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“Ad De’lo Yada”  
An Elucidation of the 

Obligation of 
Intoxication on Purim 

Rabbi Yona Reiss  
Max and Marion Grill Dean, RIETS 

 
One of the most unusual laws of Purim relates to the apparent requirement to become 
intoxicated during the Purim festival: 

Rava said: a man is obligated to become intoxicated on Purim 
until he does not know the difference between “cursed is Haman” 
and “blessed is Mordechai”  
Megilla 7b 

אמר רבא מיחייב איניש לבסומי 
בפוריא עד דלא ידע בין ארור המן 

לברוך מרדכי
:מגילה ז

 
This halakha has engendered tremendous interest and discussion as it seems to represent the 
only time that there appears to be an actual requirement for drunkenness in Jewish law.  While 
later authorities explain that outright drunkenness is not an imperative, and a little drinking and 
drowsiness certainly suffices (see Rema, 695:2, and Biur Halakha ad loc., s.v. “Ad De’lo Yada”), 
the requirement not to be able to differentiate between Haman’s curse and Mordechai’s blessing 
remains puzzling.   

There are a number of different explanations given to explain this precept.  For example, some 
authorities (see Magen Avrohom, 695:3) explain that the Gematria (numerical value) of the 
phrases ארור המן and ברוך מרדכי are identical (502).  Thus, one should drink until he is 
sufficiently groggy to become unable to render this calculation.  The obvious question, however, 
is that if the obligation requires that a person not appreciate that the numerical value is the same 
but rather think that the calculations are different, the wording of the halakhic obligation should 
beעד דידע בין ארור המן לברוך מרדכי – that one should drink until he mistakenly does discern a 
difference (at least in Gematria) between the two phrases.    
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Perhaps we can offer a few alternative approaches.  One possible approach is based on the 
Mishna in Berachos which states that: 

Just as one is obligated to make a blessing of “Hatov Ve’HaMeitiv” upon 
happy tidings, so too one is obligated to make a blessing of “Dayan 
HaEmes” upon bad tidings  
Mishna Berachos 54a (as explicated by the Gemora in Berachos 60b) 

חייב אדם לברך על הרעה 
כשם שמברך על הטובה 

.ברכות נד
 

 
The ascendancy of Haman, and his attempt to exterminate the Jewish people, certainly 
comprised bad tidings.  By contrast, Mordechai’s resistance and his successful efforts to thwart 
Haman constituted good tidings for the Jewish people.  The principle evoked by the Mishna in 
Berachos is that both bad tidings and good tidings are worthy of making a blessing since we 
appreciate that both what we perceive as bad and as good emanate from Hashem, and  כל דעביד 
 .all that is done by Hashem is for the best (Berachos 60b) – רחמנא לטב עביד

Accordingly, the Gemora in Pesachim (50a) notes that in the World to Come, there will be no 
separate benediction upon bad tidings, and that the appreciation of the goodness of Hashem in 
all matters will be so intensely appreciated that the happy blessing of “HaTov Ve’HaMeitiv” will 
be recited on all tidings (see Maharsha ad loc.).   

Since the holiday of Purim is a holiday that celebrates the victory of the Jewish people during a 
time of exile that helped pave the way to the completion of the rebuilding of the Holy Temple in 
Jerusalem, and, as the Rambam writes (Hilkhot Megilla 2:18), the observance of Purim will be 
the only event of past deliverance that shall be remembered for all eternity, it is appropriate 
during the Purim celebration to bring ourselves into the state of euphoria that we will experience 
during the eschatological age at which time we will recognize that even ארור המן – that which 
appears to be a curse – is also something to appreciate in the same manner as ברוך מרדכי – that 
which is more obviously a blessing.  Accordingly, we drink on Purim  עד דלא ידע בין ארור המן
 .until we are able to experience this ideal sense of appreciation – לברוך מרדכי

A second approach can be traced to a verse at the beginning of Megillat Esther (1:8) which 
describes the great feast prepared by King Achashverosh for his subjects in Shushan, the capital 
city: 

And the drinking was according to the law, without coercion; for so the 
King had ordered all of the officers of his house that they should do 
according to every man’s pleasure  
translation from Art Scroll 

והשתיה כדת אין אנס כי כן 
יסד המלך על כל רב ביתו 
לעשות כרצון איש ואיש 

 
The Gemora (Megilla 12a) comments: 

Rava said – the words איש ואיש connote that the 
drinking was served in a manner to satisfy the 
pleasure of both Mordechai and Haman.  

לעשות כרצון : אמר רבא - ואיש לעשות כרצון איש
 איש -המן ,  דכתיב איש יהודי-מרדכי , מרדכי והמן

 צר ואויב 
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Thus, Rava who articulated the rule that one must drink on Purim until he cannot discern the 
difference between ארור המן and ברוך מרדכי also interpreted the verse in Megillat Esther 
concerning the non-coercion with respect to drinking at the feast of Achashverosh as pertaining 
jointly to these same two individuals. 

The author of Yeynah Shel Torah quotes an explanation that Mordechai and Haman both were 
pleased, for separate reasons, that the drinking was not coerced.  Mordechai was pleased because 
the Jews were not forced to partake of the wine from the feast of Achashverosh.  Haman, on the 
other hand, was pleased because he knew that if the Jews did partake of the wine of their own 
free will, they would be subject to Divine punishment.   

Perhaps this Midrash, which equates Mordechai and Haman in terms of their shared desire that 
the drinking of the wine at the feast of Achashverosh not be coerced, constitutes the ultimate 
source of the halakha that one should become intoxicated until he can no longer differentiate 
between ארור המן and ברוך מרדכי.  Through the institution of the observance of  חייב איניש לבסומי
 becomes ארור המן of the obligation to drink wine in order to perform a mitzvah, the – בפוריא
identical with the ברוך מרדכי.  In other words, the very act of intoxication which would have 
fulfilled the evil plans of the accursed Haman during the feast of Achashverosh, becomes 
transformed on Purim into a mitzvah worthy of the blessing of Mordechai! 

We may suggest one more variation of this explanation.  The Hagahot Maimoniyot in his 
comments to the Rambam on Hilkhot Megilla (2:15), makes the observation that although the 
Rambam writes that there is an obligation to drink wine and become drunk during the Purim 
feast, this is not an absolute obligation but simply a מצוה בעלמא ולא לעכב  - a fulfillment of a 
mitzvah that is non-mandatory in nature.  Based on this understanding, the identification of  ארור
 ,becomes even more pronounced.  At the original feast of Achashverosh ברוך מרדכי with המן
Haman’s objective was that the Jews would choose to drink, while Mordechai’s objective was 
that the Jews would choose not to drink.  In the current mitzvah celebration of our own Purim 
feast, the two options remain available – both to drink and not to drink, according to the 
Hagahot Maimoniyot.  Thus, עד דלא ידע בין ארור המן לברוך מרדכי could be interpreted as 
indicating that the degree of intoxication remains אין אנס – non compulsory, in the same way 
that the ארור המן and  ברוך מרדכי were identical in endorsing the notion of non-compulsory 
drinking during the feast of Achashverosh.   

A final insight emerges from the Gemora in Gittin (57b):  מבני בניו של המן למדו תורה בבני ברק.  
Haman had descendants who converted to Judaism and learned Torah in B’nei Brak.  The 
ultimate victory of Purim was manifested through  קיימו –)  כז:מגילת אסתר ט(קימו וקבלו היהודים 

.)שבת פח(מה שקבלו כבר  , the re-affirmation by the Jewish people of the acceptance of Torah 
U’Mitzvot.  Perhaps the greatest capstone of this achievement was that the accursed Haman – 
 who had sought to erase the Torah through the destruction of the Jewish people, had - ארור המן
descendants who joined the ranks of ברוך מרדכי in perpetuating Torah.  Fittingly, Purim 
presents us with a special opportunity לבסומי ביינה של תורה – to share the fragrance of Torah 
learning at Yeshivat Rabbeinu Yitzchok Elchanan (RIETS) and the high level of Torah erudition 
of the outstanding fellows in the Kollel Elyon.  Under the supervision of the Roshei Kollel, Rabbi 
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Mordechai Willig shlit”a and Rabbi Michael Rosensweig shlit”a, and the continued mentorship 
of Rabbi Zevulun Charlop shlit”a, the Kollel Elyon at RIETS embodies the supreme value of 
learning Torah Lishmah that constitutes the cornerstone of Yeshiva University.  Our ability to 
imbibe Torah freely is a tribute to the heroic leadership of President Richard M. Joel shlit”a and 
Rosh HaYeshiva Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm shlit”a.  We are proud and indeed intoxicated with 
joy to present this volume of Torah Insights from our Kollel Elyon to the broader Jewish 
community.    
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When is a Bar Mitzvah 
in a Leap Year? 

Rabbi Mordechai Willig 
Rosh Yeshiva, RIETS 

Rosh Kollel, Wexner Kollel Elyon 
 

The Jewish calendar has 12 months. In a leap year, there are 13 months. Each month has either 
29 or 30 days, and the first month is the month of Nissan (Shemos 12:2.) If a boy is born on the 
29th of Cheshvan (in a year when Cheshvan has 29 days) he becomes a bar mitzvah on his 
birthday even if that year Cheshvan has 30 days. The fact that it isn’t the last day of the month is 
halachically irrelevant.  

Born in a Regular Year, Bar Mitzvah in a Leap Year 
What if a boy is born in the 12th month, Adar, in a year that has 12 months, and becomes a bar 
mitzvah in a year that has 13 months? Logically, he should become a bar mitzvah in the 12th 
month, just as the boy in the previous example becomes a bar mitzvah on the 29th day of the 
month. The fact that it isn’t the last month of the year should be irrelevant. In fact, the Pri 
Chadash (OC 55:10) quotes the Maharash HaLevi who rules that he does become a bar 
mitzvah in the first month of Adar, the 12th calendar month. However, the Rama rules that he 
becomes a bar mitzvah in the second month of Adar, the 13th month of the year.  

The Mishna Brurah (55:45) states that the gemara (Megillah 6b) supports the ruling of the 
Rama. The Gemara there discusses whether, in a leap year, the megillah should be read in Adar I, 
the first opportunity to do so, or Adar II, based on the reasoning of celebrating the redemption 
of Purim and Pesach in consecutive months, and concludes to read it in the second Adar. 
Therefore, just as the megillah is read in Adar II and not Adar I, so too a boy doesn’t become a 
bar mitzvah until Adar II. 

This proof is questionable, as the plain reading of the gemara is that both months have the status 
of Adar. In fact, the Rama himself rules (568:7) that a yahrtzeit for one who passed away in Adar 
during a 12-month year is observed at the first possible opportunity, in Adar I, in a leap year, 
while the Gra (568:16) rules that it should be observed in both months. 

Therefore, if a boy born in Adar becomes a bar mitzvah in Adar, it should occur in Adar I, the 
first opportunity, according to the Rama. In fact, since the months in the Torah are numbered 
and not named, the paradigm of 29 and 30 day months should apply. This, too, indicates that the 
bar mitzvah should occur in month 12, Adar I, parallel to the 29th day of Cheshvan. The 
existence of a subsequent day, or month, in the bar mitzvah year should be irrelevant. 
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The Pri Chadash suggests a support for the opinion of the Rama from the Yerushalmi (Megillah 
1:5) which suggests, in the context of the requirement to bring an animal as a korban within a 
year of its birth, that Adar I is the added month, and therefore an animal born in Adar can be 
brought until Adar II of the following year. So too, he writes, the 13th year of a boy born in Adar 
isn’t reached until Adar II. How can this be explained? 

Perhaps there is a set number of 12 months in a year, and in a leap year the 12th month occurs 
twice, 12a and 12b. Since, according to the Yerushalmi, 12a is the additional month, the bar 
mitzvah status is not conferred until 12b, otherwise known as Adar II.  

This innovative definition of a year may help answer another question as well. The Mishna 
Brurah (55:45) rules that a boy born on the 30th day of Cheshvan who becomes a bar mitzvah in 
a year where Cheshvan has 29 days becomes a bar mitzvah on the 1st day of Kislev and not on the 
29th day of Cheshvan. The fact that Kislev is the next month is irrelevant for this case.  

Born in a Leap Year, Bar Mitzvah in a Regular Year 
What is the halacha in the reverse case, where a boy is born in Adar II and becomes a bar mitzvah 
in a “regular” year with only 12 months? Logically, based on the previous example, he should 
become a bar mitzvah on the first of Nissan, just as he becomes a bar mitzvah on the 1st of Kislev 
if he was born on the 30th day of Cheshvan. The fact that it’s not the same month he was born in 
should be irrelevant, as it was for the boy born on the 30th day of Cheshvan. In fact, Rav Hershel 
Schachter shlit”a (B’ikvei Hatzon p. 12) does suggest such a position. 

However, the Shulchan Aruch (55:10) assumes that the boy becomes a bar mitzvah in Adar. 
How can this be explained? Perforce, we define his birth month of Adar II as month 12b, the last 
month of the year, not the 13th. Therefore, he would become a bar mitzvah in Adar, the 12th and 
last month of the year.  

Born in a Leap Year, Bar Mitzvah in a Leap Year 
What if a boy is born in Adar I and becomes a bar mitzvah in a leap year? Most authorities rule 
(Mishna Brurah 55:43) that since he was born in Adar I he becomes bar mitzvah in Adar I.  
However, the Magen Avraham (55:10) disagrees. He is of the opinion that the 13th year ends in 
Adar II, one year after the boy’s 12th birthday, since Adar I is considered the additional month. 
Just as an animal born in Adar I can be offered until Adar II, so too the boy would become a bar 
mitzvah in Adar II. The fact that he was born in Adar I is irrelevant. This position seems perfectly 
logical and perhaps should be followed.  

Born on Rosh Chodesh Kislev 
What if a boy is born on the 1st day of Kislev in a year when Cheshvan had 29 days, and becomes 
a bar mitzvah in a year when Cheshvan has 30 days? The Mishna Brurah (55:45) rules that he 
becomes a bar mitzvah on the 30th day of Cheshvan, while the Sha’arei Teshuva (55:11) 
disagrees and holds that he becomes a bar mitzvah on the same calendar day he was born, the 1st 
day of Kislev. How can the Mishna Brurah’s position be explained? 



11 
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • PURIM TO-GO • ADAR 5771 

The answer lies in the precise formulation of the Shulchan Aruch (55:9). A boy must be 13 years 
and one day old to be a bar mitzvah. In this context, the Mishna Brurah (55:42) explains that 
one day means that the 13 years have passed and that the first day of the 14th year has begun. 

If a boy is born on the 1st day of Kislev in a year when Cheshvan had 29 days, then 13 years have 
passed on the 29th day of Cheshvan, the anniversary of the day before he was born. On the next 
day, he becomes a bar mitzvah, whether it is the 1st day of Kislev or the 30th of Cheshvan. The 
first day of the 14th year has begun even when the anniversary of his birth, the 1st day of Kislev, is 
not until the next day.  

Born on Rosh Chodesh Adar 
What if a boy is born on the 30th day of Adar I, and becomes a bar mitzvah in a plain year when 
Adar has only 29 days? This seems to resemble the aforementioned case of a boy born on the 
30th day of Cheshvan who becomes a bar mitzvah in a year where Cheshvan only has 29 days. As 
noted, the Mishna Brurah (55:45) rules he becomes a bar mitzvah on the first day of Kislev. 
Here too, since Adar has only 29 days, he becomes a bar mitzvah on the 1st day of Nissan.  

However, the Binyan Zion (158) rules that he becomes a bar mitzvah on the first day of Rosh 
Chodesh Adar, which is the 30th day of Shevat, since he was born on the first day of Rosh 
Chodesh Adar. This novel view, which makes him a bar mitzvah over a month earlier, is based 
on an unproven thesis that the status of Rosh Chodesh can determine a birth day.  

On this basis, the Binyan Zion rules that a boy born on the first day of Rosh Chodesh Adar in a 
12-month year becomes a bar mitzvah on the first day of Rosh Chodesh Adar II in a leap year, 
based on the opinion of the Rama that those born in a regular Adar become bnei mitzvah in 
Adar II in a leap year. 

If the status of Rosh Chodesh is not a determining factor, the boy would become a bar mitzvah a 
full month earlier. Since he was born on the 30th day of Shevat, he would become a bar mitzvah 
on the 30th day of Shevat, which is the first day of Rosh Chodesh Adar I.  

May the double Adar of this year increase the joy that Adar heralds in, in particular the joy of 
learning Hashem’s Torah. 



12 
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • PURIM TO-GO • ADAR 5771 

Seudat Purim 
Rabbi Simon Basalely 

Beren Kollel Elyon 
 
The Megilah declares that the days of Purim were established as ימי משתה ושמחה, days of 
feasting and rejoicing.  This pasuk seems to be the source for one of the mitzvot of Purim day, 
that of seudat Purim.  In this article we will briefly discuss some halachik issues related to the 
seudah.  In particular we will discuss some of the issues related to what should be consumed and 
the best time to have the Seudah. 

The Obligation to Eat Bread 
Is one obligated to eat bread as part of the Purim seudah?  The Maharshal (Responsa #48) was 
asked a related and potentially interdependent question.  If one forgets to recite Al Hanisim in 
the Birchat HaMazon on Purim is he required to go back to the beginning and repeat the Birchat 
Hamazon?  The Maharshal cites a manuscript of the Mordechai (as edited by R. Yaakov Polak) 
which seems to have conflicting opinions on the matter.  The Maharshal resolves the seeming 
contradiction by saying that if one forgot Al Hanisim in tefillah one would not have to repeat it, 
while if one forgot it in the Birchat HaMazon, it would have to be repeated.  He also cites the 
Rosh in Masechet Berachot who is of the opinion that there is an obligation to eat bread at a 
Yom Tov seudah because of the mitzvah of simchat Yom Tov.  The Maharshal1 extends this and 
argues that if one is obligated to eat bread on Yom Tov because of Simcha, then of course one 
should be obligated to eat bread on Purim which was established as a day of mishteh vesimcha.  
The Maharshal concludes that since one is required to eat bread one would therefore have to 
repeat the Birchat HaMazon if he forgot to recite Al HaNisim.2 

On the other hand, R’ Ovadia Yosef (Yechave Daat 1:89) quotes other Rishonim who seem to 
disagree with the conclusion of the Maharshal.  The Rambam (Hil. Brachot 2:13) rules that one 
does not have to repeat Birchat HaMazon on Purim if he forgot to recite Al HaNisim.  This is 
also the opinion of the Terumat Hadeshen (1:38) as well as the Tur and Beit Yosef in OC 187 as 
well as the Rema (187:4).  These opinions presumably hold that one is not obligated to eat 
bread as part of the seudat Purim.  Regarding the opinion of the Rosh that bread is required for 
Seudat Yom Tov because of simcha (and therefore one would be required to eat bread during 
the Seudat Purim as well), R’ Yosef cites the opinion R’ Akiva Eiger (OC #1 in Hashmatot) that 
according to the Rambam (Hil. Yom Tov 6:6) the obligation to eat bread on Yom Tov is not 
because of simcha but rather because of kavod and oneg like on Shabbat.  Therefore, the 
                                                 
1 See also Maharam Shick (OC 340). 
2 This link between repeating Birchat HaMazon and requiring bread is based on the Gemara in Brachot (49b), 
which states that on Shabbat and Yom Tov, when one is required to eat [bread], one would repeat the Birchat 
Hamazon if the special addition for the day was omitted, but on Rosh Chodesh when one is not required to eat 
[bread] there would be no requirement to repeat the Birchat Hamazon if Yaaleh V’Yavoh was omitted. 
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obligation to eat bread on Yom Tov would have no bearing on the obligation to eat bread for the 
Seudat Purim.   

The Magen Avraham (695:9) quotes the opinion of the Maharshal and argues that it doesn’t 
make sense to be more machmir regarding the Birchat Hamazon than regarding tefillah – and 
one is certainly not required to repeat the tefillah if he omitted Al HaNisim.3  Even though he 
seems convinced that one is not obligated to eat bread as part of the Seudat Purim, the Magen 
Avraham appears to defer to the Maharshal but concludes that if this is not the first meal of the 
day on Purim one certainly should not repeat the Birchat Hamazon.4  For purposes of our 
discussion the Magen Avraham sees no reason why one would be obligated to eat bread as part 
of the Purim meal.  Rav Yaakov Emden (Mor UKetzia 695), in attempting to explain why 
Birchat Hamazon would be more stringent than tefillah, suggests that since tefillah would have 
to be recited irrespective of the holiday, therefore, fulfilling one’s obligation is not dependant on 
mentioning the holiday.  However, the obligation to recite Birchat Hamazon is only engendered 
by the seudah which is because of the holiday, and therefore the omission of the Al HaNisim 
would invalidate the Birchat Hamazon.  

The Birkei Yosef (695:1) quotes an opinion that one is not obligated to eat bread and later 
(695:3) quotes from the same source that one would not be required to repeat the Birchat 
Hamazon if one omitted Al HaNisim.  The Mishna Berura in one place (682:5) seems to assume 
this as well (regarding Al HaNisim) and more explicitly (695:15) says that because of the principle 
of safek brachot lehakel one would not repeat the Birchat Hamazon (and therefore presumably 
does not require one to eat bread).  This is also the conclusion of the Kaf Hachaim (695:32) and 
R’ Ovadiah Yosef (Yechave Daat ibid.).  R’ Yosef does recommend that, if one can, one should try 
to follow the stringent opinions and have bread as part of the seudah. In sum, the conclusion of the 
majority of the poskim seems to be that one would not be required to eat bread during the seudat 
Purim and therefore would not be required to repeat Birchat HaMazon if Al HaNisim was 
omitted.  However, it would seem praiseworthy to try to eat bread if one is able to. 

An interesting middle opinion is that of the Aruch HaShulchan.  On the one hand, he writes 
(695:7) that one has not fulfilled his obligation of seudat Purim unless he eats bread.  He argues 
that Purim should be like Shabbat and Yom Tov.  He also cites a proof from the pasuk regarding 
Lot (Bereshit 19:3) “He prepared a mishteh for them. And he baked matzot and they ate.”  The 
pasuk implies that mishteh requires some sort of bread.  However, later (695:12) he writes that 
if someone forget to recite Al HaNisim in the Birchat HaMazon he would not have to repeat it, 
based on the assumption that Birchat Hamazon shouldn’t be stricter than tefillah.  Even though 
the Gemara in Berachot (49b) seems to directly link the obligation of having bread with 
repeating Birchat HaMazon if the special recitation is omitted, according to the Aruch 
HaShulchan, the Gemara must only be referring to Shabbat, Yom Tov and Rosh Chodesh. 

Even if one follows the opinion that the Birchat Hamazon does not need to be repeated, the 
Rema (187:4) quotes from the Kol Bo that if one has not completed the Birchat Hamazon, one 

                                                 
3 This objection to repeating the Birchat HaMazon already appears in Terumat HaDeshen (1:89). 
4 He cites the opinion that even on Shabbat if one is eating a meal which is in addition to the three meals that one is 
obligated to eat, one would not repeat Birchat HaMazon if Retzei was omitted in that meal.  
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should recite Al HaNisim during the ‘HaRachaman’ section.  This is also the opinion of the 
Mishna Berura (682:5) and R’ Ovadia Yosef (ibid.) amongst others. 

Eating Meat on Purim 
In order to understand whether or not the simcha of Purim obligates one to eat meat, it may be 
helpful to first determine whether the mitzvah of vesamachta bechagecha on Yom Tov generates 
an obligation or even a mitzvah to eat meat.  The Rambam (Hil. Yom Tov 6:18) rules that 
simcha only comes through meat and wine. However, the Beit Yosef (529) quotes a seemingly 
contradictory Gemara in Pesachim (109a) which states that when the Beit Hamikdash is 
standing simcha only comes through meat, but when there is no Beit Hamikdash, simcha only 
comes through wine. This implies that today, when there is no Beit Hamikdash, there is no 
longer an obligation to eat meat on Yom Tov.  Accordingly, R’ Yosef Karo makes no mention of 
a requirement (or even a mitzvah) to eat meat in his discussions of simchat Yom Tov in the 
Shulchan Aruch (5295).6 However, despite the lack of obligation (or mitzvah) to eat meat on 
Yom Tov, the Mechaber implies (696:7) that there would be an obligation of eating meat on 
Purim.7  The Magen Avraham (696:15) wonders why this would be so (given the seeming lack 
of obligation on Yom Tov) but doesn’t give an explanation.8 

A closer look at the Beit Yosef would perhaps suggest a solution.  The issue the Beit Yosef had 
with the Rambam was not the mitzvah to eat meat on Yom Tov but rather that the Rambam 
writes that there is no simcha without meat, which implies that one is obligated to eat meat on 
Yom Tov and has not fulfilled his mitzvah of simchat Yom Tov without it.  It could be that the 
Beit Yosef agrees that if one enjoys eating meat there would still be a mitzvah of eating meat on 
Yom Tov as a means towards generating the simcha that is necessary on YomTov.  The Biur 
Halacha (529 s.v. keitzad mesamchin) similarly concludes that although there is no obligation to 
eat meat on Yom Tov because there is no Beit Hamikdash, there is still a mitzvah. On the other 
hand, regarding Purim, R. Moshe Halberstam in Shu”t Divrei Moshe (1:40) suggests that in 
addition to the mitzvah of simcha (which may be subjective) there is also a requirement of 
mishteh which the Chachamim established as an absolute obligation to eat meat.  Therefore, we 
can understand that although the Shulchan Aruch does not seem to mention any obligation to 
eat meat on Yom Tov (the obligation was only when there were korbanot) there is still an 
obligation on Purim generated by the halacha of mishteh.  

R’ Ovadiah Yosef (Chazon Ovadiah Purim pp. 173-178 and fn. 3) also rules that one should eat 
meat and adds that preferably one should try to consume beef based on the Gemara in Chagigah 

                                                 
5 In 529:3 he mentions meat in passing, but it doesn’t seem to be an obligation.  It is interesting to note that he 
doesn’t make any mention of the mitzvah to drink wine on Yom Tov either, even though in the Beit Yosef he seems 
to favor wine as the means of fulfilling the mitzvah of simchat Yom Tov.  This could downplay the significance of his 
not mentioning meat. 
6 See Yam Shel Shlomo (Masechet Beitzah, 2:5), Aruch LaNer (Sukkah 42b) and Bach (OC 529) who attempt to 
explain the opinion of the Rambam in light of the question of the Beit Yosef.   
7 The Shulchan Aruch states that an onen would be allowed to eat meat on Purim – implying that eating meat on 
Purim is an obligation. 
8 The Rambam is consistent in requiring meat both for Yom Tov and for Purim (Hilchot Megilah 2:15). 
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(8a-8b) which states that one can only fulfill his obligation of simchat Yom Tov with animals 
that can be used for a Korban. 

The Time of the Purim Seudah 
The Gemara in Megilah (7b) records that one who eats the seudat Purim at night does not fulfill 
his obligation and Shulchan Aruch (695:1) rules accordingly.  The ideal time during the day to 
eat the seudah is still an open question.  The Vilna Gaon (see Maase Rav) held that one should 
intend to fulfill his obligation of the Purim seudah in the morning but didn’t explain why.9  The 
Kaf Hachaim (695:23) cites the Sidur Rashash who also recommends (albeit for Kabalistic 
reasons) eating the seudah in the morning.  The Mishna Berura (695:9) cites the Shlah 
(Masechet Megilah, Amud Hatzedaka) who also says that it is praiseworthy to have the seudah 
in the morning, for two reasons.  The first was a practical concern: The normal custom of the 
people was to pray Mincha and Maariv together later in the day.  However, on Purim they would 
pray Mincha earlier and then have their seudah.  The Shlah describes that people would then not 
get together to pray Maariv and would perhaps forget to pray Maariv altogether.  However, if 
they had their meals before praying Mincha (he doesn’t specify morning in this section) they 
would then be able to follow their regular schedule of praying Mincha and Maariv as a 
community.  This concern seems to be more pragmatic than fundamental and doesn’t seem to 
be focused on the time of the seudah inasmuch as the juxtaposition to tefillah times. (He even 
acknowledges that people would be stopping in the middle of their seudot in order to go pray 
Mincha and Maariv.)  However, he then quotes the custom of the Terumat HaDeshen and his 
teachers (see below) to have the meal earlier in the day and says that our seudah corresponds to 
the seudah which Esther had with the king; this seudah was certainly in the morning as that is 
the time when kings normally dine.   

