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Preface 
 
 

Everybody loves Purim. With its celebratory parties, 
distinctive foods and colorful costumes, Purim is the most 
festive of all Jewish holidays. The story enthralls us as well. 
A beautiful Jewish woman becomes queen of the Persian 
Empire and foils an evil plot to destroy her people. It’s a 
story replete with castle intrigue, including a murdered 
queen, an assassination attempt, a beauty pageant, a 
villainous royal advisor, a brave heroine and even some 
Rabbis too! Comic plot twists make it a story unrivaled in all 
of scripture for sheer entertainment value. One may wonder 
what this issue of Focus can possibly add to such a beloved 
and popular holiday. 

The answer lies in the fact that the revelry and pageantry 
of Purim often obscure its deeper meaning. Like every other 
Jewish holiday, Purim has important things to say. And 
considering the holiday’s historical context—the story takes 
place at a time when the Jewish people lived outside the land 
of Israel—Purim’s message speaks directly to the American 
Jewish experience. 

Purim addresses the many issues of national exile, from 
the theological problems of pain, tragedy and divine 
providence to the practical questions of Jewish unity, 
identity and survival. Purim is blessed with a unique set of 
customs and mitzvot, all of which, when properly 
understood, define the spiritual nature of the day. And let us 
not forget Megillat Esther. Its thrilling story contains 
fundamental lessons. No less than any other book of the 
prophets, it demands serious study.  



 

 

 

These issues and more are addressed by this Purim 
reader. It is guaranteed to add fresh meaning to your Purim 
celebrations. 

As a special bonus, this issue of Focus adds something 
new to our usual repertoire of articles. From past issues, 
you’ve come to expect approachable articles covering the 
deeper significance of the holiday and a Halachic overview of 
its observances and traditions. In this issue we present a 
couple of new elements to that successful formula. First, 
with great creativity, Rabbi Daniel Steinberg explores 
pedagogical techniques for carrying over the fun and 
playfulness of Purim into the study of Jewish text. And 
second, in recognition of the large Israeli population in the 
Bay Area, Rabbi Zev Jacobs has graced our pages with a 
thought-provoking essay elegantly written in Modern 
Hebrew. If you can read it, we’re sure you’ll enjoy it! 

As always, we are indebted to our consulting editor, 
Lawrence Galant, for giving so freely of his time. His talent, 
sensitivity and guidance have been invaluable.  

In closing, the JSN wishes to thank Dov and Chaya Hirsh 
for reviewing our Hebrew usage and Amanda Orrin for her 
technical assistance in the final stages of this publication. 

We wish you and your family a Happy Purim! 

 

Rabbi Joey Felsen      Rabbi Yisroel Gordon 

Founder, Jewish Study Network  Editor



Introduction 

 

Purim may be great fun, but at the same time it deals with 
some very serious issues. To appreciate this holiday properly 
we need to review some Jewish history. The roots of our story 
take us all the way back to the end of the First Temple Era. 

Jeremiah, the spiritual leader of the Jews at the time, was a 
master prophet whose reprimands were widely ignored. For 
years he had warned the Jews that their national security 
depended on introspection, a change of lifestyle and sincere 
repentance, all to no avail. The moral disintegration of Jewish 
society finally reached the point of no return and Jeremiah 
prophesized the nation’s destiny: 

Thus said G-d: After seventy years for Babylon have 
been completed, I will redeem you and fulfill my good 
promise to bring you back to this place. 

Jeremiah 29:10  

The Jews would be exiled to Babylon for seventy years and 
then be restored to their land. It was a tragic forecast, but it held 
hope for the future. Years later, it would be quoted by Daniel 
and again by Ezra. No one forgot it. 

The Babylonians arrive and conquer Israel, destroy the 
Temple and exile the Jews (circa 421BCE). Soon after, the 
Babylonian Empire itself fails and is taken over by the Persians 
who set up a far more tolerant government. Only fifty-two years 
after the Temple’s destruction, Cyrus the Great allows the Jews 
to return to Israel and rebuild the Temple. 

Unfortunately, even this early reprieve was too late. 
Decades of comfort and success in Babylon rendered many 
Jews apathetic to the idea of life in the Holy Land. Only a small 
minority of about 50,000 follow the leadership of Ezra and 
return home. 

The group arrives in Jerusalem and begins construction on 
the new Temple, only to have the local gentiles violently 
oppose the project. “Give them their Temple,” they warn, “and 
the Jews will declare independence!” They appeal to the king 
and construction is halted. Some Jews return to Persia, but most 
stay on in Israel and make do without a Temple. Years go by. 



 

 

The 70th anniversary of the exile approaches and Jeremiah’s 
prophecy is on everyone’s mind. 

Achashveirosh (Xerxes), the king of the Persian Empire, is 
concerned. Will the prophecy materialize? Will the Jews declare 
independence? He miscalculates the years and mistakenly 
thinks that the seventieth year has passed without effect. 
Thrilled that his Empire has remained intact, he invites his 
governors to join him for an extravagant celebration of national 
unity. Then he throws another party for the citizens of Shushan, 
the capital city. 

Ignoring the protestations of their sages, many local Jews 
attend this celebration of their exile and subjugation. It seems 
that some saw themselves as Persian citizens rather than Israeli 
refugees. Lacking faith in Jeremiah’s prophecy, these Jews had 
given up on redemption. At the party, they stood by and 
watched as Achashveirosh used the holy vessels plundered from 
their Temple; vessels inherited from his predecessors, the 
Babylonians. This was a low point for Jewish pride and a sin 
that G-d could not ignore. If the Jews have lost sight of their 
identity and mission, what is the point of their continued 
existence? 

Soon after the partying ends, Achashveirosh appoints a new 
royal advisor, Haman. Together they plot the annihilation of the 
Jews, but they fail to recognize the new power in palace: Queen 
Esther. She inspires her brethren to repentance and succeeds in 
nullifying the evil decree. A few years later Darius II ascends to 
the throne and allows the Jews to rebuild the Temple in 
Jerusalem. The prophecy of Jeremiah is fulfilled and a new, 
glorious epoch of our history begins. Seventy years after the 
Temple’s destruction and the exile of the nation, the Jews are 
back in business. 

The holiday of Purim celebrates the salvation of the Jewish 
people from an existential threat, but it is a lot more than that. 
Purim affirms our eternal relationship with Israel, it underscores 
the importance of Jewish pride and identity in exile, and it 
teaches us never to lose hope, even when all is dark. 

In a word, Purim is about faith. 



 

The Shekel Tax: 
Forging Unity with Coins of Fire 

 
Rabbi Joey Felsen 

 

 

 

8  ■  FOCUS 

n the times of the Jerusalem Temple, there was a yearly 
communal tax of a half Shekel.1 Every year, at the beginning 

of the month of Adar, a proclamation was made to remind the 
Jewish populace to pay their half shekel to the Temple’s 
coffers. This money was then used to purchase animals for the 
communal Temple offerings. 

The first offerings purchased with the newly collected 
money were for Passover. This raises an obvious question. 
Passover begins six weeks later! Why was the collection done 
so far in advance?  The Talmud provides an enigmatic answer 
to this question: 

It was known and revealed before the One who said ‘Let 
the world exist!’ that one day Haman would pay out 
silver coins for the right to destroy the Jews (cf. Esther 
3:9). Therefore, G-d preceded our shekels to his 
shekels.” 

Talmud, Megillah 13b 

The Talmud is saying that our shekels are collected before 
Purim in order to protect us from the shekels of Haman. How 

I 
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does that work? To understand this difficult passage of Talmud, 
we need to learn a little more about the nature of shekels.2 

  

II 

 

The Midrash teaches that when G-d told Moshe to create the 
shekel coin, Moshe had difficulty understanding what it was.  
G-d showed Moshe the image of a shekel made of fire, and then 
Moshe understood.3 

What is the meaning of this?  If G-d wanted to show Moshe 
an image of a shekel, why did He choose to use fire?  Fire has 
no distinct form. It would have made more sense to simply draw 
a picture in the sand. Moreover, fire melts and disfigures 
objects. A coin’s value is dependent on its form and a fire 
would very well ruin it. So why would G-d illustrate the shekel 
with a coin of fire – a physical impossibility? 

The Talmud (Baba Kama 97b) describes an early coin 
minted by none other than Abraham.  Abraham minted coins 
with an image of an old man and an old woman on one side and 
an image of a young man and a young woman on the other side. 
Why would Abraham create his own currency?  In antiquity, 
every dynastic ruler minted coins with their likeness embossed 
on the face.  Abraham, a leader of renown in his own 
generation, printed his own, personal money. The image on his 
coin represented the miracle of Abraham and Sarah regaining 
their youthful vitality to enable the birth of Isaac. Why was it 
this image that Abraham chose to present to the world?   

In Hebrew, the word for coin is “Matbei’ah.” The Hebrew 
root of the word, “Tevah,” means “nature.” What connection 
does a coin have with nature?  
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Although G-d created and sustains the laws of nature, the 
great irony is that nature seems to run quite predictably and 
autonomously, free of any apparent Divine intervention. 
Nothing is more stable and unchanging than the laws of nature. 
When people think of Divine providence, however, they 
typically think of “miracles,” which are, by definition, events 
which break natural law.  

Coins, like nature itself, create an impression of consistency 
and permanence. This is the reason why governments are so 
eager to mint unique coins of their own. Coins help establish a 
sense of permanence for a nation. Abraham’s coin, however, 
introduced a radically different message. The imagery on his 
coin shows that nature is not necessarily as consistent as you 
think. Natural law is in G-d’s hands and if He so chooses, He 
can make the old young again. Abraham’s coin tells the world 
that there is something beyond nature; there is a G-d. 

When Moshe told G-d that he did not understand the shekel, 
he did not mean that he lacked a visual aid.  Moshe was 
troubled by the concept. The verse states that the mitzvah of 
paying a half-shekel provides atonement for the Jewish soul (cf. 
Exodus 30:12). Moshe did not understand how a coin could do 
such a thing. So G-d showed him a shekel of fire. Silver and fire 
are incompatible, but therein lies the secret of the Shekel. 

This head-tax was actually the method by which the nation 
became one community. Yes, the half shekels filled the 
Temple’s coffers and provided a census of the population. But it 
did something else more important than that. By contributing an 
equal portion to the census collection, everyone became a 
shareholder of the communal offerings.  The coins facilitated 
the merging of a group of individuals into one great community.  
This is the idea of a coin of fire.  Fire has a wonderful ability to 
melt, meld and unify disparate objects into one whole. With this 
vision, G-d was teaching Moses how to unite the Jews – have 
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everyone contribute to a holy communal project. When we do 
that right, we achieve atonement for our souls. 

 

III 

 

In his attempt to justify the genocide of the Jews, Haman 
says the following to King Achashveirosh: 

There is this nation that is scattered and dispersed 
among the peoples of all of the provinces of your 
Kingdom… 

Esther 3:8 

What is the significance of this statement? Why would the 
King of Persia and Media care if the Jews were spread out?  
Moreover, all verses in scripture are expressions of divine 
inspiration and must therefore contain some kernel of truth. 
What is the inner meaning of this statement? 

Haman was hitting on a deep truth here and we would do 
well to listen to his words. When Haman says that the Jews are 
spread out, he is not just speaking geographically, he is 
speaking communally.  A lack of cohesion and unity does 
indeed weaken the Jewish nation.4 The seriousness of this issue 
can be seen by the response of Esther and Mordechai. Rather 
than attempt to disprove Haman’s statement, they gather the 
nation together for three days of fasting and prayer (4:16).  
Their solution to Haman’s challenge was to unify the Jews.   

The story of Purim took place in the month of Adar. As 
mentioned earlier, a proclamation went out on the first day of 
Adar reminding everyone to pay the half-shekel tax.  The 
Talmud states that this was done well in advance of when the 
money was needed because G-d wants us to give our coins 
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before Haman presents his. How does this work?  It’s not the 
monetary value of the coin; it’s the power of the coin to create 
community.  We use these coins to turn ourselves into a 
collective.  This is why every individual gives a half shekel.  
Each person must be keenly aware that on his own, he is 
incomplete. By unifying ourselves in this way at the beginning 
of Adar, we undermine Haman’s accusations with confidence. 

The festive mitzvot of Purim are all designed to establish a 
sense of community.  We give gifts to each other, we eat a 
festive meal together and we hear the Megillah together.  Each 
tradition points to the same reality. This is the time of year for 
us each to contribute our own half-shekel, however we can. If 
the Jewish people are to be strong and survive, we must stand 
together as one nation unified by the mitzvot of communal 
service. 

                                                 
1 The standard denomination of currency found in the Bible is the silver 
Shekel. A “Shekel” is really a measure of weight equal to approximately 
ten grams. This same denomination was used throughout the Temple era. 
The name “Shekel” has been revived in our day as the official currency of 
the modern state of Israel. 
2 This essay was inspired by a talk delivered by R. Moshe Shapiro of 
Jerusalem. 
3 Midrash Rabba, Numbers 12:3 
4 The medieval commentary of Tosefot notes that the 10,000 silver talents 
of Haman is equivalent to the 300,000 silver shekels collected by Moses 
in the desert for the Tabernacle. Here too we see how Haman was 
attempting to counteract the essential unity of the Jewish people. Indeed, 
the Talmud states that Haman was a master slanderer (Megillah 13b). 



 

Jews in Exile? 

G-d Goes Incognito! 

 
Rabbi Yaacov Benzaquen 
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n Psalm 29, King David compares Queen Esther to the 
morning dawn. That is very poetic, but what does it mean? 

The Talmud explains that just as dawn is the end of the night, so 
too the story of Esther is the end of all miracles.1 

 The Talmud is saying that the events of Purim mark the end 
of the miraculous biblical period of old and the beginning of the 
modern natural order.2 This is more than just a historical turning 
point. As we shall see, the events of Purim transitioned the 
nation into a new kind of relationship with G-d. 

 

II 

 

The Talmud (Chullin 139b) asks an interesting question. 
“Where does the Torah allude to Esther?” The Talmud wants to 
find a biblical verse that prophetically foreshadows the story of 
Purim and it finds it here:  

I will utterly hide (הסתר אסתיר) My face from them. 

Deuteronomy 31:18 

I 
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The Hebrew root “סתר” means “hidden” and this same word 
also serves as the name of our hero, Queen Esther (אסתר). The 
Talmud therefore states that this verse alludes to the Purim 
story. 

Despite the etymological commonality, this verse seems to 
be a poor choice. Let us read it in its full context:  

G-d said to Moshe: “When you go and lie with your 
ancestors, this nation shall rise up and stray after the 
alien gods of the land into which they are coming. They 
will thus abandon Me and violate the covenant that I 
have made with them. I will then display anger at them 
and abandon them. I will hide My face from them and 
they will be [their enemies’] prey. 

Beset by many evils and troubles, they will say ‘it is 
because my G-d is no longer with me that these evils 
have befallen us.’  

On that day, I will utterly hide My face because of all 
the evil that they have done in turning to alien gods.” 

Deuteronomy 31:16-19  

In brief: When the Jews are faithful to G-d, His guiding 
hand will be readily apparent in our lives. But if we betray Him, 
He will go into hiding, so to speak, and exile us from our land. 

Why did the Talmud link Esther’s name to this passage? 
What is it about Esther that warrants a connection to such 
depressing verses?  
 

