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וגר לא תלחץ ואתם ידעתם את-נפש הגר כי-גרים הייתם בארץ מצרים 
And you shall not oppress a stranger; you know the soul of a stranger, for you 

were strangers in the land of Egypt.
-- Exodus 23:9

How do we know "the soul of the stranger?"  The Torah does not instruct us to learn the heart of 
the other, but tells us instead that we already know.  The word nefesh, translated as "soul" or 
"person," comes from the Hebrew root, nafash, to breathe.  We may not know the details of 
another's struggle, but we know that breath.

We have been strangers.  We know the quick gasp of feeling suddenly unsafe, the shallow 
panting when we feel constricted.  We know the sigh of relief when our bonds are loosened, and 
we know the deep inhale that can only happen when we feel secure in our surroundings.

Try a simple practice, if you like, during this Passover season.  As you sit quietly, find your own 
breath and notice whether it feels free or constricted.  Take all the time you need.  If you would 
like to deepen and slow your breath, try sending it into your belly.  You may want to put your 
hands there with a light touch.  

After some time, perhaps after several sittings, try imagining a "stranger" to you.  This may be 
someone you know or have encountered, who has a different culture and life-style from you.  It 
may be someone with whom you find yourself in direct opposition, whether personally, socially, 
politically, or spiritually.

Reb Nachman says, "The highest peace is the peace between opposites...If you remember this 
the next time you meet someone who makes you uncomfortable, instead of running for the 
nearest exit, you will find ways to get along."

As you picture this person, aware of your own breath, note any aversion or other reaction you 
may have.  Just notice how you feel and take another breath.  No need to make a case against 
the person to justify your feeling, and no need to proceed to judgments.  You are neither running 
for the nearest exit nor confronting the person in your mind; you are simply present.

Having worked for some time with being present to this person you may extend the practice one 
more step. Try sending your breath out to the person you are mentally picturing.   You could 
imagine that your breath is loosening whatever constriction s/he is suffering.  Your exhale 
softens the bonds and your inhale pulls them away.

This practice can take place in a neutral zone of the mind, where like and dislike are irrelevant.  
I can wish someone out of their private mitzraim, regardless of my opinion of the person.

-- Rachael Shea


