ןֶדֵע ןַגְל ֹוכיִלֹומּו םָּׁשִמ �ָאְלַּמַה ֹולְטֹונ .ֹופֹוס דַעְו םָלֹועָה ףֹוּסִמ הֶאֹורְו טיִּבַמּו
 ֹאל ,ַחּורָה ֹול רֵמֹוא .ּוּלֵא םֵה יִמ §ְל עַדֵּת ,ַחּורָה ֹותֹואְל �ָאְלַּמַה רֵמֹואְו .םֶהיֵׁשאָרְּב םֶהיֵתֹורְטַעְו דֹובָכְּב
 םָלֹועָל ּואְצָיְו ןָּמִא יֵעְמ �ֹותְּב §ְתֹומְּכ הָּלִחְּתַב ּורְצֹונ ,הֶאֹור הָּתַאֶׁש ּולָּלַה :ֹול רֵמֹואְו �ָאְלַּמַה רֵזֹוח .יִנֹודֲא
 םִאְו .םָלֹועָל תאֵצָל §ְפֹוּסֶׁש ,§ְל עַּד .הֶאֹור הָּתַאֶׁש ֹוז הָבֹוטְל ּונְּמַּדְזִנְו ּוכָז �ָכיִפְל ,תֹוְצִּמַהְו הָרֹוּתַה ּורְמָׁשְו
 הֶּכְזִּתֶׁש הֵאְרּו עַּד ,ואָל םִאְו .ּוּלֵא לֶׁש הָביִׁשְּיַלְו �ָכְל הֶּכְזִּת ,אּוה �ּורָּב ׁשֹודָּקַה לֶׁש הָרֹוּתַה רֹמְׁשִתְו הֶּכְזִּת
 .רֵחַא םֹוקָמְל
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ְּנַמְז ַעיִּגִה ,הָעָׁש ּהָתֹואְּב ֹול רֵמֹואְו �ָאְלַּמַה ֹותֹוא אָּב דָּיִמ .םָלֹועָה ריִוֲאַל תאֵצָל ֹוּנַמְז ַעיִּגַמ ף ריִוֲאַל תאֵצָל §

ַּמַה ֹול רֵמֹוא .םָלֹועָה ריִוֲאַל יִנֵאיִצֹוהְל הֶצֹור הָּתַא הָּמָל :ֹול רֵמֹוא א §ֲחְרָּכ לַעֶׁש עַדֵּת יִנְּב ,�ָאְל ּוהְו .םָלֹועָה
ְׁשֶחְו ןי יֵנְפִל ןֹוּב ִּד ןֵּתִל דיִתָע הָּתַא §ֲחְרָּכ לַעְו תֵמ הָּתַא §ֲחְרָּכ לַעְו ָּתְדַלֹונ §ֲחְרָּכ לַעֶׁש עַּד וָׁשְכַעְו רַצֹונ הָּתַא

ֵּנַה תֶא ֹול הֶּבַכְמּו ּוהֵּכַּמֶׁש דַע ,םָּׁשִמ תאֵצָל הֶצֹור ֹוניֵאְו .אּוה �ּורָּב ׁשֹודָּקַה םיִכָלְּמַה יֵכְלַמ �ֶלֶמ אּוהֶׁש ר
ֶּׁש הַמ לָּכ קֹוניִּתַה ַחֵכֹוׁש דָּיִמ .ֹוחְרָּכ לַעְּב םָלֹועָה ריִוֲאַל ֹואיִצֹומּו ֹוׁשֹאר לַע קּולָּד הַמ לָכְו ֹותָאיִציִב הָאָר

ּונֶּמִמ אָצ ָּיֶׁש םָלֹועָה לַעְו הָחָוְרַהְו הָחָנֲה םֹוקְמ דַבָאֶּׁש הַמ לַע .ֹותָאיִציִב הֶכֹוּב קֹוניִּתַה הָּמָלְו .ַעֵדֹוי אּוהֶּׁש  
 

When at last the time arrives for his entrance into the world, the angel comes to him 
and says: “At a certain hour your time will come to enter the light of the world.” He 
pleads with him, saying: “Why do you wish me to go out into the light of the world?” 
The angel replies: “You know, my son, that you were formed against your will; 
against your will you will be born; against your will you will die; and against your 
will you are destined to give an accounting before the King of Kings, the Holy One, 
blessed be He”. Nevertheless, he remained unwilling to leave, and so the angel struck 
him with the candle that was burning at his head. Thereupon he went out into the 
light of the world, though against his will. Upon going out the infant forgot 
everything he had witnessed and everything he knew. Why does the child cry out on 
leaving his mother’s womb? Because the place wherein he had been at rest and at 
ease was irretrievable and because of the condition of the world into which he must 
enter. 
 