Regarding having the seudah later in the day, the Terumat HaDeshen (Shu”t #10) discuses the 
custom of some to begin the seudah during the day but have a majority of the seudah at night (of 
the 15th).  He does provide some justification for such a practice based on people’s 
preoccupation with the other mitzvot hayom, but concludes by saying that his custom and the 
custom of his teachers is to have the seudah in the morning.  The Rema (695:2) cites that the 
common custom is to begin the seudah after Mincha but he requires one to have a majority of 
the seudah during the day.10 

Reciting ‘Al HaNisim’ After Sunset 
Given the prevalent custom of beginning the Seudah so late in the day a common question 
arises: should one recite “Al Ha Nissim” in the Birchat Hamazon if the meal continues until after 
                                                 
9 However, see “Mekorot U’Beiurim” in the 5769 edition of Maase Rav who understood the passage in Maase Rav 
that the Vilna Gaon himself would have his seudah in the afternoon after Mincha and finish before the day was over.  
The statement that he would recommend having the seudah in the morning was only a recommendation so people 
wouldn’t have their seudah too late in the day and therefore fail to eat a majority of the meal before sunset.  The 
notes in the back of that aforementioned edition suggest that the Vilna Gaon was particular to finish before sunset 
because he was concerned for the opinion of the Rosh (cited below) that one may not recite Al HaNisim after 
sunset on Purim.   
10 The Rema does say, however, that if one wishes to eat the Seudah in the morning he does have that option.  
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sunset?  Regarding Shabbat, the Beit Yosef (188:10) cites the opinion of the Rosh that if one 
continues his Shabbat meal after nightfall he should not recite Retze V’Hachalitzenu because 
Shabbat has concluded.  And in the context of Purim, the Tur (695)11 cites the Rosh saying that 
the same thing is true regarding a meal on Purim that is concluded after sunset.  However, the 
Beit Yosef there cites the opinion of the Hagahot Maimoniyot (Hilchot Megilah 2:14:1) who in 
turn cites the Maharam who is of the opinion that one should still recite Al HaNisim even after 
sunset.  The Shulchan Aruch (188:10) rules that one should recite Al HaNisim or Retze (or 
Yaale VeYavo on Rosh Chodesh) even if his meal continues into the night.  The Shulchan Aruch 
in Hilchot Purim (695:3) repeats that one should recite Al HaNisim but, interestingly, also 
quotes a dissenting opinion that one should not (which was not quoted in the earlier discussion 
in Shulchan Aruch.)  The Rema says that the prevalent custom is like the first opinion but the 
Kaf HaChaim (188:43, 695:33) says that since according to some opinions one would not have 
to repeat Birchat Hamazon if he didn’t mention it at all “shev veal taaseh adif” and one should not 
recite “Al HaNisim” after sunset. The prevalent opinion seems to be that of the first opinion in 
the Shulchan Aruch and that of the Rema, that one would recite Al HaNisim even if one is saying 
Birchat Hamazon after sunset.12  Parenthetically, the Magen Avraham (695:10) points out that if 
one is reciting the Birchat Hamazon after sunset and one neglected to say Al HaNisim one 
would certainly not have to repeat the Birchat Hamazon. 

 

                                                 
11 The actual responsum of the Rosh (Klal 22, #6) cited by the Beit Yosef, is not speaking about Purim. 
12 See Nefesh HaRav (p. 20 fn. 28) in which Rav Hershel Schachter records an interesting related story about a visit 
with the Soloveitchik family in Onset, MA. The group of students who were there had just finished praying Mincha 
on Rosh Chodesh (close to sunset) when they sat down to wash and eat dinner.  Reb. Pesia Soloveitchik (the Rav’s 
mother) observed what was happening and said to the students that she was surprised that such learned Yeshiva 
students were getting themselves involved in a sfeika d’dina, due to the machlokes haposkim as to whether saying 
Yaale VeYavo follows the beginning of the meal or the time of Birkat Hamazon.  (Rav Schachter brings this story as 
an illustration of Rav Soloveitchik’s tradition of pesak which often entailed being concerned for fulfilling the 
opinions of all the Poskim.)  Rav Schachter himself told me that he tries to say Birchat Hamazon before sunset on 
Shabbat and Purim to avoid getting involved in this issue. 
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A Season of Giving 
“If it should please the king, write to destroy [the Jews] 
and [I will pay] 20,000 kikar of silver” Reish Lakish says, 
it was clear to the Creator of the World that in the future 
Haman would take out shekalim for the Jewish people, 
and therefore He committed [the Jewish people’s] 
shekalim before his. 
Megilla 13b 

אם על המלך טוב יכתב לאבדם ועשרת 
גלוי : אמר ריש לקיש' אלפים ככר כסף וגו

וידוע לפני מי שאמר והיה העולם שעתיד 
לפיכך , המן לשקול שקלים על ישראל

באחד : והיינו דתנן. הקדים שקליהן לשקליו
 .באדר משמיעין על השקלים ועל הכלאים

 :מגילה דף יג
 
This Talmudic passage conveys Hashem's providence in protecting the Jewish people, drawing a 
creative connection between the shekalim that Haman offered to Achashveirosh and the ones 
the Jewish people donate annually to the Beit Hamikdash.  Hashem orchestrated it such that our 
donation should precede the offer of Haman.  Providence is surely a classic theme of the Purim 
story, yet we can wonder why does the Talmud focus on this specific episode- the donation of 
the silver- to present it? 

Perhaps the Talmud is underscoring another key, central motif in the holiday of Purim: the 
notion of giving, which is highlighted by the giving of Haman and the giving of the Jewish 
people.  Giving finds expression in multiple ways throughout Purim, especially in a Halachic 
context. While we find the celebration of a festive meal and public reading of a text in other 
holidays as well, the other two Mitzvot of the day- Matanot Laevyonim and Mishloach Manot- 
are unique to Purim.  Matanot Laevyonim, gifts to the poor, is a specific Mitzvah of this day, 
distinct from our general obligation to disburse tzedakah.  The Shulchan Aruch describes one 
manifestation of this difference: 

We don’t investigate recipients of [gifts to the poor] on Purim, but 
rather anyone who extends their hand to receive should be given.  
Shulchan Aruch OC 694 

אין מדקדקים במעות פורים אלא 
 כל מי שפושט ידו ליטול נותנים לו

  ח סימן תרצד"שולחן ערוך או
 
We learn that while the ongoing obligation to assist others financially is tempered by the 
possibility of inquiring about potential recipients, our giving on Purim is different.  It is not 
subject to these boundaries, and we give to all those who ask.   

The mitzvah of Mishloach Manot is a Mitzvah that has no parallel in other holidays or Halacha 
in general.  In truth, it is a curious commandment.  Why are we obligated to share food with 
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others or exchange meals with those who do not need them?  Clearly, the emphasis is upon the 
act of giving, irrespective of the need of the recipient.  Halacha requires that on Purim we 
habituate to the act of giving; this commandment ennobles the giver.   Hence, both of these 
Mitzvot reflect our theme of giving.  Yet, we are left to wonder: what about the original holiday 
of Purim mandates a response of giving? 

A Definition of Death 
It was taught: 48 prophets and 7 prophetesses prophesied to 
the Jewish people, and they did not expand or take away from 
what was written in the Torah, except for [the mitzvah of] 
reading the Megilla. How did they extrapolate this? Rebbi 
Chiyah the son of Abin said in the name of Rebbi Yehoshua 
ben Karcha, [going] from slavery to freedom warrants singing, 
and so from death to life all the more so. 
Megillah 14a 

ארבעים ושמונה נביאים : תנו רבנן
, ושבע נביאות נתנבאו להם לישראל

ולא פחתו ולא הותירו על מה שכתוב 
? מאי דרוש. חוץ ממקרא מגילה, בתורה

י יהושע אמר רבי חייא בר אבין אמר רב
ומה מעבדות לחירות אמרינן : בן קרחה

 ? לא כל שכןממיתה לחיים -שירה 
  .מגילה דף יד

 
The Gemara presents a rationale for the basis of the institution of Purim founded on intuitive 
reason; this holiday is a celebration of our transition from death to life.  It would seem from the 
language of the Gemara that in the case of Purim we were in fact considered dead, much as we 
were actually slaves when we were in Egypt.  Although the simple understanding of the comment 
is that we were faced with death, and not in fact dead, why did the Talmud describe it in this way?   

In addition, the cause of this "death" is puzzling.  The Gemara in Megillah suggests at first  

Rebbi Shimon ben Yochai was asked by his students, why 
were the Jews liable for death in that generation? He 
responded, say the answer yourselves! They said, because 
they derived benefit from the banquet of that evil one 
(Achashverosh.) 
Megillah 12a 

: שאלו תלמידיו את רבי שמעון בן יוחאי
מפני מה נתחייבו שונאיהן של ישראל 

אמרו : אמר להם? שבאותו הדור כליה
מפני שנהנו מסעודתו : אמרו לו -! אתם

 .של אותו רשע
  .מגילה דף יב

 
While this reason does not seem to be accepted at the conclusion of the Gemara, the glaring 
question remains.  How did the Gemara even consider for a moment that the enjoyment of 
Achashveirosh's meal would be a cause for the destruction of the Jewish people?13 

Finally, in attempting to understand the "death" of Purim, we should consider another definition 
of death: poverty.  The Talmud (Nedarim 64b) states that a pauper is considered dead.  Here, 
too, we wonder, why is poverty synonymous with death? 

Understanding life  
To appreciate a definition of death, one must consider an understanding of life.  From a Jewish 
perspective, life is not defined biologically.  Rather, it can be viewed as the ongoing presence of a 

                                                 
13 See Maharsha, Megillah 12a s.v. Laasot who suggests that the food and drink at the meal were Kosher, in 
fulfillment of the Talmud’s observation that the meal was to “the wishes of Mordechai.” 



19 
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • PURIM TO-GO • ADAR 5771 

connection with Hashem, the source of all life in this world.  Organic virility does not define life, 
as the Talmud teaches: 

“And the dead know nothing” refers to the wicked who in 
their lifetime are called dead, as it says “And you wicked one 
who is to be slain, the prince of Israel” or perhaps from here, 
“on the word of two or three witnesses shall the dead one be 
put to death.” Is he not yet alive? Rather he is already 
considered dead from the start. 
Berachot 18b 

 אלו -והמתים אינם יודעים מאומה 
, רשעים שבחייהן קרויין מתים

 ואתה חלל רשע )א"יחזקאל כ(: שנאמר
: מהכא, ואי בעית אימא. נשיא ישראל

על ( על פי שנים עדים או )ז"דברים י(
! חי הוא. שלשה עדים יומת המת) פי

     .המת מעיקרא: אלא
  :ברכות דף יח

 
Hence, as long as one is spiritually disconnected, although they may appear alive, they are not 
considered to be truly living.  Every person is endowed with this ongoing, spiritual connection 
with G-d at birth, just like the world was endowed with life when Hashem created it.  This spark 
of creation and life is explored by Rav Eliyahu Dessler (Israel, 1892- 1953), who examines the 
origins of life and explains how we can imitate and connect with Hashem, our source of life:   

When God created man He made him a giver and a taker. 
The power to give is the greatest attribute of the Creator of 
the World, for He is merciful and bestows goodness and gives 
without receiving anything in return… And this is how man 
was created, as it says “Man was created in the image of 
God” for he can be merciful, to do good and to give. But the 
power to take is what man desires to draw close everything in 
his reach. This urge is what is called “self-love” and is the 
root of all evil. 
Kuntrus Hachesed Chap 1 p. 32 

כאשר ברא אלהים את האדם עשהו לנותן 
כח הנתינה הוא כח עליון ממדות . ונוטל

יוצר הכל ברוך הוא שהוא מרחם ומטיב 
וככה . ... ונותן מבלי קבל דבר תמורה

בצלם אלהים "עשה את האדם ככתוב 
כי יוכל לרחם ולהטיב " עשה את האדם

אבל כח הנטילה הוא אשר יתאוה . וליתן
. כל הבא בתחומוהאדם למשוך אליו את 

אהבת "כח זה הוא אשר יקראוהו בני אדם 
  .והוא שורש כל הרעות" עצמו

  קונטרס החסד פרק א 
 
According to Rav Dessler, truly imitating and connecting with G-d is achieved through the Divine 
attribute of giving.  In this way, he explains the verse in Mishlei (15:27): “שונא מתנות יחיה,” (one 
who despises receiving gifts will live) to mean that one will have life if they give and do not take. 

According to this view, Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz (Israel, 1902- 1979, Sichat Mussar 63) explains 
why an indigent person is not considered alive according to the Talmud.  It is not because the 
pauper does not have that they are not alive.  Rather it is because such a person is unable to give 
that precludes them from being truly alive.  One’s inability to imitate the Divinely creative, life 
giving attribute of giving means that one is tantamount to deceased. 

The story of Purim 
While there is a lack of clarity in the Megillah itself as to why the Jewish people were deserving of 
destruction, perhaps we can now piece together several clues. 

He that separates himself seeks his own desire, and snarls 
against all sound wisdom. 
Mishlei 18:1 

  :ְלַתֲאָוה ְיַבֵּקׁש ִנְפָרד ְּבָכל ּתּוִׁשָּיה ִיְתַּגָּלע
  א:משלי יח
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This verse in Mishlei encapsulates the essence of desire- a solitary existence without concern for 
others.  Pleasure seeking leads one to a self-centered, isolated destination that leaves no room for 
sharing nor any notion of giving.  Hence, desire is the antithesis of giving and, by definition, of life.   

Perhaps, the students of Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai in the Talmud are implying that the sin of the 
feast of Achashveirosh was their participation in a gluttonous affair, one that encouraged desire 
and selfishness.  The feast itself was a hedonic event championed by an egotistical king, into 
whose pleasure seeking value system the Jews were being drawn.  Haman's assessment of the 
Jews at the time may corroborate this suggestion.  He describes them as “מפוזר ומפורד”, scattered 
and disunified.   This may signify more than just a geographic reality, but also a spiritual 
assessment.  They were scattered, disparate individuals seeking their own personal interests.   

Esther’s response in the face of crisis is revealing as well.  She responded to the decree with the 
ultimate act of giving: sacrificing herself and her life by appearing before Achashveirosh 
uninvited.  She charged the Jewish community not just to fast, but “ עליצומו  ”- fast for me, as an 
act of giving and communal unity.  Even the origins of the redemption are rooted in giving, as 
Esther gave credit to Mordechai for the capture of Bigtan and Teresh, which resulted in 
Mordechai’s triumph over Haman.   

Perhaps now we can accept the literal reading of the Talmud’s statement about the institution of 
Purim- that the Jews were saved from actual death.  Purim is a story of metamorphosis from a 
self- centered people to a community of giving.  This is truly a transformation from spiritual 
death, at the feast of Achashveirosh, to life, with the unification and sacrifice of a mutually 
concerned community. It explains why Purim manifests the notion of giving in such practical 
ways- to enable us to become alive again each year with our acts of giving in fulfillment of the 
theme of the Purim story. 

We can now appreciate the Talmud’s contrast between the giving of Haman and the giving of 
the Jewish community.  We describe Haman as the descendent of Amalek, the spiritual nemesis 
of the Jewish people.  While the Jewish people strive to manifest the energy of giving, imitating 
G-d’s creation of the world, Amalek stands in opposition.  Amalek represents the ultimate evil, 
which Rav Dessler explains as the attribute of taking.  Historically, Amalek was the embodiment 
of evil as it was a parasitic band of nomads, who sought out defenseless tribes and peoples whom 
they could plunder.     

According to the Talmud, Haman presented his offer to Achashveirosh in an ironic and 
duplicitous manner.  Haman suggested that he was willing to give, to adopt the life force of the 
Jewish nation, to achieve his ultimate goal of taking power, wealth and honor.  Hashem 
responded by noting that the quality of giving was already spoken for by the Jewish people, 
whose annual giving to the Beit Hamikdash sealed our destiny as a future of life.  Each year, in 
each generation, we have the opportunity to tap into this source of life, the spirit of giving.  It is 
our Avodah- our mission- to celebrate the holiday of Purim with its unique Mitzvot that 
exemplify this fundamental value.14 

                                                 
14 The author is grateful to Professor Leslie Newman for her helpful comments on this article. 
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The Halachah of 
History: Ancient Cities 
and the Date of Purim 

Rabbi Jonathan Cohen 
Wexner Kollel Elyon 

 
The first Mishnah in Masechet Megillah records that Megillat Esther is not read on the same day 
throughout the Jewish world, but rather is contingent on the location in which it is being read.  In 
cities with walls dating back to the conquest of Eretz Yisrael by Yehoshua bin Nun, the Megillah is 
to be read on the 15th of Adar, while in all other cities it is to be read on the 14th. The Gemara on 2b 
explains that the only exception to this rule is the city of Shushan itself that celebrates Purim on the 
15th of Adar, because that is where the miraculous events themselves transpired. 

This simple principle renders the celebration of Purim contingent on a historical question that 
every Jewish community has to answer: was this particular city in existence and fortified at the 
time of Yehoshua? 

Even today, precise historical information about such ancient times is hard to obtain, and the 
uncertainty about this question was a cause of discussion in Jewish communities from the time 
of the Gemara15 until today.  This article will attempt to provide an overview of the historical and 
halachic development of this question as it reflects both on the nature of the day of Purim and 
on the halachic process of adjudication of such questions. 

Chizkiyah read [the Megillah] in Tiverya on both the 14th

and the 15th, because he was uncertain whether it was walled 
from the time of Yehoshua bin Nun or not.  Could it be that 
he was uncertain?  After all the verse in Yehoshua (19:35) 
states: “Fortified cities: Tzidim, Tzer, Rakkat and Kinneret”, 
and we have a tradition that Rakkat is Tiverya.16  Rather, he 
was uncertain because one of the walls of Tiverya is 

, חזקיה קרי בטבריא בארביסר ובחמיסר
מספקא ליה אי מוקפת חומה מימות 

ומי מספקא ליה . יהושע בן נון היא אי לא
 )ט"יהושע י(והכתיב ? מלתא דטבריא

, ת רקת וכנרתוערי מבצר הצדים צר וחמ
 היינו טעמא -! וקיימא לן רקת זו טבריא

משום דחד גיסא שורא : דמספקא ליה

                                                 
15 See below that even during the Tannaitic period there may have been such uncertainty. 
16 R. Yaakov Emden (Novellae to the Talmud) notes that it is known historically that Tiverya was built by Herod 
(in 20 CE) and named in honor of the Roman emperor Tiberius.  Nevertheless, Chazal had a tradition that it was 
built on the site of the ancient city of Rakkat. 
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constituted by the Sea [i.e. the Kinneret].17 
Megillah 5b 

  ...דימא הות
 :מגילה ה

 
The Gemara goes on to explain the basis of Chizkiyah’s halachic doubt regarding whether such a 
city could be considered walled for the purposes of Purim, and concludes with another similar 
account: 

Rav Assi read [the Megillah] in Hutzal on the 14th and 
the 15th, because he was uncertain whether it was walled 
from the time of Yehoshua bin Nun.  Some say: Rav Assi 
stated that Hutzal in the portion of Binyamin was walled 
at the time of Yehoshua bin Nun. 

רב אסי קרי מגילה בהוצל בארביסר 
מספקא ליה אי מוקפת חומה , ובחמיסר

איכא . מימות יהושע בן נון היא אי לא
האי הוצל דבית בנימין : אמר רב אסי, דאמר

 .מוקפת חומה מימות יהושע היא
 
There is also a cryptic baraita in the Yerushalmi18 that refers to “ י ימים הגו לקרותה שננמקום שמ
 a place that has the custom to read [the Megillah] on both days should“ – ”קורין אותה שני ימים
read on both days”.  Korban HaEdah and Gra interpret this as a reference to cities of uncertain 
history that read on both days.  Ridbaz understands this as a reference to walled cities who 
nonetheless read on the 14th also without any apparent reason.  This passage could therefore 
indicate that as early as the Tannaitic period doubt had developed regarding the observance of 
Purim in certain cities. 

These passages in the Gemara indicate that when there is uncertainty regarding the status of a 
city, the Megillah should be read on both days.  The Gemara does not specify: 
(1) The parameters of such a doubt that would require a double observance. 
(2) Whether this requirement extends outside Eretz Yisrael. 
(3) Whether this represented individual stringencies of Chizkiyah and Rav Assi, or a normative 

rule obligating all. 
(4) If and when a bracha should be recited. 
(5) Whether all the observances of Purim are to take place, or only the reading of the Megillah. 

Thus, when the question was raised regarding the observance of Purim in medieval Jewish 
communities, a wide range of responses were given. 

The position of Rav Moshe Gaon 
The first time this question was posed was to Rav Moshe Gaon, who was gaon of Sura between 
approximately 829 and 831 CE.19  The question refers to “ כרכין מוקפין חומה בגלותינו במדינת הים ואין
 Walled cities in our diaspora over the sea20, and it is not known when they were“ – ”ידוע מתי הוקפו
walled”. This seminal responsum, cited by authorities as diverse as Ramban, Maharil and Beit 
Yosef, has been preserved in the original in the collection of geonic responsa known as Chemdah 
                                                                                                                                                 
17 The Yerushalmi (Megillah 1:1) also records this practice of Chizkiyah, and adds that R. Yochanan read the 
Megillah in Tiverya only on the 15th. 
18 Shekalim 1:1 
19 Robert Brody, The geonim of Babylonia and the shaping of medieval Jewish culture, p. 344. 
20 This may refer to any land reached by sea, including much of the Mediterranean.  As with many Geonic response 
we are not told the whereabouts of the questioner. 
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Genuzah, sec. 6321.  Rav Moshe Gaon’s response was unequivocal – any city of unknown history 
reads the Megillah only on the 14th, whereas recitation of the Megillah on the 15th is reserved for 
cities that are known with certainty to have been walled at the time of Yehoshua bin Nun.  Only 
Chizkiyah, who knew with certainty that Tiverya had been walled at the time of Yehoshua, but 
merely had a halachic doubt regarding the status of Tiverya’s sea wall, had cause to read the 
Megillah on both the 14th and the 15th.  Rav Moshe Gaon offers no reasoning for his position.  Why 
was the 14th chosen as the date for cities of unknown history?  Ramban, in discussing “ מדינות ישנות
 old cities regarding which it is not known when they were walled” cites an“ – ”שלא נודע היקפן
explanation that because most cities are of more recent vintage, any doubtful city should be 
presumed to follow the majority.22 The application of following the majority to this kind of 
scenario is questioned by a number of Acharonim, including Mekor Chayim,23 Chochmat Shlomo 
and Derech Tamim24 based on the principle of kavua.25 

The Position of Ramban 
Ramban himself offers a second suggestion that even a city that has a truly doubtful status need not 
read at all on the 15th, based on the principle of safek d’rabbanan l’kula – one may be lenient with 
regards to a doubt concerning a rabbinic mitzvah.  Given that one has already read the Megillah on 
the 14th, reading on the 15th is rendered a safek, and thus need not be performed at all.  Chizkiyah 
and Rav Assi, asserts Ramban, also read on the 15th as a “מנהג חסידות”- because of their great piety 
and desire to fulfill the mitzvah according to all the possibilities.  In fact, adds Ramban, one should 
not have to read the Megillah on the 14th either because of the same principle, as even the 14th is 
only a doubtful obligation!  However, such reasoning would lead to not reading the Megillah at all 
in such doubtful cities - an untenable conclusion.26  Therefore, such cities read on the 14th, and are 

                                                 
21 See Otzar HaGeonim Megillah 5b.  The version cited by Tos’ Rid also indicates that he had access to the 
complete responsum. 
22 This justification is also cited by Rashba, Ritva and Ran. 
23 Of R. Yair Bachrach.  He in fact concludes that the principle at work here cannot be one of majority, and rather 
based on a s’feik s’feikah – a double doubt.  Perhaps the city was not walled at the time of Yehoshua, and even if it 
was, it may have been settled before the wall was constructed, which the Gemara (Megillah 3b) indicates is treated 
as unwalled.  This is against the statement of Shulchan Aruch 688:1 that states that we are not concerned that a city 
may have been settled first and then walled as this is a very uncommon occurrence. 
24 Cited by Eliyah Rabbah 688 
25 The principle of kavua states that if a doubt arises in a circumstance where there is a clear minority that has not 
become intermingled with the majority, but can be identified as a distinct entity that has not moved from its initial 
location, one cannot follow the majority.  Accordingly, as there is a definite minority of cities that are walled, one 
cannot assume that this city is from the majority.  Eliyah Rabbah responds that kavua only refers to when a doubt 
arises with regards to the known minority itself, as in the case that one has purchased meat from a store and does 
not know which store one purchased from.  If there is a known non-kosher butcher, one cannot assume that one 
purchased from one of the majority of kosher butchers.  In this case, he explains, there is a known minority of walled 
cities, but that is irrelevant to this city itself, which remains unknown and may therefore follow the majority. This 
explanation is also cited by Teshuva m’Ahava 210 who questions its veracity, and in fact asserts that it is subject to a 
dispute between the Rishonim, see below. 
26 In explaining this problem, Ritva (paraphrasing Megillah 2b) states that if a city were to not read at all, there 
would be a concern that people would perceive them as ‘not Jewish’.  Ritva adds that there is also a concern for 
pirsumei nisa which impels us to at least read on one day. 
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exempt on the 15th.  Reading on the 15th anyway would be considered a minhag chassidut but not 
required.  Even this minhag chassidut, Ramban hastens to add, would only be legitimate in the case 
of a true doubt as outlined above, but outside of Israel there is no such doubt as we have no 
information regarding the age of the cities.  With regards to the recitation of a bracha on the 
reading, Ramban notes that were the two dates regarded as equally strong candidates one would 
never recite a bracha in such a city at all.  It is only if one assumes that the 14th should be the 
preferred date in accordance with the majority of cities that a bracha could be recited. 

Ramban asserts that even if the 14th and 15th were taken to be equal candidates one would still 
select the 14th as the date for the only reading.  Ran in his commentary on Rif (2a) explains that 
this is because the 14th comes first.  Therefore, seeing as one is obligated to read on one of the 
two days, one reads immediately to fulfill the obligation.  Once the 14th has been observed one 
may subsequently invoke the principle of safek d’rabbanan l’kula to justify non-observance on 
the 15th.  However, in his Chiddushei HaRan he proposes a different explanation – that in 
contemporary cities reading on the 15th is precluded due to the lack of asara batlanim (ten men 
who are free from work in order to be available for communal needs).27  The implication is that 
according to Ran’s opinion in Chiddushei HaRan one might be obligated to read on both days in 
the absence of this consideration. 

Rashba limits Ramban’s position further, arguing that outside of Israel there is no room at all to 
consider reading on both days, even as a minhag chassidut.  While Ramban indicated that this 
was because of a lack of information regarding such cities, Rashba gives a principled argument 
for his position.  Rashba notes that Jews living throughout the Persian Empire in 127 provisions 
from Hodu to Kush, could not possibly have known the age of each and every walled city!  It was 
only the cities in Eretz Yisrael whose age was known, as it was halachically relevant to the laws of 
redemption of property.  And yet, notes Rashba, the Gemara on 2b clearly states that there was 
no city that celebrated two days of Purim in the days of Mordechai and Esther!  It must be, 
argues Rashba, that in Eretz Yisrael the ages of all the cities were known, and therefore in later 
years when uncertainty developed over individual cities two days were observed as a minhag 
chassidut, while outside of Eretz Yisrael the original enactment of Mordechai and Esther was that 
cities whose history is uncertain should observe only the 14th.  Ritva cites Rashba as including 
not only Eretz Yisrael, but also lands close to Eretz Yisrael within this rubric.28   

The Position of Tur and R. Yechiel b. HaRosh 
Tur29 rules that the Megillah be recited both days in all doubtful cities.  He cites his brother R. 
Yechiel as ruling that a bracha cannot be recited on either day because each day is uncertain.  As 

                                                 
27 The question of whether the lack of asara batlanim relegates walled cities to reading on the 14th is a dispute among 
the Rishonim.  Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chayim 688:1) rules that this is not an impediment and that such a city 
reads on the 15th.  Mishnah Berurah cites Yad Efrayim who recommends reading on the 14th also.  Chazon Ish (Moed 
154:2), however, notes that upon closer analysis this is clearly a minority opinion and may be disregarded entirely. 
28 In Ritva’s rendition of Rashba’s position no mention is made of the knowledge of the age of cities due to the 
halachic need to define walled cities for the purpose of redemption.  It is simply asserted that Jews were aware of the 
age of cities in the region.  This would logically extend to nearby lands also. 
29 Orach Chayim 688. 
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noted above, this appears to be the position of Chiddushei HaRan also, as long as the city has 
asara batlanim.  This is probably the most logical conclusion to be drawn from treating the status 
of the city as a true safek. 

The Position of Piskei Riaz  
Piskei Riaz30 (R. Yeshaya di Trani the Younger) takes the unusual view that in doubtful cities the 
Megillah should be recited on both days, with a bracha on both.31 

The Position of Rambam and Shulchan Aruch 
Rambam, in both his Mishneh Torah32 and in a responsum to the city of Tzor (Tyre in modern-
day Lebanon)33 rules that all cities whose status is doubtful are obligated to read the Megillah on 
both days, but they recite a bracha only on the 14th.  This is also the position of Shulchan 
Aruch34, as he records in Beit Yosef that the common practice is to read on both days with a 
bracha only on the 14th. 

Explaining the Rambam 
Rambam’s approach (which is the normative halachic approach as codified in Shulchan Aruch) 
is difficult, because by declaring the reading on the 15th obligatory, he calls into question the 
ability to recite a bracha on the 14th.  Rambam addresses this point: 
(1) In his Mishneh Torah, Rambam writes that one makes the bracha on the 14th because this is 

  .the time of reading for most of the world – ”זמן קריאתה לרוב העולם“
(2) In one version of the responsum, Rambam writes that this is because the 14th is “ זמן קריאה

ו"מבני ט) שהוא(, אלא למי שנתאמת ונתקיים לנו, לכל ” – “the time of reading for all, except for 
those that have been conclusively shown to be required to read on the 15th”. 