III 
 

Not all miracles are created equal. The transformation of the 
Nile’s water to blood, the splitting of the Sea of Reeds, the 
crumbling of the walls of Jericho, these and many other 
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supernatural events are recorded in Scriptures. This type of 
miracle underscores a foundational principle of Judaism – the 
Creator remains intimately involved in His creation. Although 
G-d set up the world to function according to natural law, He 
occasionally violates these laws to demonstrate that the universe 
is subject to His rule. This type of miracle is aptly named a nes 
galuy, i.e. an obvious miracle. 

There is another type of miracle. A nes nistar, a “hidden” 
miracle, is a miracle in which G-d intervenes and alters the 
natural course without noticeably overriding natural law. Nes 
nistar is probably best translated as “Divine Providence.” 
Examples of nes nistar are, by definition, not easily identified, 
and they are certainly impossible to prove. Despite the very 
different perception from our perspective, the truth is that a nes 
nistar is no less miraculous than a nes galuy.  

In biblical times, our nation witnessed many supernatural 
events. G-d’s interaction with the world was readily apparent 
and His hand could be seen guiding national events. The events 
recorded in the book of Esther, however, marked a change. 

 

IV 

 

In a Hollywood version of Megillat Esther, there need not 
be any special effects. Nowhere do we see G-d intervening and 
altering the natural course of events. No one in the story even 
receives a prophetic message. G-d is in hiding. So what is so 
special about this story? Where is the miracle that we are 
commemorating so festively on the holiday of Purim? 

There is no miraculous moment in the Megillah. It seems to 
be quite an ordinary story of love, power, corruption and 
jealousy. But what catches our attention is the sequence of 
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events. Seemingly insignificant events early in the story become 
very significant later on. The structure of the story is 
extraordinary. 

The Megillah is thus only appreciated when viewed in its 
entirety.  From Vashti's defiance of Achashveirosh and her 
untimely death to Esther’s appointment as the new queen. From 
Haman's rise to power and Mordechai's refusal to honor him to 
Mordechai’s discovery of a plot to kill the king. From the royal 
decree to annihilate the Jews to King Achashveirosh’s 
discovery, on a sleepless night, that Mordechai was never 
rewarded for saving his life. From Haman's unintended 
suggestion that Mordechai be publicly honored to the rise of 
Esther and the fall of Haman. In the end, Haman is hanged and 
Mordechai is appointed his successor. The decree is overturned, 
the anti-Semites are defeated and the Jews of the Persian 
Empire live happily ever after. 

As the story gradually unfolds, we come to recognize G-d’s 
providence intervening at critical junctures and guiding events 
to their desired conclusion. Taken as a whole, it is quite 
miraculous. It is the prototypical nes nistar, a “hidden” miracle 
of Divine Providence. 

On Purim we have a mitzvah to read Megillat Esther. The 
rules of the Megillah reading are quite stringent. This reading is 
done with great meticulousness, even more than is required for 
a Torah reading. If a word or letter of the Megillah is omitted by 
the reader or unheard by the congregation, the reading is 
rendered invalid and must be repeated.3 The message of this 
tradition is clear. Missing even the minutest detail detracts from 
the full picture. And without the full picture there can be no 
appreciation of the miracle.  

This also explains why the sages felt a need to emphasize 
that the verses of the Megillah must be read in their correct 
order. The Halacha rules that if the Megillah is read out of order 
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the reading is invalid.4 The miracle of Purim is the Megillah’s 
extraordinary sequence of events. Change the order and the 
miracle vanishes. 

 

V 
 

In Megillat Esther, G-d is invisible; His name does not even 
appear in the story. But don’t be fooled. G-d is present; He’s 
just in hiding. If we read innovatively, searching for G-d 
carefully, we might just find Him. According to the Midrash,5 
whenever the Megillah says “King Achashveirosh” it is 
referring to the human king Achashveirosh, but when the 
Megillah says “King” without specifying which king, it actually 
refers to the King of Kings who is manifesting His divine will 
through the mortal Achashveirosh. 

Rabbi Eliezer Ashkenazi6 discovered some marvelous 
allusions to G-d in the Megillah, in the most interesting of 
places.  

When Esther invites the King and Haman to a wine party, 
she says ָיּוֹםהַהָמָן וְמֶּלֶךְ הַבוֹא י  – “the king and Haman should 
come today to the feast I have prepared for them” (Esther 5:4). 
Haman believes he has achieved his dream and reached the 
highest echelon of power and influence. Who else is invited by 
the queen to a private party with the King? Little does he know 
that the first letter of each word in this phrase spell the name of 
G-d! (Yavo HaMelech VeHaman Hayom.) 

Another example: When Esther tells the king that Haman is 
out to murder her and her people, the King is enraged. Haman 
quickly realizes  that evil has been“ –  ה הָרָעָו אֵלָיהכָלְתָי כִּ
determined against him by the king” (Esther 7:7). This is the 
moment of Haman’s fall from power. The end letters of this 
phrase contain the name of G-d. (kY chal’taH eilaV hara’aH.) 
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The message is clear. G-d was behind the rise of Haman to 
power and G-d orchestrated his downfall. G-d was present all 
along. 

 

VI 
 

Although Esther is the hero of our story, risking her life, 
charming the king and indicting Haman, the truth is that the 
Jewish People would have been saved without her. Esther was 
privileged to be the one through whom the redemption came, 
but the fate of the nation was never really in her hands. 
Mordechai knew this and he made sure that Esther knew it too: 

Mordechai said to Esther, “Do not imagine that you will 
be spared in the King’s palace anymore than the rest of 
the Jews. For if you persist in keeping silent at a time 
like this, relief and deliverance will come to the Jews 
from some other place, while you and your father’s 
house will perish. Who knows whether it was just for a 
time like this that you attained the royal position!”  

She replied to Mordechai, “Go, assemble all the Jews 
that are to be found in Shushan, and fast for me. Do not 
eat or drink for three days, night or day, and I, with my 
maids, will fast too. Then I will go into the King though 
it’s unlawful; and if I perish, I perish!” 

Mordechai left and did exactly as Esther had 
commanded him. 

Esther 4:13-16 

Regardless of whether Esther chose to risk her life and 
appear before the king, the Jewish people would be saved. G-d 
may no longer perform open miracles, but He has no shortage 
of means to deliver His people from the hands of their 
oppressors. G-d always has an alternative plan. 
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This is the message of the Megillah: Our national survival is 
nothing short of a miracle. 

 

VII 

 

The inexplicable survival of the Jewish people and their 
Torah through millennia of exile, expulsion and persecution is 
the ultimate example of a nes nistar, a “hidden” miracle. Not 
supernatural, but miraculous nonetheless. 

If statistics are right, the Jews constitute but one percent 
of the human race. It suggests a nebulous dim puff of 
stardust lost in the blaze of the Milky Way. Properly, 
the Jew ought hardly to be heard of, but he is heard of, 
has always been heard of... He has made a marvelous 
fight in this world, in all the ages; and had done it with 
his hands tied behind him. He could be vain of himself, 
and be excused for it.  

The Egyptian, the Babylonian, and the Persian rose, 
filled the planet with sound and splendor, then faded to 
dream-stuff and passed away; the Greek and the Roman 
followed; and made a vast noise, and they are gone; 
other people have sprung up and held their torch high 
for a time, but it burned out, and they sit in twilight 
now, or have vanished. The Jew saw them all, beat them 
all, and is now what he always was, exhibiting no 
decadence, no infirmities of age, no weakening of his 
parts, no slowing of his energies, no dulling of his alert 
and aggressive mind. All things are mortal but the Jew; 
all other forces pass, but he remains. What is the secret 
of his immortality?"  

Mark Twain, Harper's Magazine, 1899 
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Let us not misunderstand our story. The fate of the Jewish 
People is never dependent on the decisions, or even the heroics, 
of an individual. Their fate is always in G-d’s hands. The Jews 
of the Persian Empire had repented from their wrongdoings and 
had pleaded to G-d to save them from Haman’s decree. That is 
what saved them.  

The Torah states clearly that the Jewish People will never 
be annihilated. Their numbers may be diminished for a while, 
they may be decimated and subject to great sufferings, yet they 
will ultimately survive and thrive. This is the divine promise 
that we live by. 

Thus, even when they are in their enemies’ land, I will 
not grow so disgusted with them nor so tired of them 
that I would destroy them and break My covenant with 
them, since I am G-d their Lord. I will remember the 
covenant with their original ancestors whom I brought 
out of Egypt in the sight of the nations, so as to be their 
G-d. 

Leviticus 26: 44-45 

This passage describes the man/G-d relationship when the 
Jews are in exile, “in their enemies’ land,” and it stands in 
testament of G-d’s love for us. In the darkest of times, when we 
lose faith and feel alone, G-d is still with us. He may go into 
“hiding,” and we may not recognize His presence, but from His 
hiding place, He watches over us.7 As King Solomon described 
it, G-d “supervises from the windows and peeks through the 
cracks.”8 Just because we don’t see Him does not mean that He 
is not there. G-d is always nearby, watching over His people 
from between the cracks.  
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1 Yoma 29a 
2 Although it is certainly not the last miracle in Jewish history – 
Chanukah, for example, took place over two centuries later – the story of 
Esther is the last miracle recorded in Tanach, the twenty-four books of 
Scripture.  The story of Esther is thus the last biblical miracle. 
3 Mishnah Berurah O.C. 690:5 
4 Shulchan Aruch  O.C. 690:6 
5 Midrash Aba Gurion, Esther, quoting R. Yodan and R. Levi. 
6 R. Eliezer Ashkenazi (1512-1585) held rabbinic positions in Egypt, 
Cyprus and Poland. His lengthy analysis of Megillat Esther is entitled 
“Yosef Lekach.” 
7 See Seforno to Deuteronomy 31:18 who explains that the feeling of 
abandonment and the statement that “G-d is no longer with me” is 
nothing more than a false perception.   
8 Song of Songs 2:9 
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urim is a very joyous time. We celebrate by wearing 
costumes and delivering gifts to our friends. The Megillah 

tells us that the Jews of that time celebrated with “days of 
feasting and happiness, sending food to one another and gifts to 
the poor” (Esther 9:22). The traditional observances of Purim 
are designed to ensure that every Jew takes part in the 
festivities, creating a community-wide celebration. 

Why is this holiday different than every other holiday? Why 
the extra focus on community? 

It stands to reason that the explanation of our Purim 
observances will be found in the Purim story, in Megillat Esther 
itself. A review is in order. To simplify matters, we will break 
down the Megillah into three basic sections: 

• A description of King Achashveirosh’s lavish parties. 

• Haman's rise to power and his collaboration with the 
king to destroy the Jews. 

• Queen Esther’s success in reversing the decree and 
saving the Jewish people. 

Let’s take a closer look at each of these three parts. 

P 
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II 
 

The story begins with the lavish parties of the Persian king 
Achashveirosh. First he throws a party for all the officers of his 
kingdom. This extravagant party lasted for one hundred and 
eighty days (Esther 1:4).  Then he throws a seven-day party for 
all the inhabitants of the capital, Shushan (1:5). Judging by the 
Megillah’s report, the opulence and extravagance of these 
parties were of historic proportions. However, the Megillah 
provides no explanation for why the king is making these 
parties. 

It seems that the king is trying to consolidate his power by 
appeasing his officers and the citizens of his capital. Did 
something happen to be a cause for discontent?  

Another question. The story line moves from 
Achashveirosh’s parties to the rise of the villain Haman. This 
leads the Talmud to conclude that the Jews were punished with 
Haman for the sin of attending the king’s party.1 Why? What 
could be so bad about attending a party? 

The Megillah states that Achashveirosh made these parties 
“when he was sitting on his throne in Shushan, the capital” 
(1:2). What is the significance of his throne and its being in the 
capital city? Where else would it be? The Midrash sees in this 
verse a reference to a fascinating background story. 

King Solomon had a very special throne. It was fashioned 
of ivory and covered with gold. It was set with rubies, 
sapphires, emeralds and other precious stones. It was a wonder 
of the ancient world, and Achashveirosh, in his arrogance, 
wanted one just like it.2 

Achashveirosh hired artisans in Shushan to replicate the 
throne of King Solomon and it took them three years to do it. 
When the throne was complete, Achashveirosh attempted to 
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move it to the capital, but it was too heavy. Rather than forgo 
the project, he moved the capital city to the town of Shushan. 
Hence, the story of the Megillah begins with these words:  

In those days, when King Achashveirosh sat on his 
royal throne which was in Shushan the capital, in the 
third year of his kingdom, he made a party. 

Esther 1:2 

Moving a capital is an enormous undertaking, one that is 
highly inconvenient for government workers. This is why 
Achashveirosh made them a party. And to solidify the 
allegiance of the citizens of Shushan his new capital, he made 
them a party too.  

What was the modus operandi of the party? Eat and drink to 
your heart’s content. There were no rules or limitations – just 
uninhibited indulgence (1:8). Like his need to satisfy his own 
vanity, Achashveirosh intended to satisfy everyone’s desires. 

Mordechai, the great sage and spiritual guide, warned the 
Jews against going to the king’s party.3 He maintained that 
attending an uninhibited party dedicated to celebrating the 
king’s vanity was antithetical to Jewish values. Self-centered 
and indulgent behavior corrodes selflessness and develops self-
centeredness. That is bad enough, but it leads to an even worse 
consequence. Self-centeredness undermines the sense of 
communal responsibility that is so critical to the survival of the 
Jewish community in the Diaspora. This is what Mordechai was 
worried about. 

Rabbi Matisyahu Solomon4 points out that it was very 
appropriate for Mordechai to bear this message to the Jews. The 
Megillah identifies Mordechai as both an “Ish Yehudi,” a man 
from Judah (2:5) and an “Ish Yemini,” a man from Benjamin 
(ibid). Historically, there was much tension between these two 
tribes.5 Mordechai, however, was a descendant of both of them.6 
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He personified the possibility that people can forget their 
differences and work together. As a living model of a Jewish 
community, he knew well the dangers that self-centeredness 
posed. He warned the people not to go, but they did not heed his 
warnings. 

 

III 

 

The Jews go to the party. What happens next? Haman rises 
to power and decides to annihilate the Jews. He approaches 
King Achashveirosh and presents his plan with the following 
introduction:  

There is a nation that is scattered and dispersed 
throughout your kingdom. 

 Esther 3:8 

What is the relevance of this piece of information? Haman 
wanted to allay the king’s fears of an uprising. The Jews were 
so fragmented that there is no fear of them banding together and 
forming militias to protect themselves. Was Haman telling the 
truth? The Talmud says that indeed he was.7 After attending the 
party, it seems that the Jewish society had crumbled, just as 
Mordechai had foretold. 

The king agrees to the genocide, the date is set for the 13th 
of Adar (3:13), and the word is sent out across the kingdom. 
The reaction of the people is described by the Megillah with 
this verse: 

The city of Shushan was distressed. 

Esther 3:15 

The city of Shushan was inhabited by Jews and non-Jews. 
Presumably, only the Jews of Shushan were distressed. What 
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does this verse mean? It seems that this was an important 
turning point in the story. As soon as all the Jews were doomed 
by royal decree for annihilation, their divisiveness vanished. 
Selfish no more, they are now “the city of Shushan.” Only the 
Jews were united as a community; their gentile neighbors were 
not.  