אְו .ןֵה :ֹול רֵמֹוא .יִנֵריִּכַּת :ֹול רֵמֹואְו �ָאְלַּמַה ֹותֹוא ֹול אָּב ,ֹוּנַמְז ַעיִּגִה ףֹוּסַל םֹוּיַה יִל ָתאָּב הָּמָל :ֹול רֵמֹו
דָּיִמ .רֵטָּפִהְל §ְּנַמְז ַעיִּגִה יִּכ ,םָלֹועָה ןִמ §ֲאיִצֹוהְל יֵדְּכ ,�ָאְלַּמַה ֹול רֵמֹוא .םיִמָּיַה רָאְׁש לָּכִמ  הֶכֹוּב ליִחְתַמ

ִּכַמ תֹוּיִרְּבַה ןיֵאְו .ֹופֹוס דַעְו םָלֹועָה ףֹוּסִמ ֹולֹוק ַעיִמְׁשַמּו לֹוגְנְרַּתַה ןִמ ץּוח ,ֹולֹוק תֶא ןיִעְמֹוׁש ֹאלְו ןיִרי
ַה ֹול רֵמֹואְו .םָלֹועָה הֶזְּב יִנַּתְסַנְכִהְו תֹומָלֹוע יֵנְּׁשִמ יִנַתאֵצֹוה רָבְּכ ֹאלֲה ,�ָאְלַּמַל רֵמֹואְו .דָבְלִּב ֹאלֲהַו ,�ָאְלַּמ
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 ,ָּתְרַצֹונ §ֲחְרָּכ לַעֶׁש ,§ְל יִּתְרַמָא רָבְּכ לַעְו ,תֵמ הָּתַא §ֲחְרָּכ לַעְו ,יָח הָּתַא §ֲחְרָּכ לַעְו ,ָּתְדַלֹונ §ֲחְרָּכ לַעְו
אּוה �ּורָּב ׁשֹודָּקַה יֵנְפִל ןֹוּבְׁשֶחְו ןיִּד ןֵּתִל דיִתָע הָּתַא §ֲחְרָּכ . 

 
 
 
Finally, as his end draws near, the angel comes to him and asks: “Do you not 
recognize me?” And he answers: “Yes, but why do you come to me on this day of 
all days?” The angel replies: “To take you from this world; the time of your departure 
has come.” He begins to cry out immediately, and his voice can be heard from one 
end of the earth to the other, but no one recognizes or heeds his voice except a 
crowing cock. He says to the angel: “Have you not already taken me out of two 
worlds and brought me into this one?” And the angel responds: “Did I not tell you 
that you were formed against your will, that you were born against your will, that 
you would live against your will, and that ultimately you will have to render an 
accounting before the Holy One, blessed be He, against your will?” 
 
 
A darker version of the angelic influences in the womb is seen the Zohar to Ruth. 
Here the possible dangerous angels are evoked by sin. These angels are called 
“nights” or night angels with their destructive fire power. 
 
 
 
 
The Zohar Chadash Ruth 1:1,8 
 

תימהבה ר"נו המשנל המשנו נ"רנ רמאמ תור שרדמ שדח רהז (112)   
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The Legends of the Jews, Louis Ginzburg  
 
The care which God exercised in fashioning every detail of the body of man is as 
naught in comparison with His solicitude for the human soul. The soul of man was 
created on the first day, for it is the spirit of God moving upon the face of the waters. 
Thus, instead of being the last, man is really the first work of creation. This spirit, 
or, to call it by its usual name, the soul of man, possesses five different powers. By 
means of one of them she escapes from the body every night, rises up to heaven, and 
fetches new life thence for man. With the soul of Adam, the souls of all the 
generations of men were created. They are stored up in a promptuary, in the seventh 
of the heavens, whence they are drawn as they are needed for human body after 
human body.19  
 
The soul and body of man are united in this way: When a woman has conceived, the 
Angel of the Night, Lailah, carries the sperm before God, and God decrees what 
manner of human being shall become of it—whether it shall be male or female, 
strong or weak, rich or poor, beautiful or ugly, long or short, fat or thin, and what 
all its other qualities shall be. Piety and wickedness alone are left to the 
determination of man himself.  
 
Then God makes a sign to the angel appointed over the souls, saying, “Bring Me the 
soul so-and so, which is hidden in Paradise, whose name is so-and-so, and whose 
form is so-and-so.” The angel brings the designated soul, and she bows down when 
she appears in the presence of God and prostrates herself before Him. At that 
moment, God issues the command, “Enter this sperm.” The soul opens her mouth 
and pleads: “O Lord of the world! I am well pleased with the world in which I have 
been living since the day on which Thou didst call me into being. Why dost Thou 
now desire to have me enter this impure sperm, I who am holy and pure, and a part 
of Thy glory?”  
 
God consoles her: “The world which I shall cause thee to enter is better than the 
world in which thou hast lived hitherto, and when I created thee, it was only for this 
purpose.” The soul is then forced to enter the sperm against her will, and the angel 
carries her back to the womb of the mother.  
 