The reason given in Mishneh Torah could be understood as articulating the same point as 
Ramban – that one may make the bracha because one is following the majority of cities.  This is 
the understanding of Pri Megadim in the rationale of Rambam.35   

One could also understand Rambam as paraphrasing the Yerushalmi36 that states: “ רבי חלבו רבי
שהיא זמן קריאתהחונה בשם רבי חייה רבה הכל יוצאין בארבעה עשר  ” – “R. Chelbo and R. Huna said in 

the name of Rav in the name of R. Chiyah Rabbah – all [even walled city-dwellers] can fulfill their 
obligation on the 14th, because this is the [main] time of its reading”.  Thus, even if the city is 

                                                 
30 Megillah 1:1:3 
31 It is possible that Piskei Riaz took the view later suggested (and also rejected) by Maharshal (Commentary to the 
Tur) that such a safek should be treated in a manner analogous to the second day of Yom Tov in the diaspora when 
brachot are recited.  For a discussion of why a second day of Purim is not observed throughout the diaspora, see 
Raavyah 2:562, also cited in Mordechai, Megillah 775.  For further discussion of the opinion of Maharshal, see Taz 
668:4 and Pri Chadash. 
32 Hilchot Megillah uChanukah 1:11. 
33 Tshuvot HaRambam 124, Pe’er HaDor 105 
34 Orach Chayim 668:4. 
35 Mishbetzot Zahav 688:4, although he himself suggests a different reason, see below. 
36 Pesachim 1:1, 1:5. 
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supposed to read on the 15th, reading on the 14th will nonetheless satisfy the obligation.  This is the 
understanding of the Beur HaGra.37  This reading is complicated by the version of the responsum 
cited above, because Rambam appears to rule that a bona fide city-dweller may not fulfill his 
obligation on the 14th against the Yerushalmi, but that nonetheless this is the time of reading for 
people who are uncertain.  One could suggest a solution to this problem according to Chazon Ish38 
who interprets another passage in the Yerushalmi39 as indicating that only a city-dweller who read 
inadvertently on the 14th fulfills his obligation, but not one who did so deliberately.40 

In any case, both these rationales call into question the necessity of reading again on the 15th.  If 
the obligation has already been fulfilled, and hence the bracha recited, what possible need could 
there be to read again? 

(1) Taz41, without citing the above Yerushalmi, proposes that one can in fact fulfill one’s 
obligation of reading the Megillah on other than the prescribed date, at least in some 
circumstances.  Therefore, given that the majority of cities are un-walled, one can rely for 
purposes of the bracha on the 14th.  However, the reading must be nonetheless repeated in 
order to fulfill the obligation.42 

(2) Pri Megadim43 asserts that we in fact rule in accordance with the Yerushalmi and that the 
obligation of reading the Megillah is in fact fulfilled even by a walled-city-dweller on the 14th 
b’diavad.  Therefore, a bracha may be recited on the 14th because one certainly fulfills one’s 
obligation on the 14th.  However, because this performance was only valid b’diavad, we insist 
on repeating the Megillah on the 15th in order to fulfill the mitzvah in a l’chatchilah fashion.  
Pri Megadim asserts that according to this reasoning, there was no need for Rambam to 
invoke the fact that the majority of cities are not walled.  Beur HaGra goes further in 
asserting that this is in fact the rationale of the Rambam in saying that “the 14th is the time of 
reading for most of the world”,  indicating that it is therefore at least an acceptable time 
b’diavad for even walled cities.44 

(3) Chazon Ish, based on the Yerushalmi in Shekalim, explains alternatively that although one 
may fulfill the mitzvah on the 14th, this was never permitted on a regular basis, as this would 
uproot the entire status of the city as walled.  Therefore, it was instituted to read the 

                                                 
37 See also Tzitz Eliezer 3:19 who bolsters this reading by noting that Rambam  is careful not to say that the city will 
‘follow the majority’, rather that the bracha is recited because ‘that is the date that the majority read on’. 
38 Moed 153:2, cited below. 
39 Shekalim 1:1 
40 Although Chazon Ish then suggests that perhaps even such a person might fulfill their obligation, the position of 
Rambam could be explained in this manner.  Chazon Ish interprets the Yerushalmi in accordance with the 
understanding of the Gra in his commentary to the Yerushalmi.  See the other commentaries for other 
interpretations of this passage. 
41 688:4 
42 This seems to be the understanding of Aruch HaShulchan.  Aruch HaShulchan in fact suggests that according to 
this understanding, it would seem that Tiverya should be an exception to the rule, because the doubt is halachic in 
nature and therefore one cannot rely on the majority of cities in support of the first day.  Therefore, he concludes, it 
appears that a bracha should never be recited on the Megillah in Tiverya.  This is, of course, not normative practice. 
43 Mishbetzot Zahav 688:4 
44 This is also the interpretation given by Mishnah Berurah. 
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Megillah on both days in order to treat the city as walled also.  However, the bracha is 
recited on the 14th because b’diavad one does fulfill the obligation even in a walled city. 

Why Does Rambam not rely on Safek? 
While Ramban relegated the second day of reading the Megillah to a midat chassidut based on 
safek d’rabbanan l’kula, Rambam considers it obligatory.  As explained above, Rambam 
considers it a requirement to fulfill the obligation according to all possibilities.  Why does he not 
rely on the principle of safek d’rabbanan l’kula?  Several suggestions have been offered: 
a. A simple understanding can be given based on a comment of Ran45 that any time safek 

d’rabbanan l’kula would lead to the abandonment of a mitzvah completely, one must be 
strict.  Therefore, because both the 14th and the 15th are doubtful, and the application of safek 
d’rabbanan l’kula would lead to not reading the Megillah at all, one must therefore read on 
both days.46 

b. Teshuvah m’Ahava47 suggests that Rambam understands that one cannot follow the majority 
of cities in this case because he considers the situation one of kavua (see above). 

c. Torat Chesed48  and Teshuva m’Ahava also suggest that perhaps Rambam and Ramban 
disagree about the status of divrei kabbalah, rabbinic enactments that were instituted by the 
prophets such as the Megillah reading.  Because the Megillah is considered divrei kabbalah, 
Rambam considers its status to be higher than that of a d’rabbanan and more like a d’oraita.49  
Consequently he requires the reading to be repeated.  Ramban, on the other hand, considers 
divrei kabbalah to have the same status as a d’rabbanan in this regard.50 

Which Cities are included? 
Beit Yosef cites R. Yosef Abiob51 who decried the popular practice to read the Megillah both 
days in ‘every walled city’.  What cities are considered a safek that requires a double reading? 
(1) R. Abiob himself concludes that a city of unknown history should read only the 14th, as such a 

situation is not classified as a safek at all and consequently the majority date of the 14th should 
be adopted.  This is identical to the position of Rav Moshe Gaon and Ramban cited above. 

(2) Ran52 asserts that only cities that certainly date back to the time of Yehoshua, but whose 
walled status at that time is unknown observe both days.  Cities whose age itself is unknown 
observe only the 14th.53 

                                                 
45 On Rif Pesachim 23a. 
46 Mishne l’Melech Megillah 1:11 notes that Ran contradicts himself in espousing the position of Ramban with 
regards to reading the Megillah, where he applies this principle but requires only reading on the 14th, after which he 
does apply the principle of safek d’rabbanan l’kula.  See there for an ingenious resolution of this problem.  
47 Sec. 210 
48 Orach Chaim 38:8 
49 See Turei Even Megillah 5b for a discussion of the status of safek divrei kabbalah, as well as the possibility of 
distinguishing between the reading of the Megillah(particularly in the daytime) and the other observances of the day. 
50 Ramban alludes to this position, and Rashba states it explicitly. 
51 According to Otzar HaGedolim 4:513, R. Yosef Abiob was a Spanish Rabbi who served in Brescia, Italy between 
roughly 1490 to 1540. 
52 Chiddushei HaRan, Megillah 2b. 
53 This distinction is also cited by Meiri. 
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(3)  Beit Yosef suggests a justification of the widespread practice of reading both days in every 
walled city.  Perhaps any city that has a wall now is suspected of having existed and had the 
wall since antiquity and is thus considered a case of safek54 even though its age is unknown.55 

Practical Observances on the Second Day of Purim 
Piskei Riaz56 rules that on the 15th one should repeat the matanot la’evyonim and the simcha 
observances of Purim - presumably referring to the seudah and the accompanying drinking.57  Pri 
Megadim58 questions why mishloach manot was omitted, as it too should presumably be repeated. 

Pri Chadash59, however, rules that the seudah and the mishloach manot60 need not be repeated, as 
we are stringent only with regards to the Megillah, but with regards to other obligations we 
follow the majority of cities that observe Purim on the 14th.  Pri Megadim61 adds that one could 
argue that even matanot la’evyonim need not be repeated, as Ba’al HaMaor62 rules that matanot 
la’evyonim cannot be given early for fear that the poor person may consume them in advance of 
Purim and thus be left with nothing to enjoy on the day.  But, argues Pri Megadim, if it can be 
ascertained that he still has some of the money on the 15th, one has fulfilled the obligation.63 

With regards to recitation of al hanissim, Pri Megadim64, Mishnah Berurah65 and R. Ovadya 
Yosef66 rule that al hanissim should be recited.  Tikkun Yissachar67 records that this was the 
                                                 
54 This is an extension of the distinction given by Chiddushei HaRan but the weakness of the argument is that there 
is in fact no information regarding the history of the city at the time of Yehoshua.  The fact that it has a wall now 
does not inherently shed any light on its historical status.  It seems to me that even according to Beit Yosef, this 
doubt would certainly not apply in a case when it is known at what time the city was built, or even if it was known at 
what time the current wall was built.  The basis of Beit Yosef’s presumption is that this wall and this city may date 
back to the time of Yehoshua.  If that proposition can be disproved there are no longer any grounds for doubt.  (I 
subsequently found that this point is made by the editor in Mishnah Berurah HaMevuar, note 41).  The inverse 
should also be true – that even if the city does not currently have a wall, but it is known that there was once a wall 
this should generate a safek (provided that the time of the building of the wall is unknown, as above).  An interesting 
corollary that might be raised is with regards to a wall that has been shown to have existed before the time of 
Yehoshua (by archeology or historical records, for example), but it is unknown when that wall was destroyed.  
Perhaps Beit Yosef would consider that case a safek also. 
55 Pri Chadash favors the conclusion of Beit Yosef as binding halacha l’ma’aseh – that any city without a current wall is 
not subject to doubt, and any city with a current wall is subject to safek.  Pri Megadim, however, notes that Beit Yosef 
concluded by citing Rav Moshe Gaon.  This may indicate Beit Yosef’s preference for the position of R. Yosef Abiob. 
56 Megillah 1:1:3, cited by Shiltei Gibborim, Magen Avraham and later authorities. 
57 It is possible that this is only according to Piseki Riaz who considers the second day of equal stature, but according 
to those who interpret Rambam as relying on the majority of cities who observe on the 14th one would not be 
obligated to repeat anything other than the Megillah.  See below for the opinion of Pri Chadash. 
58 Eshel Avraham 688:5 
59 695 
60 This is the understanding of Pri Megadim (Mishbetzot Zahav 695:5). 
61 Ad loc 
62 Rif 1b, cited by Magen Avraham 894:1. 
63 Mishnah Berurah 688:1 rules in accordance with Piskei Riaz.  With regards to mishloach manot, Biur Halachah 695 
cites both opinions.  R. Ovadya Yosef, Chazon Ovadyah, Purim p.114 rules that one should repeat the seudah, 
matanot la’evyonim and mishloach manot. 
64 Mishbetzot Zahav 693:3 
65 693:6 
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universal practice in Tzfat in the 16th century.  Ben Ish Chai68 writes that the original minhag in 
Baghdad where Purim was observed for two days was to recite al hanissim both days, but that his 
grandfather Rav Moshe Chayim (who served as Chief Rabbi of Baghdad) abolished this practice 
because of a concern for hefsek.  This is also the ruling of Kaf HaChayim.69  Ketonet Yosef70 also 
records that the practice in 18th century Greece was not to recite al hanissim.  By the 20th century, 
R. Yechiel Michel Tukatsinsky71 records that the minhag was not to recite al hanissim. 

With regards to the Torah reading of Purim, Tikkun Yissachar records that this was a matter of 
controversy in Tzfat in his day.  The practice of the Musta’arabi72 and Maghrebi73 communities 
in Tzfat was to repeat the Torah reading with the brachot, 74 except when the second day fell on 
Shabbat.  The Sephardic community (Spanish Jews), however, did not read from the Torah at 
all on the second day.  Tikkun Yissachar explains that the blessings could be recited because it is 
not permissible to read from the Torah without recitation of the brachot. 

Tikkun Yissachar records an event that took place in his shul in Tzfat on the second day of Purim 
1559.  That year, the community rose for the removal of the Torah from the Ark as was their 
custom, but the chazzan refused to take out the Torah, saying that the Sephardic rabbis and shuls 
did not do so, and that the brachot would be l’vatalah.  R. ibn Soosan (author of Tikkun Yissachar) 
relates that he responded briefly from his seat (as there was no time to debate, seeing as the 
community was standing and waiting) that the practice was permissible in accordance with the 
minhag, and was no different than reciting al hanissim (as explained at length in Tikkun Yissachar).  
The service then continued as normal.  Afterwards, a young student who had also opposed the 
Torah reading went to ask the illustrious R. Yosef Karo, who as a Sephardic Rabbi he expected to 
side with him.  R. Yosef Karo apparently replied that not only was it permissible to read the Torah 
with the brachot on the second day of Purim, but it was the proper practice, and that he himself 
would have instituted it among the Sepharadim, if it were not for the fact that he did not wish to 
change the minhag that had been established in that community before his arrival. 

Ben Ish Chai records that the minhag in Baghdad was also to read the Torah, a practice that his 
grandfather Rav Moshe Chayim did not object to as he felt that it involved no concern for a bracha 
l’vatalah.  Ketonet Yosef records that the minhag in 18th century Greece was not to repeat the Torah 
reading.  Kaf HaChayim75 also cites opinions that assert that the Torah reading should not be 

                                                                                                                                                 
66 Chazon Ovadyah, Purim p114 
67 p. 59a-61a.  Written by R. Yissachar ibn Soosan, a 16th century Sephardic authority in Tzfat. 
68 Parashat Tetzaveh, Hilchot Purim 14 
69 685:54 
70 Sec. 31.  Written by R. Yosef Yitzchak Montekiyo in 18th century Saloniki, Greece. 
71 Sefer Eretz Yisrael p. 47 
72 The local Levantine Jews as they were referred to by the Sephardic Jews following the Expulsion. 
73 Moroccan and North African.  They formed a single community with the Musta’arabi Jews. 
74 The question of reciting a bracha on a non-obligatory Torah reading is a subject of debate among the Acharonim 
in other contexts, notably on the night of Simchat Torah.  See for example Shu”t Ginat Veradim 1:48 and Shu”t 
Meshiv Davar, Orach Chayim 16. 
75 886:25 
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repeated, although he concludes that one should follow local practice.76  By the 20th century, R. 
Yechiel Michel Tukatsinsky77 records that the minhag was not to repeat the Torah reading. 

Mayim Amukim records that those communities in Turkey that observed Purim for two days 
repeated all the observances, including recitation of al hanissim and the Torah reading.  It is also 
possible that they recited a bracha over the Torah reading. 

Ketonet Yosef discusses the recitation of kedusha d’sidra after the Megillah reading.  He notes 
wryly that in Saloniki it was not even that every shul had a different minhag regarding this 
question, but in fact nobody ever remembered what they had done the previous year!  He 
concludes that it should not be recited.78 

Observance of Two Days of Purim outside Eretz Yisrael 
throughout History79 
As we have seen, already in Amoraic times Purim was observed by some for two days in Tiverya 
and Hutzal, and this practice may go back to Tannaitic times according to one possible 
interpretation of a baraita in the Yerushalmi. 

Rashba in his own Chiddushim asserts that Jews at the time of Mordechai and Esther could have 
only been expected to know the age of cities in Eretz Yisrael because of the halachic necessity of 
defining walled cities for the purpose of redemption of property.  Ritva’s rendition of Rashba, 
however, asserts that Jews at that time had general knowledge of both Eretz Yisrael and the 
surrounding lands, presumably due to their having lived in that region since the time of Yehoshua. 

The responsum of Rambam indicates that in the city of Tyre, Lebanon, in the 12th century Purim 
was observed for two days.  According to the responsum, the minhag had been to recite the 
bracha on both days, a practice that was opposed strenuously by Rambam who insisted that the 
practice be changed.  The question asked in the responsum is telling, in that only the repetition 
of the bracha is called into question.  It would seem that there was a tradition predating that 
period that required doubtful cities to read the Megillah on both days.  It should be remembered 
that Tyre is within the borders of Eretz Yisrael as defined in the Torah. 

                                                 
76 R. Ovadya Yosef in Halichot Olam v. 1, p233 also concludes that if there is a local minhag to read the Torah on the 
15th day of Purim it should be allowed to continue. 
77 Sefer Eretz Yisrael p. 47 
78  Ketonet Yosef’s argument may not be entirely applicable according to all poskim.  He argues that given that the 
minhag of his community is to omit al hanissim on the 2nd day, therefore kedusha d’sidra should be omitted also.  He 
bases this on his lengthy argument that addition of al hanissim should not constitue a hefsek, and therefore its 
omission can only serve to indicate that the 15th is not to be treated as Purim in the prayer service.  But according to 
the other poskim cited above who did argue for the inclusion of al hanissim, and even according to those who argued 
for its omission due to a concern for hefsek, it would seem that kedusha d’sidra should be recited.  I have not seen this 
topic discussed by contemporary poskim. 
79 This brief survey is certainly incomplete, with much further study needed to find all the sources that deal with this 
question. 
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Ra’avad80 also records that the practice in 12th century Provence was to observe only the 14th as 
Purim, although it was considered possible that cities in that locale could date back to the time 
of Yehoshua. 

Rashba and Ritva indicate that in their locales, i.e. Spain in the 13th and 14th centuries Purim was 
universally observed only on the 14th, although they were also uncertain regarding the age of all 
their cities, as was Ran.  Ramban refers to specific ‘old walled cities’ as being the locations of 
uncertainty. 

In the 16th century Mediterranean lands that R. Yosef Abiob referred to it was commonplace to 
read the Megillah on both days.  This could include Turkey, Egypt, Greece and Italy as well as 
Eretz Yisrael.  However, a responsum of Radbaz81 indicates that in the early 16th century Purim was 
observed in Egypt only on the 14th, although there were individuals who observed the 15th also. 

Sha’ar HaKavanot82 and Tikkun Yissachar state that Purim was observed for two days in 
Damascus in the 16th century.  Tikkun Yissachar states that this was also the practice in Gaza. 

R. Eliyahu b. Chayim83 (who served as chief Rabbi of Constantinople in the 16th century) records 
that there were a number of communities in Turkey that observed two days of Purim.84  This 
fascinating responsum discusses the practice in some of these communities that, although they 
observed a complete second day of Purim, did not repeat the conventional Megillah reading.  
Instead, these communities recited a rendition of the Purim story in Greek85 including the entire 
Megillah as well as Midrashic embellishments.  R. Eliyahu b. Chayim decries this practice, noting 
that even according to the opinion that one can use a Megillah written in Greek86, this would only 
apply to a direct translation of every word of the Megillah.  He speculates that this practice may 
have been initially instituted when the 15th of Adar fell on Shabbat, and the Megillah itself may not 
be read, or that it was intended to be read in addition to the standard reading.  He adds that in fact 
old siddurim were found that attested to precisely these intentions in earlier times.  However, in 
subsequent generations it appears that people came to treat the Greek ‘Megillah’ as a substitute for 
the original reading!  He therefore recommends the abolition of the practice in entirety, and the 
reading of the true Megillah to be reinstated. 

Writing in 16th century Prague, Shelah87 encourages individuals to be strict and repeat the 
Megillah on the 15th in the great walled cities of Europe.  Writing during the same period and 

                                                 
80 In a Responsum cited by Kaftor v’Ferach Ch. 8 
81 1:252 
82 109a, cited by Kaf HaChayim 688:23 
83 Responsa Mayim Amukim 2:99 
84 This practice is also attested to by Knesset HaGedolah, writing in 17th century Constantinople.   
85 Greek had been the language of the Byzantine Empire that ruled the region until they were overrun by the 
Ottoman Turks in 1453.  It is fascinating that a century later Jews were still speaking Greek, despite the official state 
language having been changed to Turkish. 
86 See Megillah 18a and commentaries ad loc. 
87 Masechet Megillah ch. 7 



32 
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • PURIM TO-GO • ADAR 5771 

area, Levush88 states that no community in his locale repeats the Megillah on the 15th.  He 
justifies this as follows: 

It seems to me that the reason is that we are 
certain that all these locales that are in the North 
of the world were not inhabited at all in the days 
of Yehoshua, for they were all inhabited only after 
the conquest of Eretz Yisrael, and even after the 
destruction of the Temple.  Therefore there is only 
room for uncertainty in cities to even the far South 
of Eretz Yisrael or slightly to the North of Eretz 
Yisrael.  But these lands that are in the North-
West of the world were all settled recently, as is 
well known from the maps discussed by scientists. 

ל דהיינו טעמא מפני שאנו מוחזקין בכל הגלילות "נ, 
האלו שהם בירכתי צפון העולם שלא היו מיושבים 

כי כולם נתיישבו אחר ביאת , י יהושעכלל בימ
לפיכך אין , ישראל לארץ ישראל וגם לאחר חורבנן

לספק בשום מקום אם היתה מוקפת חומה בימי 
אלא בעיירות שהם באופקים הדרומיים של , יהושע

או באופקים , ארץ ישראל אפילו הם רחוקים ממנו
אבל אלו המדינות , הצפוניים וסמוך לארץ ישראל

ת מערבית העולם כולם נתיישבו מקרוב שהם בצפוני
, כידוע מנופות הארץ שמדברים בהם בעלי התכונה

 .ל"נ

In a responsum dating on the 12th of Adar, 1705 in Saloniki, Greece, Ketonet Yosef discusses the 
‘second night of Purim’89 practiced in his locale, and feels the need to emphasize that it is only 
practiced because of safek. 

In the 18th century, Chayei Adam90 records that the minhag of Prague was to observe a second day 
of Purim.  Writing in the same period, R. Elazar Fleckles in Teshuva m’Ahavah notes that the 
practice of his teachers and his family was indeed to repeat the Megillah on the 15th, but that the 
rest of the population of Prague did not do so, including many great Torah scholars.  Amongst 
numerous other considerations for leniency, he notes that R. Mordechai Yaffe (author of Levush) 
served in Prague and stated clearly that a second day of Purim was not observed in the 16th century.  
Therefore, he concludes, although he and those who have a minhag to repeat the Megillah on the 
15th should continue to do so, others should not regard it even as a minhag chassidut. 

In the 19th century, Ben Ish Chai records that in the time of his grandfather (presumably in the 
18th century) Purim was observed for two days in Baghdad. 

The City of Shushan 
As cited earlier, the Gemara states that Shushan reads on the 15th because the miraculous events 
of Purim unfolded there.  Where is the ancient city of Shushan? 

R. Yechiel Michel Tukachinsky91 states that its location is not known with certainty.  However, 
Iranian Jews maintain a tradition that Shushan is in fact the modern city of Hamadan in Iran, 
where tradition also locates the tombs of Mordechai and Esther.  In fact, R. Ovadya Yosef92 rules 
on this basis that the city of Hamadan (where there is still a small Jewish community) should 

                                                 
88 688:4 
89 This expression ‘the second day of Purim’ is also used by R. Menachem b. Shmuel HaLevy with respect to the 
observance of Purim in Hamadan, Iran.  It appears that in communities were a second day of Purim was observed 
universally it was treated in a manner analogous to the second day of Yom Tov! 
90 155:8 
91 Sefer Eretz Yisrael p. 47 
92 Chazon Ovadya, Purim p. 110. 
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read the Megillah only on the 15th.  This tradition is recorded by R. Menachem b. Shmuel 
HaLevy, rabbi of Hamadan, in his work Matzevet Mordechai v’Esther b’Shushan HaBira, written 
in 1932.  However, R. HaLevy writes that in actual fact the minhag in Hamadan itself was to 
observe two days of Purim, with the brachot being recited only on the 14th, although no 
explanation is offered for this practice! 

In point of fact, historians argue that there is clear archeological and historical evidence that the 
city of Shushan is in fact the ancient city of Susa, located under a tel on the borders of the 
modern city of Shush in Iran, where Daniel is said to be buried.93  In fact, this would seem to be 
supported by a statement of Kaftor v’Perach94 (14th century) who writes: 

Ezra is buried in Basra.  Daniel is buried in the land of 
Ezra in a place known as Shushtar, may their merit 
remain for us.  So I have received from R. … And it 
seems to me that Shushtar is Shushan. 

ודניאל . ועזרא הסופר במקום נקרא באסרה
. ה במקום שמו שושטאר"ה בארץ עזרא ע"ע

. ל"ז... 'ר' כן קבלתי מפי. זכותם יעמוד לנו
 ].שושן[ונראה כי שושטאר הוא 

 
This is also supported by the Sefer Masa’ot Binyamin95, the travel itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela 
who traveled the Jewish world in the 12th century and records: 

From there (Basra) it is four days journey to Kzuztan 
which is the great city of Eilam.  It is not fully inhabited, 
rather part of it is destroyed, and in the ruins is Shushan 
HaBira, which is the palace of Achashverosh, and there 
was once a great building there from earlier days.  In the 
city there are about 7000 Jews and 14 synagogues.  In 
front of one of the synagogues is buried Daniel. 

ומשם ארבעה ימים לכזוזתאן היא עילם 
המדינה אינה מיושבת כולה כי היא חרבה 

והיא .  ובתוך חורבותיה שושן הבירה' מקצת
ארמון המלך אחשורוש והיה שם בניין גדול 

ובתוכה כמו שבעת .  והיה מימים קדמונים
ד בתי כנסיות ולפני "ובה י.  אלפים יהודים

 ה"הכנסת האחד קברו של דניאל ע

 
These accounts clearly identify Shushan as the burial place of Daniel, which corresponds with 
the modern city of Shush, where Daniel is buried according to local tradition.96 

A final indication can be found in the comments of Rashash (Megillah 2b) who relates his 
encounter with a Persian Jew who informed him that the city of Shushan had been destroyed 
many years ago.  While Rashash speculated that Shushan may already have been destroyed at the 
time of the Mishnah, the city of Susa was destroyed by the Mongols in 1218 and totally 
abandoned by the 14th century, while the city of Hamadan was a thriving metropolis during the 
lifetime of Rashash in the 19th century, and had only ever been destroyed for short periods.97 

The question is complicated by the fact that Achashverosh actually had four capital cities, one of 
which was located at Shush, and another at Hamadan.  However, the above citations would 

                                                 
93 See Encyclopedia Mikra’it, Shushan. 
94 End of sec. 11 
95 Sec. 73 
96 Interestingly, this issue was already pointed out by Rev. Abraham de Sola, a prominent Rabbinic leader and 
Orientalist in 19th century America who advocated strenuously for the identity of Shush as Shushan. (The Occident, 
vol. 7, 1850, available at http://www.jewish-history.com/Occident/volume7/jan1850/persia.html). 
97 Encyclopedia Ivrit, Hamadan,. Shushan. 
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appear to demonstrate that the tradition regarding Hamadan is of relatively recent origin, and 
even in 1932 the Hamadan community observed Purim for two days, not on only the 15th, 
despite this tradition.98 

Conclusion 
The question of the proper dating of walled cities and the ramifications of uncertainty on the 
observance of Purim has busied poskim since the time of the Amoraim.  With the destruction of 
European Jewry and the mass aliyah of much of Oriental Jewry, the observance of a second day of 
Purim outside of Israel has become largely a matter of history, whereas once the practice was well 
known throughout the Mediterranean and even existed for a brief period in Prague.  Modern 
communities do exist in Turkey, Iran and Greece that may continue to observe this practice. 

Jews were perennially uncertain regarding the age of their cities, and yet poskim formulated an 
array of responses to this problem, ranging from the observance of only the 14th in some cases, all 
the way to the full observance of both days with a bracha recited on both.  Ultimately the psak of 
the Rambam won the day with most communities reading two days and reciting a bracha on the 
14th, but until today controversy continues regarding details like al hanissim and even kedusha 
d’sidra! 

 

 

                                                 
98 Interestingly, both Hamadan and Shush are considered by archeologists to have been major capitals long before 
the times of Yehoshua bin Nun. Shush itself was the capital of the kingdom of Eilam.  This leads to a problematic 
question – why does the Gemara assume that Shushan is an exception to the rule that unwalled cities read on the 
14th?  A tentative solution could be offered based on the fact that the Gemara never explicitly states that Shushan 
was not walled at the time of Yehoshua, although many Rishonim, including R’ Chananel and Rambam understand 
the Gemara in that fashion.  Rashi, however, understands that Shushan must be an exception because: "  פרזי  הא

ולא ידעינן בה שהוקפה מימות יהושע, הוא ” – “Shushan is an unwalled city, and we do not know of 
its being walled at the time of Yehoshua.”  This echoes the formulation of the Tosefta (Megilla 1:1): “ היכן

מימות יהושע בן נון' מצינו לשושן הבירה שמוקפת חומ ” – “where have we found that 
Shushan HaBira was walled at the time of Yehoshua bin Nun?”  If this is correct, what the Gemara means to say is 
that the age of Shushan was not known – and consequently it was treated as unwalled.  This would be a strong proof 
for the opinions cited above that any city of unknown age observes Purim only on the 14th, Shushan being the 
exception. 
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Why Don't We Recite 
Hallel on Purim? 