This is not a uniquely Jewish experience. It is a natural 
phenomenon that, when challenged by an external threat, 
people, even animals, can forget their differences and band 
together. But for Jews, feelings of national identification and 
unity have religious significance. 

The eternal mission of the Jewish nation is to be a light and 
an inspiration to humanity. “The nations will walk by your 
light” (Isaiah 60:3). This light is the wisdom and beauty of the 
Jewish lifestyle, founded in the Torah. G-d promised that Jews 
and Judaism will live on forever.8 However, this was a 
collective guarantee. To be protected by it and fulfill our eternal 
mission, we need unity. 

 

IV 
 

Mordechai sends a message to Queen Esther, directing her 
to devise a plan to save the Jews. He tells her to speak to the 
king on behalf of her people. She counters that entering the 
king’s chamber without a summons is suicidal. Mordechai 
responds, “Don’t be concerned with yourself as an individual” 
(4:13). Selfishness is what got us in this mess to start with! 

Mordechai continues: 

“If you remain silent at this time, deliverance will come 
to the Jews from some other place and you and your 
father’s house will perish.”  

Esther 4:14 
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The Jewish nation is eternal; G-d has guaranteed our 
survival. You can be part of the salvation through this act of 
devotion to your people, or you can be left out of the process – 
and if you opt out, you will be destroyed! 

Mordechai was making an extraordinary point: The Jewish 
people does not need Esther; Esther needs the Jewish people. 
The individual’s only hope for survival is to throw their fate in 
with the community. 

Esther requests that all the Jews of Shushan come together 
and fast on her behalf for three days along with her. Only then 
would she be willing to approach the king: 

Go assemble all the Jews that are to be found in 
Shushan and fast for me. Do not eat or drink for three 
days, night or day, and I, with my maids, will fast too. 
Thus I will come to the king though it is against the law. 
If I perish, I perish.   

Esther 4:16 

Esther’s intent here is not hard to grasp. Aware of the truth 
of Haman’s indictment that the Jews are “scattered and 
dispersed,” Esther directed them to assemble and unite. The 
fasting addressed a different problem. In order to undo the 
effects of their participation in Achashveirosh's party, the Jews 
had to fast. Abstaining from the pleasure of eating for the 
benefit of someone else would be the polar opposite of their 
self-indulgent behavior at the party. It thus served to cure their 
souls and transform them back into empathetic people. With 
national unity and Jewish caring renewed, Esther felt confident 
enough to approach the king. As we all know, she succeeded in 
eliminating Haman and overturning the decree. 

In the end, King Achashveirosh grants the Jews the right to 
defend themselves against their enemies (8:10-11). When the 
gentiles become aware that the Jews will group together in self-
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defense, they abandon their plans of anti-Semitic violence (9:2). 
Jewish unity scares them. As the story closes the Megillah 
states, “The city of Shushan was cheerful and glad” (8:15). 
Once again, the Jews are referred to as “the city of Shushan.” 
Apparently, even after the external threat was neutralized, the 
Jews remained united. They had achieved the ultimate Jewish 
value of “Achdut,” communal “oneness.” This was the strength 
of our people at that time. 

Purim is a celebration of community. We wear costumes to 
downplay our individuality, reminding ourselves that as 
individuals we could never survive. We rejoice and celebrate 
together with our brothers and sisters, throwing parties that are 
not self-indulgent rather all-inclusive. Finally, we distribute 
gifts of food to Jewish friends and charity to the Jewish poor.9  
These practices all demonstrate the continued unity of our 
people, validating faith in a bright Jewish future. 

 

                                                 
1 Talmud, Megillah 12a 
2 Midrash Rabba, Esther 1:12. After the Jews were exiled, all attempts to 
sit on King Solomon’s throne failed. A mechanical security feature of the 
throne knocked them off. (Midrash ad loc.) 
3 Midrash Rabba, Esther 7:13 
4 Matnat Chaim, pg. 123. R. Solomon is Mashgiach, spiritual mentor, at 
Beit Midrash Gavoha in Lakewood, N.J. 
5 Cf. Judges chap. 19-20; Kings I 12:19. This tension most likely has its 
source in the struggle between Rachel and Leah, the mothers of Judah 
and Benjamin. 
6 The Talmud (Megillah 12b) explains that Mordechai’s father was from 
the tribe of Benjamin and his mother was from the tribe of Judah. 
7 Talmud, Megillah 13b 
8 Cf. Deuteronomy 31:21 
9 “True happiness can only be achieved by raising the spirits of the poor 
and the downtrodden.” (Maimonides, Laws of Megillah 2:17) 
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here is a popular misconception about Megillat Esther. 
People tend to think of it as an entertaining story with a 

“happily ever after” ending. After all, the festive holiday of 
Purim was instituted to celebrate these events. Jewish children 
from time immemorial have dressed up like Queen Esther, 
Mordechai, Achashveirosh and Haman and reenacted the 
Megillah. But the truth of the matter is, the story is anything but 
happy. Scenes deemed inappropriate for young audiences are 
censored out of the school plays and many people get a 
sanitized picture of the events. Facing the truth is often 
disturbing, but there is no denying that Megillat Esther is a 
tragedy. 

Esther had no interest in beauty contests and she certainly 
had no interest in living with the vile anti-Semite 
Achashveirosh. No doubt the title “Queen” has contributed to 
the misconceptions about Esther’s true role in the palace. 
Against her will she was taken into a loveless intermarriage.1 
That is, if we could call it a marriage – slavery would be a more 
accurate description. Their relationship was not exactly a model 

T 
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of marital bliss. Esther refused to share her family history2 and 
her husband maintained a well-stocked harem.3 She could not 
so much as see Achashveirosh without an official invitation – 
and such invitations were rare.4 For the crime of entering his 
room uninvited Esther could expect the death penalty, no 
different than a commoner.5 In short, “Queen” Esther was living 
a nightmare.  

On Purim we celebrate. We celebrate Esther’s 
transformation from the king’s slave-girl into the power behind 
the throne. We admire her brilliant political machinations and 
we cheer as she single-handedly foils Haman’s perfectly 
planned genocide. But yet, Esther’s plight breaks our hearts. 
Even as the story ends, Esther remains imprisoned in the palace; 
she will never marry a nice Jewish boy. Yes, the nation was 
saved, but shouldn’t the tragedy of Esther’s personal life put a 
damper on our holiday celebrations? Are our Purim parties 
appropriate in the face of the real story? 

There is another problem with our Purim celebrations, a 
more basic problem of profound theological import. Judaism is 
strictly monotheistic; there is but one G-d Almighty and that is 
it. Belief in autonomous forces operating independently of G-d 
is heretical, as is a belief in randomness or chaos. The one G-d 
of Israel controls all.  

Our question is simple: Why do we thank G-d on Purim for 
a victory over our enemies if G-d was the one who sent them 
after us in the first place?!6 

The Purim revelry provides no escape; on the contrary, it 
forces us to confront the great riddles of our faith. And if Purim 
raises questions, it must also provide answers. Our inquiry will 
begin with the great villain of the story, Haman. Haman was the 
first to attempt a genocide of the Jews; he was nothing less than 
a Persian Hitler. If we are to understand evil, we would do well 
to research his roots. Haman was a descendant of Aggag,7 the 
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Amalekite chieftain.8 Aggag traced his line to the monstrous 
Amalek, grandson of Esav.9 The search for answers thus takes 
us all the way back to the great confrontation of those two twin 
brothers, Yaakov and Esav. 

 

II 
 

Circa 1560BCE  

It had been many long years since Yaakov had fled Esav’s 
wrath, but now it was the night before the showdown. 
Tomorrow morning Yaakov will face his mortal enemy, his 
brother Esav. Esav is armed and dangerous, supported by four 
hundred mercenaries, while Yaakov is vulnerable, traveling 
with women and children. Yaakov puts his faith in G-d and 
prepares for the worst. 

That night, Yaacov gets no sleep. A demonic angel attacks 
and Yaakov must fight for his life. This angel is no underling. It 
is the mighty archangel of Esav: Evil incarnate.10 After a night 
of wrestling, Yaakov finally pins him down and asks the least 
expected of questions:  

“What is your name?” 

Instead of answering the question, the angel responds 
elusively: 

“Why is this one asking my name?” (cf. Bereishit 32:25-30) 

What is going on here? Why does Yaakov care what the 
angel’s name is? And why won’t the angel give a straight 
answer? What is the meaning of this strange dialogue?  

In the Torah, names are never arbitrary labels. Rather, they 
are one-word definitions that describe the essence of the thing.11 
There is a very simple reason for this: G-d brought all things 
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into existence through speech. “And G-d said, ‘Let there be 
light…’” A biblical Hebrew name is the word that G-d used to 
create the thing and therefore must contain its complete spiritual 
genome. 

Now, angels are G-d’s army of spiritual robots, beings 
designed and created for specialized missions. Angels have no 
free will and no personal identity other than the one function of 
fulfilling their mission; there is simply nothing else to them.12 
When Yaakov asks the angel his name, what he is really asking 
for is an explanation. What are you made of? Why did you 
attack me? And above all, how could I have possibly won the 
fight? 

An angel is no more and no less than an agent of G-d, and 
when G-d takes up a fight, He always uses sufficient firepower. 
There is just no such thing as an angel failing to accomplish its 
mission. So Yaakov is baffled not only by the divine mugging, 
but also by his own victory. “What is your name,” he asks. 
“What is your mission? G-d sent you to kill me, and you 
failed?!” 

The angel did not evade the question; he was shocked by it. 
“Why is this one asking my name?” Yaakov, you don’t 
understand my mission? You, of all people, should know it 
well. My mission was to be defeated by you. 

Here Yaakov learns the secret of evil. The national mission 
of the Jewish nation is “Tikkun Olam,” repairing the world. 
This means that G-d created an imperfect world and the 
possibility of evil in order to privilege us with the job of fixing 
the world by defeating evil. This is why evil exists. At the very 
moment that the angel of evil is defeated, his mission is 
accomplished. That is its function and name.13 

As soon as Yaakov defeats the angel, it wants to go home – 
but Yaakov won’t let go. The angel cries out, “Let me leave!” 
(ibid 32:27). The Midrash explains that it was time now for the 
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angel to return to heaven and sing the praises of G-d.14 Why 
now? The angel is in the mood for singing after losing a 
nightlong wrestling match? Yes. When Esav’s angel is defeated, 
it wants to report its success and celebrate!   

This angel’s joyous defeatism is the subconscious attitude 
of all evil. Here’s an example from the Purim story: 

In the Megillah, as in a Torah scroll, not all verses are 
written the same way. Most of the time verses appear in 
ordinary columns, but sometimes they are arranged differently, 
in a format called a “Shira,” a song. The “Song by the Sea” 
(Exodus 15:1-19) and the song of Ha’azinu (Deuteronomy 32:1-
43) are well known biblical examples. Less well known is the 
“song” found in Megillat Esther. 

Toward the end of the story, after Haman’s plot is foiled, 
the king grants the Jews free reign to destroy their enemies. 

In Shushan the capital the Jews slew and destroyed five 
hundred men and Parshandata, and Dalfon, and Aspata, 
and Porata, and Adalya and Aridata, and Parmashta, and 
Arisay, and Ariday, and Vayzata, the ten sons of Haman 
the Hammedata, the enemy of the Jews… the ten sons 
of Haman were hanged. 

 Esther 9:6-10,14 

The Talmud (Megillah 16b) states that these ten names are 
to be written in the Megillah in form of a “song,” and this is 
required by Halacha in no uncertain terms: “If it is not written 
this way, the Megillah is not kosher” (Shulchan Aruch O.C. 
691:3).15 

What is the meaning of this? Why must the ten hanging 
sons of Haman be written as a song? 

The answer should be obvious. As the Amalekite sons of 
Haman hanged, they sang. They sang that wonderful song first 
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composed by their angelic counterpart so many years earlier 
when it was defeated by Yaakov. Now, in their defeat, they too 
celebrate the fulfillment of their mission with song. 

 

III 

 

It seems that our perception of evil is skewed. Evil isn’t 
really all that evil after all; it’s just doing its job, happily 
presenting itself to be destroyed by us. On a deeper level, evil is 
actually quite good. Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto, the great 
18th century Italian Kabbalist, utilized an analogy to explain this 
seemingly bizarre concept: 

“Whatever G-d does is for the eventual good” (Talmud, 
Berachot 60b). That is, even pain and suffering which 
appear evil are in fact truly good. This is comparable to 
a doctor who makes an incision or amputates a limb in 
order to heal a patient and save a life. Even though the 
act appears cruel, in reality it is compassionate and for 
the patient’s own good. The operation does not damage 
the patient’s relationship with the doctor; on the 
contrary, [after the operation] the patient will be even 
more devoted to him. In the same way, when man 
considers that all that G-d does to him, bodily or 
financially, is for his own good – even though he cannot 
perceive nor comprehend how it is good, but good it is – 
his love for G-d will not be diminished by any pain or 
suffering; on the contrary, it will be strengthened! 

Path of the Just, chap. 19 

It would be a mistake to judge evil by its cover. 
Monotheism forces us to acknowledge that behind the mask of 
evil lies an invisible, divine goodness.16 A manifestation of 
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“evil” in the world might be an opportunity for us to engage in 
Tikkun Olam or it might be G-d taking some painful Tikkun 
Olam into His own hands. Either way, nothing is random and 
nothing is meaningless.  

I am G-d, and there is none else.  

I form light and create darkness; 

I make peace and create evil. 

I, G-d, do all these things. 

Isaiah 45:6-7 

If G-d creates evil and G-d is good,17 evil must be good. To 
our ears, such statements sound strange, foolish, even heartless, 
but that is because evil is evil from our perspective. All year 
long, that is. On Purim, our perspective must change. 

 

IV 

 

On Purim we have a mitzvah without parallel. It is not 
simply to drink a cup of wine – that is standard for a Jewish 
holiday. Purim is different. On Purim there is a mitzvah to drink 
wine until you “don’t know the difference between Haman is 
cursed and Mordechai is blessed.”18 That is a pretty advanced 
state of inebriation. 

Note that the Halacha does not say to get drunk in order to 
allow for uninhibited merriment. The stated intent is to drink 
until we can’t tell the difference between the Haman the villain 
and Mordechai the hero. In other words, the goal is to lose our 
ability to distinguish between good and evil. What a strange 
mitzvah! Drink until you reach the exalted state of relativism?! 
What kind of mitzvah is that? 
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This tradition is hitting on a deeper reality. The letters of the 
Hebrew alphabet are more than just letters; they are numbers 
too. When the numerical value of a word’s letters are added up, 
the total is considered to be mystically linked to the word’s 
inner meaning. This value is called the word’s “Gematria.” It 
follows that two words of equal numeric value, i.e. two words 
with the same Gematria, are, on some deep level, synonymous. 
The definitions of equivalent words must share a common 
denominator. Commentators have long pointed out the 
extraordinary fact that the Hebrew words “Haman is cursed” 
and “Mordechai is blessed” share the same Gematria.19 That is, 
they are numerically equivalent and are therefore synonymous 
on some level. But they are exact opposites! What does cursing 
the wicked have to do with blessing the righteous? 

There is a powerful message contained in this strange 
mitzvah, a message that is easily misunderstood but yet central 
to our faith. 