Two angels are detailed to watch that she shall not leave it, nor drop out of it, and 
a light is set above her, whereby the soul can see from one end of the world to the 
other. In the morning an angel carries her to Paradise, and shows her the righteous, 
who sit there in their glory, with crowns upon their heads.  
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The angel then says to the soul, “Dost thou know who these are?” She replies in the 
negative, and the angel goes on: “These whom thou beholdest here were formed, 
like unto thee, in the womb of their mother. When they came into the world, they 
observed God’s Torah and His commandments. Therefore, they became the 
partakers of this bliss which thou seest them enjoy. Know, also thou wilt one day 
depart from the world below, and if thou wilt observe God’s Torah, then wilt thou 
be found worthy of sitting with these pious ones. But if not, thou wilt be doomed to 
the other place.”  
 
In the evening, the angel takes the soul to hell, and there points out the sinners whom 
the Angels of Destruction are smiting with fiery scourges, the sinners all the while 
crying out Woe! Woe! but no mercy is shown unto them. The angel then questions 
the soul as before, “Dost thou know who these are?” and as before the reply is 
negative. The angel continues: “These who are consumed with fire were created like 
unto thee. When they were put into the world, they did not observe God’s Torah and 
His commandments. Therefore, have they come to this disgrace which thou seest 
them suffer. Know, thy destiny is also to depart from the world. Be just, therefore, 
and not wicked, that thou mayest gain the future world.”  
 
Between morning and evening the angel carries the soul around and shows her 
where she will live and where she will die, and the place where she will be buried, 
and he takes her through the whole world, and points out the just and the sinners 
and all things. In the evening, he replaces her in the womb of the mother, and there 
she remains for nine months. When the time arrives for her to emerge from the womb 
into the open world, the same angel addresses the soul, “The time has come for thee 
to go abroad into the open world.” The soul demurs, “Why dost thou want to make 
me go forth into the open world?”  
 
The angel replies: “Know that as thou wert formed against thy will, so now thou wilt 
be born against thy will, and against thy will thou shalt die, and against thy will thou 
shalt give account of thyself before the King of kings, the Holy One, blessed be He.” 
But the soul is reluctant to leave her place. Then the angel fillips the babe on the 
nose, extinguishes the light at his head, and brings him forth into the world against 
his will. Immediately the child forgets all his soul has seen and learnt, and he 
comes into the world crying, for he loses a place of shelter and security and rest.  
 
When the time arrives for man to quit this world, the same angel appears and asks 
him, “Dost thou recognize me?” And man replies, “Yes; but why dost thou come to 
me to-day, and thou didst come on no other day?” The angel says, “To take thee 
away from the world, for the time of thy departure has arrived.” Then man falls to 



 17 

weeping, and his voice penetrates to all ends of the world, yet no creature hears his 
voice, except the cock alone.  
 
Man remonstrates with the angel, “From two worlds thou didst take me, and into 
this world thou didst bring me.” But the angel reminds him: “Did I not tell thee that 
thou wert formed against thy will, and thou wouldst be born against thy will, and 
against thy will thou wouldst die? And against thy will thou wilt have to give account 
and reckoning of thyself before the Holy One, blessed be He.” 2010 
                                                
10 19. Tan. Pekude 3, where the statement occurs that all souls are but part of Adam’s soul. Comp. Tan. Ki-Tissa 12; ShR 40. 3. 
This view which is probably of Christian origin (comp. I Cor. 15. 22, and Rom. 5. 14, as well as Tertullian, De Anima, 40), plays 
a great part in the Kabbalah, which speaks of the sparks of Adam’s soul forming the souls of later generations. A different view is 
given in BR 8. 8, where it is said that God consulted the souls of the pious concerning the creation of man; comp. Excursus I. The 
abode of the souls of the unborn, according to Hagigah 12b, is the seventh heaven (in this passage the souls are differentiated from 
the spirits; comp. the preceding note); but according to Tan. Pekude, loc. cit., it is in paradise. Yebamot 62a and parallel passages 
speak of a ¹Wg where the soul of all future generations are preserved. It also has the additional remark that the Messiah will not 
come until this ¹Wg is emptied. According to the traditional interpretation, ¹Wg denotes a promptuary (comp. ‘Aruk, s. v.). See 
further 2 Enoch 23. 14; and 58.5 (here an abode of the souls [spirits?] of animals is likewise spoken of); Apocalypse of Baruch 23. 
5; 4 Ezra 4. 35. According to another view, this òIwg is identical with the “curtain” (dwgrp) before God’s throne (frequently 
mentioned in the Talmud), on which all souls are “painted”; comp. ‘Aruk, loc. cit.; Zohar II, 96b, and the quotation, from a work 
of R. Eleazar of Worms (Rokeah), by R. Joseph Jabez, at the end of the latter’s work Ma’amar ha-Ahdut.  
 