Rabbi Joshua Flug 
Director of Torah Research, Yeshiva University’s Center for the Jewish Future 

Wexner Kollel Elyon ‘05 
 

One of rituals that is noticeably absent from the celebration of Purim is the recitation of Hallel.  
Hallel is recited on all other holidays that involve rejoice, including the rabbinic holiday of 
Chanukah.  If so, why don't we recite Hallel on Purim? 

If so [why don't we] recite Hallel as well? R. Nachman stated: The 
reading of [the Megillah] is [Purim's] Hallel.  Rava stated: It 
makes sense [to recite Hallel on Pesach] and say "The servants of 
G-d sing praise" and not the servants of Paroh.  However, here 
(regarding Purim) "The servants of G-d sing praise" and not the 
servants of Achashverosh?  We are still servants of Achashverosh. 
Megillah 14a 

רב נחמן אמר ... אי הכי הלל נמי 
קרייתא זו הלילא רבא אמר 
ולא ' בשלמא התם הללו עבדי ה

עבדי פרעה אלא הכא הללו עבדי 
ולא עבדי אחשורוש אכתי עבדי ' ה

  .אחשורוש אנן
  .מגילה יד

 
According to R. Nachman, there is an inherent requirement to recite Hallel on Purim.  However, 
that obligation is fulfilled through the reading of Megillat Esther.  Rava, on the other hand, is of 
the opinion that there is no obligation to recite Hallel on Purim.99 

Is R. Nachman's Position Accepted? 
Rambam (1138-1204) states explicitly that the reading of Megillat Esther serves as the Hallel of 
Purim: 

The [rabbis] did not institute [recitation of] Hallel on 
Purim because the reading of the Megillah is its Hallel. 
Rambam, Hilchot Chanukah 3:6 

ולא תקנו הלל בפורים שקריאת המגילה היא 
  .ההלל
 ו:חנוכה ומגילה ג' ם הל"רמב

 
Rabbeinu Asher (c. 1250-1327), Megillah 1:8, codifies the opinion of Rava that there is no 
obligation to recite Hallel on Purim. 

 

                                                 
99 The phrase "we are still servants of Achashverosh" seems to indicate that even Rava considered himself a servant 
of Achashverosh.  Shita Mekubetzet, Erchin 10b, notes a version that states "they were still servants of Achashverosh."  
Rashi, Megillah 14a, s.v. Akati, also implies that Rava's opinion is that there is no obligation to recite Hallel on Purim 
because at the time of the Purim miracle, the Jews were still servants of Achashverosh. 
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R. Menachem Meiri (1249-1306), notes that there is a practical difference between the 
approach of R. Nachman and the approach of Rava: 

It seems to me that according to this reason if one is in 
a place that there is no Megillah, he should recite 
Hallel because the only reason why Hallel is not 
recited is that it was replaced by the reading of the 
Megillah.  However, there is another reason 
mentioned in the Gemara and that is because they 
were still servant of Achashverosh … and according 
to this reason, even one who does not have a Megillah 
should not recite Hallel.  The first opinion seems more 
logical. 
Meiri, Megillah 14a 

שאין לו  ונראה לי לטעם זה שאם היה במקום
נמנעה קריאתו  מגלה שקורא את ההלל שהרי לא

במקומו ומכל מקום  אלא מפני שקריאת המגלה
בגמרא והוא מפני שעדיין  טעם אחר נאמר בה

לחירות עבדי אחשורוש היו ולא יצאו מעבדות 
נופל אלא בנס שאפשר לומר ' ואין לשון עבדי ה

ולא ' כגון נס של מצרים עבדי ה לבד' בו עבדי ה
אבל בזו עדיין עבדי אחשורוש היו  עבדי פרעה
אף מי שאין בידו מגלה אינו קורא את  ולטעם זה

  .וראשון נראה יותר ההלל
 .מאירי מגילה יד

 
According to R. Nachman, there is an inherent obligation to recite Hallel on Purim that can be 
fulfilled through reading the Megillah.  As such, if one has no ability to fulfill the mitzvah of 
reading the Megillah, he should recite Hallel on Purim.  According to Rava, there is no inherent 
obligation to recite Hallel on Purim.  Therefore, if one is unable to fulfill the mitzvah of reading 
the Megillah, there is still no requirement to recite Hallel. 

Meiri's comments lay the groundwork for assuming that according to R. Nachman, the laws of 
Purim, and specifically, the laws of reading the Megillah reflect the obligation to recite Hallel. R. 
Chaim Y.D. Azulai (1724-1807), Birkei Yosef, Orach Chaim 793:4, notes that the codifiers of 
Jewish law do not include any requirement to recite Hallel even if one has no ability of fulfilling 
the mitzvah of reading the Megillah.  One must conclude that Rava's opinion is the normative 
opinion and there is never a requirement to recite Hallel on Purim.  However, R. Avraham S.B. 
Sofer (1815-1871), K'tav Sofer, Orach Chaim no. 140, notes that it is difficult to conclude 
definitively that R. Nachman's opinion is rejected given that Rambam codifies the opinion of R. 
Nachman.  He suggests that the reason why we don't find any of the codifiers requiring 
recitation of Hallel when a Megillah is not available is that R. Nachman's opinion is that the 
institution to read the Megillah replaces the initial obligation to recite Hallel.  Once this 
institution took effect, even if one is in a rare situation where he cannot fulfill the mitzvah of 
reading the Megillah, he does not gain by reciting Hallel because the obligation to recite Hallel 
no longer exists.100  According to R. Sofer, R. Nachman's opinion doesn't necessarily have 
halachic significance and merely serves as a reason why Hallel was not instituted on Purim. 

R. Nachman's Position In Halachic Literature 
 

                                                 
100 R. Sofer's explanation implies that the original obligation to recite Hallel is rabbinic in nature.  His father, R. 
Moshe Sofer, presents an approach that will be discussed later, that the obligation to recite Hallel on festivals is 
biblical in nature.   
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There are a number of areas where R. Nachman's opinion is discussed.  First, R. Moshe Sofer 
(1762-1839), Chatam Sofer, Orach Chaim no. 161, discusses cities where there is a doubt 
whether they should celebrate Purim on the fourteenth or the fifteenth.101  He notes that if one 
assumes that the requirement to recite Hallel is of biblical origin and one also assumes that there 
is an inherent requirement to recite Hallel on Purim, one must observe both days of Purim based 
on the principle of safek d'oraita l'chumra (one must be stringent on matters relating to Torah 
law).  If one assumes that recitation of Hallel is rabbinic in nature (or that there is no inherent 
requirement to recite Hallel), one may be lenient and observe only one of the days. 

Second, R. Ya'akov B. Zolty (1920-1982), Mishnat Ya'avetz, Orach Chaim no. 77, notes that R. 
Nachman's opinion sheds light on the nature of the daytime reading of the Megillah.  Tosafot, 
Megillah 4a, s.v. Chayav, quote the opinion of Rabbeinu Yitzchak that the daytime reading is 
considered the primary reading.  Therefore, although one recites the beracha of Shehechiyanu 
before the nighttime reading, one repeats the beracha at the daytime reading.  Rambam, Hilchot 
Megillah U'Chanukah 1:3, rules that one should not recite Shehechiyanu during the daytime 
reading. 

R. Zolty explains that Rambam's opinion is that the daytime reading is not the primary 
fulfillment of the mitzvah of reading the Megillah.  The Mishna, Megillah 20b, states that one can 
only recite Hallel during the day.  Therefore, it is possible that the primary impetus to institute a 
daytime reading was to fulfill the requirement to recite Hallel.  As such, there are two aspects of 
the daytime reading, neither of which warrants recitation of Shehechiyanu.  The Hallel aspect 
does not warrant a Shehechiyanu since one does not ordinarily recite Shehechiyanu on the 
recitation of Hallel.  The inherent obligation to repeat the reading of the Megillah during the 
daytime does not warrant a Shehechiyanu since the Shehechiyanu was already recited at the 
nighttime reading.  A second recitation of Shehechiyanu is only logical according to Rabbeinu 
Yitzchak's opinion that the primary reading is during the daytime. 

Third, R. Moshe Sofer, Chatam Sofer, Orach Chaim no. 51, notes that there are three principles 
that ostensibly cannot coexist.  1) The Mishna's principle (Megillah 21a) that the Megillah can 
be read standing or sitting.  2) The principle of Shibolei HaLeket, no. 173, codified by Shulchan 
Aruch, Orach Chaim 422:7, that Hallel must be recited in the standing position.  3) R. 
Nachman's principle that reading the Megillah fulfills the requirement to recite Hallel on Purim.  
If one assumes that Hallel must be recited standing and that reading of the Megillah fulfills the 
requirement to recite Hallel, how does the Mishna allow one to read the Megillah while seated? 

R. Zolty, op. cit., without directly referencing Chatam Sofer's question, notes that the leniency to 
read the Megillah while seated may be contingent on whether one accepts R. Nachman's 
opinion.  Tur, Orach Chaim no. 590, rules that although one can fulfill the mitzvah if he reads the 
Megillah in the sitting position, ideally, one should only read the Megillah in the standing 
position.  Ran, Megillah 11b, s.v. HaKorei, rules that even in an ideal situation one may read the 
Megillah in the sitting position.  R. Zolty explains that Tur's reluctance to allow reading the 

                                                 
101 See R. Jonathan Cohen's article in this edition for a detailed discussion about doubts relating to which day of 
Purim should be observed. 
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Megillah in the sitting position is a function of R. Nachman's opinion that reading the Megillah 
fulfills the requirement to recite Hallel on Purim.  Since Hallel is recited in the standing position, 
the Megillah should ideally be read in the standing position.  R. Zolty further explains that since 
the reason to read the Megillah standing is due to the obligation to recite Hallel, Tur would agree 
that at the nighttime reading - which does not serve to fulfill the obligation to recite Hallel- there 
is no insistence on one standing for the reading of the Megillah. 

Fourth, R. Yehudai Gaon (8th century), Halachot Gedolot, Hilchot Megillah, writes that women 
and children are not required to read the Megillah, but they are required to listen to the Megillah.  
Tosafot, Megillah 4a, s.v. Nashim, note that according to R. Yehudai Gaon, a woman cannot read 
on behalf of a man because a man's obligation is to read the Megillah and a woman's obligation is 
to listen to the Megillah.  R. Chanoch H. Eiges (1863-1941), Marcheshet 1:22, suggests that the 
approach of Halachot Gedolot is based on R. Nachman's opinion.  The obligation to read the 
Megillah is only a function of the obligation to recite Hallel.  Since women are exempt from 
Hallel, they only have an obligation to listen to the Megillah.  Therefore, R. Eiges rules that at the 
nighttime reading, both men and women only have an obligation to listen to the Megillah and 
therefore, a woman may read on behalf of a man. 

R. Aryeh Z. Pomeranchik (1908-1942), Emek Beracha, Keriat HaMegillah no. 3, deduces the 
exact opposite conclusion.  He assumes that women are obligated to recite Hallel and therefore 
suggests that both men and women have an equal obligation to read the megillah during the day.  
Halachot Gedolot's idea only applies to the nighttime reading. 

Fifth, R. Yekutiel Halberstam (1905-1994), Divrei Yatziv, Orach Chaim 2:296, discusses two 
different customs regarding when one should perform a circumcision that occurs on Purim.  
According to R. Yosef Karo (1488-1575), Bedek HaBayit, Yoreh De'ah no. 262, the circumcision 
should be performed after the reading of the Megillah.  According to Rama (1520-1572), Orach 
Chaim 693:4, the circumcision should take place before the reading of the Megillah. 

R. Halberstam suggests that these two customs may reflect the two approaches regarding 
recitation of Hallel on Purim.  If the reading of the Megillah serves as the recitation of Hallel, it 
would not be appropriate to perform a circumcision between the Amidah and the reading of the 
Megillah because according to the Tosefta, Menachot 6:5, the Amidah and Hallel are inherently 
linked.  If there is no requirement to recite Hallel, one may perform a circumcision between the 
Amidah and the reading of the Megillah.  R. Halberstam adds that the custom to perform the 
circumcision specifically before the reading of the Megillah may be to show that we follow the 
opinion of Rava that there is no requirement of Hallel on Purim. 

Sixth, R. Ya'akov Y. Algazi (1680-1756), Chug Ha'Aretz no. 16, discusses the law that if Shushan 
Purim occurs on Shabbat, those who live in a walled city read the Megillah on Friday (Mishna, 
Megillah 2a).  R. Algazi asks: granted that one cannot read the Megillah on Shabbat, but why isn't 
there a recitation of Hallel on Shabbat, the day when Purim actually occurs?  He answers that it 
would cause confusion in other years.  Alternatively, the reading of the Megillah on Friday serves 
as the Hallel for the actual day of Purim.  R. Algazi's question is only applicable according to R. 
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Nachman.  According to Rava, there is no reason to entertain recitation of Hallel in such a 
situation.   

R. Yosef D. Soloveitchik (1903-1993, cited in Harerei Kedem 1:192) provides two more insights 
into how R. Nachman's position impacts the reading of the Megillah.  First, Orchot Chaim, 
Hilchot Megillah no. 24, rules that if there is no minyan (a group of ten male adults) available, 
each person should read the Megillah on his own. If there is someone who is unable to read on 
his own, someone may read for him and he will fulfill the mitzvah by listening.  R. Avraham 
Gombiner (c.1633-1683), Magen Avraham 689:10, explains that although the principle of 
shomei'a k'oneh (the listener is like the responder) should allow one to listen to the reading of the 
Megillah from someone else, the reading of the Megillah is similar to tefillah (prayer).  Regarding 
tefillah, each person must pray on his own unless it is within the context of a minyan or he does 
not know how to pray on his own. 

R. Soloveitchik notes that Magen Avraham's comparison of reading the Megillah to tefillah seems 
to be based on the principle that reading the Megillah fulfills the obligation to recite Hallel on 
Purim.  Since one aspect of reading the Megillah is Hallel, when there is no minyan, it is 
preferable for each individual to read on his own. 

Second, R. Soloveitchik notes that the Hallel aspect of the reading of the Megillah explains why 
certain verses of the Megillah are read by the entire congregation.  Regarding Hallel, the Gemara, 
Sukkah 38b, states that certain portions of Hallel should be recited responsively (i.e. one person 
reads a verse and the rest of the congregation responds).  The responsive reading of some of the 
verses in the Megillah serves to fulfill that requirement. 

 

                                                 
104 Although the gemara records another opinion as how to interpret Esther’s two names, see the commentary of the 
Vilna Gaon (ad loc.) who understands that everyone agrees to the meaning and significance of each name. The only 
argument is regarding which name was the primary one and which one was secondary. 
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The Meaning of 
Myrtles: 

Understanding Esther’s 
Other Name 

Rabbi David Hellman 
Wexner Kollel Elyon 

 
Names in tanach are highly significant. Sometimes the pesukim themselves explain the meaning 
of a name and sometimes Chazal or the later commentaries unpack it; either way, though,  a 
name is more than just the accepted way to refer to someone. It is something deeper: an 
expression of a dominant personality trait, a prayer for the future, or an encapsulation of the time 
and place of a particular life. This essay will attempt to uncover some of the layers of meaning in 
Esther’s other name: Hadassah. Literally, it is the feminine of hadas, myrtle. But as we shall see, it 
means much more than that. 

Hadassim in Chazal 
Megillas Esther introduces our heroine, saying that Mordechai took care of “Hadassah who is 
Esther” (2:7). What are we to make of these two names and their relationship? We find the 
following interpretation in Chazal (Megilla 13a): 

Rebi Meir said Esther was her name, and why 
was she called Haddasah? Because the righteous 
are called hadassim. 

ולמה נקרא שמה הדסה , אסתר שמה: רבי מאיר אומר
  על שם הצדיקים שנקראו הדסים-

 
Esther’s name derives from the fact that myrtles symbolize the righteous.104 But that only begs 
the question: in what way are tzadikim and hadassim comparable? Furthermore, there are many 
symbols for tzadikim. What unique aspect of the righteous do hadassim symbolize? The answer 
to this second question lies in Rebi Meir’s proof text. The equation of hadassim and tzadikim 
comes from a prophecy in Zechariah (1:8) which depicts a man riding a red horse, standing 
amongst myrtles. The gemara (Sanhedrin 93a) explains that the man on the red horse 
represents Hashem who wanted to turn the world into blood. However, when Hashem saw the 
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tzadikim, Chananiah, Misha’el, and Azariah, as represented by the hadassim, He was appeased 
and did not destroy the world.   

Thus, we see from the proof text that hadassim represent those tzadikim whose merit protects 
and sustains Klal Yisrael in galus, even when they have sinned and no longer deserve Hashem’s 
loving mercy. Esther, indeed, was such a tzadekes. She was righteous in a time of galus, when 
most of the Jews were straying from the proper path. Similarly, through her actions and merit, 
she ultimately saved the nation at a time of great danger.  Thus hadassim are not a general 
symbol for all tzadikim, but specifically for the tzadikim of galus. They represent people like 
Esther, and Chananiah, Misha’el, and Azariah, who led Klal Yisrael in difficult times and saved 
them from both physical and spiritual calamity. This is the most basic level of meaning to 
Esther’s name of Hadassah: she was the tzadekes of Klal Yisrael in a time of darkness. 

We find that the Gemara employs the symbolism of the myrtle in a fascinating parallel on the 
individual level. Famously, the gemara (Sanhedrin 44a) declares that “even though a Jewish 
person sins he remains Jewish.” In other words, no matter how low a person falls or how far he 
veers from the Torah, he will always remain Jewish. His inner neshama can never be totally 
extinguished. Less known, though, is the parable the Gemara gives to express this idea. It states:  

Rebi Abba said it is just as people say “A myrtle 
that stands among reeds is still a myrtle, and a 
myrtle it is called.” 

היינו דאמרי אינשי אסא דקאי ביני : אמר רבי אבא
 .ואסא קרו ליה, חילפי אסא שמיה

 
Here we find the gemara employing hadassim to represent that spark of kedusha that can never 
be destroyed in a Jewish soul. Just as a myrtle is always a myrtle no matter its surroundings, so 
too a Jew is always a Jew no matter his actions. However, the same could have been said of any 
plant or flower, so why did Rebi Abba use a myrtle to express this idea? With the previous 
sources in mind, though, we can see that this is precisely what hadassim represent in the words 
of Chazal.  It is the same idea as developed above, simply expressed on a parallel plane. In times 
of darkness, be it national or personal, Hashem ensures that a flicker of kedusha, a point of light 
will remain to keep the connection to Him alive. Just as the nation will always have at least a few 
tzadikim to nourish it even in the darkest of times, so too  each individual will always have within 
himself some untarnished holiness to sustain himself even in periods of sin and distance from 
Hashem. Chazal saw this fundamental spark symbolized in the hadassim. Esther represented this 
spark of holiness in the exile in Persia; thus, she was appropriately named Hadassah. 

An Eternal Covenant 
What is the source for this fundamental point of kedusha, on both the individual and national 
level? How can we be certain that the nation will always have tzadikim, and the individual will 
never totally destroy his neshama? Ultimately, both of these points derive from the same source: 
the eternal covenant, the bris, between Hashem and Klal Yisrael. Hashem chose us as his people 
and promised that we would be His forever. Hashem will never totally turn His back on us and 
walk away; thus, we know that even if our relationship might falter, we will always be able to 
return to Him. There will always be the hadassim amongst us, those tzadikim who keep the 
relationship alive even in times of distance. On the personal level, the bris between Hashem and 
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Klal Yisrael endows each Jew with kedushas Yisrael. Moreover, just as the bris is eternal, so too 
the kedushas Yisrael of each person is eternal. It can never be destroyed. This is the source for 
that indestructible spark of kedusha, as represented by hadassim, in each and every Jew.  

This eternal bris between Hashem and Klal Yisrael is also a major theme in Purim. In the 
introduction to his Mishnah Torah (after his abbreviated listing of the mitzvos), the Rambam, 
tangentially, describes the essence of Purim: 

The prophets with the court established and commanded to read 
the megilla in its time in order to mention the praises of Hashem 
and the salvations He performed for us and that He was close to 
our pleas, in order to bless Him and praise Him, and in order to 
make it known to the future generations that it is true what He 
promised us in the Torah (Devarim 4:7) “What other nation is so 
great as to have their gods near them the way the Hashem our God 
is near us whenever we call out to him?  

הנביאים עם בית דין תקנו וצוו 
לקרות המגלה בעונתה כדי להזכיר 

ה ותשועות שעשה "ל הקבשבחיו ש
כדי לברכו , לנו והיה קרוב לשועינו

ולהללו וכדי להודיע לדורות 
הבאים שאמת מה שהבטיחנו 

כי מי גוי גדול ) ז:דברים ד( בתורה
י "אשר לו אלהים קרובים אליו כי

 .אלהינו בכל קראנו אליו
 
While others have stressed the focus on tefillah in this statement, I believe we see an additional 
idea. Why will Hashem always listen to our prayers? It is, as the pasuk which the Rambam quotes 
implies, because we are His people. He chose us eternally to be His nation, and therefore no 
matter the situation, even if we are not fully deserving, Hashem listens to our tefillos.  The 
context of the Rambam’s source is Moshe’s speech to Klal Yisrael in which he reminds them of 
their bris with Hashem, that Hashem chose them as His people, and that they should not stray 
from the covenant. The Seforno explains this pasuk as follows, “Hashem is close to us whenever 
we call out to Him, and this demonstrates that He chose us from amongst all of the nations.” 

In the times of the original Purim, we had already sinned as a nation, resulting in the destruction 
of the Beis Hamikdash and exile from Eretz Yisrael. We didn’t learn our lesson, but continued to 
stray in Persia, attending Achashverosh’s party and bowing down to Haman. Yet when our 
enemies stood up to destroy us, Hashem heard our tefillos, accepted our teshuva and saved us, 
ultimately returning us to a rebuilt Beis Hamikdash in Israel. Hashem didn’t turn His back on us. 
Despite years of misdeeds and sin, He mercifully heard our cries, as He promised he would. 
According to the Rambam, this is the central idea of Purim. The holiday and megillah stand as 
everlasting testimonies to the fact that Hashem chose us as his people in an eternal covenant, 
and thus He will never be too far to hear our prayers.  

With this understanding, we can appreciate another comment of the Rambam. Based on 
medrashim, he writes: 

All of the books of the prophets and writings will become void 
in the times of the messiah except for Megillas Esther, for it will 
last like the five books of the Torah and the laws of the oral 
Torah which will never become void. Even though all 
memories of trouble will cease as it says (Yishayahu 65) “for 
the earlier troubles will be forgotten and hidden from my eyes,” 

כל ספרי הנביאים וכל הכתובים עתידין 
ליבטל לימות המשיח חוץ ממגילת 

אסתר הרי היא קיימת כחמשה חומשי 
של תורה שבעל פה תורה וכהלכות 

פ שכל זכרון "ואע, שאינן בטלין לעולם
כי ) ישעיהו סה(הצרות יבטל שנאמר 

נשכחו הצרות הראשונות וכי נסתרו 
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the days of Purim will never be annulled as it says (Esther 9) 
“and these days of Purim will not pass from amongst the Jews 
and their remembrance will not cease from their descendants.” 
Rambam Hilchos Megilla 2:18 

ימי הפורים לא יבטלו , מעיני
וימי הפורים האלה ) אסתר ט(שנאמר

לא יעברו מתוך היהודים וזכרם לא 
  יסוף מזרעם

 יח:ם הלכות מגילה ב"רמב
 
Even though all of the other books of Nach will become obsolete on some level, and even 
though all of the other holidays will cease, the book of Esther and the holiday of Purim will last 
forever. Rav Yitzchak Ze’ev Soloveitchik, the Brisker Rav (at the end of his insights on 
Chumash), notes that the pesukim in the megillah (9:27-28) imply that this was part of the Jews’ 
acceptance at the time of the miracle. They specifically accepted upon themselves to celebrate 
Purim in thanksgiving to Hashem forever, even past the time that other holidays would no 
longer be celebrated. Why was it necessary or even fitting for Klal Yisrael to accept upon 
themselves such an everlasting obligation? Based on what we have explained, a central idea in 
Purim is the eternal covenant between Hashem and us. Specifically, we are recognizing and 
thanking Hashem for His promise that we will always be His people and that no matter how long 
or hard the galus may be, we will always be able to return to Him. Therefore, it is very 
appropriate that in recognition of Hashem’s eternal promise to us, we respond in kind with an 
eternal holiday of thanksgiving which like Hashem’s promise will never become void.  

Yeshayahu’s Hadassim 
In his prophecies of consolation, Yishayahu reassures Klal Yisrael that although they may be 
exiled, Hashem will ultimately redeem them.  In these exalted lines (found in the haftoras for 
Parshas Ki Teitzei and mincha of a fast day), Yishayahu says “For a brief moment I forsook you, 
but with great mercy I will gather you back… Mountains may depart and hills shake, but my 
kindness will not depart and my covenant of peace will not shake” (54:7, 10). Moreover, Klal 
Yisrael does not have to worry that these prophecies will remain unfulfilled, “for as the rain and 
snow fall from the sky and do not return there without watering the ground, causing it to sprout 
and grow… so too my word which leaves my mouth will not return empty, but will accomplish 
what I desire and achieve for what it was sent” (55:10, 11). Hashem’s covenant and His 
assurance of redemption remain binding forever. In one of the peaks of this powerful, dramatic 
section Yeshayahu describes the ultimate miraculous return to Zion. 

You will go out in joy and you will be led out in peace. Mountains 
and hills will burst forth before you in song and all of the trees of 
the field will clap their hands. In place of the thorn brush, cypresses 
will grow; in place of the nettles myrtles will grow. It will be for 
Hashem a memorial, an eternal sign that will not be cut off. 
Yeshayahu 55:12-13 

 תובלון ובשלום תצאו בשמחה כי
 רנה לפניכם יפצחו והגבעות ההרים
 תחת: כף ימחאו השדה עצי וכל

 הסרפד ותחת ברוש יעלה הנעצוץ
 לאות לשם 'הל והיה הדס יעלה
  : יכרת לא עולם

  יג-יב:נה ישעיהו
 
Yishayahu chooses the imagery of hadassim as the symbol of the eternal bris which guarantees 
our redemption.  This, in turn, brings everything together. We see that hadassim not only 
represent the indestructible point of kedusha in Klal Yisrael and every individual Jew, but they 
also symbolize our eternal bris with Hashem which is the ultimate source of it all. From a 
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different perspective, Yeshayahu employs hadassim to symbolize the bris of the future 
redemption, and Zechariah uses hadassim to represent the tzadikim of the galus who ensure that 
redemption. Similarly, Chazal teach us that these are the ideas behind Esther’s name, Hadassah. 
We are not the first ones, though, to connect these dots between Yishayahu’s  hadassim with 
Zechariah’s hadassim with Esther and Purim. Here we return full circle to the gemara which 
already makes these connections explicit. It homiletically explains the pasuk above as follows: 

In place of the “nettles” – in place of Vashti the wicked the 
granddaughter of Nevuchadnezer the wicked who burnt the 
House of Hashem…  “myrtles will grow” this is Esther the 
righteous who is called Hadassah, “a memorial for Hashem” this 
is the reading of the megillah, “an eternal sign that will not be cut 
off” this is the holiday of Purim. 
Megilla 10b 

 תחת ושתי הרשעה בת -תחת הסרפד 
ששרף , בנו של נבוכדנצר הרשע

 זו אסתר -דס יעלה ה... 'רפידת בית ה
' והיה לה... שנקראת הדסה, הצדקת

לאות עולם ,  זו מקרא מגילה-לשם 
   אלו ימי פורים-לא יכרת 
 :מגילה י

 
In these few lines, the gemara beautifully weaves together many of the ideas discussed above:  
the everlasting nature of Purim, Esther the tzadekes of the galus, and the symbol of the hadas. 
With just this one passage of gemara, it is impossible to see the significance of all of these 
connections, but hopefully with the background and explanations of above, we have uncovered 
at least some of its depth.  

Why Hadassim? 
We have tried to demonstrate that hadassim in Tanach and Chazal symbolize the everlasting bris 
between Hashem and Klal Yisrael which expresses itself in the fact that each individual can never 
lose his kedushas yisrael, the nation will always have tzadikim, and no galus can make us too 
distant for tefillah and redemption.  The original question remains: why were hadassim, as 
opposed to any other plant or flower, chosen for this symbol? What makes the hadassim 
uniquely fitting to represent these ideas?  We shall suggest several reasons that make hadassim 
the perfect symbol. 