From our human perspective, there is good and there is also 
evil. We are enjoined by G-d to recognize this reality and to 
fight the forces of evil. By doing so, we hope to achieve 
“Tikkun Olam,” the ultimate fixing of the world. However, 
there is a higher reality. From G-d’s omniscient perspective, 
evil doesn’t really exist. Everything that happens in this world 
happens for a reason, even if our limited mortal minds cannot 
fathom what that reason might be. G-d is in control and He 
knows what He is doing. If we could see through the veil of 
circumstance, coincidence and chaos, if we had an unobstructed 
view of the past, the future and the afterlife, we would 
recognize that all situations are, in the end, expressions of G-d’s 
infinite love. This is the message of the story of Esther, and 
achieving this heightened awareness is the goal of the day. 

Truth be told, if we fail to achieve this perspective, the 
entire holiday of Purim falls flat. If we cannot accept that there 
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is a purpose to Haman’s existence, why celebrate? After all, it 
was G-d who sent him after us in the first place! 

Such a perspective is definitely not normative. It involves a 
denial of the plain appearances of our reality. This is why we 
drink. Once a year we drink and release ourselves from the 
constraints of human perception and logic. Only from this 
altered state can we recognize that both Haman and Mordechai 
are really one and the same, for both have their source in the 
One Almighty G-d. We drink until we don’t know anymore 
which one of them should receive our blessings.20 After all, if 
not for Haman, there would be no Purim! 

In the aforementioned parable of Luzzatto, evil was 
compared to a surgical amputation. Just as the patient does not 
resent the doctor, so too man should not resent G-d. However, 
this analogy does not fully resolve the problem. Even if we can 
bring ourselves to accept this idea on an intellectual level, the 
operation remains excruciatingly painful. Maybe evil does have 
a purpose, but it still hurts. Accepting the divine prognosis that 
an “operation” is necessary – even if I don’t understand why – 
does not necessarily alleviate the stresses that pain can put on 
man’s relationship with G-d. So on Purim we drink. We drink 
and we numb the pain, and then all is good. 

 

V 

 

This is the Purim concept of “ונהפוך הוא,” “it was turned 
upside-down” (Esther 9:1). When evil is seen as good 
everything is indeed upside-down. This idea is further 
illustrated by an enigmatic, mystical teaching of the Ari z”l.21 
He taught that the Talmudic name for Yom Kippur, Yom 
HaKippurim, should be translated thus: “A day which is like 
Purim.” Yom Kippur is a day like Purim? What does that mean? 
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If any two days on the Jewish calendar are polar opposites, it is 
Yom Kippur and Purim!  

What do we do on Yom Kippur? We do Teshuvah, we 
repent. What happens when we repent? Our sins are atoned, 
cleansed and erased from the record book. This is true, but it is 
an incomplete answer. The Talmud states that when a person 
repents out of love for G-d, sins are not only forgiven, they are 
turned into merits! (Yoma 86b). A sin that serves as a wake-up 
call and drives man to fix his relationship with G-d is 
retroactively transformed into something positive. On Yom 
Kippur, reality is turned upside-down and evil becomes good! It 
is indeed a day like Purim.22 

The perspective of Purim is not new. In fact, once upon a 
time, it was normative. 

In the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve were warned not to 
eat the fruit of the “tree of knowledge of good and evil.” They 
ate it and were changed. 

The eyes of both of them opened and they realized that 
they were naked. They sewed together fig leaves fig 
leaves and made themselves loincloths. 

Genesis 3:7  

What happened here?  

Before they ate the fruit, Adam and Eve existed on a higher 
plane. From their elevated perspective, they could clearly see 
how all things come from G-d and were thus unable to 
distinguish between good and evil. But when they ate the fruit 
of knowledge of good and evil, their perception changed. They 
saw good on the one hand and evil on the other. Walking 
around naked just didn’t seem right anymore. 

The Talmud (Chulin 139b) states that Haman (המן) is 
alluded to in the Torah by this verse: 
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Who told you that you were naked? Did you eat from 
the tree (המן העץ) which you were commanded not to eat 
from? 

Genesis 3:11  

What does this verse have to do with Haman? In light of 
what we have learned, the Talmud’s meaning is understood. 
This verse refers to the point at which humanity acquired its 
perception of evil as an independent entity, the opposite of 
good. This is the way we perceive Haman; we label him as evil 
and so we should. However, at the same time we are also aware 
that our attitude towards Haman, like our attitude towards 
nakedness, is due to our having consumed the fruit of 
knowledge. There is a higher reality, a divine perspective, 
which does not distinguish between good and evil at all.  

The Talmud records a tradition that the fruit of knowledge 
was a grape (Berachot 40a). How interesting it is that on Purim 
we use wine to shatter our “knowledge” of good and evil and 
enable a glimpse of the divine unity and inherent goodness of 
all things. This quest for a higher perspective also explains the 
custom to wear a costume. The last thing we want to do on 
Purim is make the mistake of judging people by their 
appearance. On Purim, everything and everyone is just 
wonderful.  

Besides alcohol, there is another way to reassess our attitude 
towards evil: Retrospect. This is what G-d meant when he told 
Moshe that while the “face” of G-d may not be seen, Moshe 
could view G-d’s “back” (Exodus 33:23). At the time that 
events transpire, we are unable to fathom G-d’s involvement. 
But afterwards, in hindsight, we may well discern how 
everything turned out for the best.23 Indeed, from the vantage 
point of the end of time, we will be able to look back on history 
and understand that it was G-d directing events all along.24  



CELEBRATING TRAGEDY WITH WINE 

 
40  ■  FOCUS 

Megillat Esther illustrates this concept. During the story,  
G-d appears to be quite absent, but when it is over, we look 
back and see G-d. The same can be said for the plight of Esther 
herself. She is trapped in a relationship with Achashveirosh, a 
relationship that certainly appears tragic, but this strange union 
has a purpose. Not only was Esther able to leverage her 
influence to save the Jews, her marriage produced a historic 
figure: Darius the Second. The great Persian king who allowed 
the Jews to rebuild the Holy Temple in Jerusalem was a Jew, 
the son of Esther and Achashveirosh!25 In the end, all is good. 

We should remember that awareness of the hidden reality of 
evil does not exempt us from our obligation to fight it. Focusing 
on the positive side of evil is an “upside-down” attitude. As we 
have seen, the ultimate purpose of evil is to be defeated by us 
and Purim teaches this as well. At the end of Megillat Esther, 
the king allows the Jews to destroy their enemies. The Jews 
wisely take full advantage of the opportunity.  

 

VI 

 

After Esav’s angel was defeated by Yaakov on the spiritual 
plane, we would have expected the same to play out on the 
terrestrial battlefield. However, when Yaakov faces Esau the 
next morning, instead of the great battle between good and evil, 
they cordially part ways. Esau remains strong and well-armed 
and Yaakov is left vulnerable to future raids. This is strange. It 
seems as if the angel’s defeat did not have any lasting effect. 

Apparently, Yaakov’s victory over the angel does not 
foreshadow the next morning, but the utopian future.26 As the 
verse says, “They wrestled until sunrise.” That is, the wrestling 
match with evil and terror will continue throughout time, 
throughout exile and throughout the return journey to Israel, 
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until the sunrise of Moshiach comes and history as we know it 
ends. Until then, we will never have true peace and we can 
never rest. In the meanwhile, we should learn to appreciate the 
existence of evil. Without it, we would lose the opportunity to 
fight and be bereft of the opportunity to engage in Tikkun 
Olam. 

 
                                                 
1 “And Esther was taken to the King’s palace…” (Esther 2:8) “against her 
will” (Targum ad loc.); see also 2:16, “And Esther was taken to the King 
Achashveirosh…” 
2 Esther 2:20 
3 Ibid 2:19 
4 A month could go by in which the king did not care to see her at all, cf. 
Esther 4:11. 
5 Ibid 4:11 
6 A full treatment of the problem of theodicy is not the intent of this short 
essay (nor is it within the abilities of this writer). The classic text is the 
biblical Book of Job, but Jewish thinkers have grappled with the issue 
throughout the ages. In 1733, R. Moshe Chaim Luzzatto published Da’at 
Tevunot, an influential work that deals with the problem of evil from a 
Kabbalistic perspective. More recent works include Faith after the 
Holocaust by Eliezer Berkovits (Ktav, 1973) and G-d and Evil: A Jewish 
Perspective by David Birnbaum (Ktav 1996). On the Jewish response to 
tragedy, see Out of the Whirlwind: Essays on Suffering, Mourning and 
the Human Condition by Rabbi J.B. Soloveitchik (Ktav, 2003) and 
Making Sense of Suffering: A Jewish Approach by Yitzchok Kirzner 
(Artscroll, 2002). 
For the purposes of this essay, we will not distinguish here between evil 
perpetrated by man and the “evil” of tragic, “natural” events. The issue at 
hand is the existence of pain, evil and tragedy in our world, regardless of 
its source. 
7 Ibid 3:1 
8 Samuel I 15:8 
9 Genesis 36:12 
10 “A man wrestled with him” – “It was the archangel of Esav” (Midrash 
Rabba, Genesis 77); “A man wrestled with him – this angel is the 
archangel of Eisav, it is Samael” (Zohar, Vayishlach 170a); “Samael… is 
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appointed over the nation of Eisav” (Zohar, Pinchas 246b); “What is 
Evil? Samael (Zohar, Mishpatim 115a); “Samael is the chief prosecuting 
angel” (Midrash Rabba, Deuteronomy 11:9). For a complete compilation 
of sources on Samael, see R. Reuven Margolias’ Malachei Elyon pgs. 
248-270. 
11 An obvious example can be found in Bereishit 14:2, “Bera (ברע) the 
king of Sodom and Birsha (ברשע) the king of Gomorrah.” “Ra” and 
“Resha” are the Hebrew words for evil. 
12 Free will is a uniquely human ability; it is the meaning of our being 
created “in the image of G-d.” “Angels have no free will, no sin and no 
punishment. Any ‘sin’ or ‘punishment’ of angels (found in Talmudic or 
Midrashic literature) is no more than the fulfillment of a mission in order 
to teach a lesson to man” (Michtav M’Eliyahu vol. 2, pg. 214 based on 
Rabbenu Chananel to Talmud Chagigah 15a). 
13 “The truth is, even the evil inclination itself does not want people to 
listen to him, as is illustrated by the parable in the Zohar, Terumah 163a” 
(R. Chaim Volozhiner, Ruach Chaim, intro.). 
14 “[Yaakov] asked him, “Are you a thief or a burglar that you are afraid 
of the morning? ‘I am an angel,’ he replied. ‘From the day that I was 
created it has not been time for me to sing until now.’” (Talmud, Chullin 
91a).  
15 There is more than one formatting style for the writing of Scriptural 
songs; lyrical phrases can be interspaced in different ways. “All songs in 
Scripture are written in the form of a half brick above a whole brick and a 
whole brick above a half brick (cf. Shulchan Aruch Y.D. 275:3-5), except 
for this song [of the ten sons of Haman] and [the song of] the kings of 
Canaan (cf. Joshua 12:9-24) which are written in the form of a half brick 
above a half brick and a whole brick above a whole brick. Why [are these 
songs formatted differently]? [To symbolize] that there should never be a 
recovery from their downfall” (Talmud, Megillah 16b). 
16 “Even the evil which G-d brings into the world is brought with 
wisdom” (Jerusalem Talmud, Yevamot 9:3). “The force of the evil 
inclination could have no existence at all, not even for a moment, if it 
didn’t draw from sanctity. At its root above at the top it is ‘in holiness’ 
(sic), but it comes down [into the physical realm] in a ‘condition’ of evil” 
(R. Chaim Volozhiner, Ruach Chaim, intro.). 
17 “…‘from good’ (מטוב) refers to G-d, as the verse states, ‘G-d is good to 
everyone’ (Psalms 145)” (Talmud, Menachot 53b). “טוב,” “Good,” is 
actually one of G-d’s names, cf. Shir HaShirim Zuta 1. 
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18 Talmud Megillah 7b; Shulchan Aruch O.C. 695:2. 
 .502=407+95 .95=המן ,407=ארור .502=228+274 .274=מרדכי ,228=ברוך 19
Magen Avraham (695:3) cites earlier commentators (Avudraham & Sefer 
HaEshkol) who explain that the mitzvah is to drink wine on Purim until 
one is too drunk to calculate the common Gematria of these two phrases. 
This is obviously a lot less drunk than one who actually confuses 
Mordechai with Haman. For other lenient interpretations of this mitzvah, 
see the sources cited by my esteemed (and sober) colleague R. Avi 
Lebowitz on pg. 55, note #54. 
20 This explains a surprising Halacha of Purim. “There are those who say 
that one is exempt from paying for [minor] damages caused by the Purim 
revelry” (Rama 695:2). There is no accountability for damage on Purim 
for the goal of Purim is to understand – to a minor degree, at least – that 
all is good. 
21 “Ari” is an acronym for R. Yitzchak Luria of Safed (1534-1572), the 
preeminent exponent of Kabbalistic teachings in modern times.  
22 R. Yerucham Levovitz (Da’at Chuchma U’Mussar vol. I, essay 25) 
explains the Ari z”l with the Midrashic teaching that even the accusing 
angel defends the Jews on Yom Kippur (Pirkei D’Rebbi Eliezer quoted 
by the Rosh to Yoma 8:24). Again, the common denominator is the 
revelation of the positive side of evil. 
23 Torat Moshe (R. Moshe Sofer), ad loc. 
24 Cf. Chofetz Chayim Al HaTorah, Parshat Vayigash 
25 “Darius the Second was the son of Esther, pure from his mother’s side 
and impure from his father’s side” (Midrash Rabba, Leviticus 13:5). 
26 “Everything that happened to the forefathers is a sign for their 
descendants” (Midrash Tanchuma, Genesis 9).  
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t is unfortunate that the significance of Purim is so widely 
misunderstood. Many seem to think of it as nothing more 

than a “Jewish Halloween.” Instead of pumpkin pie, we eat 
Hamentashen. What makes Purim different? In what way is it 
more than just a costume party? 

In a word: “Mitzvot.” Jews don't simply celebrate or 
commemorate; we strive to appreciate the spiritual significance 
of the day. We achieve this goal through the mitzvot, which 
imbue Purim with its unique meaning. 

The purpose of this guide is to do more than simply serve as 
a practical reference. By way of studying the finer details of the 
Halacha, the elusive definitions of the law come into focus. 
Truly understanding the mitzvot is the best way to understand 
the essence of Purim itself. 

There are four mitzvot unique to the holiday of Purim: 
Reading Megillat Esther, giving charity to the poor, giving 
presents of food and celebrating with a festive meal. We will 
present the mitzvot in this order within the body of the text, 

I 
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focusing on the “what” and the “how.” We will cite sources and 
explain some of the “why” in the footnotes. 