20. Tan. Pekude 3, and as an independent Midrash entitled Yezirat ha-Walad (“creation of the embryo”) in Abkat Rokel, whence 
it was republished by Jellinek in BHM I, 153–155. The latter scholar added a second midrashic treatise giving more material about 
the physical nature of man and the “creation of the embryo” from Likkute ha-Pardes 4d–5b, which is partly of the same contents 
as that of the first treatise. Yerahmeel 10, 19–23, is identical with Tan., loc. cit. As to particulars, note the following. On the angel 
Lailah (“night”) and his functions, comp. Niddah 16b; Sanhedrin 96a; ‘Aseret ha-Dibrot 79; footnote 98 on p. 195. In Zohar II, 
11a–11b, it is Gabriel who is in charge of the soul; comp. also ibid. 96b. That everything is predestined by God, except man’s moral 
freedom, is also found in Ketubot 30a; Apocalypse of Baruch 54. 15. Comp. the references given by Charles, ad loc., to Josephus 
and other sources. There is also a statement that a few days before the birth of a male child a heavenly voice announces: That 
woman is destined to become his wife, that house or that field will belong to him; comp. Sotah 2a and Mo‘ed Katan 18b. On the 
view that marriages are made in heaven, see further Yerushalmi Bezah 5, 63a (bottom); WR 8. 1; BR 68. 4; PK 2, 11b–12a; Tan. 
Ki–Tissa 5; Shemuel 5, 62. See also Abrahams, J.Q.R. II, 172–177=Book of Delight, 172–183. On the predestination of the 
intellectual and other traits of man, comp. Yelammedenu in Yalkut II, 916 on Job 28. The differentiation of the sex of the embryo, 
according to the Kabbalists, is brought by the angel Sandalfon; comp. Yalkut Reubeni, Lev. 12. 2. The refusal of the soul to enter 
the embryo is already presupposed in Abot 4 (end). The two heavenly companions of the soul are naturally the guardian 
angels of every individual person, who are frequently alluded to in Jewish, as well as in Christian, literature; comp. Berakot 
60b (top); Shabbat 119b; Ta‘anit 11a; Tan. WaYeze 3; Matthew 18. 10; Hermas Pastor, Visio, V, 6. 2; Clemens Alexandrinus, 
Stromata, 6. 17; Justin Martyr, Dialogue, 5, and 2 Apologia, 5; Athenagoras, Legatio, 10. 20; Visio Pauli, 14; The History of Joseph 
the Carpenter, 13. In the Jewish sources (comp. Shabbat and Tan., loc. cit.; ER 18, 100; Tehillim 104, 440) the doctrine of the 
guardian angels appears quite early with a rationalistic explanation. In view of Shabbat loc. cit., Maimonides, Guide of the 
Perplexed, III, 23, is certainly correct in asserting that the ancient Rabbis understood these guardian angels to represent the good 
and evil inclinations. It is interesting that Hermas Pastor, loc. cit., represents practically the same conception. Directly dependent 
on Maimonides is Zohar, I, 144b, 165b, 191a; II, 41b–42a; III, 106a. Here and there the view is found, both in Jewish and Christian 
sources, that every man has only one guardian angel; comp. ER, loc. cit., and Kimha Dabishuna on the piyyut dja µyrmwah 
(morning prayer of the Day of Atonement); Visio Pauli, loc. cit. The prevalent opinion, however, is that there are two guardian 
angels; comp. the sources quoted above, and Eusebius, 689a, as well as text on p. 92. That the angels who accompany man testify 
before God concerning his acts is found not only in Ta‘anit, loc. cit., but also in 2 Enoch 19.5. Here also belong the remarks 
about the angels who come to God to plead for a man if he is good, and about those who accuse him if his conduct is bad; 
comp. Tehillim 94, 418; Mishle 11, 70. Hence the statement that man’s actions, his limbs and his soul are his witnesses; 
comp. Ta‘anit, loc. cit.; ‘Aseret ha-Dibrot 79; Sifre D., 307. Midrash Tannaim 187; Tan. B. I, 21: When a man is about to die, God 
appears (the appearance of God is mentioned also in Sifre N., 103), and says to him: “Write down all thy deeds, because thou art 
about to die now.” The man then writes everything down, and signs it with his hand. On the last day of judgment, God will produce 
these books, and a man’s actions will be shown to him. Comp. also Shabbat 32a, which reads: A man’s good deeds are his Parakletin 
(“defenders”) at the heavenly court. To the oldest sources, where guardian angels are mentioned, belongs 2 Maccabees 3. 26; 
Comp. also note 12.—According to Niddah 30b, the soul of the embryo knows and sees everything, and hence the 
corresponding statement in ‘Aseret ha-Dibrot 79 Comp. further Mishle 2, 49; Tan. B. III, 32; WR 14. 8–9. On the relation of 
this conception to the Platonic doctrine of anamnesis, comp. Güdemann, Religionsgeschichtliche Studien, 7, seq., and Joel, Blicke, 
I, 118–119. The kabbalistic treatment of this Platonic doctrine appears in Ziyyoni, Hayye Sarah (beginning). On the idea that every 
man has a place in paradise or hell after death, according to his deserts, see Hagigah 15a; 2 Enoch 49; Tehillim 21, 239; Apocalypse 
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I am struck by the dialogue between man and his angel, his recognition of her at the 
end of his life and his resistance to leave this world. The point of course is the notion 
of reward and punishment however there is a tragic quality to mankind being thrust 
into this world against the soul’s wish to remain in the heavens and its pleading 
before the divine to reconsider. God consoles the soul by insisting that this world is 
actually better, although the soul remains unconvinced and is forced into the sperm. 
 