In the context of Sukkos, the Torah (Vayikra 23:40) refers to hadassim as ."ענף עץ עבות"  The 
word "עבות"  is a difficult one. Rashi, based on the gemara (Sukka 32b) understands it to mean 
chain-like. He therefore explains that this phrase refers to branches that are “woven like cords 
and ropes – this is the myrtle.” The gemara puts it this way, “a braid that resembles a chain – this 
is a hadas.”  In other words, the hadassim with their overlapping leaves that continuously cover 
the entire branch resemble links in a chain or a braided rope. This is how the Torah describes 
and identifies the hadassim. This resemblance to a chain or woven rope, with its associations of 
strength and continuity, make it an appropriate symbol for the unbreakable bris that extends 
over the never ending chain of Jewish generations.  

In a famous interpretation, the medrash (Vayikra Rabba 30:12) compares the four species that 
we take on Sukkos to four different types of Jews. The hadassim which have a fragrant smell, but 
no taste, parallel those Jews who perform the mitzvoth and other good deeds, but do not study 
or know the Torah with any depth.  There are the pure and simple Jews who don’t know the 
details of halacha very well and have not studied the classics of hashkafa and machshava that 
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reveal the meaning of the mitzvoth. They simply perform good deeds in purity and holiness 
because deep down they know that is what Hashem wants of them.  This basic impulse 
implanted by Hashem in our neshamos, to do what is good and right is that same indestructible 
point of kedushas Yisrael discussed above. The pure neshama deep within every Jew that impels 
him to do that which is proper and correct is the same spark that can never be totally destroyed. 
Thus, hadassim, with their fragrance and no flavor, paralleling good deeds without a deep 
understanding, make a fitting symbol for the spark of a neshama a Jew can never lose. 

There is another level of significance to the fact that hadassim are characterized as having a 
beautiful fragrance. The B’nei Yissaschar (Purim Ma’amar 2) points out that the sin of eating 
from the etz hada’as involved all of the senses except for one. The pesukim describe that Chava 
saw the tree was beautiful, she listened to the words of the nachash, she took the fruit in her hand 
and ate it. However, we do not find in the Chumash or anywhere in Chazal that the sense of 
smell was involved. In other words, the B’nei Yissaschar writes, our sense of smell is the only 
sense that remained pure and untainted from the first sin. He uses this idea to explain many 
ideas in Chazal, but it fits beautifully into the themes we have developed as well. If our sense of 
smell represents that point of purity that remains inside of us, and hadassim are identified 
primarily with their aromatic quality, then hadassim become a perfect symbol for the purity and 
kedusha in each Jewish neshama that can never be lost. 

Purim reaffirms our everlasting covenant with Hashem. No matter how far we fall or veer in the 
dark galus, we will always have tzadikim, talmidei chachamim, and leaders who will teach and 
inspire us until we merit the promised redemption. Similarly, on a personal level, each of us will 
always have an indestructible spark of purity and holiness deep inside of ourselves. Therefore, 
whether it’s one mistake we keep repeating or a whole pattern in our life that seems to constantly 
entrap us, we know that we will always have the ability and strength within ourselves to make 
amends and change for the better. Even regarding someone who seems to have strayed 
completely from the proper path, the gemara declares, "ישראל הוא" , “He is Jewish”! All of these 
ideas are central lessons of Purim, and all of them are wrapped up in the symbol of hadassim. 
Thus, it is the perfect name for the heroine of Purim: “Esther she is Hadassah.” 
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The Man-Made  
Holiday 

Rabbi Aaron Kraft 
Wexner Kollel Elyon 

 

Purim Then and Now 
The verses towards the end of Megillat Esther leave us with an ambiguous understanding of 
Purim’s status.  They repeat the general themes and mitzvot of the day numerous times, but with 
regards to whether Purim is actually a Yom Tov we find ourselves perplexed.  The confusion lies in 
the comparison between the first Purim celebrated by the victorious Jewish nation and the Purim 
established by Mordechai for the future.  After describing the miraculous events of the 13th and 14th 
of Adar, the Megillah records the reaction of the Jewish people: 

Therefore do the Jews of the villages, that dwell in the un-
walled towns, make the fourteenth day of the month Adar 
a day of gladness and feasting, and a Yom Tov,, and of 
sending portions one to another.  
Esther 9:19 

על כן היהודים הפרזים הישבים בערי 
הפרזות עשים את יום ארבעה עשר לחדש 

ומשלוח מנות  ויום טוב אדר שמחה ומשתה
 : איש לרעהו
  יט:אסתר ט

 
Just three verses later, the Megillah reports Mordechai’s enactment of Purim as a day of annual 
celebration:  

The days wherein the Jews had rest from their enemies, and the 
month which was turned unto them from sorrow to gladness, 
and from mourning into a good day; that they should make 
them days of feasting and gladness, and of sending portions 
one to another, and gifts to the poor  
Esther 9:22 

כימים אשר נחו בהם היהודים 
מאויביהם והחדש אשר נהפך להם 

מיגון לשמחה ומאבל ליום טוב לעשות 
ומשלוח  ימי משתה ושמחה אותם

   :מנות איש לרעהו ומתנות לאביונים
  כב:אסתר ט

 
In other words, the pesukim deem the initial celebration a Yom Tov whereas Mordechai drops 
this formulation in his decree for the future.  In fact, based on this discrepancy Raba concludes: 

They accepted upon themselves [the prohibition against] eulogy 
and fasting, but they did not accept upon themselves [the 
prohibition against] work.  For originally it is written [in the 
Megillah] gladness and feasting and Yom Tov, and in the end it is 
written days of feasting and gladness, and does not say Yom Tov.  
Megillah 5b 

מלאכה , הספד ותענית קבילו עלייהו
דמעיקרא כתיב . לא קבילו עלייהו

ולבסוף , שמחה ומשתה ויום טוב
כתיב לעשות אותם ימי משתה 

  ואילו יום טוב לא כתיב, ושמחה
 :מגילה ה
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The Talmud makes it clear that had the Megillah classified Purim as Yom Tov in its final 
formulation of the day, work would be forbidden.  However, when the Megillah dropped the 
Yom Tov formulation, did it also abandon Purim as a formal holiday?  Did it render Purim barren 
of kedushat ha-yom?   

All or Nothing   
At first glance, two perspectives on Purim’s status as a chag seem reasonable: 
1) The absence of issur melacha indeed indicates that Purim lacks the status of a Yom Tov and 

contains no kedushat ha-yom.  Purim is a regular day, with the additional mitzvot ha-yom 
established by the rabbis.105     

2) The rabbis bestowed Purim with a kedushat ha-yom so much so that it is a Yom Tov 
miderabanan with the exception of issur melacha.  If this is the case, we would expect Purim 
to generally conform to the laws we find in hilchot Yom Tov.    

We can highlight these positions with the comments of R. Amram Bloom in his responsa.106  He 
references a dispute quoted by R. Abraham Gombiner (Magen Avraham 695:9) regarding the 
obligation to eat bread at the Purim seuda.  Certainly, a Yom Tov seuda would be unrecognizable 
without the presence of bread; what about the Purim feast?  He explains that the authorities who 
require bread at the seuda interpret the Talmudic passage cited above in the following way:  

Granted, a prohibition against labor was not accepted because 
the Megillah did not write Yom Tov, but regarding feasting 
and gladness it was accepted as a Yom Tov and therefore there 
is certainly an obligation to eat bread on Purim  
Responsa Beit She’arim, Orach Chaim 375 

כ "נהי דמלאכה לא קבילו עלייהו דאח
אבל מה ששייך לא כתיב יום טוב 

למשתה ושמחה גם יום טוב קבילו 
ושפיר יש חיוב לאכול פת עלייהו 
  בפורים 

  ח שעה"ת בית שערים חלק או"שו
 
In other words, according to those positions that require bread at the seuda, Purim is a Yom Tov 
without an issur melacha.  Presumably, the opposing views that find bread unnecessary believe 
that Purim is not a Yom Tov in any sense.  Instead, it has the status of a regular day with the 
addition of specific mitzvot ha-yom.107 108    

While the “all or nothing” approach serves as a useful construct, it falls short of explaining several 
halachic anomalies.  For instance, the Hagahot Maimoniot (end of Hil. Megillah chapter 2) 

                                                 
105 See Days of Deliverance page 107 and Har’rei Kedem (1:230) 
106 Also quoted by R. Ovadia Yosef (Yechaveh Daat 1:89) 
107 There are many similar issues regarding laws pertaining to the seuda, which presumably reflect the same 
fundamental dispute (for example, the number of seudot and the requirement to eat meat).   
108 Similarly, some evidence exists in sources as early as the Gaonim that even the prohibition against labor was not 
totally abandoned.  Some authorities are bothered with the presentation of R. Achai Gaon (She’iltah 67) who starts 
his discussion of Purim noting the rejected opinion in the Talmud which thought melacha is prohibited on Purim 
and even concludes with a novel interpretation of the Talmud that despite the absence of a formal prohibition, 
veering from the widespread custom not to engage in melacha is punishable by curse and excommunication (a 
consequence unbefitting for violating a regular custom according to Beit Yosef, Orach Chaim 696:1).  Also see R. 
Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin (Emek Shi’elah 67:2) 
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quotes a puzzling position of R. Amram Gaon, who rules that on Purim night the addition of al 
hanisim is omitted from maariv because the Megillah has not yet been read.  Whether you think 
Purim is basically a standard Yom Tov or you think it is merely a regular day with additional 
mitzvot, this ruling seems suprising.  If Purim is a Yom Tov then al hanisim should be recited at 
maariv just as all other yomim tovim include special additions in the evening tefillah.  If Purim is 
not a Yom Tov at all then it could be argued that we should make no mention of the day in our 
tefillah.  But including al hanisim in our davening post-Megillah reading and not before is 
inconsistent with both positions.  Therefore, a third approach becomes necessary.            

Man-Made Yom Tov 
To develop this third theory, we should first revisit the verses with which we began.  
Commentators note that besides abandoning the phrase “Yom Tov,” the pesukim also reverse the 
order of two words.  Originally, when Purim was thought to be a Yom Tov, the verse read “simcha 
u’mishteh”, but in the subsequent formulation the Megillah writes, “mishteh vi’simcha.”109  This 
subtle difference hints at what might be a fundamental distinction between Purim and other 
holidays.  Both possess kedushat ha-yom, but on Yom Tov the day has intrinsic status and 
kedusha, which demands an expression of simcha, which then leads to mishteh.  On Purim, 
however, the opposite is true—the mishteh (our celebration) results in the day’s simcha (invests 
the day with its kedusha).  In other words, our celebration is more than a mode of behavior; it 
allows us to transform Purim into a holy day.  Essentially we can classify Purim as a non-standard 
Yom Tov—a “man-made” Yom Tov.     

Let’s further illustrate this position by contrasting it with the two perspectives with which we 
began.   

Marriage on Purim 
R. Yosef Cairo (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 696:8) rules that one may perform nisuin 
(marriage) on Purim.110  However, many acharonim struggle to reconcile this statement of the 
Shulchan Aruch with the mishneh in the Talmud (Moed Katan 8b), which clearly forbids 
marriage on Yom Tov.  The Talmud cites the principle of ein mi’arvin simcha bi’simcha (do not 
conjoin two joyous occasions) to explain this prohibition.  The Talmud assumes that getting 
married on Yom Tov would render it impossible to appropriately rejoice in both the marriage 
and the Yom Tov.  Why then does the Shulchan Aruch permit marriage on Purim?   

Some commentators suggest that the Talmud prohibits marriage only on a Yom Tov, based on 
the verse “bi’chagecha,” and because Purim does not qualify as such, it was not included in this 
prohibition.111  The simplest interpretation of this explanation is that Purim has no kedushat ha-

                                                 
109 See R. Yaakov Betzalel Zolty (Mishnat Yaavetz, Orach Chaim 79:1) and R. Aryeh Pomeranchik (Emek Beracha 
page 126) 
110 This position is not adopted unanimously among later authorities who argue that there indeed would be a 
problem of being mi’arev simcha bi’simcha (see summary of positions in R. Avraham Shmuel Binyamin Sofer’s 
responsa Shu”t Ktav Sofer, Orach Chaim 138).  Forbidding marriage on Purim, as on yom tov, would certainly point 
in the direction that Purim has the status of a real moed.   
111 Glosses by the Vilna Gaon (Orach Chaim 696:8) 
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yom (perspective #1) and is therefore foreign to the concept of simchat Yom Tov in the classic 
sense.   

On the other hand, some commentators, convinced that Purim qualifies as a bona fide Yom Tov 
(perspective #2), feel forced to provide technical reasons why Purim can support nisuin without 
compromising the simchat Yom Tov.  For example, some suggest that the Shulchan Aruch holds 
ein mi’arvin simcha bi’simcha only applies on a Torah-level Yom Tov and not to Purim112 or that 
the marriage ceremony is permissible, but the subsequent celebration is not.113     

However, R. Moshe Isserles (Darchei Moshe 696:5) presents a third justification:  

The concept of not conjoining two joys is not applicable to Purim 
because when it comes to Yom Tov, the reason offered in the first 
chapter of Moed Katan is that the verse states be joyous in your 
holiday and not in your spouse, and in regards to Purim it only 
writes feasting and gladness, and anything that brings happiness is 
sufficient  
Darchei Moshe, Orach Chaim 696:5 

לא שייך עירוב שמחה בשמחה 
בפורים דהא לגבי רגלים אמרינן 

טעמא בפרק קמא דמועד קטן 
, דכתיב ושמחת בחגך ולא באשתך

ובפורים לא כתיב רק משתה 
  דמשמח סגי ליה ובכל מאי, ושמחה

 ה:ח תרצו"דרכי משה או

 
This distinction between Purim and other holidays purported by the Rama requires elaboration, 
but as we will see, seems to support the “man-made” Yom Tov approach.  Yom Tov carries an 
obligation to be joyous in the day itself.  It is a focused and calculated happiness that stems from 
the fact the day itself demands simcha.  Achieving this requires attuned awareness and the 
casting aside of all distractions (even joyous ones).  When it comes to Purim, however, the day 
necessitates a different sense of gladness.  Instead of a directed happiness, it calls for a more 
flexible and subjective sense of elation.  In fact, according to many poskim, awareness is not even 
necessary as it can be fulfilled through inebriation.114  In other words, as players in the day’s 
creation, we can utilize any available means to reach a joyous state and therefore the joy of 
marriage certainly has a place in simchat Purim.   

Dinei Aveilut 
Normally when Yom Tov interrupts the seven days of mourning the mourner ceases the shiva 
and its accompanying practices and begins counting towards the sheloshim.  R. Joseph B. 
Soloveitchik explains this phenomenon based on the idea that a single day cannot be comprised 
of two contradictory halachic norms.  In other words, a day cannot simultaneously exist as a 
“yom avel” and a “yom simcha.”115  What is the halacha when it comes to Purim?           

Maimonides (Hil. Avel 11:3) rules that an avel complies completely with the regular laws of 
mourning on Purim, which points to Purim as a day devoid of kedushat ha-yom (perspective #1).  
The simcha of Purim is not part of the day’s character and therefore poses no clash to the yimei 
aveilut of the mourner.   

                                                 
112 Magen Avraham (Orach Chaim 696:8) 
113 Shu”t Ktav Sofer (ibid.)  
114 R. Yaakov Betzalel Zolty (Mishnat Yaavetz, Orach Chaim 45:3) 
115 Shiurei HaRav al Inyanei Aveilut (siman 11) 
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On the other hand, the Sefer Hamiktzaot (quoted by the Rosh, Moed Katan 3:85) renders a novel 
ruling that Purim actually halts the shiva in the same way that a regular Yom Tov would.  This 
indicates that Purim shares the standard kedushat ha-yom that automatically characterizes the 
day as a yom simcha inconsistent with the yimei aveilut (perspective #2).   

R. Moshe Isserles (Rama, Orach Chaim 696:4) records a compromise position—Purim does not 
end the shiva nor does the avel engage in regular mourning.  The avel upholds the laws of 
mourning that pertain to his private life, but publically observes no mourning rituals.  This 
maintains that Purim poses no internal contradiction when it comes to the status of the day, but 
at the same time is not merely a regular day.  How can this be?  Presumably he is consistent with 
his position in the Darchei Moshe (above) that Purim is not a standard Yom Tov and therefore 
does not automatically generate a yom simcha.  Instead, Purim is a “man-made” Yom Tov and all 
of klal yisroel share the responsibility to imbue it with its kedusha.  There is no inherent 
contradiction in the status of the day and therefore it can be Purim and count towards the 
completion of the shiva.  But at the same time, the avel must curtail his mourning rituals in order 
to accommodate his and the rest of the community’s need to generate a degree of celebration 
and bestow the day with its unique kedusha.  Therefore, he must limit his aveilut to a private 
display only.     

Al Hanisim 
We now possess the tools to return to the position of R. Amram Gaon that we only recite al 
hanisim in our tefilot after the Megillah has been read for the first time.  If we understand the 
uniqueness of Purim’s kedushat ha-yom in that it stems from man’s ability to turn what would 
otherwise be a mundane day into a true chag, then R. Amram Gaon’s ruling makes a great deal of 
sense.  Only after we inaugurate the day by reading the Megillah, which is itself an expression of 
praise and joy (Megillah 14a), does the day adopt its new character and thus warrant the 
recitation of al hanisim.116   

                                                 
116 See R. Avraham Mordechei ha-Kohen Izbi (Sefer Chelkat Mordechei Sha’ar 5 Siman 50) who makes a similar 
point and has further discussion. 
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Making Scents of Purim 
Rabbi Yoni Levin 

Director of Programming, Beren and Wexner Kollel Elyon 
Beren Kollel Elyon ‘10 

 
In His infinite wisdom, Hashem authored the Torah, laced with countless secrets.   This timeless 
masterpiece alludes to episodes that would eventually greet the world, and masks personalities 
that would alter the fate of the Jewish people.   As with other characters in Tanach, Chazal search 
for a Biblical allusion to one of the heroes of the Purim story, Mordechai Hayehudi.   

Where is Mordechai to be found in the Torah? As it is written 
(Shmos 30:23) : [And you shall take for yourselves] mar deror, 
and the Targum [Onkelos] translates this as mira dachyia. 
Chullin 139b 

 דכתיב? מנין התורה מן מרדכי
 בשמים לך קח ואתה[ )כג:ל שמות(

 מירא :ומתרגמינן דרור מר ]ראש
  . דכיא
 :קלט דף חולין

 
The specific words employed by the Torah to envelop these mysteries are of great significance; 
the words are meant to reveal something profound about the characters hidden behind them.  
The words “mar deror,” therefore, should then indicate something insightful about Mordechai. 
Mar deror is a spice used in making the shemen hamishcha, the holy oil used to anoint and initiate 
the use of the utensils in the mishkan.  What is the correlation between Mordechai and spices? 
What is the Torah teaching us about Mordechai’s character by concealing his name within the 
words “mar deror”? 

The connection to havdalah 
Mordechai is not the only Purim character likened to a spice.  Esther follows suit with her 
second name, Hadassah, which the gemara (Megilah 10b) compares to a hadas. 

In Talmudic times, the hadas, one of the four species taken on Sukkos, was primarily used for 
smelling (Sukkah 37b).  In addition to its inclusion in the mitzvah of lulav on Sukkos, the hadas 
is also used in connection with havdalah.   

The custom is to use a hadas [for besamim]  when possible 
Shulchan Aruch O”C 297:4 

And it is written in the Zohar that this is based on the passuk 
(Yeshayahu 55:13) “and in place of sarpad will rise hadas” which 
precedes the passuk (56:2) “and you shall keep the Shabbos from 
being profaned” 
Mishna Brurah 297:8 

 היכא כל ההדס על לברך נהגו
   דאפשר
   ד:רצז ח"או ערוך שולחן

 ותחת לדבר וסמך בזוהר כ"וכ
 ליה וסמיך הדס יעלה הסרפד
   מחללו שבת שומר
  ח:רצז ברורה משנה
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The rationale, explains the Tur, is that when an object is used for one mitzvah one should strive 
to use that item for another mitzvah (Brachos 39b), and, therefore, since the hadasim were used 
for the mitzvah of lulav they should also be used for the mitzvah of havdalah.  Although logical, 
Rav Yosef Karo writes that there is a more profound meaning to the custom of using hadasim for 
havdalah, but does not provide the reader with any further explanation.  A further analysis of the 
sources will help reveal this strong link between Purim, spices, and now, havdalah as well. 

Fragrance is the spiritual sustenance 
What is the source for saying hallel on Rosh Chodesh? We find 
that David HaMelech hints to it in Psalm 150 by mentioning 
the word ‘praise’ 12 times corresponding to the 12 months.  
Therefore, we repeat the last statement of praise totaling 13 
praises for the 13 months in the leap year. 
Shibolei HaLeket (172) 

מנין שאומרים הלל בראש חדש מצינו 
הללויה הללו ) קנ(שרמז דוד בתהלים 

ב "ב פעמים הללו כנגד י"אל בקדשו י
חדשים ולפיכך אנו כופלים כל הנשמה 

ג חדשים "על שנה מעוברת שיש לה י
  ימים' ועל חדש ב

  שיבולי הלקט קעב
 
But which praise corresponds to which month?  The Klausenberger Rebbe, Rav Yekutial Yehuda 
Halberstam, offers some insight.  The first mention of praise corresponds to the first month of all 
the months, Nisan, and the praise that includes the blowing of the shofar refers to Elul, when we 
blow the shofar every morning of the entire month (Shu”t Divrei Yatziv O”C 96).  It would seem 
very sensible that “כל ַהְּנָׁשָמה ְּתַהֵּלל ָיּה ַהְללּו ָיּה”, which is repeated, should correspond to the 
month of Adar that gets repeated on the Jewish leap year – the very month containing Purim.  
What’s even more interesting is that this very pasuk, which represents the month of Adar, is also 
the source117 of making brachos prior to smelling besamim, further highlighting the correlation 
between Purim and the nature of smell.  

The power of smell warrants a bracha because of the benefit and nourishment it provides the 
body.  But it is not the nourishment of the physical body; rather, it is to the spiritual component 
of man that is nourished by a pleasant fragrance.  This notion that the spiritual element of man is 
nourished by the breathtaking aromas emitted from the finest spices will be a key factor in 
understanding the enigma at hand. 

Drinking wine is like smelling! 
But before connecting the dots, it is imperative that an essential theme of Purim be addressed.  
There are seven liquids (water, dew, wine, milk, blood, honey, and oil) that make any food 
susceptible to impurity; for example, an apple that has been detached from the tree must first come 
in contact with one of these liquids as a prerequisite to obtaining a state of impurity.  Chazal write 
that each of these liquids corresponds to one of the Jewish holidays: Pesach:blood, Shavuos:milk, 
Rosh Hashannah:honey, Yom Kippur:dew, Sukkos:water, Chanukah:oil, and Purim:wine.  The 
connection of wine to Purim needs little defense, but a connection of wine to the sense of smell 
would seem unfounded.  Chazal issued the well-known statement of chazal “מיחייב איניש לבסומי” 
(Megilah 7b), which describes the requirement to drink wine on Purim.  The Aramaic word for 

                                                 
117 Berachos 43b 
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getting drunk is ‘לבסומי’ almost identical to the Hebrew word besamim, spices!  Does this suggest 
that the consumption of wine and the smelling of spices have similar effects?   

R’ Chanina said, anyone who can be reconciled while under the 
influence of wine has a quality of his Creator, as it is written 
(Bereishis 8:21) “and Hashem smelled the sweet savor”. 
Eruvin 65b 

And we explained earlier that smelling is like drinking 
Rashi ibid. 

כל המתפתה ביינו : אמר רבי חנינא
' שנאמר  וירח ה, יש בו מדעת קונו
  את ריח הניחח וגו

 :ערובין סה

 דמשתייא דומיא דריחא לעיל ואמרן
  , הוא
 שם י"רש

 
The word ‘וירח’, translated as he smelled, is used to prove that wine operates as a great pacifist 
and peacemaker.  One of the most basic themes of Purim is wine, and here too, the power of 
smell is an underlying factor. 

The motives of the nachash and Haman 
In order to fully comprehend the unique power of smell, the malicious motives of the villain of 
the Purim story must be analyzed. What set off Haman on a tirade to annihilate the Jews?  Rabbi 
Zvi Elimelech Shapira of Dinov writes in Bnei Yisaschar (Mamarei Chodesh Sivan 4) that the 
sense of smell was the only one of the senses unaffected by the sin of the snake in Gan Eden.  
Focusing in on the story of Adam and Chavah, particularly their sin and exile from Gan Eden, a 
mention of each of the five senses can be found with the exception of the sense of smell, thus 
serving as a basis for Rabbi Shapira’s argument.  Haman is considered by chazal to be a 
“descendent” of the nachash.   

Where is Haman found in the Torah? As it says 
(Bereshis 3:11) “[Have you eaten] of the tree, [that I 
commanded you not to eat?] 
Chullin 139b 

, העץ המן )'ג בראשית(? מנין התורה מן המן
   ]:אכלת ממנו אכל לבלתי צויתיך אשר[

 :קלט חולין

 
What were the motives of the nachash?  The nachash argued that by eating the forbidden fruit, 
Chavah would transform into a heavenly creature, elevating her onto a plane with Hashem.  
Notwithstanding that his assertion was entirely incorrect, the nachash intended on equating all 
forms of creation.  He desired equality, conformity, and uniformity.  No individual should be 
superior to the next.  The nachash believed that G-d should not have full sovereign over the 
world and, therefore, insisted that Chavah eat from the Tree of Knowledge hoping to equate her 
to the Almighty.  This set of beliefs was echoed centuries later by the nachash’s “progeny”, 
Haman.  Haman wanted every member of the kingdom to be equal, but Mordechai’s stubborn 
refusal to prostrate to Haman and conform to the actions of others aggravated Haman 
tremendously.  Haman relayed to the king the heinous crime of the Jews 

And Haman said to King Achashverosh there is one nation 
scattered and alone among the nations in all the states of your 
kingdom, and their belief is different from other nations, and they 
don’t conform to the rules of the king and it is not worthwhile for 

 ישנו אחשורוש למלך המן ויאמר
 העמים בין ומפרד מפזר אחד עם
 שנות ודתיהם מלכותך מדינות בכל
 עשים אינם המלך דתי ואת עם מכל
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the king to leave them. 
Esther 3:8 

  : להניחם שוה אין ולמלך
  ח:ג אסתר

 
The crime was that Mordechai did not bow down to Haman.  It had nothing to do with the 
unique religion and culture of Klal Yisrael.  Yet Haman’s complaint to Achashverosh exposed 
Haman’s true colors.  It is apparent that Haman was opposed to Klal Yisrael’s unique, special, 
and sacred religion.  Haman tried blurring the class lines as did his role model, the snake. 

The strength of smell 
Despite Haman’s efforts, Mordechai and Esther waged a successful war against their nemesis.  
What was the secret weapon that overpowered Haman?  The heroes of Purim tapped into a deep 
long-held arsenal untainted by the many generations of enemies.  The power of smell endured 
the tactics of the snake and it was this force that ultimately dethroned Haman.  The sense of 
smell earned its might by channeling sweet aromas to the neshama, providing it with spiritual 
nourishment and sustenance.  Similar to the way the delightful aroma travels an unadulterated 
path directly to the neshama, so too Mordechai and Esther, the “mar deror” and the “"hadas, 
maintained a clear and moral outlook.  It is because of the pure connection to the neshama that 
Mordechai and Esther were able to thwart Haman’s plans.  They were empowered to recognize 
the importance of individuality, the significance of distinctiveness, and the value of hierarchy.  
They recognized the difference between the sanctified and the mundane, between light and 
darkness, between the Jewish people and the other nations, and between Shabbos and the rest of 
the week.  It is for this reason that we incorporate the hadas in havdalah, where we mention all of 
these differences.  And it is for this reason that we include the famed pasuk from Megilas Esther 
in havdalah “ליהודים היתה אורה ושמחה וששון ויקר ", and for the Jews there was light, happiness 
joy and honor. 
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Purim: Out of Control 
Rabbi Motti Neuburger 

Wexner Kollel Elyon 
 

Purim, with its jam-packed schedule of mitzvos, demands that we be wholly absorbed in festive 
celebration commemorating the miraculous salvation of Persian Jewry centuries ago.  Often the 
obligations of the day leave little time for contemplation, and so we seldom ask ourselves:  What 
grave sin had the Jews committed that caused their very existence to be threatened?  Our question 
becomes more troubling in light of Chazal’s dictum that the majority of the generation was 
completely righteous. 118 The Jews of Persia seem to have been pious individuals well-focused on 
their service of G-d – not the careless and shallow Jews whom we often envision.  Still ambiguity 
remains about their character which demands our attention and analysis.  