I. Reading Megillat Esther 

1. Both men and women1 are equally obligated to read the 
Megillah from a proper scroll,2 both on Purim night3 and 
then again by Purim day.4 

2. The reading of the Megillah takes precedence5 over 

                                                 
1
 “Women were also included in the miracle” (Talmud, Megillah 4a). The 

commentaries debate whether the Talmud means that the enemy also 
threatened women or that that a woman (Esther) was responsible for the 
miracle (Tosafot). 
2
 Shulchan Aruch 790:3. It is worth noting that a Megillah replete with 

mistakes may still qualify as a kosher Megillah (see Shulchan Aruch 790, 
791). 
3
 “Night” and “Day” are Halachic terms. Halachic “night” begins when stars 

become visible, and “day” begins with the first ray of sunlight in the morning 
and continues until sunset. However, the ideal time for the daytime reading of 
the Megillah is after sunrise (Shulchan Aruch 787:1). 
4
 Talmud, Megillah 4a. The daytime reading is the primary mitzvah, as the 

Megillah itself seems to refer only to the daytime reading (Esther 9:28). 
Furthermore, the daytime reading compliments the other mitzvot of Purim 
which are all performed during the day (Tosafot). Nevertheless, the Jews 
prayed for G-d’s salvation at night too, so in addition to the daytime reading 
we also read the Megillah at night (M.B. 787:2). Some posit that the daytime 
reading is a scriptural obligation whereas that of night is Rabbinic in nature 
(Sha'arei Teshuva 787:1). 
5
 The reason the reading of the Megillah has such primacy, despite its 

Rabbinic status, is due to its publicizing the miracle of the Purim story. The 
Chanukah candles and the four cups of wine on Passover have a similar status 
due to their publicizing miracles. One is even required to sell “the shirt off 
their back” to perform these mitzvot! (Maimonides, Laws of Chanukah 4:12). 
The Chatam Sofer (Notes to Megillah 6b) suggests that although the 
particular method of publicizing the miracle is Rabbinic, the fundamental 
requirement to publicize a miracle is a Biblical obligation. While this 
explains why these mitzvot are held in such high regard, it does not justify 
the requirement to spend more on these mitzvot than on ordinary mitzvot of 
Biblical origin. See Maharam Shick (Responsa 331) who explains that 
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almost every other mitzvah.6 

3. This obligation can be fulfilled either by personally 
reading the Megillah7 or by hearing someone else read it,8 

                                                                                                    
mitzvot which publicize miracles are classified as obligations toward others 
and as such they require a greater degree of financial commitment. 
6
 Talmud, Megillah 3a. Any mitzvah that can be put off until after the reading 

of the Megillah is postponed. Even Torah study is interrupted for the sake of 
the Megillah reading. Burying the dead is the exception to this rule because it 
is of paramount importance to honor the dead by burying the body as soon as 
possible. However, when faced with the situation of reading the Megillah vs. 
performing a Biblical commandment that cannot be done afterward, the 
Biblical mitzvah does take precedence over the Rabbinic mitzvah of reading 
the Megillah. Some authorities go so far as to say that the Megillah even 
takes precedence over a Biblical mitzvah that cannot be done later (M.B. 
787:11). 
7
 Even if the Megillah is read alone, it is still required for it to be read loudly 

enough to hear one’s own words (Sha'ar Hatziyun 799:7). Accordingly, one 
who is hearing impaired is unable to fulfill the mitzvah of Megillah. One who 
can hear through the assistance of a mechanical hearing aid, however, is fully 
obligated (Sha'arei Teshuva 799:2, M.B. 589:4, see Mikraei Kodesh, 
Chanukah 11). However, many authorities disagree and maintain that one 
who reads does not need to hear anything. Therefore, people who cannot hear 
should make an effort to read the Megillah themselves (M.B. 789:5, Sha'ar 
Hatziyun 9), as they cannot fulfill their obligation by someone else reading in 
their presence since they do not hear the reading. 
8
 Shulchan Aruch 789:2. It is imperative that one hear the Megillah from a 

reader who is equally obligated in the mitzvah, to the exclusion of a child (a 
boy under 13 or a girl under 12) who is not formally obligated. However, one 
may hear the Megillah from a man who has already fulfilled his obligation. 
However, a woman who has already read or heard the Megillah and fulfilled 
her obligation cannot read for others who have not yet fulfilled their 
obligation (Biur Halacha 789). 
There is a discussion whether a woman can read the Megillah for a man since 
the nature of their obligation may be somewhat different. See Tosafot 
Megillah 4a, Shulchan Aruch 789:2. A woman who cannot attend the reading 
in shul, may read the Megillah for herself (M.B. 789:8). While some consider 
it preferable for her to hear the reading rather than read it herself (M.B. 789:8 
from Magen Avrohom), if a women cannot hear the Megillah being read she 
should make an effort to read it herself from a proper scroll (M.B. 8, Sha'ar 
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provided that it is being read from a kosher Megillah scroll. 

4. Ideally, one should attend a shul where there will be a 
large gathering of people for the Megillah reading.9 If this is 
not possible, one should at least try to hear the Megillah in 
the presence of a minyan.10 

5. Before reading the Megillah, three Brachot (blessings) 
are recited. The first Brachah is on the mitzvah of reading 
the Megillah. The second Brachah is in appreciation of the 
Purim miracle. And the third Bracha, “Shehechiyanu,” is 
recited to articulate our feelings of being privileged with the 
opportunity to perform this mitzvah.11 If the Megillah is 
read with a minyan, custom dictates that a final Brachah be 
recited upon the conclusion of the reading.12 

6. While reciting the blessing of “Shehechiyanu” one 
should have in mind that this blessing covers all the other 
mitzvot of Purim as well as the Megillah reading.13 

                                                                                                    
Hatziyun 16). Some consider it improper for a woman to read publicly, even 
if it is only for other women (Sha'ar Hatziyun 789:15). 
9
 Mishnah Berurah 790:62. The Megillah effects a greater publicizing of the 

miracle when it is read in the presence of a larger crowd. 
10

 Although one can fulfill their obligation to read the Megillah without a 
minyan, it is preferable to hear it in the presence of a minyan (Shulchan 
Aruch 790:18). If one is going to be reading for others, it is especially 
important to read it in the presence of a minyan (cf. Shulchan Aruch 789:5). 
11

 There is a disagreement between Shulchan Aruch and Rama as to whether 
the “Shehechiyanu” should be repeated at the daytime reading of the 
Megillah (792:1). The Rama’s rational for repeating it is that the daytime 
reading is the primary mitzvah, as stated above (M.B. 792:2). 
12

 Although some allow the concluding blessing to be recited even for a 
private reading, Biur Halacha (792) rules that since it is a debate and this 
blessing is only a custom, it is preferable not to recite it in the absence of a 
minyan. 
13

 These other mitzvot would not warrant a separate blessing, since they are 
done regularly and do not stand out as special mitzvot that come only once a 
year (M.B. 792:1). Some authorities rule that the day of Purim (and 
Chanukah) necessitates a blessing of “Shehechiyanu” just like the biblical 
holidays (M.B. 792:1 and Biur Halacha). Some say that the second blessing, 
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7. One may choose to read along with the reader as long as 
they are reading from a kosher scroll.14 Otherwise, one 
should follow the reading silently.15 

8. Both the reader and the listeners must have intent to 
fulfill their mitzvah with the reading.16  

9. When reading the Megillah in public, the reader should 
stand.17 For private readings, the reader may sit. Even for 
private readings, the reader and listeners should stand for 
the recitation of the Brachot, but may then sit down for the 
reading.18 

10. It is imperative that the Megillah be read in the correct 
order.19 If people arrive late, they cannot listen to the later 
chapters and then afterward make up what they missed by 

                                                                                                    
which expresses our appreciation for the miracle, is also not exclusive to the 
Megillah reading but covers the entire holiday of Purim. Accordingly, one 
should have the other mitzvot of the day in mind when reciting this blessing 
(Biur Halacha).  
14

 In the absence of a personal Megillah scroll, one should not read along 
(790:4). Some authorities assume the reason is for fear of disturbing others, in 
which case one should not do so even if they have a kosher scroll. However, 
others assume that reading by oneself will result in not being attentive to the 
reader and would therefore be equivalent to reading without a proper scroll 
(M.B. 790:13). 
15

 In order to fulfill the mitzvah of the Megillah, every single word must be 
heard. It is therefore important to remain silent and refrain from speaking 
during the Megillah reading (792:2). One may not even speak about Torah 
during the reading. If one accidentally spoke and missed a word of the 
Megillah, they would fail to fulfill their mitzvah. 
16

 It is assumed that one who reads for a group intends to read for all 
listeners; explicit intent for each individual is not necessary. Similarly, all 
listeners are assumed to have intent, provided that they are inside the 
sanctuary.  Their presence in shul is a sufficient indication of their desire to 
fulfill their mitzvah obligation (Shulchan Aruch 790:14, M.B. 49).  
17

 Shulchan Aruch (790:1). The reader must show respect for the group by 
standing. The authorities discuss whether leaning also qualifies as standing 
(Biur Halacha). 
18

 M.B. 790:1 
19

 Shulchan Aruch 790:6 
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reading the earlier ones. Rather, they must read or listen to 
the entire scroll in the correct order, from the beginning to 
the end. 

11. There is a custom to unroll and fold up the Megillah to 
resemble a letter before it is read.20 

12. It is customary to make noise upon hearing the name of 
Haman. The noisemaking symbolizes the eradication of 
anti-Semites.21 

13. It is proper to bring children to shul to hear the Megillah 
reading, provided that they are mature enough to maintain 
the proper decorum.22 

                                                 
20

 Shulchan Aruch 790:17. At the completion of the reading, the Megillah is 
rolled up prior to the reciting of the final blessing. Some have a custom that 
even individuals who are following the reading with their own private 
Megillah also fold it to resemble a letter. 
21

 Rama 790:17. Rama records that the custom of banging upon hearing the 
name of Haman in the Megillah evolved from an ancient custom of writing 
Haman’s name on a stone and banging the stone on the ground to erase the 
name. Some authorities take this noisemaking seriously; whereas others 
frown on it, as it is generally disruptive (M.B. 59). The Rama takes this 
opportunity to remind us that it is wrong to invalidate or even mock an 
accepted Jewish custom. Obviously, this is to the exclusion of “customs” that 
are Biblically or Rabbinically forbidden (Biur Halacha quoting Chatam 
Sofer). 
22

 Shulchan Aruch (789:6) encourages this practice to train children in the 
importance of publicizing the Purim miracle and realizing the good that G-d 
has done for us. However, the Mishnah Berurah (18) comments that young 
children are often brought to shul solely for the purpose of banging upon 
hearing the name of Haman, rather than focusing on the actual reading of the 
Megillah. They tend to distract others from concentrating on the reading and 
it would be preferable for them to stay at home. Parents often have 
expectations of their children that are not age appropriate. It is the parent’s 
responsibility to ensure that their children are not making it difficult for 
people to hear every word of the Megillah reading. 
The language of the Shulchan Aruch troubles the Biur Halacha. Why does the 
Shulchan Aruch state (789) that it is merely a “custom” to bring children to 
shul? Parents are obligated to train their children in the performance of 
mitzvot, and that should create a bona fide obligation to bring children to shul 
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II. Charity for the Poor – Matanot L’evyonim 

1. Every man and woman is required to give charity to two 
poor people on the day23 of Purim.24 

2. The charity can be in the form of money or food.25 The 
charity should be distributed on the day of Purim, not before 
or after.26 

3. Even poor people can fulfill this obligation by simply 
swapping their meals with one another.27 

                                                                                                    
to hear the Megillah reading, not just a custom. Perhaps the Shulchan Aruch 
is referring to children who are too young to train in the importance of 
attending shul.  The Shulchan Aruch is saying that it was still customary to 
bring them to shul so long as they can remain quiet, similar to the mitzvah of 
Hakhel, where even young children were brought to the Temple for the post 
sabbatical Torah reading. See Tosafot Chagigah 3a. 
23 

Like the other mitzvot of Purim, this must be done during the day and not 
at night (M.B. 795:22). The only mitzvah of Purim performed at night is the 
nighttime Megillah reading.  
24

 Shulchan Aruch 794:1. Although there is a mitzvah to give charity all year 
long, normally there are no specific instructions as to when and where to give 
the charity. However, on Purim there is a Rabbinic institution to distribute 
charity to poor people in order to enable them to celebrate the holiday with a 
festive meal. Therefore, on Purim day, the distribution of funds to the poor 
would even take precedence over distributing funds to the JSN. 
25

 M.B. 794:2. The minimum size of the gift is not specified and can therefore 
be as little as a “perutah,” approximately the value of an American nickel. 
Clearly, one is encouraged to give according to their ability and not limit their 
giving to the minimum required. To paraphrase the language of Maimonides, 
there is no greater joy in life than bringing happiness to the hearts of orphans, 
widows and the poor. 
26

 The Biur Halacha (794) notes that it is also customary to distribute money 
prior to Purim day, because we assume that one will again have an 
opportunity to distribute some money on the actual day of Purim to fulfill 
their obligation. 
27

 M.B. 794:2. One who cannot afford to give a gift may use this method of 
reciprocation to fulfill the mitzvah. However, it is questionable if one fulfills 
the mitzvah when they give a gift with a legally binding stipulation that it be 
returned (Biur Halacha).  
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4. Money committed to charity due to some prior 
commitment cannot be used in the fulfillment of this 
mitzvah.28 

5. When distributing money on Purim, it is not necessary to 
research the true needs of the petitioner; rather one should 
donate unstintingly to all who seek assistance.29 

6. In wealthy communities where there are no poor people, 
one should make an effort to donate to an organization that 
will distribute the money on Purim day.30 

7. Some cities have a custom to distribute funds to the 
gentile poor people as well, but this would only be in 
addition to the distribution of funds to the Jewish poor.31 

8. Aside from the mitzvah to give charity on the day of 
Purim, it is customary to give three half-dollars before 
Purim in commemoration of the half-shekel tax that was 
collected annually at this time of year to pay for the 
communal offerings in the Beit Hamikdash (Holy Temple in 
Jerusalem).32 

                                                 
28

 M.B. 794:3 
29

 Shulchan Aruch 794:3 
30

 Shulchan Aruch 794:4 advises that if one cannot find needy Jews, the 
money can be put aside on Purim to be distributed when poor people become 
accessible. This is true despite the fact that the original establishment of this 
mitzvah was in order to provide the poor with funds for the celebration of the 
holiday. 
31

 Shulchan Aruch 794:3. This custom is based on the rationale that we must 
maintain good relations with our gentile neighbors. Nonetheless, Mishnah 
Berurah (794:10) points out that in situations where there is no expectation 
for Jewish money to be distributed to gentiles, all money should be 
distributed to the Jewish poor. 
32

 Being that this tax was only collected from men of twenty years and older, 
some argue that this custom only applies to those who are over twenty. Other 
authorities disagree and feel that any male over the age of thirteen should 
donate. Customarily, a father gives for his children and even his unborn son.  
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III.  Giving Presents of Food – Mishloach Manot 

1. One is required to send33 two types34 of food items35 to a 
fellow Jew36 on the day of Purim.37 

2. One may send the gift before Purim, provided that it 
will be received on the day of Purim.38 

3. One must use food items that are ready to eat as is, and 
are not in need of significant preparation.39 

                                                 
33

 There is a debate whether to take the term “send” literally. Some 
authorities believe it to be preferable to send the gifts via a messenger rather 
than to personally deliver them (see M.B. 795:18). Most believe that the 
method in which they arrive at their destination is insignificant. 
34