While in the womb this unconscious soul is shown the gates of heaven and hell in 
order to motivate it towards the good and to give fair warning as to the consequences 
of misbehavior.  
 
At birth the baby cries for having lost “a place of shelter and security and rest.” It is 
a cry for a lost world. An anxiety for an imminent world of exposure, insecurity and 
unrest. 
  
The resistance continues even at birth with a prescient knowledge of what is about 
to occur, never again protected by the warmth of the womb, sheltered and 
protected, it resists. 
 
Is it possible that the “tribulations of birth” or the birth pangs represents the pain 
inflicted on the mother by a resistant fetus? If the cry is one of resistance so too 
must the difficulty of the birth passage. Maybe the fetus remains reluctant to 
emerge until the last ago agonizing push by the mother to expel it. The birth as an 
expulsion from the garden of the womb. 
 
                                                
of Baruch 23. 4; comp. especially the elaborate amplification of Hagigah, loc. cit., in Hasidim 36. The idea that an angel causes the 
soul to forget everything, when it enters this world, is derived from Niddah 39a, where it is emphasized that the heavenly hosts 
adjure the embryo with the following words: “Be pious and not wicked; but when the world regards thee as pious, it shall appear 
to thee as though thou art wicked. Know that God is pure, His servants are pure, and thy soul is pure. If thou keepest it pure, it is 
well for thee; otherwise it will be taken away from thee.” On the loud weeping of the dying, compare with Zohar I, 98a (Midrash 
ha-Ne‘elam) and 79a, call the moment of death “the great judgment” for the individual, in which the soul acknowledges everything 
it has done during its life. For this point in the older sources comp. Sifre D., 307; Midrash Tannaim 187; Tan. B. I, 21.—The words 
of the angel of death are taken almost verbatim from Abot 4 (end). The motive of refusing to die plays an important part in the 
legends concerning Abraham and Moses (comp. Index, s. v. “Abraham,” “Moses”), and is also found in Christian legends; comp. 
Louise Dudley, Egyptian Elements in the Legend of the Body and Soul, 151, seq. The dependence of the Christian on the Jewish 
legends, and not on the Egyptian, as Dudley assumes, appears quite clearly from the passage of Visio Pauli 4, which Dudley, 27, 
is unable to explain. The angels who took away the soul of the sinner say to him: “As for that from which thou departest, again wilt 
thou return unto it.” This Christian source quotes almost verbatim from Abot loc. cit., though the words do not fit into the description 
of death in Visio Pauli. Almost all men (comp. Index, s. v. “Death by Kiss”) die by the “sword of the angel;” nevertheless the death 
of the pious is painless, that of the wicked is painful. Comp. the following passages where details concerning this point are given: 
Berakot 8a; ‘Abodah Zarah 20b (here two different views are blended into one: 1) the sword of the angel of death; 2) a drop of 
venom, bitter as death, from the angel’s hand causes death); Tehillim 11, 102–103. In the last passage it is also said that the soul  
is removed from the body, whereas the spirit (=wind jwr) remains at the tip of the nose after death until the corpse becomes 
putrefied, whereupon it is removed by the angel Duma into its proper place, paradise or hell. On the various souls which man 
possesses, comp. note 18. The older sources (Yerushalmi Mo‘ed Katan 3, 82b; Tan. Mikkez 4; comp. further Shabbat 152a) 
maintain that the soul during the first three days hovers about the dead body, in the hope that it will be resurrected, and it leaves it 
mournfully when putrefaction has set in; comp. John 11, 39, and Bousset, Religion, 341, note 1, as well as Zohar III, 53a, and notes 
139–140. 
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So, the angel in charge of the fetal development in actuality presides over the 
unwilling soul, the unwilling fetus and eventually the unwilling aged person on his 
or her deathbed. Is she benevolent or an agent of the divine? 
 