The disciples asked R’ Shimon Bar Yochai: ‘Why did the Jewish 
people of that generation deserve extermination?’ He said to 
them: ‘You say [the reason].’ They said to him: ‘Because they 
derived pleasure from the feast of that wicked on 
[Achashveirosh]’ If so, only the Jews of Shushan should have 
been ordered to be killed, but not the Jews of the rest of the world.  
They [disciples] said to him [R’ Shimon Bar Yochai]: ‘You tell 
us the reason.’ He said to them: ‘Because they prostrated 
themselves to an image [Rashi: in the days of 
Nevuchadnetzer].’119 They said to him: ‘Should favoritism be 
shown in such a case?’ He said to them: ‘The Jews prostrated 
only outwardly [Rashi: out of fear]. Similarly, G-d dealt with 
them only outwardly [to frighten them into repenting]. 
Megillah 12a 

י מפני מה "שאלו תלמידיו את רשב“
נתחייבו שונאיהן של ישראל שבאותו 

, אמר להם אמרו אתם, הדור כליה
אמרו לו מפני שנהנו מסעודתו של 

אמר להם אם כן שבשושן , אותו רשע
, יהרגו שבכל העולם כולו אל יהרגו
אמרו לו אמר אתה אמר להם מפני 

בימי : י"רש(שהשתחוו לצלם 
וכי משוא פנים אמרו לו ) נבוכדנצר
אמר להם הם לא עשו ? יש בדבר

אף ) מיראה: י"רש(אלא לפנים 
ה לא עשה עמהם אלא "הקב
  ..."לפנים

 .מגילה יב

 
This passage clearly indicates that the severity of the sin that the Jews had committed in 
attending Achashveirosh’s party warranted their annihilation.  Even Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai, 
who is critical of this reasoning because it does not account for the decree against the 
international Jewish community, seems to agree with his pupils’ assessment of the gravity of such 
a wrongdoing.  What, though, was so offensive about the participation in the Persian king’s feast 
that it justified such a harsh punishment?120  A similar question can be posed with regard to the 

                                                 
118 Shir Hashirim Rabba 7:8. 
119 See Maharsha for discussion on why the gemara did not suggest that Haman’s idol was the cause.    
120 See Shir Hashirim Rabba 7:8; Midrash Panim Acheirim Esther 4:1, both of which seem to stress the Jews’ 
violation of bishul aku”m, the prohibition against eating foods cooked by a non-Jew.  The suggestion that the Jews 
were threatened so severely due to their lax attitude towards a rabbinic mandate is quite perplexing.  Perhaps their 
willingness to partake in such a meal was indicative of a much larger assimilation problem.  The institution of bishul 
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gemara’s conclusion.  While at first glance it would seem that Rabbi Shimon Bar yochai 
maintains that it was regular, old fashioned idolatry that had jeopardized our nation’s survival, 
the exact nature of this sin is also unclear.  The gemara in Avoda Zara (3a) seems to consider 
Chananya’s, Mishael’s, and Azarya’s refusal to prostrate themselves before Nevuchadnetzar’s 
idol to be a tremendously pious demonstration of commitment to Hashem, way beyond the call 
of duty.  The rishonim121 are bothered by the laudatory remarks of the gemara, for the Torah 
demands that we are to sacrifice our lives before serving other gods.   What had these individuals 
done that deserved such praise?  Rabbeinu Tam marshals much evidence indicating that the idol 
of Nevuchadnetzer was not actually served as a deity, but rather it was used as a vehicle through 
which one would demonstrate respect towards the monarchy.  We as Jews are not required to 
sacrifice our lives to avoid such a demonstration, deeming those who did, exceptional.  We, 
however, are now faced with a more nuanced problem.  If the Jews of Babylon were not required 
to resist Nevuchadnetzer’s decree, how could Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai proclaim that it was this 
“sin” that brought about Haman’s evil decree?   

Another question arises when comparing this gemara to the Midrash Rabbah on Megillat Esther 
(7:13).  Once the decree of Haman had been officially sealed and the Jews of Persia had fallen 
into a state of despair and mourning, the following conversation took place between Eliyahu 
Hanavi and our forefathers: 

“…And he [Eliyahu] said to them [forefathers] ‘Until when will the 
fathers of the world remain sleeping.  Are you not concerned with the 
tragedy that has befallen your children?’…They [forefathers] 
responded to him [Eliyahu] ‘Because of what [are the Jews being 
punished]?’ He [Eliyahu] responded to them  ‘Because they 
benefitted from the feast of Achashveirosh and because of this it has 
been decreed upon them a decree to annihilate them from the world 
and to destroy their memory…’” 

ואמר להם עד מתי אבות …“
העולם רדומים בשינה ואי 

אתם משגיחים על הצרה 
אמרו לו ...שבניכם שרויין בה

אמר להם מפני ? מפני מה
שנהנו מסעודתו של 

 ובעבור זאת נגזרה אחשורוש
עליהם גזירה לכלותם מן 
 ..."העולם ולאבד את זכרם

 
It is quite clear that the midrash views the Jews’ participation in Achashverosh’s party as the primary 
cause of the harsh decree.  How, then, would they respond to Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai who seems 
correct in his assertion that only the Jews of Shushan should be taken to task for this offense? 

It has often been noted that the Purim miracle was unique in that G-d did not suspend any law of 
nature to accomplish His mission.  The Vilna Gaon122 explains that herein lies the singularity of 
Purim among all the holidays which grace our calendar.  He describes at length his 
understanding of the profound message of Purim above and beyond the rescue from Haman’s 
decree.  For the first time in their history the Jewish people were living without G-d’s clear 

                                                                                                                                                 
aku”m was intended to serve as a boundary to prevent assimilation, and the Jews were overlooking these concerns.  
See also Bereishis Rabbasi pg. 167 which seems to indicate that the Jews were guilty of abandoning their dream of 
redemption.  See also Shem Meshmuel parshat Titzaveh which elaborates on this point.      
121 See Tosafos Avoda Zara (3a); Tosafos Kesubos (33b).  See also Sefer Yemei Purim (Rabbi Dovid Cohen) pg. 
121 where he notes that the gemara stresses the fact that the Jews enjoyed the banquet. 
122 Commentary on Megillas Esther (1:2). 
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presence amongst them in the Beis Hamikdash.  We, as a people, had already witnessed G-d’s 
willingness and ability to intervene on our behalf in the most supernatural ways.  Now, though, 
there was no Beis Hamikdash and G-d had removed any clear evidence of His existence from the 
world.  Purim was much more than another miraculous salvation.  It taught the Jewish people 
that even in this concealed state G-d was with them, ready to manipulate the course of history in 
their favor, provided that they maintain their unwavering faith in Him.  The GR”A proposes that 
this is why the gemara searches more diligently for a Biblical reference to the Purim story than to 
any other miraculous event throughout history.  

Where does the Torah make reference to Esther? 
And I will conceal my face on that day… 
Chulin 139b 

ואנכי הסתר אסתר פני ביום ? אסתר מן התורה מנין
   .ההוא

  :חולין קלט
 
Chazal were not simply searching for a superficial reference to the Purim story, but rather they 
looked for a source which affirmed that G-d actively orchestrates world events even at times 
when He seems to be hidden.  Perhaps this lends greater understanding to the assertion that of 
all the holidays only Purim will continue to be celebrated after the coming of Moshiach.123  The 
Maharal124 teaches that the yomim tovim will no longer be celebrated then because the miracles 
they commemorate will pale in comparison to those that we will witness during the time of 
Moshiach.  Purim, however, is not a celebration of awesome supernatural miracles: just the 
opposite is true.  It is a celebration of our faith that G-d is always taking care of us even when 
there are no clear miracles which make this evident.  And that is a message that will never be 
overshadowed or become irrelevant!   

Based on this profound insight of the Vilna Gaon, perhaps we can begin to gain some 
understanding with respect to the questions we raised above.  Could we not suggest that G-d’s 
intimate involvement in our world was not merely an important coincidental message of the 
Purim story, but very possibly it was the impetus for the miracle in the first place!  In his 
introduction to his essays on bitachon (faith in G-d), Rabbeinu Bachya Ibn Pakuda explains that 
we are required to put our full faith in G-d to the absolute exclusion of all other entities be they 
money, other people, or foreign deities.  The moment one places his trust in anything other than 
G-d, G-d responds by placing him in the hands of that entity.  For instance, if one believes that 
his wealth will keep him secure from any threat, God will remove His protection of that person, 
and allow him to be entirely dependent on his affluence, just as he had imagined.  Creating an 
appropriate balance between bitachon (faith) and hishtadlus (human effort) is an ongoing and 
lifelong struggle faced by every Jew.  One thing is clear: the effort one is required to invest into 
any endeavor should not be perceived as being effective independent of G-d.  Rather, it must be 
viewed as a mechanism through which G-d executes his will.  The fate of those who believe that 

                                                 
123 Midrash Shochar Tov Mishlei (9:2); Talmud Yerushalmi Megillah (1:1); Rambam Mishneh Torah Hilchos 
Megillah (2:18).  See also responsa of Rashba (1:96) where he explains the midrash to mean that Purim is the only 
holiday that will never be affected by persecution.  See also Sefer Hachassidim (369); Chiddushei Maran Gri”z 
Halevi on Megillas Esther; Pachad Yitzchak (pg. 86) for further discussion on this topic.   
124 Introduction to Sefer Ohr Chadash. 
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they can accomplish independent of G-d’s intervention will be determined solely by the natural 
outcome of their efforts, for better or for worse.125 

Perhaps it was this theological perspective that eluded the Jews of Persia.  With G-d no longer 
clearly revealed in their midst, they believed that He had forsaken them entirely.  It was crucial 
that they embrace a new lifestyle now that they were at the mercy of their earthly monarchs.  
They could no longer depend on G-d to control their destiny, for He had left them to fend for 
themselves.  Accordingly, when the King requested their presence at his royal banquet there was 
no option but to attend, regardless of the inappropriateness of such affairs.  Similarly, when every 
citizen was asked to display his loyalty by prostrating himself before the despotic 
Nevuchadnetzer the Jews had no choice but to follow suit, even if it compromised their values.  
It is true that these transgressions, analyzed in their simple context, were not outrageous 
offenses, and were even, perhaps, the appropriate courses of action given their tenuous situation.  
Yet, when we look at the deeper context, it was the flawed mindset which accompanied these 
actions that was a threat to their spiritual survival.  It seems that our Persian ancestors were 
under the impression that they had been thrown entirely at the mercy of their monarch.  They 
were hopeful that by forging a relationship of good will with him, they could insure that he 
would be attentive to their needs.  While Judaism encourages us to nurture prudent political 
relationships, we are expected to realize that ultimately our greater dependency is not upon 
transitory rulers, but upon the eternal King, hidden though he may be.  When G-d saw that the 
Jews of Persia were placing excessive trust in their own ability to achieve security through 
diplomacy, independent of Him, He took action which made them, in fact, subject to the whims 
and injustices of their monarchs.  How telling that the very basis which Maimonides uses as the 
source of the system whereby G-d’s presence is felt in direct proportion to our reliance on him, 
and vice versa, is the pasuk “V’anochi hastir aster,” the single biblical allusion to the Purim 
story126!  Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai and his students were in agreement that this lapse of faith 
was cause for the passage of the evil decree and the anguish which it caused.  Their difference of 
opinion was merely over the various scenarios in which the Jews had exhibited this sort of 
reliance on diplomatic gestures.  

Now, the conclusion of the passage we cited above becomes more meaningful.  Chazal questioned 
why the Jews were punished so severely if their actions were expressions of fear rather than of 
rebellion.  They concluded that G-d reacted precisely in accordance with the offense that had been 
committed.  Since their transgressions were born of fear, the Almighty only threatened with a 
decree of annihilation, but did not allow its execution.  From its very inception the entire purpose 
of the decree was simply to frighten the Jews into realizing that they could not control their own 
destiny without the involvement of G-d.  The fact that the Jews had succumbed to their fears was 
reflective of their broader erroneous assumption that G-d was not in control of their fate.  A mere 
threat was able to address this specific philosophical misconception.  Haman’s verdict taught them 
this lesson in time for them to strengthen their faith in G-d.   

                                                 
125 See also Ramban Iyov (36:7), Bereishis (15:6); Rambam Moreh Nevuchim (3:17,18,51); Rashba Chidushei 
Agados Taanis (11a); Gr”a Bava Kama (92b), Berachos (60a); Nefesh Hachaim (1:7); for lengthier discussion of 
this concept. 
126 Moreh Nevuchim (3:51). [Pointed out to me by Rabbi Baruch Dov Braun.]  
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Perhaps Chazal themselves were communicating this idea in the following statement:  127   

 

Rabbi Nathan says, ‘Haman did not come but as 
a reminder to future generations as it states… 

 אלא זכר לדורותרבי נתן אומר לא בא המן 
 ...שנאמר

 
That [future] generations will know that even though the 
nations of the world will cast upon them difficult decrees G-d 
will save them from their hands, and they should not fear them
Magen Avraham (Zayis Ra’anan) 

פ שיגזרו האומות "שידעו הדורות אע
ה יצילם "עליהם גזירות קשות הקב
  .מידם ואל יתייראו ממנו
 מגן אברהם זית רענן

 
At first glance this comment seems quite puzzling.  Granted, that the story of Purim serves as an 
eternal reminder of G-d’s constant protection over us, but presumably that was only an 
incidental result of how the miraculous story developed.  Yet, based on what we have suggested 
it is conceivable that the midrash was meant to be taken literally - that the entire purpose of 
Haman’s verdict was to strengthen the nation’s belief in G-d’s supervision and involvement. 

With this in mind, we become sensitized to a recurring undertone that exists throughout 
Megillas Esther.  Mordechai’s mission was not merely to inspire the Jews to repentance, but to 
influence their perspective on the world.  G-d was with them now, as He was before, ready to 
protect their destiny so long as they place their faith in Him alone.  Mordechai’s charge was to 
educate his nation to understand that while they must take advantage of any and every 
opportunity to ensure their safety, it must be perceived in the context of enabling the realization 
of G-d’s plan.  This adds tremendous significance to Mordechai’s harsh criticism of Esther when 
she was apprehensive in approaching Achashverosh. 

For if you will be silent now, a salvation will come for the Jews from 
a different place, and you and your father’s house will be lost, and 
who knows if for this moment you were brought to the monarchy. 
Esther 4:14 

כי אם החרש תחרישי בעת הזאת רוח 
והצלה יעמד ליהודים ממקום אחר 

ואת ובית אביך תאבדו ומי יודע אם 
  לעת כזאת הגעת למלכות 

 יד:דאסתר 
 
Mordechai is clearly stressing to Esther that although she is practically the one executing their 
plan, she is but a pawn in G-d’s hand.  The salvation will come in one way or another regardless 
of Esther’s willingness to be involved.  Although Mordechai was orchestrating all the hishtadlus 
that was to be done, he was very aware that it was ultimately G-d who would be supplying the 
salvation.  It was their inability to internalize this notion that had incriminated the Jews of Persia.  
In this light we can gain appreciation for an additional midrash which records Esther’s thoughts 
as she was approaching King Achashveirosh. 

And You, the Father of orphans, please stand to the right of this 
orphan, in Whose mercy she trusted, and give me for mercy 
before this man. 

ואתה אבי יתומים עמוד נא לימין 
 בטחההיתומה הזאת אשר בחסדך 

  ותנה אותי לרחמים לפני האיש הזה
                                                 
127 Mechilta Parshas Beshalach Mesechta D’Amalek (chapter 2); Yalkut Shimoni (there 266).  See also Toras 
Shleimah on Megillas Esther (9:28:105) for alternative explanations. 
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Esther Rabba 8:7 ז:אסתר רבה ח 
 
The midrash testifies that Esther had truly internalized Mordechai’s criticism and realized that 
her efforts would only be a success if she realized that her mission was in G-d’s hands alone.  It 
was this steadfast faith in G-d that elevated Mordechai and Esther above the people of their 
generation.  The Midrash Tehillim comments 

In You our fathers trusted (psalms 22:5)…These are 
Mordechai and Esther 

אלו מרדכי )...ה:תהילים כב( אבותינו בטחובך 
  ואסתר

  
We clearly see that it was this aspect of their character that enabled their accomplishments. 

In truth, this conflict between Mordechai and Haman was a microcosm of the broader, ongoing 
ideological clash between the Jews and Amalek in general.  The essence of Amalek is their refusal 
to acknowledge G-d’s providence in this world.  Our miraculous exodus from Egypt had 
convinced the entire world not only of G-d’s omnipotence, but also of His personal concern for 
His people.  Amalek, however, attributed all of it to natural coincidence128.  It was this conviction 
that encouraged them to attack the People of Israel.  The mishna in Maseches Rosh Hashana 
(29a) tells us that during that war, when the Jewish people would see Moshe Rabbeinu’s hands 
lifted towards heaven they would be victorious in battle.  As long as we realized that G-d was in 
control of the battle He would defeat our enemies.  However, when we were unable to remain 
focused heavenward, we would succumb to Amalek’s mentality, believing that it was our 
strength which would determine our military success or failure.  This has been the model of our 
conflicts with Amalek throughout history.  When we are influenced by their conviction that G-d 
is not in control, G-d removes Himself from the equation and allows them to overpower us.  The 
Purim story was a new manifestation of an age-old debate.  The Jews had placed their faith in 
foreign entities and Amalek’s descendant, Haman, was there to take advantage of their spiritual 
weakness.  Haman himself highlighted this philosophical conflict with his implementation of a 
lottery.  The inherit nature of a lottery is chance.  He was demonstrating to the Jews that their 
very demise would be the result of mere coincidental events.  Thus chazal chose to name this day 
of celebration, ‘Purim (lottery).’  The true victory was the clear exhibition of G-d’s involvement 
even in the most “coincidental” events129.  

Midrash Rabba records that Mordechai himself made a subtle reference to Haman’s notorious 
ancestors in his plea to Esther to approach the king on her nation’s behalf: 

And Mordechai told him [Hasach] of all that had happened to him  
Esther 4:6 

The grandson of he who chanced upon you, is coming upon you, as it 
states (Deut. 28:18) ‘[Amalek] that chanced upon you on the way’ 
Esther Rabba 8:5 

  ויגד לו מרדכי את כל אשר קרהו
  ו:אסתר ד

 בא עליכם ההוא קרהובן בנו של 
  אשר קרך בדרך, דכתיב

  ה:אסתר רבה ח
 

                                                 
128 See Sefer Ohr Chadash (149b) and Sefer Tiferes Yisroel (ch. 17 pg. 262) where Maharal elaborates on this idea. 
129 See also Days of Deliverance by Rabbi Joseph B. Soleveitchik (pg.15); Shiurei Harav: A Conspectus of the Public 
Lectures of Rabbi Joseph B. Soleveitchik (1974) (pg.100). 
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Perhaps Mordechai himself is intimating that Haman’s current attack is reminiscent of the 
philosophical war his ancestors had waged years before.   

This approach brings greater clarity to another enigmatic midrash: 

…The desire for idolatry was already uprooted…When was 
the desire for idolatry uprooted?  R’ Banya says in the days of 
Mordechai and Esther, the rabbis say in the days of 
Chananya, Mishael, and Azarya… 
Shir Hashirim Rabba 7:8 

אימתי ...יצר עבודת כוכבים כבר נעקר
רב בנייה ? נעקר יצר עבודת כוכבים

 ורבנן מרדכי ואסתר] ימי[אלו אמר 
  ...אמרי אלו חנניה מישאל ועזריה

 ח:שיר השירים רבה ז
 
The midrash records that there was a time when people struggled to overcome their natural 
desire to serve foreign gods.  While there is a debate as to when this human urge began to wane, 
there is a clear opinion that it was eliminated during the time of Mordechai and Esther130.  The 
Jews had been seduced by this temptation for generations; what had suddenly occurred that 
prompted such a drastic change in human nature?  The Mahara”l131 understands this temptation 
to be inherently different from those which we normally encounter.  While most urges we 
experience stem from a desire for physical pleasure, the appeal of foreign deities was entirely 
intellectual.  Obviously we can never fully appreciate or relate to the strength of such a craving.  
However, we can attempt to understand on its most basic level where this desire stemmed from.   

Rav Yochanan said, the wicked are sustained upon their 
gods … but upon the righteous their God is sustained. 
Midrash Rabba Bereishis 69:3 

, אמר רב יוחנן הרשעים מתקיימין על אלהיהם
   אבל הצדיקים אלקיהם מתקיים עליהם...

 ג:מדרש רבה בראשית סט
 
Rav Moshe Shapiro132 offers a jarring, yet thought-provoking suggestion to explain this 
midrash.133 Rav Yochanan is explaining to us a fundamental difference between our G-d and 
those of the pagan religions.  Whereas we enjoy and embrace G-d’s complete control over us, 
pagan ritual empowered the worshipper with the ability to control the deity.  If served properly 
the god could not reject nor neglect the needs of its patrons.  In essence the god really worshiped 
those who serve him.  There is nothing more comforting and enjoyable to a person than a sense 
of complete control.  As we have explained, the most significant lesson of the Purim story is the 
reality that G-d is the only one who can truly provide a sense of security.  The comfortable 
feeling of control one gains from belief in other entities (be it deities or monarchs) will prove to 
be false and empty, as it was to the Jews of Shushan. 

Studied in this light, many of the laws of Purim take on a new dimension.  It is well known, for 
example, that on Purim we are enjoined to become intoxicated to the point of utter confusion.   

A person is required to drink until he does not know the 
difference between cursed is Haman and blessed is Mordechai. 
Megillah 7b 

חייב איניש לבסומי עד דלא ידע בין 
  .ארור המן לברוך מרדכי

 :מגילה ז

                                                 
130 See Sanhedrin 64a which indicates that it was removed by the Anshei Knesses Hagedola. 
131 Introduction to Sefer Be’er Hagola; Sefer Netzach Yisroel (ch. 3). 
132 Shiur on Parshas Mikeitz 2010. 
133 See also the commentary of Minchas Kohanim there that understands the midrash differently. 
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Why does Purim’s requirement for drinking far exceed that of any other religious celebration134?  
Perhaps we can suggest that this distinction is reflective of the unique message of Purim.  Purim’s 
role in our development as spiritual beings is to remind us that all the energies we expend on our 
many endeavors are not the sole, or even main, source of our accomplishments.  Our efforts must 
be perceived in the larger context of faith in G-d’s complete control over the outcomes of our 
actions.  On Purim we internalize this idea by robbing ourselves of our most empowering feature, 
our intellect.  We force ourselves into a state which incapacitates us, leaving us totally “out of 
control.”  For one day of the year we remind ourselves that we are never really in the driver’s seat. 

Similarly, we can more richly appreciate another of the mitzvos of Purim.  The Shulchan Aruch 
codifies that in addition to the requirement of giving charity to the poor for their Purim 
necessities, there is a prohibition against turning away any individual who requests funds on 
Purim.135  One is not permitted to investigate the needs of the solicitor in order to ensure that his 
is a legitimate cause.136  To be sure, the primary goal of this mandate is to ensure that Purim is a 
day where we develop and affirm positive interpersonal relationships;137 still our thesis supports 
another dimension.  Perhaps for one day a year Chazal presented us with the mental challenge of 
giving without any hesitation or concern.  While we are normally required to ensure that our 
donations are not wasteful,and are indeed benefitting a worthy charity, on Purim we give priority 
to the development of a different value.  Our ability to part with our wealth without any thought 
or decision-making promotes awareness that we did not amass such prosperity on our own.  
Chazal’s intention was not to honor an illegitimate request as much as it was to awaken within 
the donor the realization that his success is not a product of his efforts.   

In a like manner we can analyze yet a third singular aspect of Purim.  The gemara in Megillah (5b) 
records that the original proposal for the Purim holiday included within it a prohibition of 
melacha, similar to that of Shabbos and Yom Tov.  While the Jews of the time accepted the new 
day of celebration, they rejected the obligation to refrain from working.  The Rambam138, however, 
declares that although it is permitted to work on Purim one who does so will not reap the fruit of 
his labor139.  Perhaps this statement is once again reflective of this most fundamental aspect of 
Purim.  If we are correct that the role of Purim is to reinforce our belief in G-d’s complete control 
over our success, what better way is there to internalize such a notion than to refrain from our daily 
hishtadlus and creativity.  By not working we are expressing our realization that human effort is 
never the sole cause of our productivity or triumph - again the fundamental message of Purim.   

This year, rather than focusing strictly on the celebration of our salvation from Haman’s evil 
decree, we ought to contemplate, as well, the weakness that originally put the Jews in danger.  
We should turn our thoughts to the omnipotence of G-d and his active involvement in our daily 
lives, and put all of our accomplishments into perspective: they are simply a vehicle through 

                                                 
134 See also Pachad Yitzchak chapter 23. 
135 Ohr Hachaim (694:3) based on Talmud Yerushalmi Megillah (1:4). 
136 See also Pachad Yitzchak chapter 16. 
137 See Ritva and Ramban Bava Metzia (78b) that explain why charity on Purim is different than year round. 
138 Hilchos Megilah (2:14). 
139 See also Pachad Yitzchak chapter 20. 
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which G-d provides us with blessing.  With this mindset, we are less likely to fall prey to the same 
traps which ensnared Persian Jewry.  
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A Tale of Two Cities? 
Shushan Purim in 

Modern-day 
Yerushalayim 

Rabbi Etan Schnall 
Wexner Kollel Elyon 

 
The holiday of Purim is unique inasmuch as halacha mandates that the date of its observance 
varies amongst different Jewish communities. The vast majority of Jews celebrate Purim on the 
14th of Adar, while Jews living in cities surrounded by walls at the time of Yehoshua bin Nun 
observe the 15th of Adar, known as Shushan Purim. The Talmud establishes guidelines for 
determining when cities receive the latter designation.  

In modern times, expansions of city limits have compelled Jewish legal authorities to formulate 
current applications of these guidelines in contemporary municipal settings. The present essay 
will attempt to outline the issues relevant to defining the boundaries of a walled city. The most 
prominent contemporary example of a region in question is modern-day Yerushalayim and its 
environs, as Chazal indicate that the city was surrounded by walls at the time of Yehoshua bin 
Nun. We will conclude by presenting Yerushalayim as a case study in understanding some of the 
practical applications of our discussion.  

Historical Background of the Two Days of Purim 
The institution of Purim and Shushan Purim as two distinct commemorations traces its roots to 
the narrative of Megillas Esther (Chapter 9). Haman initiated a royal proclamation calling upon 
subjects of Achashveirosh to attack the Jewish people on the 13th of Adar. Though Haman was 
executed prior to this date, the decree, issued under the auspices of the king, could not be 
rescinded. Instead, Achashveirosh proclaimed the right of the Jews to defend themselves, and to 
retaliate against their attackers.  

When the 13th of Adar arrived, the Jewish people successfully defeated their enemies. The 
victory was decisive; in Shushan alone, five hundred anti-Jewish antagonists were killed, and 
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Haman’s ten sons were publicly hanged. Seventy-five thousand were killed throughout the rest 
of the kingdom on that single day of battle.  

Outside of Shushan, the Jewish people observed the following day, the 14th of Adar, as a holiday 
of celebration after a miraculous national triumph. However, Mordechai and Esther requested of 
Achashveirosh that the Jews of Shushan be permitted to continue fighting their enemies on the 
14th, as well. The king granted their wish, and another three hundred were killed. The Jews of 
Shushan rested on the following day, the 15th of Adar, rejoicing in appreciation of God’s 
salvation.  

The Megilla explains that the institution of the holidays of Purim and Shushan Purim reflects 
these two independent commemorations. Purim, the 14th of Adar, is designated as the day 
observed by most Jews around the world, as in the time of Mordechai and Esther. Shushan 
Purim, the 15th of Adar, is observed only by Jews living in walled cities. The purpose is to 
highlight the extended victory marked by the Jews of Shushan, also a walled city at the time. In 
practice, the date of the observance of Purim can thus vary in different localities, as it once did 
following the miraculous downfall of Haman almost 2,500 years ago. 

Primary Definition of a Walled City 
The Talmud (Megilla 2b) records a debate amongst the rabbis regarding the criterion used in 
defining when cities qualify as “kerachim hamukafim choma,” cities surrounded by a wall, whose 
residents observe Purim on the 15th of Adar.  The Mishna (2a) cites the opinion that it is based 
on whether it was walled at the time of Yehoshua bin Nun, while the Gemara quotes the opinion 
of R’ Yehoshua ben Korcha who rules that the halacha requires the existence of a wall at the time 
of the Purim miracle.  

The Talmud further explains that R’ Yehoshua ben Korcha patterns the observance of Shushan 
Purim after the city of Shushan itself, for the primary miracle of Purim originally occurred within 
its boundaries. The Talmud Bavli attributes the Mishna’s ruling to exegetical derivation of verses 
in the Torah and in Megillas Esther. However, the Talmud Yerushalmi (Megilla 1:1) offers a 
different rationale for associating Shushan Purim with the era of Yehoshua bin Nun: 

R’ Simon said in the name of R’ Yehoshua ben 
Levi that the rabbis desired to pay respect to Eretz 
Yisroel, which lay in destruction during the inter-
Temple era when the miracle of Purim occurred. 

כרכים המוקפין חומה מימות יהושע בן נון קורין 
, רבי סימון בשם רבי יהושע בן לוי, בחמשה עשר

חלקו כבוד לארץ ישראל שהיתה חריבה באותן 
 .הימים ותלו אותה מימות יהושע בן נון

 
By following the period of the conquest of Eretz Yisroel, the miracle of Purim was 
commemorated in the context of honor and tribute to Eretz Yisroel. The halacha follows the 
opinion of the Mishna, as codifed in Shulchan Aruch (O.C. 688:1). 