 Biur Halacha (795) cites Chayei Adam that one must send gifts that are fit 
for the receiver. Therefore, if one is sending a gift to a distinguished person, 
the gift must be distinguished as well. However, most authorities maintain 
that regardless of who is receiving the gift, two food items are sufficient. 
35

 Drinks are also acceptable. Mishnah Berurah (795:20) explains that one 
cannot fulfill this mitzvah by giving clothes or other items. This is in 
opposition to an opinion cited in Be'er Haitev (7) who maintains that if the 
items can be easily exchanged for food, the giver has fulfilled his obligation. 
The opinion of the Be’er Haitev seems difficult to understand since based on 
the his rationale, money, which can easily be exchanged for food, should also 
qualify. It is difficult to accept that money may be used as a gift since the 
giving of gifts of food was introduced as an obligation independent of 
distributing charity. In accordance with the ruling of the Mishnah Berurah, if 
a gift package of various non-food items is sent, it must also include at least 
two food or drink items. 
36

 Biur Halacha (795) cites Turei Even that if one sends edible gifts to a poor 
person, they may simultaneously fulfill both the mitzvah of sending presents 
and the mitzvah of giving charity to the poor. See previous note. It seems 
logical to differentiate between food items which can be used for both charity 
and gifts of food, as opposed to money which can be used for charity but not 
for Mishloach Manot. 
37

 The gifts are meant to be used for the festive meal on Purim day. 
38

 Be'er Haitev (795:7) in the name of Yad Aharon.  
39

 The precise definition of “significant preparation” is unclear. Some 
authorities maintain that raw food in need of cooking may not be used. Others 
permit the sending of raw food. See Rashi Beitza 14b who defines “manot” as 
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4. There is popular misconception that one must use two 
foods that require different blessings, but in truth, any two 
distinct food items are acceptable.40 

5. Both men and women are equally obligated to perform 
this mitzvah.41 

6. This mitzvah must be performed during the day and not 
at night.42 

7. The purpose of this mitzvah is to create friendship and 
goodwill between Jews. Therefore, if one sends gifts and 
the receiver refuses them, one has fulfilled their 
obligation.43 Conversely, if one sends a package 

                                                                                                    
prepared food that is usually used on the day it is prepared, to the exclusion 
of food that is generally not used the same day it is received. 
The Be'er Haitev records an interesting question where one had sent meat as a 
gift and after the receiver ate it, the giver realized that it had not been kosher. 
The Be'er Haitev entertains the possibility that, in fact, the mitzvah was 
fulfilled, since the gift accomplished its purpose of generating goodwill (at 
least prior to the discovery of its true nature!), and the gift did provide the 
recipient with food for the meal. 
40

 This is evident from the Rambam’s list of suggested food items. See 
Maimonides, Laws of Megillah 2:14. 
41

 Some authorities maintain that a married woman fulfills her obligation with 
her husband’s gifts and is therefore not required to send her own gifts (M.B. 
795:25). Nonetheless, it is preferable for her to send her own gifts. 
42

 Rama (795:4). Obviously, one may give gifts to their friends and charity to 
the poor on the night of Purim, provided that they remember to give a gift of 
two food items to at least one friend and charity to at least two poor people on 
the day of Purim as well (M.B. 795:22). 
43

 Rama (795). The ruling of the Rama is apparently based on the idea that 
the purpose of this mitzvah is to generate feelings of goodwill between Jews, 
which was accomplished by the gesture of sending a respectable gift, even if 
the gift was rejected. However, Mishnah Berurah (795:24) cites others who 
disagree and maintain that the gifts are only effective if they are actually 
accepted. It seems that these opinions understand that the purpose of the gifts 
is to provide food and thereby increase the celebration of Purim. It would 
therefore follow that without the receiver accepting the gifts, this goal has not 
been achieved. According to either reason, the mitzvah would not be fulfilled 
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anonymously, the sender does not fulfill their obligation.44 

8. It is questionable if one can fulfill their obligation by 
sending gifts to a minor.45 

9. If one is traveling, it is questionable whether their 
obligation is fulfilled by means of the gifts that their family 
is delivering back at home. It is therefore preferable for 
them to give food packages of their own, wherever they 
happen to be.46 

10. One is encouraged to increase the number of gifts 
distributed according to their means.47 

11. One who cannot afford to give a gift can swap gifts with 
his friend.48 

                                                                                                    
if the gifts were sent with the stipulation that they be returned (Sha’arei 
Teshuva 795:4). See also Chatam Sofer O.C. 196. 
44

 Ketav Sofer O.C. 141 posits that this would be dependent on the reason 
behind the mitzvah of sending gifts. If the mitzvah is to create goodwill and 
friendship, it is not achieved unless the receiver is aware of the identity of the 
sender. However, if the mitzvah is simply to provide food for the meal, it has 
certainly been accomplished. 
45

 Aruch Hashulchan 695:18. See Mikraei Kodesh (39:2) who assumes that a 
minor is included in “re'ehu” and one does fulfill the mitzvah. 
46

 Aruch Hashulchan 696:3 comments that the sending of gifts and the 
sending of charity to the poor may be different in this respect. The mitzvah of 
Mishloach Manot may have to be performed personally, whereas the mitzvah 
of charity is simply that some of your money should go to the poor, therefore 
this can be fulfilled by the donations distributed by the traveler’s family back 
at home if they are using his funds. See Mikraei Kodesh (39) who explains 
that since the purpose of gifts is to generate goodwill, when one is not at 
home and is not involved in choosing to whom to send, it will not result in 
goodwill or increased friendship. On the other hand, if the purpose of the 
gifts is simply to provide food for the holiday, as is the opinion of Terumat 
Hadeshen, then one would be able to fulfill the mitzvah by means of the gifts 
sent by his family. However, one can argue that goodwill will be generated 
even when not actively involved in the decision making process of to whom 
to send the gifts. 
47

 Shulchan Aruch (795:4) 
48

 Shulchan Aruch (795:4) 
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12. No formal blessing is made on the giving of gifts or on 
the giving of charity to the poor.49 

IV. Celebrating with a Festive Meal – Seudat Purim 

1. There is a mitzvah to have a formal meal on the day of 
Purim.50 

2. One should not eat the meal alone, but rather together 
with family and friends.51 

3. Although the festive meal is on the day of Purim,52 there 
is a mitzvah to celebrate the night before as well.53 

4. During the meal, one should drink more wine than they 
are accustomed to and then take a short nap to fulfill the 
custom of “drinking on Purim until you cannot distinguish 
between cursing Haman and blessing Mordechai.”54 

                                                 
49

 Mikraei Kodesh (40) explains that according to Rashbah no blessing is 
recited on mitzvot that are beyond the control of the giver because the ability 
of performing the mitzvah is dependent on the acceptance of the receiver. 
This answer would suffice according to the opinions that if the receiver 
denies acceptance of the gift, the giver does not fulfill his mitzvah. However, 
according to Rama that even a failed attempt to give fulfills the mitzvah, the 
rationale for not making a blessing would have to be based on Maimonides 
(Laws of Brachot 11:2) that blessings are only made on mitzvot between man 
and G-d and not on mitzvot between man and his fellow. 
50

 It is customary to eat a formal meal with bread similar to a Shabbat meal 
where bread is required. However, Sha'arei Teshuva (795:1) cites an opinion 
that one does not have to eat bread. 
51

 Be'er Haitev (795:9) cites Rashi on Megillat Esther (9:28) and M.B. 795:9. 
The reason for this is that one cannot properly celebrate the holiday when 
eating in solitude. 
52

 Rama (795:1). Although Purim begins at night, the climax of the festivities 
is during the day and that is when the meal should be enjoyed. 
53

 Rama (795:1) 
54

 This recommendation is made by Rama (795:1) and encouraged by 
Mishnah Berurah (795:5). Mikraei Kodesh (44) explains that the Rama holds 
that one should drink to the point where the alcohol puts them to sleep. 
Although there are those who drink excessively on Purim, one must be 
careful to maintain dignity and not rationalize inappropriate behavior in the 
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5. Ideally, the meal should take place in the afternoon 
following the Minchah service.55 Although the meal may 
extend into the evening hours, the majority of the meal 
should be celebrated before nightfall.56 

6. It is customary to learn Torah before sitting down to the 
meal.57 

7. Some authorities rule that one is not held responsible for 
inadvertent damages caused on Purim as a result of the 
festivities.58 

                                                                                                    
name of religion. Chayei Adam (Biur Halacha) warns specifically against 
drinking to the point where one will be unable to recite the Grace after Meals. 
See Biur Halacha (795) who discusses how there can be an institution to 
drink which seems to contradict the values of the Torah. He concludes that 
since the drinking of wine played such a central role in the story of Megillat 
Esther, we commemorate that by drinking. However, he emphasizes the 
importance of maintaining appropriate decorum. It is worth noting that the 
Talmud refers to drinking on Purim with the uncommon term, “lebesumay.” 
Some interpret this word to mean “rejoicing,” rather than drinking an 
intoxicating beverage (Biur Halacha 795 in name of Meiri). The Meiri 
comments that we are not commanded to degrade ourselves and behave 
frivolously, but rather rejoice in a way that will build our devotion to G-d and 
His mitzvot. 
55

 Rama 795:2. The reason for delaying the meal until after Minchah is to 
provide time for people to fulfill the mitzvah of sending gifts to one another 
earlier in the day (M.B. 8).  
56

 Shulchan Aruch 795:1; Rama 795:2 
57

 Rama 795:2. This is indicated by the verse “and to the Jews there was light 
and joy” (Esther 8:16). “Light” refers to the light of Torah, and “joy” refers to 
the meal. Since the verse mentions Torah before the meal, we too should 
follow that pattern. Presumably, the purpose is to ensure that the conversation 
at the Purim meal will focus on the beauty of Torah study and mitzvot. 
58

 Rama 795:2. It is important to note that this only applies to damages that 
are inadvertently caused as a result of the festivities. If one intended to cause 
damage for the sake of damaging or harming another, they are held fully 
accountable. Furthermore, this leniency applies only to minor monetary 
damages. It does not apply to major damages, nor does it apply to personal 
injury (M.B. 795:13). In short, if one suffers damages on Purim, get a good 
attorney! 
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he Talmud tells us that the Jewish nation reaccepted the 
Torah in the days of Achashveirosh. “‘The Jews confirmed 

and accepted…’ (Esther 9:27), i.e. they reconfirmed what they 
had accepted long before.”1  Although the scriptural words 
“they confirmed and accepted” refer to the institution of the 
holiday of Purim itself, the Talmud understands that it refers to 
a reacceptance of the Torah as well. On the first Purim, the Jews 
confirmed and reaccepted what they had undertaken 1,000 years 
earlier at Sinai – the Torah and all of Jewish tradition.2 Purim is 
thus an opportune time for us to reassess our relationship with 
Torah learning. 

Torah study is of paramount importance in Judaism. “The 
study of Torah is equivalent to all the mitzvot [of the Torah].”3 
That means that if you have a choice of activities available to 
you, you should choose Torah study.4 

Have you ever considered what the purpose is of a lifelong 
engagement with Torah? What’s the point of studying any 
subject, for that matter?  People often study in order to 
assimilate information and subsequently apply it on some 
practical level.  The same could be said for Torah study.  It’s 

T 
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the ultimate instruction manual for Life, teaching us the Jewish 
way to behave in all situations. However, when it comes to 
Torah study, there is more to it than just practical application.5 

I invite you to walk over to your local Beit Midrash (house 
of Torah study) and to peek over somebody’s shoulder to see 
what they’re learning. What did you see?  Most likely you 
observed sets of people studying together. Typically, a set 
consists of two partners, or chavrutot.  “Studying” is really too 
tame a word to describe what’s going on.  “Fierce debate” is 
more like it.  Each chavruta is passionately attempting to 
defend his reading of the text.  The arguments fly back and 
forth with an increasing sense of urgency.  You, the detached 
observer, having walked into the study hall for the first time, are 
understandably curious.  What’s everyone fighting about? You 
approach one of the debating parties and ask for an explanation. 

“He has the nerve to say that Rashi6 holds that when 
witnesses are responsible for the exile of an innocent man to the 
city of refuge…”  Wait a second.  Witnesses?  City of refuge?  
They’re studying the Talmudic tractate Makkot, which defines 
the conditions under which an accidental killer is sent to a city 
of refuge. But it’s been ages since this topic was last applicable. 
There is no Jewish court (Beit Din) today which exiles people 
to a city of refuge. Of what relevance is it to these two what 
Rashi did or did not say on the subject?   

These must be special students, you presume, students who 
have dedicated themselves to preserving the Torah in its 
entirety for the next generation. You dismiss them as a rarity 
and move on to another set.  But this next pair is arguing about 
a sticky issue in Yevamot, the tractate of Talmud which deals 
with the defunct mitzvah of yibum, the marriage of a brother-in-
law to his widowed and childless sister-in-law.7 Two others 
across the room are splitting hairs over the ingredients of a 
sacrificial meal offering. You struggle to produce some sensible 
explanation for why all these people are getting worked up over 
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a point whose outcome makes absolutely no practical 
difference. Are these students striving to glean lessons of ethics 
and morality contained in these mitzvot?  No, that’s not it 
either.  

You start to get desperate. Isn’t there anyone in here 
studying something of practical importance?  Finally, you 
stumble upon some students discussing the laws of what to do 
when you find a lost object. Great. You found a five-dollar bill 
on the street this morning.  So you listen in, eager to hear what 
they have to say.   

“So that means I can keep it?” you ask. 

“Oh, you can’t determine that from here.  You’ll have to 
look that up in the Shulchan Aruch (code of Jewish Law).  
We’re just analyzing the Mishnah.  There’s quite a distance 
between what’s written in the Mishnah and the practical 
application of the law.” 

“But if all the answers are in the Shulchan Aruch,” your 
voice begins to waver. “Why not just study that? What’s the 
point of heatedly arguing about what you think the Mishnah 
means?” 

Rabbis from time immemorial have prescribed a diet of 
irrelevant Torah study for the Jewish nation. Traditionally, 
kindergarteners begin with the story of Creation, a mysterious 
and esoteric text that certainly lacks any apparent application. 
From there our five and six year olds graduate to the study of 
Leviticus, where they are introduced to the evergreen subject of 
animal sacrifice.  We could easily spend a lifetime studying the 
practical topics of Judaism without ever venturing into sections 
long ago relegated to the status of pure academics. So why is so 
much time spent focusing on the irrelevant?   

Let us digress for a moment.  It was the Greeks who 
brought philosophy, drama, literature, poetry and plays to the 
Western world.  With the Olympic Games, they introduced 
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athletic competitions.  These innovations transformed games 
and other diverting pastimes into ends in and of themselves.  
Man should not live in order to work, Hellenist culture 
proclaimed.  Work should be a means to real life, i.e. 
entertainment and games.    

What is it that makes playing a game, or even doing nothing 
at all, so enjoyable?  Why is it that the things that are the most 
fun to do are the things that have no higher purpose? Walking to 
get somewhere is not half as enjoyable as a stroll in the park 
with no destination in mind.  The kind of information that 
people find the most fascinating is trivia.  One of the most 
popular television shows of all time was about… nothing. 

The answer to this basic question reveals a profound truth 
about the human condition.   