Man remonstrates…” from two worlds did you take me…” man blames the angel 
for having forced him against his will and now once more for causing his death. 
Man has no control over his beginnings nor his endings, he is thrust into this world 
and is thrust out of this world. He has no control over his beginnings nor his 
endings. 
I like David Flatto’s analysis and the contrast between the Greek and Talmudic 
notion of anamnesis, especially the use of the Job citation which adds the 
dimension of the tragic. 
 
 
David Flatto’s analysis:11 
 
Once having mastered the entire Torah, the newborn loses all knowledge, and now 
has to begin the process of “retrieval’ of prior wisdom. In a beautiful account of 
this process, Rabbi Soloveitchik helps characterizes the nature of this learning: 
R. Simlai wanted to tell us that when a Jew studies Torah he is confronted with 
something which is not foreign and extraneous, but rather intimate and already 
familiar, because he has already studied it, and the knowledge was stored up in the 
recesses of his memory and became part of him. He studies, in effect, his own stuff. 
Learning is the recollection of something familiar. 
 
One is reminded, by sheer terminological association, of the Platonic doctrine of 
anamnesis. 
 
My only quibble with this formulation is that the similarity here is far greater than 
a terminological coincidence, and cuts to the essence of the underlying idea. Both 
Plato and Hazal assume that in a pre-natal state a person had a perfect conception 
of the truth (or the forms), which was severely eroded at the moment of birth. 
Therefore, learning consists in a lifetime attempt to restore this prior knowledge. 
Indeed, other Jewish studies scholars dating back to the nineteenth century have 
noted this profound parallel between Hellenistic and Rabbinic thought. In Ephraim 
Urbach’s words: 
 

                                                
11 http://bdld.info/2014/05/11/of-mentors-metaphor-memory-and-meno/ 
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In the motif of the unborn child’s knowledge of the Torah and his forgetting it upon 
being born, scholars, since Jellinek, have discerned the άναμνησις of the Platonic 
myth… 
 
In all, Athens and Jerusalem share an essential view of pre-natal life, the 
idealization of pre-natal knowledge, and especially the characterization of study as 
retrieval. 
 
Yet despite these profound resemblances, the core conceptions of Greek and 
Rabbinic thought are actually dramatically different—a point which only becomes 
apparent by focusing more carefully on this same foundational myth. 
To appreciate this distinction, it is worth briefly pondering the Platonic doctrine of 
recollection.  
 
The essence of this Platonic idea is relatively straightforward: Plato posits that the 
psyche or soul has pure apprehensions of the ideal forms. Once the soul is 
imprisoned within a physical frame, this perception is severely impaired. A human 
being can only perceive a shadow of the ideal forms and must utilize his rational 
faculties to try to transcend these limits and acquire a greater understanding of the 
truth. This process is repeated in successive incarnations until man succeeds in 
permanently acquiring a lasting apprehension of the truth. Thus, the process of 
recollection aims to comprehend the truth by rising beyond the limits of temporal 
life and escaping the trappings of the human existential condition. 
 
At first blush, Hazal would seem to echo this idea by describing the fetus’s tenure 
in idyllic terms that surpass a person’s life experience, “And there is no time in 
which a man enjoys greater happiness than in those days…” Having previously 
mastered the entirety of Torah, a human will tirelessly strive to approximate his 
prior wisdom, evidently aiming to heal the rupture of entering a human form. 
Moreover, the biblical verses from Job which are a subtext to this Talmudic 
passage seem to reflect precisely this sentiment. Of course earlier in this biblical 
book (chapter 3) Job bluntly curses the day of his birth, and according to Hazal’s 
daring reading of Job 29, he again expresses a similar yearning to return to a 
pre-natal existence (not just the days of youthful innocence, which is the simple 
sense of the verses). 
But the Talmud’s invocation of verses from Job—voicing a cry of tragic 
suffering—surely is grounds to pause.  
 
For Job’s desperate mindset can hardly be thought of as representing a 
paradigmatic attitude. Likewise, a closer reading of this passage points away from 
Job’s sentiments, and its Platonic resonances. 
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A seeming inconsistency in the Talmudic description of the fetus provides an 
important hint along these lines. While the thrust of the passage underscores the 
all-inclusive knowledge of the fetus, the initial characterization of the fetus in the 
passage suggests otherwise. The opening lines compare the fetus to a folded 
writing tablet, or ledger (unlike, e.g., Mishnah Avot 3:16 which refers to an open 
writing tablet), a tabula rasa which has yet to be opened for inscription. Within the 
womb, the fetus is a fresh ledger with no content.  
 
Considered alongside the continuation of the passage, with its depiction of the 
fetus mastering Torah and wisdom, this portrayal makes little sense. Why is the 
ledger folded and blank, rather than open and thoroughly scrawled with Torah 
content?  
 