Once it is determined that a city was walled at the time of Yehoshua bin Nun, observance of 
Shushan Purim is not limited to the perimeter of the original walls. Areas adjoining the original 
boundaries can stretch the city’s limits, as long as there is no interruption in the continuity of 
residential structures. From the perspective of halacha, a gap in settlement less then 
approximately 141 Amos is insignificant and the residential development is still considered 
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continuous. In this scenario, neighboring communities are annexed to the original city by virtue 
of their proximity, and residents will celebrate Purim on the 15th of Adar, as well.140 

This rule is derived from the laws of techum Shabbos that govern how far from one’s city one 
may travel on Shabbos. For these laws, halacha first defines what constitutes the limits of a city, 
before calculating the extent one may travel beyond those limits. Regarding techum Shabbos, as 
well, bordering neighborhoods are annexed to a city when they are within 141 amos of each 
other. This principle is known as “iburo shel ir,” the extension of municipal boundaries, as 
codified in Shulchan Aruch (O.C. 398:6).  

While this is the prevailing opinion amongst poskim, there is a minority view that differentiates 
between the laws of Purim and those of techum Shabbos. Rav Yechiel Michel Tukachinsky141 
refutes the comparison, asserting that the determination must not be the extent of the city, but 
the strict boundaries of the wall surrounding it. Therefore, iburo shel ir will not enlarge the actual 
size of a walled city as pertains to the laws of Purim. 

Extended Definitions of a Walled City 
 There are instances in which all agree that the observance of Sushan Purim will take place 
outside the actual limits of a walled city. The Talmud (Megilla 2b) records a tradition that 
confers special status upon certain areas that surround a walled city:  

R’ Yehoshua ben Levi rules that any region adjacent to (samuch) 
or visible from (nireh) a walled city carries the status of a walled 
city and observes Shushan Purim. This rule is limited to the 
distance from Machmatan to Tiberia, which is a mil. 

ושע בן לוי כרך וכל אמר רבי יה
הסמוך לו וכל הנראה עמו נידון 

 עד כמה אמר רבי ירמיה. ככרך
ואיתימא רבי חייא בר אבא כמחמתן 

 .לטבריא מיל
 
The Talmud indicates that this law is alluded to through a series of seemingly extraneous words 
in Megillas Esther (9:28). 

Definition of Samuch 
The above Talmudic passage limits the application of samuch to one mil, or 2,000 amos. 
Therefore, an adjacent neighborhood must be located within this proximity to a walled city for 
its inhabitants to observe Purim on the 15th of Adar. The aforementioned discussion of whether 
to include iburo shel ir in the classification of a walled city will have great impact on the 
application of samuch. According to many poskim, the mil will be calculated from the last point 
of residential development that is contiguous to the walled city. However, according to Rav 
Tukachinsky, the 2,000 amos are measured from the walls of the city, or from where they once 
stood. 142 No community beyond this point will celebrate Shushan Purim.  

                                                 
140 See Chazon Ish, O.C. 151; Mikraei Kodesh, Purim 21. 
141 Ir HaKodesh V’HaMikdash, vol. 3, pg. 383. 
142 The current walls of the Old City were built by Suleiman the Magnificent of the Mamluk Empire in the late 16th 
century. Of concern to halacha would be either the walls present at the time of Yehoshua’s conquest, or the walls 
present at the time of the Babylonian exile. See Ir HaKodesh V’HaMikdash, pg. 420. 
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However, even amongst poskim who apply iburo shel ir, some believe that the mil is calculated 
from the original walls of the city, agreeing in part to Rav Tukachinsky. In their opinion, 
continuity extends the physical limits of the city, but does not change the point from where 
samuch is measured.143 Nevertheless, according to all opinions, whatever ultimately qualifies as 
samuch need not be nireh, as well. A neighborhood situated in a valley or on a tall mountain 
adjacent to the city will follow the practice of the walled city, even if this neighborhood cannot 
be seen from the walled city itself. 

Definition of Nireh 
The concept of nireh is not clearly defined in earlier rabbinic literature. Therefore, Achronim 
attempt to identify what is considered visible by halachic standards. 

Indeed, there are many mitzvos that require one to see an event or an object as a prerequisite to 
the fulfillment of these laws. For example, a Ba’al Koreh must see the text of the Torah scroll that 
he is reading from. A kohen who decides the impurity of tzara’as must see the blemish in 
question to determine its status. One who wishes to recite Kiddush Levana must see the new 
moon before saying the blessing. In all of these cases, poskim discuss whether one must see the 
item naturally, with only the naked eye, in order to perform such a mitzva. Perhaps the 
requirement of re’iah, seeing, is strictly defined according to one’s natural ability to see, 
unassisted by external aids. If so, one who wears eyeglasses and is unable to see without them, 
would be unable to perform the mitzva.  

In practice, poskim generally agree that eyeglasses are acceptable.144 Rav Chaim Palagi145 
suggests a further innovation. If we are to accept the use of eyeglasses, perhaps what is visible 
through a telescope or binoculars is also considered visible in halacha. This could greatly expand 
the possibility of which areas observe the 15th of Adar under the rubric of nireh, by increasing the 
visible distance from a walled city. However, this approach is questionable. The rationale for 
accepting eyeglasses is as follows: for one who requires vision correction, wearing eyeglasses is 
deemed to be that individual’s normal method of sight. As such, using eyeglasses to read from 
the Torah is not problematic, because it is still considered the natural mode of vision for one 
who routinely employs this instrument. However, to introduce a new tool that allows one to see 
much further than any human could see naturally may overstep the bounds of halachic re’iah. 

Even if halacha limits nireh to the strength of the naked eye, what exactly must be seen is 
unclear. Suppose a neighborhood is indeed visible from a walled city. Depending on the 
topography or the size of the neighborhood, only part of it may be visible from the city. This 
scenario is quite relevant to the communities built upon the hilly terrain surrounding 
Yerushalayim. A neighborhood may be located on a hill just outside the city, yet only one side of 
the hill, facing the city, will be in sight from Yerushalayim. Perhaps the requirement of nireh only 
entails that part of the neighborhood be visible, allowing all of the inhabitants to follow the 

                                                 
143 Chazon Ish, O.C. 153. 
144 Shu”t Halachos Ketanos, vol. 1, 99. See Sharei Tshuva, O.C. 426:1, Darkei Tshuva, Y.D. 1:193 ; See also Kovetz 
Bais Aharon V’Yisrael, vol 55, pg. 88. 
145 Ruach Chaim, O.C. 688:1. 
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walled city. Alternatively, perhaps a strict definition of nireh must be applied: only those actually 
in view of the walled city may observe Shushan Purim, splitting the city accordingly. 

Maharil (Rav Yehoshua Leib Diskin) struggles with this quandary.146 Initially, Maharil views 
splitting the city as untenable. As proof, he cites the Talmud (Yevomos 14a), where Chazal 
derive from the verse  in Devarim 14:1 that it is prohibited for a single community to be divided 
in its practice of Jewish law; there must be a unified approach to the fulfillment of halacha 
amongst its members. To conclude that some residents of a single neighborhood must observe 
Purim on the 14th and others on the 15th would be in violation of this law. Therefore, he writes, 
the entire community must celebrate on the same day. The Maharil proposes that the 
neighborhood should follow the principle of “rov.” If the majority of the community is visible 
from the walled city, the minority will act accordingly, and visa-versa.  

Ultimately, Maharil rejects this approach, as well, in favor of considering the entire 
neighborhood as nireh. However, the Meiri (Megilla 2b) indicates otherwise, as he holds that a 
village qualifies as nireh only when the entire region is visible from the walled city.147  

Limitations of Mil 
Even when a neighboring area is certainly visible from a walled city, the parameters of nireh are 
not clearly defined. In particular, Rishonim debate whether Chazal intend the 2,000 amos 
limitation to apply to areas that are nireh, as well. According to Rashi, Rashba, and others, this 
provision pertains only to the samuch criterion, as explained above. However, a suburb that is 
nireh, visible from the city, will celebrate the 15th of Adar, even if it is beyond one mil. However, 
the Rambam appears to take a different approach.  

Anything that is close to or visible from a walled city where 
there is less than 2,000 amos between them is considered 
like a walled city and reads [the megillah] on the 15th.  
Rambam Hilchos Megilla 1:10 

וכרך וכל הסמוך לו וכל הנראה עמו אם אין 
ביניהם יתר על אלפים אמה הרי זה ככרך 

  .וקוראין בחמשה עשר
 י:ם הלכות מגילה א"רמב

 
The Rambam mentions the one mil limitation only after he records both the example of samuch 
and of nireh. This suggests that both categories are bound by the requirement of the location 
being within 2,000 amos of a walled city, even when visible from the city. The Tur (O.C. 688) 
presents a similar formulation, concurring with the opinion of the Rambam.  

Rav Yosef Karo codifies this ruling with one slight deviation from the language of the Tur.  

And also places visible [to the walled cities] even if they 
aren’t adjacent, such as if they are on a mountain, or if 
they are adjacent even if they aren’t visible, such as in a 
valley, as long as they aren’t more than a mil apart. 
Shulchan Aruch OC 688:2 

אינם סמוכים ' וכן הכפרים הנראים עמהם אפי
או שסמוכים להם אפילו אינם , כגון שהם בהר
ובלבד שלא , כגון שהם בעמק, נראים עמהם

  .יהיו רחוקים יותר ממיל
 ב:ח תשפח"שלחן ערוך או

 

                                                 
146 Shu”t Maharil, Kuntress Acharon 103. 
147 However, R’ Tzvi Pesach Frank cites contextual evidence that may reveal an alternate understanding of the Meiri 
that does not contradict the Maharil’s conclusion, see Shu”t Har Tzvi O.C. 123. 



69 
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • PURIM TO-GO • ADAR 5771 

Indeed, the one mil stipulation is quoted last in Shulchan Aruch, possibly indicating that both 
samuch and nireh are subject to this additional clause. However, unlike the Tur’s formulation, 
here nireh is mentioned first, and samuch is mentioned last. That gives rise to an alternate 
explanation. Perhaps the intention of the Shulchan Aruch is to allow nireh under all 
circumstances; any area in view of the walled city is given the status of mukaf choma. The 
language suggests that the requirement of mil is appended only to samuch; only areas that are 
nearby but not visible from the walled city are subject to this limitation of proximity. According 
to this interpretation, the Shulchan Aruch reverses the order of the Tur to convey this 
distinction. 

In fact, Achronim debate the intention of Rav Yosef Karo. Magen Avraham, Biur HaGra, Birkei 
Yosef and others understand that the Shulchan Aruch reversed the order with the intention of 
challenging the ruling of the Rambam and the Tur. However, Pri Chadash, Elya Rabba and 
others hold that there is no divergence from the opinion of the Rambam and the Tur. Therefore, 
the decision of the Shulchan Aruch remains ambiguous.  

Alternative Factors in Applying Samuch and Nireh 
To avoid contending with the aforementioned disagreement in contemporary municipal 
settings, some poskim suggest alternative approaches. Kaf HaChaim148offers the possibility of 
evaluating the distance of mil in a revolutionary fashion. Chazal describe the ability of an average 
man to traverse a distance of 2,000 amos in 18 minutes. Perhaps, he suggests, we must redefine 
this measure by modern standards. Current methods of vehicular transportation permit the 
individual to travel much further. Many miles can be crossed by car during this 18 minute 
interval. Therefore, Kaf HaChaim suggests allowing any area within 18 minutes-travel (by 
modern standards) from a walled city to observe Purim on the 15th of Adar. 

In support of this assertion, he marshals precedent in other areas of halacha, namely the laws of 
aveilus.149 In some instances, the distance between members of a mourning family at the time of 
the loss and during the week of shiva will determine when each member begins the seven days of 
aveilus.150 In previous generations, many poskim assumed that that this distance should be 
evaluated based on practical considerations. Specifically, the advent of railroad transportation 
increased the speed of transportation. Similarly, posits Kaf HaChaim, the distance of mil as 
relates to Purim may be modified in accordance with technology. Others, including Rav Ovadia 
Yosef, soundly disagree with this approach by drawing lines of distinction between the laws of 
mourning and the laws of Purim.151 He concludes that the guidelines offered by Chazal will not 
change in this respect. 

Rav Aryeh Leib Ginzberg (Turei Even Megilla 3b) presents a fundamental perspective of great 
importance to our discussion. He explains that standards of samuch and nireh are significant 
based on practical reality. When two cities or villages are close to each other, it is only natural for 

                                                 
148 O.C. 688:10 
149 See B’Ikvei HaTzon, pg. 123. 
150 See Shulchan Aruch Y.D. 375:8. 
151 Shu”t Yabia Omer, vol. 7 O.C. 58:4. 
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inhabitants of the two to intermingle, whether for commercial, social or other reasons. The two 
populations will be so closely linked that Chazal deemed it necessary for them to share the same 
date of Purim observance. Otherwise, residents of one location would continue their normal, 
weekday business, while their neighbors and friends in close proximity would be performing all 
of the mitzvos of Purim. To prevent a situation that might appear ridiculous to people – and risk 
compromising the integrity of the law in their eyes – Chazal declared both areas to be one, 
unifying their observance. From the perspective of halacha, the two regions are integrated, and 
even the area outside of the walled city proper is subsumed under its municipal boundaries. 

Rav Ginzberg’s understanding allows for a very broad application of the principles governing 
samuch and nireh. The determining factor is not simply the physical closeness of the two areas, 
but the practical relationship of their populaces. When the inhabitants of a walled city associate 
and interact with those in surrounding areas – or when areas are linked by taxation, municipal 
services and the like – observance of Shushan Purim can extend far beyond the mil described in 
the Talmud.  

The approach of Turei Even is reflected in the words of several Rishonim.  

So long as the neighboring area is visible from the walled 
city, if the suburb is involved with the matters of the walled 
city, there is no limit to the distance between them. 
Ritva Megilla 2b 

אבל בנראה כל שהוא נראה עמו ומשתתף 
  .עמו בעיניהם לית ליה שיעורא

 :א מגילה ב"ריטב

 

The rationale behind samuch and nireh is because residents 
of the outlying village will flee to the fortifications of the 
walled city for protection at a time of war.152 Therefore, they 
are treated as actual residents of the walled city itself; it is as 
if they, too, were surrounded by a wall in the days of 
Yehoshua.  
Rashba Megilla 3b 

וטעמא דכל הסמוך והנראה אליו נמי 
משום דכיון דמיגנו ומיכסו בכרך הסמוך 

ראה מימות יהושע דכל שהוא סמוך ונ
לכרך בשעת מלחמה מתאספין ובאין אל 
ערי המבצר והילכך הרי הן כאנשי הכרך 

ממש והרי הן כמוקפין חומה מימות 
  .יהושע
 :א מגילה ג"רשב

 
Rav Ovadia Yosef153notes that although the nature of warfare has changed dramatically, the 
standards will remain the same as dictated by Chazal, much in the same sense that modern 
methods of transportation do not affect the measure of a mil, as explained above.  

Finally, authorities have also discussed the possibility of viewing an area enclosed by an eruv as a 
single city, regardless of how far the boundaries of the eruv expand. The laws of Shabbos allow 
one to carry within a single reshus, or domain. An eruv can unite a locality into a single domain 
to permit carrying within its boundaries. Likewise, when measuring the techum of a city, the 
2,000 amos-distance one may walk on Shabbos outside of his city, the count begins at the limits 
of the eruv; everything enclosed by the eruv is viewed as part of the city. Similarly, an eruv may 
unite a bordering region with a walled city, in regards to the laws of Purim. This opinion has 

                                                 
152 See Ibn Ezra, Tehillim 122:3 
153 Shu”t Yabia Omer, vol. 7, O.C. 58:4. 
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been advanced by Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach,154 Rav Yosef Shalom Elyashiv,155 and others. 
According to this line of reasoning, any region surrounded by an Eruv that also encompasses a 
walled city would observe Purim on the 15th of Adar.  

Several arguments have been made to counter this position. For example, this approach appears 
incongruent with the explanation of the Turei Even and the Rishonim mentioned above. 
Samuch and nireh are principles applied to surrounding neighborhoods when it is practically 
relevant for them to be integrated with a nearby walled city. An eruv, however, could 
theoretically join two cities many miles apart, even if their residents do not regularly associate 
with each other. As a result, some poskim have rejected the use of eruv vis-à-vis Purim and 
require true proximity for the rules of samuch and nireh.156 

Applications in Modern-Day Yerushalayim 
Over 150 years ago, Jews attempted the first settlements outside the walls of the Old City of 
Yerushalayim. In subsequent decades, the New City of Yerushalayim expanded slowly, until 
1967. Following victory in the Six Day War, expansion of the city exploded beyond the Green 
Line, as well as in areas previously under Israeli control. Among the most successful 
communities created in the last four decades are Har Nof , to the west of the Old City, and 
Ramot, a series of neighborhoods built upon the hills north of Yerushalayim proper. In the early 
1980s, as these communities grew, poskim first addressed their status as samuch and nireh to 
determine when their inhabitants should observe Purim or Shushan Purim.  

Har Nof 
Har Nof was built in greater proximity to the already established New Jerusalem, but not directly 
adjacent to any preexisting community. The closest neighborhood at the time was Givat Shaul. 
In fact, Har Nof was originally named “Givat Shaul Bet,” now used to refer to the industrial zone 
that lies between the two. Today, it is generally accepted that residents of Har Nof celebrate 
Shushan Purim with the rest of Yerushalayim, as a continuous line of residential area runs from 
the Old City through Har Nof itself with no significant interruption. Historically, Har Nof was 
originally subject to the standards of samuch and nireh. However, as Givat Shaul and Har Nof 
expanded, the gap between them narrowed and Har Nof became essentially contiguous with 
Yerushalayim proper. Therefore, residents of Har Nof observe the 15th of Adar, because it is 
deemed annexed to a walled city, Yerushalayim, by virtue of the principle of iburo shel ir. 

However, even today the status of Har Nof is not universally agreed upon. In fact, the status of 
many of the older communities that are situated between Har Nof and the Old City hinge upon 
a similar issue. As explained above, poskim debate the method of calculating the mil of samuch. 
Rav Tukachinsky argues that samuch only includes neighborhoods within 2,000 amos of the 
walls, regardless of contiguous expansion of the city. Rav Tukachinsky went to great lengths to 
determine how far the original walls of Yerushalayim extended and which neighborhoods would 

                                                 
154 Shu”t Minchas Shlomo vol. 2,57; Halichos Shlomo, Purim 20:10. 
155 Shvus Yitzchak, Purim, pg. 62. 
156 See Noam vol. 7, pg. 105; Shu”t Minchas Yitzchak vol. 8, Siman 62; Shu”t Yabia Omer ibid. 5. 
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be encompassed. He published detailed charts indicating how far from the walls various 
neighborhoods are located, in an effort to clarify the halacha within this framework. According 
to Rav Tukachinsky,157 the western limit of the walled area is no more than 300 meters beyond 
Jaffa Gate. Much of the residential area in the vicinity of Machane Yehuda is already beyond this 
point. Therefore, residents of Har Nof and many other communities would celebrate Purim on 
the 14th, as any non-walled region.  

To this day, many residents of the neighborhood where Rav Tukachinsky once presided still 
abide by his ruling. Despite the fact that his opinion was not generally accepted, his descendents 
continue to publish his position in the annual “Luach Eretz Yisroel,” a well-respected 
compendium of many practical laws associated with the Jewish calendar, originally composed by 
Rav Tukachinsky.158  

Ramot 
One of the first responsum to tackle the question of Ramot was written by Rav Ovadia Yosef in 
1982. Rav Yosef analyzes many of the factors discussed above, and comes to the conclusion that 
inhabitants of Ramot must celebrate Purim on the 14th of Adar. At the time, the closest 
neighborhood to Ramot was Sanhedria, with far more than 141 amos between them. Indeed, 
even today, Ramot is not directly contiguous to Yerushalayim, though new areas have since been 
developed that narrow the gap. Rav Yosef notes that Ramot is also beyond 2,000 amos from the 
city and therefore not samuch. Those who attempted could not see Ramot from the Old City. 
He adds that even if they could, in accordance with the Magen Avraham’s understanding of the 
Shulchan Aruch, it would not suffice as nireh, for it exceeds the distance of a mil from the walls 
of Yerushalayim. 

He further adopts the position that the Yerushalayim eruv that includes Ramot would not 
change the status of adjacent neighborhoods vis-à-vis the laws of Purim. Rav Yosef adds that 
even if an eruv is normally an acceptable way to expand the limits of a walled city regarding the 
laws of Purim, it would not change the status of Ramot. A separate eruv was constructed around 
Ramot itself. This may be viewed as an act of cession from the connection provided by the eruv 
that encompasses the entire city. This point is also made by Rav Yitzchak Weiss in a separate 
responsum.159 Rav Yosef concludes that residents of Ramot must observe Purim on the 14th. He 
adds that it would be Middas Chassidus, a pious act, to perform the mitzvos of Purim on the 15th, 
as well, without reciting the brachos on the reading of the Megilla. The basis for this stringency is 
to satisfy the opinions of those who might argue Ramot should follow Yerushalayim. The Beis 
Din of the Eidah HaChareidis of Yerushalayim, under the leadership of Rav Weiss, issued a 
similar ruling, instructing residents of Ramot to observe Purim on both days, reciting brachos 

                                                 
157 Ir HaKodesh V’HaMikdash, pg. 421. See Shu”t Tshuvos V’Hanhagos, vol. 2, 347 and vol. 3, 233. 
158 Even at the time of Rav Tukachinsky’s ruling, halachic precedent was not in line with his opinion. Shu”t Tzitz 
HaKodesh (52) cites the ruling of the author of Chesed L’Avraham of Lublin instructing residents of a home for the 
elderly at the outskirts of Yerushalayim to celebrate Purim on the 15th of Adar. The home was located approximately 
where Yerushalayim’s Central Bus Station is located today; not contiguous to residential area, but within 2,000 
amos of the last house. This location is well-beyond Rav Tukachinsky’s boundaries. 
159 Minchas Yitzchak ibid. 
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only on the 14th, out of doubt.160 This was also the initial decision of Rav Yosef Shalom 
Elyashiv.161 

Rav Auerbach, as above, accepted the eruv as a means of viewing Ramot as part of Yerushalayim 
and ruled accordingly. Furthermore, even in the fledgling years of Ramot, he saw basis for this 
ruling in the rationale of Turei Even. Ramot was integrated with the Yerushalayim municipality 
in many regards, such as taxation. Furthermore, they shared many municipal services, such as 
postal administration, public transportation systems, and the like. In this respect, Yerushalayim 
and Ramot were joined by common interests, much as Ritva and Rashba describe the 
underpinning of the rules of samuch and nireh. Rav Yitzchak Kolitz and Rav Shalom Masas, 
former Ashkenazic and Sephardic Chief Rabbis of Yerushalayim, respectively, also favored 
Ramot following the practice of Yerushalayim.162  

Over time, many of the Poskim who originally viewed Ramot as separate from Yerushalayim 
have since revised their positions. Further integration of Ramot with Yerushalayim as well as 
modifications to the eruv have allowed these northern suburbs to identify completely with 
Yerushalayim for the purposes of Purim. Most notably, Rav Elyashiv (as of Purim 5757) is 
among those who now believe residents of Ramot are to celebrate Purim on the 15th of Adar.163 

Rav Yosef and others, however, continue to maintain the opposing position today. Accordingly, 
there are many communities in the neighborhoods of Ramot that continue to observe both days 
of Purim, as above. However, in a fascinating development, recent years have brought new 
initiatives with the goal of permitting all residents to celebrate Shushan Purim, according to all 
opinions. City Councilman Eli Simchayof, a member of the Shas party, has suggested building a 
row of caravans stretching between Yerushalayim proper and Ramot.164 The plan utilizes the 
principle of burgenin, a dispensation using temporary dwellings to expand the residential 
boundaries of the city by closing gaps in residential development. 165 However, this plan has met 
opposition from secular environmentalist groups because building must traverse forest area that 
lies near Ramot.166 

The development of these rulings has been critical as the growth of Yerushalayim continues. As 
new neighborhoods are founded, they are ultimately evaluated through the prism of the rulings 
that we have recorded in our discussion. Among the most recent community to join 
Yerushalayim in celebrating Shushan Purim according to all opinions is the southeastern suburb, 
Har Choma (5769).167 

                                                 
160 ibid. 
161 Halichos Shlomo Purim, 20:24. 
162 Shu”t Shemesh U’Magen Siman 51, 52; cited in Shu”t Yabia Omer ibid., Siman 59. 
163 Shvus Yitzchak Purim, pg. 77. 
164See http://www.moreshet.co.il/web/shut/shut2.asp?id=99659 and 
http://www.haaretz.com/print-edition/news/making-purim-twice-as-happy-1.1873 
165 Shulchan Aruch O.C. 398:6 
166 Personal communication with Rav Avrohom Yosef (son of Rav Ovadia Yosef) 
167See Rav Elyahu Adri, Ani Choma (available via Otzar HaChochma). See also 
http://www.theyeshivaworld.com/article.php?p=31142.  
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Pre-1967 Yerushalayim  
Following the War of Independence in 1948, the Old City of Yerushalayim fell into Jordanian 
hands. Under the circumstances, the status of the New City of Yerushalayim was once again in 
doubt. Do residents of neighboring areas celebrate Shushan Purim even when the walled city 
itself has no Jewish settlement? Gra and Birkei Yosef (O.C. 688:8) debate this question based on 
varying interpretations of the Talmud Yerushalmi (Megilla 1:1). Prominent local authorities of 
the time, including Rav Tzvi Pesach Frank,168 ruled that inhabitants of Yerushalayim should 
continue their previous practice. Because extensions of the Old City were contiguous to the 
walls, modern Yerushalayim effectively remained partially inhabited by Jews, for the adjacent 
development is viewed as an expansion of the city itself, as explained above.169  

Conclusion  
The burgeoning development of Yerushalayim is a constantly increasing blessing for the Jewish 
people. Likewise, municipal growth has allowed more and more neighborhoods to gain full 
designation as part of the city.  

Chazal tell of a future time when Hakadosh Baruch Hu will increase the size of Yerushalayim 
dramatically, and the city will encompass a huge portion of Eretz Yisroel.170 In these Messianic 
times, a wall will indeed surround this city of massive proportions. However, this wall will be 
built by God Himself, as Zecharia (2:9) describes, “And I will be to [Yerushalayim] a 
surrounding wall of fire,” and His presence will rest within, for the honor of the Jewish people 
who reside between the walls. 171 May we merit to experience the fulfillment of this prophecy, 
and to see Yerushalayim rebuilt  172.כעיר שחברה לה יחדו 

                                                 
168 Shu”t Har Tzvi, O.C. vol. 2, 131. 
169 Some authorities add that the Talmud (Bava Basra 75b) seems to indicate that Yerushalayim’s original walls 
stretched beyond where they are located today, encompassing parts of contemporary neighborhoods. This is 
another reason to consider Yerushalayim inhabited by Jews, even when the Old City was under Arab control. See 
Shu”t Tzitz HaKodesh, 52:6 and Chazon Ovadia, Purim, pg. 101. 
170 Pesachim 50a. 
171 Maharsha Pesachim ibid.; Rashi Zecharia 2:9. 
172 Tehillim 122:3. 
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A basic question arises concerning the celebration of Purim. Why do we celebrate Purim on the 
fourteenth and fifteenth of Adar (in unwalled and walled cities respectively)? The obvious 
answer is that on that day we defeated our enemies. But if we examine the text of the Megilla 
carefully it becomes clear that the Jews were not victorious on the fourteenth or fifteenth but on 
the thirteenth and fourteenth. Why, then, do we celebrate Purim on the fourteenth and fifteenth 
of Adar? The Megilla explains: 

The other Jews in the king’s provinces gathered and defended 
their lives. They rested from their enemies and killed among 
their haters 75,000 men, yet they did not extend their hands to 
take the spoils. [All this took place] on the thirteenth day of the 
month of Adar. On the fourteenth of that month they 
rested, and made it a day of feasting and joy. The Jews in 
Shushan gathered on the thirteenth and fourteenth of that 
month. On the fifteenth of that month they rested, and 
made it a day of feasting and joy. Therefore the Jews who 
dwelled in unwalled cities observe the fourteenth day of the 
month of Adar with joy, feasting, Yom Tov, and sending 
portions from a man to his friend. 
Esther 9:16-19 

 המלך במדינות אשר היהודים ושאר
 מאיביהם ונוח נפשם על ועמד נקהלו
 אלף ושבעים חמשה בשנאיהם והרג
 שלשה ביום: ידם את שלחו לא ובבזה
 בו עשר בארבעה ונוח אדר לחדש עשר
 והיהודים :מחהוש משתה יום אתו ועשה
 בו עשר בשלשה נקהלו בשושן אשר

 בו עשר בחמשה ונוח בו עשר ובארבעה
 כן על :ושמחה משתה יום אתו ועשה

 הפרזות בערי הישבים הפרזים  היהודים
 אדר לחדש עשר ארבעה יום את עשים
 מנות ומשלוח טוב ויום ומשתה שמחה
  : לרעהו איש

  יט-טז:ט אסתר
 
The Megilla states clearly that the date of Purim corresponds not to the day of the triumph but 
to the day the Jews rested from battle.173  

                                                 
173 Interestingly, we encounter Purim as “the day of rest” in another context. The Mishnah (Megilla 2a) states that 
the residents of towns may read the Megilla on a number of dates including the thirteenth of Adar. The Gemara 
explains that this date does not require a scriptural source for it and can be derived from pure logic, as the thirteenth 
of Adar is “z’man kehila lakol,” “a time of gathering for all.” In what sense is the thirteenth a day of gathering, and 
how does that justify reading the Megilla on that date? Rabbenu Tam (quoted in Rosh 1:1, Ran 1b be’Alfas) 
interprets this phrase to mean that the Jews gathered and fasted before they went out to war (according to Rabbenu 
Tam this Gemara in fact provides a Talmudic source for Ta’anit Esther), whereas Rashi (2a s.v. z’man) explains that 
on the thirteenth the Jews who had gathered for battle vanquished the enemy.  
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Ignoring the military victory seems quite unusual. After all, Purim ostensibly celebrates the 
miraculous triumph over our enemies, which unfolded on the thirteenth and fourteenth! In 
contrast, for example, Shevi’i shel Pesach is celebrated on the seventh day of Pesach, the very day 
our Egyptian tormentors drowned in the sea. Why then was Purim not similarly established on 
the day we defeated our enemies? Why do we celebrate the rest, as opposed to the victory?174  

Marking the Downfall of Our Enemies 
In his Meshech Chochmah (Shemot 12:16), Rabbi Meir Simcha of Dvinsk offers a beautiful 
approach to Purim. Building on the famous Midrash (Yalkut Shimoni Beshalach 233) in which 
Hashem forbids the angels from reciting shira upon keriat yam suf because " מעשי ידי טובעים בים
"ואתם אומרים שירה לפני , “My creations are drowning in the sea and you sing praises before Me?” 