Human life happens to be the one thing that is most easily 
recognizable as coming from a divine source.  While man can 
theoretically accumulate all that he needs to survive and create a 
façade of self-reliance, least subconsciously we all know that 
our lives are in G-d’s hands. To this day, nobody has ever 
figured out how to store up life.  As the saying goes, “When it’s 
your time, it’s your time.” G-d is the source of life and 
consequently, G-d is also the source of all of life’s joys and 
pleasures. It is thus at times that we experience life’s pleasures 
that our awareness of G-d is heightened. 

When you are engaged in an activity that has a purpose, 
your focus is completely centered on achieving your goal. Your 
mind is thus taken off of life, pleasure and G-d-consciousness. 
On the other hand, when you are not engaged in the pursuit of a 
particular goal, your mind naturally focus on the wonder of 
being alive. It turns out that being “distracted” actually is living.   

King David often used the unusual word “sha’ashua” to 
describe Torah.8 The Hebrew “sha’a” means to turn towards 
something (cf. Genesis 4:4). The double usage of the root 
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“sha’a” in “sha’ashua” can be translated as a turn towards the 
turning.  In other words, when I am engaged in a “sha’ashua,” I 
am not turning towards anything other than the fact that I’m 
turning.  That’s the definition of a game.  No purpose to it.  The 
description of Torah as a sha’ashua is teaching us to relate the 
same way to Torah. 

The Greeks were right.  We’re supposed to live to play, not 
to work.  But what game should we play?  G-d gave us His 
game. The Sages state that G-d plays with the Torah (Mishlei 
8:30).9 While the rest of the world occupies itself with its man-
invented pastimes, the Jews are supposed to look to the divine 
game of Torah.  We should relate to Torah study as our 
uniquely Jewish form of entertainment and recreation.  

But if being distracted is really living, why choose to 
experience life through the “game” of Torah over any other 
recreational activity?  The answer is that the game of Torah 
results in an entirely different type of life. One can experience 
existence in a variety of ways, but when it is done through 
internalizing and enjoying the wisdom of Torah, the expressed 
Mind of G-d, man transcends his own existence. Torah forges 
an intimate bond between G-d’s thought and the human mind 
and soul, a bond which elevates man. It is something which 
must be experienced to be appreciated. If you have ever had the 
pleasure to be involved in a particularly focused and rigorous 
session of in-depth Torah study, the kind where you begin to 
feel fireworks going off inside your head, you can attest to those 
extraordinary moments during which your soul tells you, “This 
is just what I’ve been searching for.”   

The goal, beyond mitzvah observance, is to play and have 
fun with the Torah. There is no need for a relevant point other 
than the pleasure of the study itself.10 

This is the main mitzvah of learning Torah – to rejoice, 
be happy and take pleasure in learning. Then the words 
of Torah are absorbed into [the student’s] blood; since 
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pleasure was derived from Torah, the person becomes 
attached to Torah…  

One who learns for the sake of the mitzvah and derives 
pleasure from the learning, it is entirely holy – because 
the pleasure itself is also a mitzvah. 

R. Avraham Borenstein (1839-1910) 

This explains our strange curriculum. The city of refuge is 
not a practical topic for us anymore. Nor is yibum (levirate 
marriage) in practice today.  True, it would make a lot of sense 
to dedicate the majority of our time studying civil law, Jewish 
ethics or the laws of Shabbat. But observance of Jewish law is 
not the sole purpose of Torah study. Jewish children begin their 
career of learning with abstract concepts and Jewish adults 
continue to focus on inapplicable parts of Torah because we 
wish to appreciate Torah not merely as a practical reference 
guide, but as an inspiring, lifelong source of fun. 

II 

The world’s playthings are more stylish and more 
captivating than Torah. The distractions of modern life are 
seductive and quickly capture our senses. After all, can you 
compare the sweeping effect on your senses produced by a 
magnificent film, replete with an equally dramatic score… with 
a dry piece of Talmud concerning two people who walk into 
court fighting over the right to a Tallit?  Torah study is an 
abstract, intellectual pursuit.  These other things don’t require 
the functioning of your analytical side.  They usually just go 
straight into the mind, without necessitating any active thought 
on the part of the recipient. Can learning about the details of 
sacrificial offerings accomplish the same thing as a Broadway 
show?  The answer to the above question is yes. But it’s also 
no. 
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Yes.  It is possible to identify with and relate to the 
characters and events of the Written and Oral Torah as deeply 
as to any in Hollywood. It just requires a willingness on the part 
of the student to use his own imagination to fill in the necessary 
details and bring it all to life. Learning as a distraction has to be 
an active process performed by the learner.  

Consider this advice from Rabbi Tzvi Zobin, a leading 
Jewish educator in Jerusalem: 

Tell a story.  What is happening?  Who is doing or 
saying what to whom?  Describe the scene.  Sit back, 
relax, and try to see the story taking place in your 
mind’s eye. A daydreamer has a head start.  Luzzatto 
lists the ability to imagine as the prime skill when 
attempting to understand a statement. The skills of 
understanding words and being able to make deductions 
take second place to it.”11 

Let’s take a simple example from the Torah. The episode of 
Rachel begging Jacob to give her children is a tense, dramatic 
encounter between husband and wife.  All we have in the text is 
the skeleton of the scene, but it provides the Director’s 
instructions for the mood. We, as the active artists, are meant to 
use our imagination and paint these Torah pictures onto the 
canvas of our souls, to print them onto our psyche, to project 
them against the screen of our brain. When we animate Torah 
concepts in this way, the Torah comes alive. 

Once upon a time, Torah was the entertainment of the 
Jewish people.  Jews savored every detail; we were 
connoisseurs of Torah. The great Maggidim (preachers) of old 
graphically described Torah scenes, often illuminating entire 
biblical episodes with their captivating oratory. These teachers 
would employ humor as deftly as professional comedians. They 
painted pictures with words and moved their audience to tears 
by the sheer beauty and power of their commentary.  If the 
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Torah is to be our “sha’ashua,” our joy in life, this is exactly 
what we must do. 

It is one thing to bring Biblical stories to life, but what 
about the Talmud? The climate of adventure and entertainment 
in the Talmud isn't merely dry, it's downright arid!  What can be 
fun about a cold, logical argument?  

When I studied in Jerusalem, I would walk back and forth 
from yeshiva each day struggling with the cases of the Talmud. 
I toyed with different ideas in my mind, occasionally 
succeeding to produce vivid, if somewhat comical, portrayals of 
Talmudic passages.   

The following is a sample of my own “playing” with the 
Torah in Jerusalem.  It is a script for an audio production of the 
Talmud, employing various sound effects and character voices 
to convey the story.12 Before we get to the script, a little 
background information is in order: 

The Jewish court, the Beit Din, cannot prosecute a violation 
of a biblical commandment unless the perpetrator received a 
formal warning immediately prior to committing the sin. In 
order for this warning to qualify, the “Eidim,” the witnesses to 
the crime, must correctly name the particular prohibition that is 
about to be transgressed, i.e. “Do not transgress commandment 
X.” If the person was warned before his sin, but the warning 
was inaccurate and did not define the sin correctly, the courts 
cannot prosecute. 

The Talmud is therefore interested in classifying all 
forbidden acts. Take Shabbat, for example. Shabbat is a day of 
rest and on Shabbat thirty-nine different types of labor are 
proscribed. Since each of these types is actually a set of similar 
actions, the courts need to know which acts belong to which 
category.  

All kinds of farming work is forbidden on Shabbat, but 
when someone is about to perform an act of either weeding a 
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field or watering seeds, which one of the thirty-nine forbidden 
labors should he be warned against violating? Here we have a 
Talmudic debate.  

• Rabba says that the Eidim, the witnesses, should warn 
such a person not to perform the forbidden task of 
plowing on Shabbat. The actions of weeding and 
watering seeds both bear a resemblance to the task of 
plowing; like plowing, they soften the earth. 

• Rav Yosef says that we warn such a person not to 
perform the forbidden task of sowing. Weeding and 
watering both bear a resemblance to sowing; like 
sowing, they promote a growth of vegetation.  

• Abaye says that since weeding and watering result in 
both the softening of the ground and the growth of 
vegetation, there are in fact two prohibitions being 
transgressed here. Witnesses therefore warn the person 
not to transgress the prohibitions of both “plowing” and 
“sowing” on Shabbat.   

These Talmudic legalities might strike you as a bit boring. 
Let’s pay a visit to a religious neighborhood in Jerusalem, 2200 
years ago: 

Eidim 
 

MUSIC UP: “Eidim, Eidim, Whatcha gonna do, Whatcha 
gonna do when they come warn you.” 

NARRATOR: This special edition of “Eidim” is not taped, 
because it’s Shabbat, on location with the men of Shabbat 
enforcement.13  Don’t ask us how you’re hearing it now.  
All suspects are innocent until the Beit Din finds them 
guilty.  
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POLICE RADIO: We’ve got a possible 03 and/or 04 in 
progress at 675 Westwood Court. 

WITNESS#1: We got a report from a neighbor of a Jewish 
male, about 5’8”, in gardening clothes looking as if he’s 
about to do some weeding and watering work in his garden 
on the southwest portion of town. 

WITNESS#2: We’re gonna walk over there now since it’s 
Shabbat and we can’t drive.  See if there’s anybody there 
that fits that description. 

(FOOTSTEPS, GUSTY WINDS) 

WITNESS#1: It looks like we’re coming up on the house, 
and we think this is the suspect in the front yard, so me and 
Lipschitz are going to go over and talk to him. 

WITNESS#2: How ya doin’?  You mind if we ask you a 
few questions? 

SUSPECT: I’m great. I’m doing ok.   

WITNESS#1: How’s your Shabbat going? 

SUSPECT: Good.  How are you? 

WITNESS#1: I’m not so good, ‘cause you were picking up 
the watering can over there. 

SUSPECT: I was just movin’ it because I need the space 
that it occupies. 

WITNESS#1: Uh huh.  It’s a nice garden you got here.  
Looks like somebody’s been doing some weeding.  You 
know anything about that? 

SUSPECT: No, not really. 

(RUNNING, CHASING SOUNDS) 

WITNESS#2: WE’VE GOT OURSELVES A RUNNER!!!  
HE’S RUNNING ACROSS THE GARDEN!!!   
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WITNESS#1:  DROP THE CAN!!! 

WITNESS#2:  DROP IT NOW!!! 

SUSPECT: NO!!! 

WITNESS#2: HE’S GONNA WATER THE PLANT!! 

WITNESS#1: We’re warning you.  If you water that plant, 
you’ll be violating the commandment not to plow on 
Shabbat.   

SUSPECT: Plowing? I’m not plowing.  I just don’t want my 
plants to dry out. 

WITNESS#1: When you water the ground, it softens it.  
Just like plowing softens the earth. 

WITNESS#2: And you’ll also be violating the 
commandment not to sow.   

SUSPECT: To sow?  I don’t get it.  I’m not planting 
anything. 

WITNESS#2:  Watering helps things grow, just like when 
you plant a seed in the ground you make something grow.  

WITNESS#1:  Why don’t you come back with us, have 
some cholent, sleep this off, and then you can do all the 
weeding and watering you want tomorrow. 

SUSPECT: But my garden… 

WITNESS#1: It’ll be ok till after Shabbat, I promise. 

MUSIC: “Eidim, Eidim, Whatcha gonna do, Whatcha 
gonna do when they come warn you.” 

NARRATOR: If you see a Jew about to desecrate the 
Sabbath, call your local Eidim agency right away.  But not 
by phone, obviously, because it’s Shabbat.     
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The colorful background details of this piece of Talmud are 
obviously my own invention, to help me better understand the 
nature of the case.  I also took the liberty to create some 
additional characters. By the time I had finished playing, a real 
story had formed, one that included all of the pertinent laws and 
salient ideas present in this section of Talmud.  Living proof 
that even the Talmud can be entertaining.  

This is my project and I hope to do this with everything that 
I learn. In the end, with G-d’s help, I'll possess a whole 
stockpile of illuminated Torah "episodes."  But everyone should 
strive to play their own games with their Torah learning. Every 
Jew can produce a unique version of Torah, provided the study 
is intellectually honest with no goal other that the truth of Torah 
itself. This is what is meant by our personal “portion” of 
Torah.14 

These days I look forward to opening up a Talmud.  Who 
knows which unique characters I’ll meet today? Maybe 
someone like the man in Nedarim (89B) who took a vow 
proscribing all physical pleasures.  (Since clothing happens to 
fall under that category, he dressed himself in a suit of mud 
instead.)  To which exotic locale will I be traveling today?  
Pumbedisa?  Alexandria?  Caesaria? 

Torah is called a “sha’ashua” for a reason and that point 
demands our attention. It means that Torah study must be fun 
and exciting.  It’s a game.  It should not be superficial or 
distant, the equivalent of a lifetime spent poring over irrelevant 
law cases.   

This Purim, the day on which we renewed our vows to G-d, 
open a classic Torah text and take a moment to view Torah 
from this perspective, as a source of entertainment.  To one who 
knows how to relate to Torah study properly, a thrilling 
experience awaits. Escape the goal-driven madness of “modern” 
life and have some fun with some divine wisdom.  Learn Torah! 
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1 Talmud, Shabbat 88a 
2 When the Jews realized that G-d had not abandoned them in their exile, 
they reaccepted the Torah with love. The events of Purim also 
demonstrated rabbinic wisdom; Mordechai and Esther saved the nation 
without the assistance of prophecy, so the Jews embraced Rabbinic 
teachings and law. 
3 Talmud, Shabbat 127a 
4 Of course, things aren’t always that simple. Some people do not have 
the temperament, capability or financial freedom to study Torah all the 
time. 
5 This essay is based in part on a lecture heard from R. Shimshon Pincus 
zt”l. 
6 Acronym for Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki (1040-1105), preeminent Biblical 
and Talmudic commentator. 
7 Today, instead of yibum, the Torah’s alternative of chalitzah is practiced 
(cf. Deuteronomy 25:5-10). 
8 Cf. Psalms 119:24,77,92,174. 
9 Since G-d created the world for the sake of Torah (cf. Rashi to Genesis 
1:1), He is understood to be using the Torah not for a purpose outside 
itself, but rather as an end in and of itself. All of existence can thus find 
its meaning entirely within Torah.  
10 Just because it is fun does not mean it is not serious. The study of 
Torah should go hand in hand with Jewish observance. “Enlightened” 
anti-religious Jews of early 19th century Europe were known to sit in 
taverns on Shabbat afternoons, enjoying a cigar with their Gemara.  They 
were only half right. 
11 From his book, “Breakthrough to Learning Gemara.”  
12 The obvious advantage of this approach over video is that it forces the 
listener to activate their own imagination to conjure up the images. Long 
before the advent of television, this is what radio used to do.  Radio was 
thus aptly nicknamed the “theatre of the mind.” 
13 It goes without saying that this script is not historical; nothing like this 
ever happened in a Jewish community. There is no record of “religious 
police” in Jewish history or in Halachic literature. This script is an 
illustration of the potential use of comedy as a pedagogical tool in Jewish 
education. 
14 Siddur, Shabbat Amidah 
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êìîä úùà àìà .åäé øù àìá íéçéìöî íéãåäéä åéä àì éã
äëìîîä úååö÷ ìëì õôåä øùà ïéãä øæâ úà øéáòäì , íîåøúäìå

 äéùðä úåîåäúî– éäåæå "íòä úìåàâ ". øúñà øîàîù ïååéëîå
 äúéäù úåòøåàîä øãñá äãéçéä äéìåçä àéä éëãøî íùá êìîì

 íéîù éãéá àìå íãà úøéçá éãéá–äîù ìò úàø÷ð íòä úìåàâ . 