On closer inspection, these two images are reconcilable, and revealing. For the 
notion of a ledger is used in rabbinic literature to describe the record of a human 
being’s deeds. Since the fetus in utero lies in a pre-natal state, this is necessarily 
empty. In contrast, the child’s wisdom bank is full to capacity. 
 
The dichotomy between knowledge and action is crucial for perceiving the deeper 
message of this Talmudic account of the fetus. It affords the key to understanding 
the decisive, concluding lines of this passage, describing the final interaction 
between the angel and the fetus immediately prior to birth: 
 
It (=the fetus) does not emerge from there before it is made to take an oath… What 
is the nature of the oath that it is made to take? Be righteous, and never be 
wicked… 
 
Administered at the culmination of the angel’s tutelage, the oath presumably 
epitomizes the main charge to the emergent newborn. Nevertheless, the oath’s 
curious formulation is far from obvious. Against the backdrop of the angel’s 
intensive Torah instruction which has just been erased, one would imagine an oath 
to adjure the newborn to resume his Torah study.  
 
Something along the lines of, ‘Be wise, and never be foolish.’ Instead, the baby is 
charged to be righteous, not wicked. In a deliberate shift, as the baby prepares to 
enter the world, the angel emphasizes a distinctive goal. The ultimate lesson of the 
angel focuses on acting righteously, rather than on mastering Torah knowledge, as 
this constitutes the newborn’s supreme task. 
 
Moreover, this cardinal assignment is only possible outside of the womb. 
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Notwithstanding the utopian image of life in the womb—where illumination, 
wisdom and happiness are achieved—the purpose of life cannot be accomplished 
in the womb. 
 
 For one thing that one cannot be inside the womb is righteous; or wicked for that 
matter, either. These latter epithets are only assigned based upon how one lives—
one’s concrete actions, in the face of moral choices—after exiting the womb.  
 
As the Talmudic passage underscores by citing Genesis 4:7 (“as it is said, sin 
coucheth at the door…”), weighty moral hazards await the fetus outside the womb. 
But only when navigating in such a landscape, can a person prevail and achieve 
righteousness or wickedness. After immersing the purified soul in the well of 
Torah, the newborn is properly oriented to successfully engage in a world full of 
challenges and adhere to his oath of righteousness. 
 
Thus, the focus of the rabbinic legend of the fetus is not to highlight perfection 
within the womb, but the challenging call that beckons beyond it. For human 
beings were essentially created for the precious, if formidable, mission that only 
begins after departing the womb. Unlike the Platonic ideal of escaping the prison 
of the body in order to achieve transcendent contemplation, the Rabbinic ideal 
anticipates an inspired, but pulsating, human being, leading a righteous life of 
worldly actions. 
 
 
 
End Script: the Chassidic Rebbe Reb Elimelech of Lizensk makes use of our 
midrash in a radical new way: 
 
Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk explicitly argued that if we hadn’t learned Torah 
before we entered the world it would be impossible to grasp it now. 
 
 
 

 
ארקיו תשרפ – ךלמילא םעונ רפס   
 דע אוהו # ל"נכ העובשהו הלאה לוק שדחמ התע עמוש ולאכ ול המודש שוריפ הלא לוק העמשו והזו
 קידצהב הרתמו דיעמש רבדה אוה המ ךכ אוה ושוריפו 'וכ םכב יתודעה ןושלמ הארתה ןושל אוה
 וא האר וא ונייהד קידצהל הרתמה רבדה הז רמול הצור דע אוהו בותכה שרפמו ובבל דרחיש וררועל
 לכ התוא ןידמלמו תומלוע לכב התוא ןיכילומ םלועל התאיצי םדוק המשנהש רבכ יתשרפש ד"ע עדי
 תוכיראב רבכ יתרמא # המל תאז לכו ארמגב אתיאדכ ויפ לע ורטסו ךאלמ אב ךכ רחאו הרותה
 דובעלו תומלועה גישהל ךכ רחא לכויש ןעמל אוה תומלוע לכ ול ןיארמש תאזה הביסל אוה שרושה
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 גישהל לוכי היה אל ל"נכ ול ןיארמש תאז ילוליאו דמלש הרותה גישהלו אוה ךורב ךרבתי םשהל םהב
 לע םלועל ותאיצי םדוק וב םשרנה המישרה ידי לע קר םינוילעה תומלועה אלו הרותה אל ללכו ללכ
 רכש םוש ול היה אל דמלו הארש המ לכ ונממ חכשנ היה אל םאו # גישהל ךכ רחא לוכי הז ידי

ותדובעב : 
 
On the verse (LEV 5:1)  

 ,דֵע אּוהְו ,הָלָא לֹוק הָעְמָׁשְו ,אָטֱחֶת-יִּכ ׁשֶפֶנְו  א
.ֹונֹוֲע אָׂשָנְו ,דיִּגַי אֹול-םִא ;עָדָי ֹוא הָאָר ֹוא  