äë àéä äìåàâä àì íîöò øúñàå éëãøî åìéôàù ãò úøúñð 
 úìåàâì àéáú êìîì ùøúå ïúâá ìù íúîéæî øáã éåìéâù åðéáä

íìåò  .  

"íéãåäéä ìëî êìîä úéá èìîäì êùôðá éîãú ìà  .  
úàæä úòá éùéøçú ùøçä íà éë ,øçà íå÷îî íéãåäéì ãåîòé äìöäå çååø-  

åãáàú êéáà úéáå úàå .  
 úòâä úàæë úòì íà òãåé éîåúåëìîì"!  

 æçàð àåäù úåøîìù åðéðôá óùåç éëãøî äìà åéøáãá
òùååé íòäù åúðåîàá ,äìåàâä àåáú ïéàî ììë òãåî åðéà àåä  .

 éë øúñà ìò äìåë úåéøçàä úà ìéèî àåä êëéôì"òãåé éî " íà
äúåëìîì äòéâä àéä êë íùì àì . òøà øùà ìëù øáúñî

éòäù éôë íòä úìåàâì äùòîì äéä åîöòá éëãøîì éîëç åã
äðùîä.  

 øçàì óà ïééøåá ìò ãîåòä íãà ïéàå àøåáä éëøã úåàìôð
ïúåçúôúä , úåéø÷î ïéàå åúçâùäá ìëä éë êëì íéòãåî åðà êà

íìåòá.  
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êìîä úðù äããð åá äìéì åúåà ìò . øôñ úà åúù÷áì åàéáäùë
ùòî úà åéðôì åàø÷å úåðåøëæäåééç úà ìéöä øùà éëãøî ä ,

åäùòî ìò éëãøîì ìåîâì êøã ùôçì ùåøååùçà ìçä . ìù åúîéæî
 éëãøî úà úåìúì åúåùø úà ù÷áì êìîä ìà òéâîä ïîä

úùáúùî , äãéç ïåøúôá ùåøååùçàì øåæòì ù÷áúî àåä øùàë
"åø÷éá õôç êìîä øùà ùéàá úåùòì äî? " äúéä äìåãâ äîå

 éë úåìâì ïîä ìù åúòúôä"àäùé " éëãøî øùàî øçà àì äæä
ù÷áì àá åúúîäì øåùéàä úàù. 

 ïàë åàø åðéîëçù ãàî ïééðòî"íìåòì äìåàâ "–ìéòì áåúëë  .
äøåàëì ,éëãøî úìöäá äéåìú àì íòä úìöä . åðéîöòì øàúð

 úà úåìúì êìîä úåùø úà ù÷áì ïîä ñðëðù äìéìä åúåàù
éëãøî ,êìîä úðù äããð àì ,å ïîä éðô úà ìá÷î äéäå åì áéùî
áåéçá ,äìúð éëãøî êëî äàöåúëå . äéä úøçîìù ø÷åáá ïééãò

 úîàá äø÷ù åîë ùøôð øåôéñä– ãçåéîá çîù òéâî äéä ïîä 
éðùä äúùîì , úåøøåöå úåáéåàá ïîä úà äîéùàî äúéä øúñà

äúùò úîàáù éôë ,ïîä úà äìåú äéä êìîä , äúéä äøæâäå
ïåùùì úëôäð .øî äéä øåôéñä íðîà-÷åúî ,áàåø÷éòá ì ,

çìöåî . éëãøî íùá øúñà äøîàù äîù åðéîëç åàø êéà ïë íà
ì äáéñä úîàá àéä"íìåò úìåàâ"     ?  

äìéâîä áúëá úùøåôî äáåùúä éë äîãð . éëãøî úìåãâ ìò
 øôåñî"äì àåä äî øúñà äãéâä éë êìîä éðôì àá éëãøîå  .

 íùúå éëãøîì äðúéå ïîäî øéáòä øùà åúòáè úà êìîä øñéå
úñàïîä úéá ìò éëãøî úà ø) "ô"ç .( áåúë êùîäáå" àöé éëãøîå

 äìåãâ áäæ úøèòå øåçå úìëú úåëìî ùåáìá êìîä éðôìî
ïîâøàå õåá êéøëúå) "íù .( àéä éëãøî úìåãâù ùéâãäì éãëå

 íòä úçîù– íéìéîá àø÷îä íééñî " äìäö ïùåù øéòäå
äçîùå ".ãåòå úàæ .ù íâ øôåñî" úåðéãîä éøù ìë ...àùðî úà íé

íäéìò éëãøî ãçô ìôð éë íéãåäéä) "è ,á-ã .( éëãøî úòôùä
äëìîîá íéãåäéä úåîîåøì äáéñ àéä êìîä úéáá . óåñáå

 íéàøå÷ åðà äìéâîä" ùåøååùçà êìîì äðùî éãåäéä éëãøî éë
 ìëì íåìù øáåãå åîòì áåè ùøåã åéçà áåøì éåöøå íéãåäéì ìåãâå

åòøæ ".ìöä äúéä àì éëãøî úìöäù éøäúéèøô ä . ìù åúåáåùç
íòä úà âöééì àéä øåôéñá éëãøî .øúñà ,äéãåäé íðîà ,äðéà 
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 åéìòíò íåù ìò àìå ,íéãåäéä äæ ììëáå . úåùòì åãéá íä éøä
åéðôá ãîåòä øáã ïéàå åöôçë ,ãçùìå óéðçäì çéìöé ÷ø íà  úà

ùåøååùçà .÷îä øñîïîä úáùçîì óùçð àìù àåä úåàø . ïîä
 úèìçåî úåòè äòåè– íìåòá äçâùä ùé – ñôúéð àåä ÷øå 

åéúåîéæîá. 

úåàø÷îá úåéðéöä úéðáð äæ ò÷ø ìò .ùîî íééåèá ïúåà ,
íéôìçúî íéãåäéä úãîùäå ïîä úøæâì ñçéá åøîàðù , íéøàúîå

íòä úìöäå ïîä úìéôð úà  . àîâåãì–" äëåáð ïùåù øéòäå) "óåñ 
ô"â (–" äçîùå äìäö ïùåù øéòäå) "ç ,åè.("  ãáàìå âåøäì ãéîùäì

íéãåäéä ìë úà) "â ,âé (–"  íò ìéç ìë úà ãáàìå âåøäì ãéîùäì
íúåà íéøöä äðéãîå) "ç ,àé"  .( òéâî åúãå êìîä øáã øùà íå÷î

ãôñîå éëáå íåöå íéãåäéì ìåãâ ìáà) "ã ,â (–"  øáã øùà íå÷î
ùå äçîù òéâî åúãå êìîäáåè íåéå äúùî íéãåäéì ïåù) "ç ,æé  .(

 åðéà øñîä÷ø ìù øñî "àåä êåôäðå ". úåòîùî ìòá ïëåú ïàë ùé
 øúåé ä÷åîò–äçâùä úîéé÷  . úñéôúå òùøå ìáð ìù åéúåôéàù

äìèá úåéø÷îå úåøé÷ôä ìù åîìåò ,úåàéöîá äæéçà äì ïéàå .
íìåòä àøåá éãéá äâäðääå ïåèìéùä , åúçâùä úçú åîòå

ìçåîäúéçöðäå úè.  

 àìáå øåøéáá áúëéäì äúéä äìåëé èìçäá äìéâîä øñî
øáãá äúéä äçâùää ãé ïëàù íéæîø . êøãî òðîð øôñîä êà

 äìî ìëá ÷îòúðå ÷ã÷ãðù éôëù ãîìì äöøù éðôî úàæ øåàéú
 øúñðä øñîä úà ïéáäì úðî ìò äìéâîá ÷åñôå– íééçá íâù 

úà ùåçì éãë äçâùää øçà ÷ã÷ãìå øå÷çì íéáééçäúåçëåð  .
àéä úøúñð äçâùääù úåøîì , ìë íò àøáð íãàäù éøä

äúåìâì úå÷îòúäå äøé÷ç åì úåøùôàîä úåìåëéä . úåìãâ éäåæ
ãçé íâ åãé÷ôúå íãàä.  

 íìåòì äìåàâ  àéáî åøîåà íùá øáã øîåàä ìë  
 øîàðù"éëãøî íùá êìîì øúñà øîàúå ".  

å úåáà ,å  

ì íéîîåæ øùà ùøúå ïúâá úà éëãøî òîùùëêìîì òøä , àåä
 øåôéñä âøàîá áìúùé úåëìîì çååéãäù åúòã ìò äìòä àì

íòì äòåùú àåáú êëî äàöåúëå .äéä êë íìåà .å ÷øôá ' øôåñî
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 íéé÷éëãøîå ïîä ïéá òåãé çúî .÷ù ïîäå äëæå åúøùîá íã
áø øùåòì ,êìîä éðéòá øúåéá áéáçä åîöò áùåç . åúåðáøñ íìåà

 åúåà äàøéù ãò åì äçéðî äðéàå ïîä úååàâá úòâåô éëãøî ìù
å ìñåçî"éëãøî íò "ãîùåî .ôåñáù àåä øáã ìù å äá úòáè

çáèä åö úåøèù úà ïîä íéúçä , éååö úà éëãøî äá íúåç
íéãåäéä éáéåàá äî÷ðä .åúìåãâáå ïîä ìù åúéáá äëåæ éëãøî ,

éãîå ñøô éëìî ìù íéîéä éøáãá íéáúëð åéùòîå ,ø÷éòáå ,çöðì ,
äìéâîá áúëá  .øåôéñä ìù éñéñáä ïëåúä ïàë ãò  . 

à úåàø÷îä ïåùì é÷åã÷ãî úðååëúî äìéâîäù íéðéçáî åð
äæî øúåé ùéâãäì .  

ìùîì ,éúùå ÷åìéñá íé÷ñåò íéðåùàøä íé÷øôä éðù , úøúëä
êìîä éøôñá éëãøî ãåòéúå øúñà , çúåô åðéà øåôéñä ø÷éòå

â ÷øô ãò àìà ,' íéìéîáå" äìàä íéøáãä øçà êìîä ìãéâ
ïîä úà ùåøååùçà ".á ÷øôá íâ '– ìù äîéæîä úîøãì àåáîë 

úâá ùøúå ï–ù øôåñî "íää íéîéáêìîä øòùá áùåé éëãøîå  ".
åììä íéåèéáá ùåîéùä úåòîùî éäî ? äìéâîäù òöåî íéùøãîá

úåòøåàîä úðååëä ìò äãéòî , åðééäã– ïîä íãå÷ù éðôì øáë 
øùòåäå ,íòä úòåùúì íéðååëåî íîöò úà øúñàå éëãøî åàöî  .

 ïúâá ìù ïúîéæî úà úåìâì úéìëúá êìîä øöçá íùåä éëãøî
êìîä úà ìéöäì éãë ùøúå ,úåëìîì äøçáð øúñàå . éðù

íòä úìöäì íééìøåâ åçëåäù úåòøåàî . äðååëäá åìà ìëå
 úìåãâì íãå÷ ãåò íé÷åìà úçâùäáååéúåìåáçúå ïîä . äæ ìò

ùø áúë" é"ìàøùéì äòåùúì úåéäì åæ äàåôø úàøáðù "–øîåìë  ,
ëãøîå øúñà íòä úìòåúì ìåòôì åìëåéù éãëá íúãîòá åáöåä é

ïåëðä ïîæá .øîåìë , ìò òéôùäì àáù ïôåàá ïðâåñî àø÷îä
àøå÷ä . øñîä–úøúñð úéñéð äðååëäá çúôúî øåôéñä .  

éá úåðééðòîä úåðéçáä úçààéä øåôéñá øúå , äô÷ùä äúåàù
 øåôéñá ìáðä úô÷ùä ìù äëåôéä àéä àèáì ìãúùî øôñîäù– 

ïîä . úáåèá ïééðåòî ÷ø àì åîöò øôñîäù ùéâøäì ìåëé àøå÷ä
íòä ,ïîä ìù åúåéúîâåãì ãâðúî íöòá íâ àåä.  

ïåîää úãîùä ìò ïîä æéøëî åúååàâá , ãòåî úà ìéøâîå
áèì èìçåî ìåæìéæá ñçééúîå çáèääæä ç . ìåæìéæäå äååàâä– 

 íìåòá çéâùî íé÷åìà ïéàù äñéôúá íéùøùåî íäéðù– àì 
åéìòmr mey lr `le  ,micedid df llkae  .zeyrl ecia md ixd 
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äìéâîä áúkî – "øúñà øúñä"   

 
â áàæ áøä úàî'÷åñá  

 
 

 

 

 

 

úàî ìù äúàéø÷ì úéðåùàøä äáåâúä  ïúéð øúñà úìéâ

 íéìéî éúùá íëñì–" ÷úøî øåôéñ ". úåìéìòä ìù ïáåøë
éúîøã ò÷ø úåìòá úåéðøãåîä ,ïëñîäå ìáðä ïéá çúî íéé÷ .

ì äìâð øåôéñä àéùá ïëàå ùàøî åðéôéöù úà åðéðô– ñáåä ìáðä 
ìöéð ïëñéîäå .íðîà , ìù úéø÷éòä äðååëä ãáìî éë úòãì ùé

åðéîò úåãìåúá úåòøåàî ìò çååãì úåàø÷îä , ïéçáäì ùé
 àøå÷ä èáî úãå÷ð ìò òéôùäì àéäå úéðùéî äøèî úîéé÷ù

øáçîä ìù åéðéò êøã øáòä úà ïéáäì  . 
åæ äøèîù øîåì ïúéð äìéâîä øåôéñá ãçåéîá äáåùç àéä 

 äàø÷ðå òøåàîä øçàì äðù äðåùàøì äòéôåä äìéâîäù ïåéë
ùåøååùçà úåëìî úåìéä÷ éðôá íéøåôä âç åúåàá , øôåñîë

è ÷øôá' . íâ éøåèñéää òøåàîä ìò äìéâîä ìù äáéè÷ôñøôä
úåöåôúá úéîåàì úåäæ úøéöéì éòöîàë úùîùî . úåðù êøåàìå

å÷îë íâ äùîù åæ äáéè÷ôñøô úåìâä éâùåî ïåðòéøå ÷åæéçì ø
íìåòá äúåçéìùå äîåàä úåéçöð.  

úîéù êåú íéèøôá ïåéòá- úà óåùçð åðà àø÷îä úôùì áì
øñî úãå÷ð ùáâì øôñîä úðååë . ìò òéôùäì ìãúùî øáçîä

àøå÷ä , åúãîò úà íéòéáîù íéîìù íéòè÷ úåòöîàá íéúéòì
úåøéäáá,íéðååâî íéøåàéúå úåöéìîá ùåîéù êåú íéúéòìå  .à ê

 ãåîéì øçàì ÷ø àìà úéðåùàø äàéø÷á ïçáåé àì äæ ìë
÷ã÷åãî . íéæîøä ïî øáçîä øñî úà âéöäìå øúàì äñðð ïìäì

äìéâîá íéøæåôîä.  
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