1 And if any one sin, in that he heareth 
the voice of adjuration, he being a 
witness, whether he hath seen or 
known, if he do not utter it, then he 
shall bear his iniquity; 

Meaning as if he were to hear afresh the voice of the oath and the adjurement. And 
the nature of the warning is as in testimony as follows: for what is the main 
warning the Zaddik? I have already explained that the soul prior to its emergence 
into this world is led through all the worlds and it taught the entire Torah, after 
which an angel comes along and smacks him on the mouth. The reason to do 
this is so that he after he emerges into this world he may grasp all those the worlds 
(from recollection) and be able to serve God even through those worlds as well. 
And also grasp the Torah that he had already learned. Had it not been for this fetal 
introduction he would be incapable of grasping the Torah nor the upper worlds. 
Only through the residue (impression) made upon him as a fetus can he even grasp 
what was learned in utero. And if not he would forget it completely all that he 
learned and saw and would have no reward in his worship.   
 
 
 

הנשוש יטוקיל - ךלמילא םעונ רפס    
 םולשה וילע וניבא בקעי רמאש קוספה שרפנ הליחתמו # בל ירשיל ךתקדצו ךיעדויל ךדסח ךושמ
 איהש המשנה הנהד הארנ ךא 'וכ ינא עדוי רמול ול היהש דועו # תולופכ תולמ אוהש יתעדי ינב יתעדי
 הלוכ הרותה לכ התוא ןידמלמו ארמגב אתיאדכ הרותה לכ ליכשהל תעדוי איה זא דובכה אסכ תחת
 התוא ןידמלמ הלחתמש הזל חבשל םעט ןתיל שיו # ויפ לע ורטסו ךאלמ אב םלועה ריואל אציש ןויכו
 אמהנ הל אהי אל ןעמלו דובכה אסכ תחת תנכושש המשנה הלחתמש ל"נו ורטס ךאלמה ךכ רחאו
 ירשפאב היה אל הז ילוליא יכ הלוכ הרותה לכ הדמלל יחרכהה והזו עודיכ תארבנ איה אפוסכד
 ודי לעש הרותה לכ ודמלל יחרכההו ותוואת רבשל וילע רבגתהל ירמוחה ףוגה לא האובב המשנהל
 ךכ רחא דומללו לבקל ירשפאב היה אל התוא ןידמלמ ויה אל םא דועו .ףוגה תוואתו חכ רבשל לוכי
א # הרותה דומללו לבקל לכות לקנב ךכ רחאש ידכ הליחתמ התוא ןידמלמ ןכל הרותה תא  

 
Let us first interpret the verse that Jacob of blessed memory said to Joseph, “I have 
known my son I have known” which is a redundancy and a double expression of “I 
know” moreover he should said “I know” in the present tense. 
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To explain, the soul is under the throne of glory where it knows to understand the 
whole Torah, as the Talmud elaborates, “and the soul (in utero) is taught the entire 
Torah, and since it emerges into the world an angel comes along and strike it on the 
mouth whereupon it forgets…we need to give a reason why the teaching then the 
forgetting…it seems to me that initially the soul resides under the throne of glory in 
order that it will not partake of the bread of shame/embarrassment when it emerges 
into this world, from such an exalted place, it is imperative to teach it the entire 
Torah, for if not, it would be unable to to enter a physical body and overcome and 
break its animal urges, so it is taught the Torah to enable it to vanquish the desires 
of the flesh. Furthermore had it not been taught the Torah prenatally, it would be 
unable to accept and study post-natally, therefore it is taught from the initial 
conception so that later it can accept it and learn ti with ese.   

 
 
 
 

הנשוש יטוקיל - ךלמילא םעונ רפס    
 התוא ןידמלמ ןכל הרותה תא ךכ רחא דומללו לבקל ירשפאב היה אל התוא ןידמלמ ויה אל םא דועו .

הרותה דומללו לבקל לכות לקנב ךכ רחאש ידכ הליחתמ  #  
 
Furthermore were it not taught the Torah before birth, it would be incapable of 
learning later on therefore we teach it form the start (in utero) in order for it to 
receive Torah and learn it with ease. 
 
 



 25 

  



 26 

References: 
 
 
 
B. Niddah 16b, 30b; B. Sanhedrin 96a; Midrash Tanhuma-
Yelammedenu, Pekudei 3;  
Zohar Chadash 68:3; Sefer ha-Zikhronot 10:19-23;  
Be’er ha-Hasidut 1:216;  Aseret ha-Dibrot 79; 
Avodat ha-Kodesh, Introduction; Nishmat Hayim 2:18;  
Anaf Yosef on B. Niddah 30b; 
Amud ha-Avodash 103b;  
Avkat Rakel in Beit ha-Midrash 1:153-155;  
Likutei ha-Pardes  4d-5c; IFA 4722, 18976. 
 