R. Meir Simcha posits that we celebrate the day of rest on Purim to stress that we commemorate 
not the destruction of the enemy but the salvation of klal yisrael.  

R. Meir Simcha further continues that we encounter the same phenomenon in connection with 
Chanukah and Pesach, which similarly commemorate military victories. Lighting the Menorah 
highlights only the miracle of the oil, the rededication of the Temple and Hashem’s providence 
– not the military victory – so as to avoid the possible misunderstanding that we celebrate the 
downfall of the Syrian-Greeks.  

The Meshech Chochmah advances a similar thesis regarding Shevi’i shel Pesach. It seems 
puzzling that Hashem instructed the Jews when they still remained in Egypt to abstain from 
melacha on the seventh day:  

Seven days you shall eat Matzah. But on the first day you shall 
destroy leavened bread from your homes. For anyone who shall 
eat chametz from the first through seventh day – that soul shall 
be cut off from Israel.  And on the first day shall be a holy 
convocation. And on the seventh day shall be a holy convocation 
to you. No work shall be performed on them, with the exception 

 ביום אך תאכלו מצות ימים שבעת
 כל כי מבתיכם שאר תשביתו הראשון

 ההוא הנפש ונכרתה חמץ אכל
 :השבעי יום עד הראשן מיום מישראל
 וביום קדש מקרא הראשון וביום

 כל לכם יהיה קדש מקרא השביעי
 יאכל אשר אך בהם יעשה לא אכהמל

                                                                                                                                                 
At first glance Rashi’s explanation appears quite reasonable. The Ran (1b be’Alfas), however, rejects this 
interpretation, based on Tosafot who argue that the matter does not depend on war; rather, the Megilla made it 
dependent upon resting. Tosafot’s argument echoes the pesukim in the Megilla, which relate that Purim was in fact 
established not on the day of victory but on the day of rest. 
Rashi would presumably answer that although the original date of Purim was set on the day of rest, the day of war is 
sufficiently important to justify setting that date as an alternative for reading the Megilla. Thus Tosafot maintains 
that the final day of battle is completely irrelevant, whereas Rashi holds that it remains significant, albeit on a 
secondary level.  
It is also interesting to note that the debate between Rashi and Tosafot seems to echo the Talmud Yerushalmi 
(Megilla 1:1). At first the Yerushalmi claims that pure logic does not dictate reading the Megilla on the thirteenth, 
as it is the anniversary of the war and not the day of rest. Rather, we require a passuk to justify reading the Megilla on 
this date. This follows the logic of Tosafot. However, the Yerushalmi’s conclusion seems to side with Rashi, arguing 
that the victory on the battlefield is at least sufficient to justify reading the Megilla on the thirteenth.   
174 For an interesting approach to this problem see Rabbi Yehuda Shaviv, which is available on Yeshivat Har Etzion’s 
Virtual Beit Midrash at http://vbm-torah.org/purim/pur58-ys.htm. Rav Shaviv links “menucha” on Purim to the 
rest of Shabbat and especially to that of the messianic era, which will follow the destruction of Amalek. 



77 
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • PURIM TO-GO • ADAR 5771 

of any work performed for enjoyment – that alone may be 
performed for you.  
Shemot 12:15-16 

  :לכם יעשה לבדו הוא נפש לכל
  טז-טו:יב שמות

 
First, the sea had not yet split, so the day remained bereft of any historical significance! Second, 
the Gemara asserts (Pesachim 96b) that during the first year of Pesach the prohibition of 
chametz was limited to the first day. As many acharonim note (Tzlach Pesachim 37b and others), 
we may similarly assume that there was no issur melacha on the seventh day. If so, why would 
Hashem instruct the Jews now that Shevi’i shel Pesach would be holy? The day’s status would not 
be in effect until future years?! In light of the above, the answer is clear. Hashem intentionally 
instructed the Jews about the seventh day before the splitting of the sea, so as to stress that we do not 
celebrate the seventh day due to the drowning of the Egyptians but irrespective of that event.175 For this 
reason Hashem commanded the observance of Shevi’i shel Pesach now: the profound message of 
ahavat ha-beriyot, love of all human beings, is so crucial that Hashem taught that formative 
lesson even before the holiday was to be observed.176 

R. Meir Simcha also utilizes this approach to explain an intriguing ma’amar Chazal. The Gemara 
(Megilla 7a) records a dialogue between Esther and the contemporary rabbis, in which Esther 
argues that Purim should be established as a permanent holiday. The rabbis hesitate, expressing 
the concern that "קנאה את מעוררת בין האומות" , “you will thereby stir jealousy among the other 
nations.” The Meshech Chochmah understands the rabbis to be worried that celebrating the 
Jews’ military supremacy might lead to an increase in anti-Semitism.177 How would Esther 
respond to the rabbis’ seemingly legitimate concern? R. Meir Simcha explains that there would 
be no increase in anti-Semitism because the holiday celebrates not the victory per se but the 
salvation of the Jewish people.178  

                                                 
175 R. Meir Simcha does not account for the uniqueness of the seventh day. Perhaps he would assert as a general 
principle that the first and last day of a yom tov is celebrated as “mikra kodesh.” According to this approach, Shevi’i 
shel Pesach would be quite similar to Shmini Atzeret. This connection is reinforced by the language of the passuk in 
Parshat Re’eh (Devarim 16:8), " לא תעשה מלאכהלקיךא' וביום השביעי עצרת להששת ימים תאכל מצות " . Indeed, 
Ramban and Rabbenu Bachaye (ibid.) link Shevi’i shel Pesach and Shmini Atzeret. It should be noted, however, that 
many commentators, including Ibn Ezra and Rabbenu Bachaye (Shemot 12:16), clearly reject the Meshech 
Chochmah’s thesis, instead linking the issur melacha on Shevi’i shel Pesach to the events of keriat yam suf.  
176 We can raise an obvious question on the Meshech Chochmah’s thesis: Why then do we not celebrate the last day 
of yom tov on the eighth day instead of the seventh, in keeping with the model of Purim? Two answers come to 
mind. First, whereas on Purim the Jews did not rest until the following day because they needed to return home 
from the battlefield, on Pesach it is reasonable to assume that the Jews rested on the seventh day itself. Second, as 
we discussed in the previous footnote, according to R. Meir Simcha there was an entirely different reason that 
Shevi’i shel Pesach was established on that date. Apparently this reasoning could not be overridden by the concern 
for the enemy’s downfall. Therefore Hashem chose to convey the message of "מעשי ידי טובעים בים"  in ways other 
than by delaying the holiday.  
177 This reading fits nicely with Rashi (s.v. kinah), who, in explaining the Chachamim’s concern, specifically stresses 
that the potential spike in anti-Semitism will be due to the nations’ perception that "שמחים להזכיר מפלתן" , “we are 
happy to mark their downfall.”  
178 Despite its creativity, however, R. Meir Simcha’s interpretation of the Gemara seems rather difficult, as in the 
very next line of the Gemara, Esther responds that the events of Purim have already been publicized in the Persian 
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A possible support for the Meshech Chochmah’s interpretation appears toward the end of the 
Megilla (9:30), where Mordechai sends a letter conveying "דברי שלום ואמת" , “words of peace and 
truth.” Perhaps the Megilla indicates that Mordechai went out of his way to stress the peaceful 
nature of the holiday. We can similarly account for the closing words of the Megilla, which 
curiously describe Mordechai as "דורש טוב לעמו ודובר שלום לכל זרעו" , “seeking good for his nation 
and speaking peace to all his progeny.” What does it mean that Mordechai spoke peace to his 
progeny, and how is it different from seeking the good of his nation? It is especially curious that the 
final words of the Megilla are left ambiguous. We can suggest that the Megilla closes by stressing 
that despite his powerful position, and despite having instituted the holiday of Purim, Mordechai 
went out of his way to stress the fundamentally peaceful message of Purim and the Megilla. By 
concluding with these words, the Megilla emphasizes that this theme of harmony is essential to the 
holiday of Purim and deserves to be underscored.179  

Proactive Celebration 
We can offer a second approach: the “day of rest” motif underscores a fundamental insight 
specific to the nature of Purim. Megillat Esther stresses that the Jews accepted Mordechai’s edict 
to establish the days of Purim (9:23,27). Moreover, it seems that it was the “amcha,” the 
Everyman, who named the holiday “Purim” (9:26). As mentioned, the Gemara (Megilla 7a) 
records Esther’s attempts to establish Purim as a holiday not only for that year but for all future 
generations. Indeed, she eventually succeeded in convincing the rabbis to establish Purim. The 
Jews were not only passive recipients of Hashem’s benevolence; they responded to the salvation by 
actively participating in the institution the holiday. In the striking phraseology of the Megilla, " וקבל
"היהודים את אשר החלו לעשות , “the Jews accepted that which they had already begun to perform.” 

A similar theme emerges from Ramban’s thesis as to why residents of unwalled cities celebrate 
Purim on the fourteenth, a day earlier than residents of walled cities. Ramban explains that those 
residing in unwalled cities were particularly vulnerable and therefore found themselves in greater 
danger than their brethren. In appreciation for their salvation the residents of these cities 
celebrated a Yom Tov:  

And afterward during subsequent years, the residents of the 
unwalled cities stood and of their own volition observed the 
fourteenth day with happiness, feasting and Yom Tov. But the 
residents of the walled cities did nothing, for the miracle was 
greater in the unwalled cities, and they were in greater danger.  
Ramban Megilla 2a 

ולאחר מיכן בשנים הבאות עמדו פרזים 
ונהוג מעצמן לעשות יום ארבעה עשר 

אבל מוקפין . שמחה ומשתה ויום טוב
לא עשו כלום לפי שהיה הנס גדול 

  .יותר] הסכנה[בפרזים והיה עליהם 
 .ן מגילה ב"רמב

 

                                                                                                                                                 
chronicles. According the Meshech Chochmah. she should have simply answered that there will be no anti-
Semitism because we are not celebrating their downfall! Perhaps R. Meir Simcha would respond that despite the 
widespread knowledge, establishing a holiday would have nevertheless stoked the coals of anti-Semitism, if not for 
the fact that the yom tov is focused not only the enemies’ defeat but on Jewish survival. Nevertheless, the difficulty 
remains.  
179Admittedly, however, Ibn Ezra, Alshich and Malbim understand this phrase differently.   
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As a reward for having taken the initiative and established the holiday on their own, the 
members of the unwalled cities celebrate Purim a day early. My teacher HaRav Michael 
Rosensweig noted that Ramban’s analysis heightens the role of klal yisrael’s initiative in the 
establishment of Purim.180  

 This theme of proactivity is not limited to the establishment of the holiday. Although the Jews 
were permitted to plunder the booty (Esther 8:11) they chose not to do so (9:10,15,16), 
apparently of their own volition and without any rabbinic directive. Moreover, there are 
numerous indications that the nation played a crucial role in the salvation. According to Chazal, 
the Jews were deemed guilty for having attended Achashveirosh’s party and were nearly wiped 
out because of their sins (Megilla 12b, Midrash Megillat Esther 179). Furthermore, the Megilla 
stresses that all Jews were included in the decree, including “young and old, women and 
children” (3:13). According to this understanding the Jews’ salvation was due primarily to their 
repentance.181 Indeed, according to this reading the crucial turning point comes when the Jews 
join Mordechai in prayer and fasting (Esther 4:3; see also 4:16-17); they not only pray for their 
lives but also perform teshuvah for having attended the feast and more generally for the sin of 
assimilation.182 

This understanding of Purim sheds new light on the famous Gemara (Shabbat 88a), which 
understands the phrase "קיימו וקבלו"  to indicate that although we did not fully accept the Torah 
at Har Sinai – God had threatened us by holding the mountain over our heads – we willingly 
accepted the Torah at the time of Purim. How did Chazal derive this novel idea? In light of the 
proactivity theme we can suggest that the Gemara is simply building off what we already know 
about klal yisrael’s response to the miracles of Purim. Just as the phrase "קיימו וקבלו"  powerfully 
highlights our active role in instituting the holiday, so too it demonstrates our proactivity in 
another sense. Although the Jews of Persia found themselves far removed from the foot of Har 
Sinai, nevertheless of their own volition they recommitted themselves to the covenant of Sinai.   קיימו
 is a dramatic manifestation of the spiritual creativity the Jews demonstrated at the time of וקבלו
Purim.  

By way of contrast, the Gemara records that the rabbis themselves established the holiday of 
Chanukah:  

Another year [the rabbis] established them, and made them 
into yamim tovim with praise and thanksgiving.  
Shabbat 21b 

לשנה אחרת קבעום ועשאום ימים 
  . טובים בהלל והודאה

  :שבת כא
 

                                                 
180 Of course, even Purim was only established with the consent of the rabbis. Nevertheless, the personal initiative 
displayed by Esther and the residents of the unwalled cities remain central to the holiday’s theme. 
181 For a famous (and controversial) elaboration of this theme, see Rav Dessler in Michtav Me’Eliyahu, Vol. 1 pgs. 
75-77. 
182 In kabbalistic terms, Purim is associated with איתעררותא דלתתא, an awakening from below, as opposed to 
 an awakening from above. In other words, the Jewish people awaken divine providence through ,איתעררותא דלעילא
their own initiative.  
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The character and celebration of Chanukah were not set down until “another year.” It was not 
the people but the rabbis who initiated the establishment of the holiday. We do not hear about 
the entire nation but about Yehuda Maccabi and his brothers going out to battle. The people as a 
whole did not repent; in fact, so far as we can tell, the Hellenizing Jews carried their 
assimilationist philosophy to the grave. All this confirms that Purim is more of a “bottom-up” 
holiday, as opposed to Chanukah, which is more “top-down.”  

How does this thesis relate to our observation that Purim was established on the day of rest? In 
recognition of klal yisrael’s active role in establishing the holiday, we continue to observe Purim 
in much the same way. We continue to observe the day of rest because that is what we have been 
doing since the very beginning. In this way we grant recognition to klal yisrael’s unique role in 
establishing Purim. 

We are now in position to understand a number of other phenomenon as well. According to one 
prominent view (Rabbenu Tam quoted in Rosh Megilla 1:1 and Ran 1b be’Alfas) we observe 
Ta’anit Esther on the thirteenth of Adar to simulate the emotions of the Jews immediately before 
departing for the battlefield. Once again we mark the role played by the Jews of that generation: 
just as they fasted and prayed before engaging the enemy, so too we fast and pray before reading 
the Megilla.  

Perhaps we can now offer a novel resolution to another problem. Purim is unique among the 
Jewish holidays in that two dates have been set aside for the holiday – the fourteenth and 
fifteenth. Why does Purim break so sharply from general Yom Tov protocol? In light of the above 
the answer is clear: we continue to observe Purim in this unusual fashion simply because that’s 
what the Jews did in that inaugural year. 

We can also now explain a curious position among the rishonim. Tosafot (Megilla 4a s.v. psak) 
maintains that we do not recite the prayer of al hanissim during Shmoneh Esrei of Maariv 
because we have not yet read the Megilla. This is quite an unusual suggestion, and seems to be 
sui generis among the other yamim tovim of the year. Did anyone ever propose omitting al ha-
nissim on the first night of Chanukah? Or leaving out ya’aleh ve-yavo on the first night of the 
Shalosh Regalim?183 How are we to understand Tosafot’s seemingly radical position? Perhaps we 
can explain that our observance of Purim is modeled after that of our forefathers: We do not 
celebrate Purim by reciting al hanissim until we first “take the initiative” by reading the Megilla 
and offering thanks to Hashem. Just as the original Purim was incomplete without the active 
participation of the Jews, so too our Purim is incomplete without our first reliving the miracle 
and offering praise and thanks to the Almighty.  

Purim – and its unusual placement on the day of rest – thus highlights two crucial themes. First, 
as much as we hate the sin we nevertheless love the sinner, for all humans are created in the 
image of God. This principle dictates not only the details of the holidays but their timing as well, 
                                                 
183 The halacha that one who omits ya’aleh ve-yavo at night need not repeat Shmoneh Esrei (Berachot 30b, Shulchan 
Aruch Orach Chaim 422:1) is not germane to our discussion. First, no one suggests that even lechatchila one need 
not recite ya’aleh ve-yavo at night, only that one need not repeat Shmoneh Esrei for this omission. Second, that is a 
unique halacha based on the fact that Beit Din did not sanctify the new moon at night, and is therefore not 
connected to our discussion.  
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and is fundamental to all of Jewish philosophy and experience. Second, we must not only 
passively accept Hashem’s commands but be proactive in seeking out religious opportunities. 
Let us not merely try to “keep up” with our religious responsibilities; instead we must identify 
ways in which we can take new steps to enrich our religious lives. By doing so we will follow the 
path blazed by our ancestors: "וקבל עליהם את אשר החלו לעשות" , “they accepted that which they 
had already begun to perform.”  
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The Machatzit 
HaShekel and  
Selfless Giving 

Rabbi Moshe Stavsky 
Wexner Kollel Elyon 

 
The Rama (Orach Chaim 694:1), in his discussion of the custom to give three Half-Shekel coins 
prior to Purim, surprises us with his assertion that only males twenty and older participate in this 
custom.  As this custom serves to remind us of the yearly Biblical mitzvah to contribute a 
Machatzit HaShekel, Half Shekel, to the Mishkan (and later the Beit HaMikdash), the Rama 
bases himself upon the Torah’s presentation of the command to donate: “Everyone who passes 
through the census, from twenty years of age and up, shall give the portion of Hashem” (Shemot 
30:14).184  While the Sefer HaChinuch (mitzvah 105) and the Bartenura (Mishna Shekalim 1:3) 
agree with this position of the Rama, the Magen Avraham (694:3) disputes this ruling and states 
that a youth’s involvement in this custom begins at age thirteen.  He follows the opinion of the 
Rambam (Hilchot Shekalim 1:7) and Ramban (Shemot 30:12) that the Biblical mitzvah to 
contribute a Half Shekel to the Beit HaMikdash applies to all males who have reached the age of 
Bar Mitzvah.  According to the Rambam and Ramban, the verse cited above limits only the one-
time donation for the silver sockets of the Mishkan, not the yearly obligation. 

The consequences of this dispute would seem to be rather minor.  Yet, based upon the Rama’s 
exclusion of males under twenty from this custom, numerous halakhic authorities have proposed – 
we will explain why – that male teens (from thirteen to nineteen) should be exempt from davening 
Mussaf.  They further question whether men under twenty may even serve as the Shaliach 
Tzibbur.185  Similarly, they contend that women, who are also exempt from the Biblical mitzvah 
and subsequent custom of giving the Half Shekel, should also be exempt from the Mussaf prayer186 
and debate whether women may even daven Mussaf on Shabbat and Yom Tov if they wish to.187 

                                                 
184 Although the Biblical mitzvah is to give one Half Shekel, the custom developed to give three such coins, as the 
word Terumah, donation, appears three times in the Torah’s presentation of this mitzvah (see Shemot 30:11-16). 
185 See Torah Temimah Shemot 30, note 22; Responsa Tzitz Eliezer 11:1 
186 See Responsa Rabbi Akiva Eiger 1:9 and Responsa Maharam Shick siman 90; Tzlach, Brachot ch. 4 
187 Responsa Maharam Shick ibid.; Kehillat Yaakov Zavachim, siman 4. See Mishna Berurah 106:4 who cites a 
dispute about this matter. 
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What is the rationale for their rulings?  Is there room to provide an alternative approach which 
would welcome women and teenagers back into our shuls for Mussaf? 

There are three assumptions underpinning these positions.  First, these poskim assume that one 
who does not contribute the Half Shekel funds to the Beit HaMikdash – which were primarily 
used to purchase animals for the upcoming year’s communal korbanot, sacrificial offerings – are 
not considered co-owners of those korbanot.  Therefore, men under twenty and women, who are 
both not obligated to contribute to the korbanot, are not participants in them either.  Second, 
they assume that the Mussaf prayer is unique among all the prayers in that it serves exclusively as 
a replacement for the additional communal korbanot which were brought in the Beit HaMikdash 
on Shabbat, Rosh Chodesh and Yom Tov.  Finally, they contend that only individuals who are 
included in the communal korbanot are included in the prayer which serves as its substitute.  
Merging all these assumptions together yields an exemption for men under twenty and women. 

The second assumption – identifying Mussaf as totally korban dependant – certainly has a strong 
basis.  First of all, we only mention the day’s korbanot during Mussaf, not during any other 
prayer.  Furthermore, Tosfot (gemara Brachot 26a, cited in Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 
108:6) concludes that there is no tefillat tashlumin, makeup prayer, for a missed Mussaf prayer 
come nightfall because it’s just too late – the appropriate time for the korban has passed.  
Additionally, the Rama (Orach Chaim 268:2) writes that if one accidently begins reciting the 
bracha of atta chonein during Mussaf on Shabbat, one immediately stops without finishing the 
bracha, unlike the ruling by other prayers on Shabbat.  The reason is that there is no place for 
such a petitionary prayer in Mussaf, which functions exclusively as a replacement for korbanot. 

The final assumption is also compelling, at least with regard to a woman’s obligation.  The 
gemara Brachot 20b explains that women are obligated to pray – despite it being a time-bound 
mitzvah – because teflilla rachamei ninhu, the function of prayer is to beseech Hashem for 
compassion, which applies to women as well as men.  This explanation, however, may not cover 
the Mussaf prayer, as it was instituted solely to replace the unique korbanot of the day.  
Consequently, women would be exempt, as they are by other time-bound mitzvot.  Still, this 
argument can be questioned: Need the reason for this prayer be the only consideration to 
determine who can recite it?188   

However, the first assumption, while logical, is more speculative and debatable.  Is it true that 
only those who donate the Half Shekel to the Beit HaMikdash are determined to be co-owners of 
the communal korbanot?  It is true that such is the impression from the Sefer HaChinuch (ibid.) 
who writes that one who does not donate the requisite funds is not included in the atonement 
provided by the korbanot.  However, does that mean that Kohanim and Leviim, who, according 
to one opinion in the Mishna (Shekalim 1:4), are also exempt from the Half Shekel donation, 
would not be included in any of the communal korbanot?  The conclusion of such a position 
would be that Kohanim, Leviim, men under twenty and women do not share in the appeasement 
and atonement of these korbanot.  Such a possibility seems untenable. 

                                                 
188 See Responsa Be’er Yitzchak Orach Chaim 20:3. 
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The Chazon Ish (Zevachim 1:2) presents us with an alternative approach.  The gemara 
Zevachim 4a cites the halakha of shinui baalim by korbanot, that an individual’s korban becomes 
invalidated if the Kohen had in mind the wrong owner during anyone of the essential actions of 
the korban.  The gemara comments that this consideration is not relevant by communal 
korbanot.  After all, even if the Kohen only had in mind a segment of the population, he did not 
have any incorrect thoughts, just limited mindfulness.  This is not considered a change which 
invalidates the korban.  The Chazon Ish is troubled by this sweeping statement of the gemara.  
Can one not envision a case of shinui baalim by communal korbanot?  Surely, a Kohen should 
invalidate the korban if he sprinkles the blood on behalf of the Jewish women of the world?  After 
all, they are not co-owners of the korban.  The Chazon Ish answers that women do have an 
interest in these korbanot, as they too benefit from its atonement.  Therefore, even a Kohen’s 
intention to offer the korban for the women is not considered shinui baalim.  They, too, can be 
considered co-owners of the korban.  Based on this answer, we begin to notice that the pool of 
people sharing in the communal korbanot is significantly larger than the group who contributes 
the funds for their purchase.  

Indeed, the Kehillat Yaakov (ibid.) suggests that an individual’s financial contribution to the Beit 
HaMikdash does not even serve to purchase him a share in the communal korbanot.  As he 
explains, the mitzvah is to donate a coin, not to procure a portion of the communal korbanot.  
What ends up happening with that money is not part of the definition of the mitzvah and does 
not directly relate back to the contributor.  There is evidence for this notion in the Rambam.  
Most glaringly, the Rambam details the mitzvah to give the Half Shekel in chapter one of Hilchot 
Shekalim, but only describes what is to be done with those funds in chapter four. 

If these Half Shekel donations do not purchase shares in the korbanot for the individual 
contributors, then who are the owners?  Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, in a different context, 
provides the answer.  According to the Rav, the communal korbanot belong, not to any multitude 
of individuals, but to all of Knesset Yisrael, the community of Israel, as a single collective entity.  The 
Jewish people as a whole – which includes men, women and children – lay claim to the korbanot 
and are its owners.  The major proof for this idea is the fact that, while a regular korban chatat, sin 
offering, is left to die if one of its owners dies, there is no such provision by a communal korban 
chatat.189  The Kohanim offer the communal korbanot regardless of whether members of Knesset 
Yisrael have passed away since the sanctification of the given korbanot.  The reason provided by the 
gemara is that the community does not die, only individuals.  The Rav explains this rationale as 
follows: since the true owner of every communal korban is the collective entity of the Jewish 
people, the korban can always be brought, despite the fact that any number of individuals within 
the community have perished.  Knesset Yisrael is still alive. 

In summary, the communal korbanot belong to all members of the Jewish people, even those 
who do not contribute the Half Shekel.  If so, we can reaffirm the relevance of the Mussaf prayer 
to teenagers and women and conclude that they, too, can fully participate in the prayer. 

                                                 
189 See gemara Temurah 15b 
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This conclusion yields a profound understanding of the mitzvah of Machatzit HaShekel.  As we 
established, the contributors of the Half Shekel provide the financial base for the communal 
korbanot, but those korbanot provide atonement for all Jews, regardless of their participation in 
raising the required funds.  Indeed, the donor does not even purchase an individual share of the 
korban for himself.  Simply put, he is involved in a selfless act of giving on behalf of everyone.  In 
the end, it’s not about himself.  It’s not about any one of us.  Rather, it’s about the community of 
Israel.  We act, not merely to benefit our own service to Hashem, but to support the community’s 
collective worship and strengthen all of its members in their desire to approach the Divine. 
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Hester Panim: Between 
Exile and Redemption 

Rabbi Yehuda Turetsky 
Beren Kollel Elyon 

 
“Where is God? Wherever you let Him in” (R. Menachem Mendel of Kotzk) 

Identifying the Problem 
The Purim story recounts how the Jewish people were saved from murder and spared from 
persecution. Haman may have tried to eradicate the Jewish people, but he did not prevail; an 
impending tragedy was transformed into a triumphant victory, and the Jewish people have 
celebrated this occasion ever since. Yet, in finding reference to Esther’s name in the Torah, 
Chazal (Talmud Chulin 139b) point to a particularly troubling verse, one associated with pain 
and punishment. Esther’s name, say Chazal, is hinted to in God’s description to Moshe of a time 
when Hashem will “hide” from the Jewish people as a result of their sins, and terrible calamities 
will follow.  

Why specifically in this verse do Chazal find a hint to Esther? Purim represents joy and 
celebration, while hester panim is associated with agony and suffering. Why link the two, and 
what message can be gleaned from their connection? To better understand the relationship 
between hester panim and the Purim miracle, we will outline several general perspectives as to 
how to understand and relate to hester panim, particularly what motivates God to “hide” and 
what its precise purpose and nature is. 

Approach # 1 - Hester Panim and Punishment 
According to the simple reading of the verses describing God’s “hiding” (Devarim 31:16-18), 
there appears to be a connection between hester panim and the terrible punishment that 
immediately follows. What is less clear, though, is what this connection is and how exactly hester 
panim relates to the Jewish people’s punishment.190 Three possible understandings appear to 
exist.  

One perspective is to view hester panim as necessary in order to allow the punishment to occur. 
Rashi (ibid:17) writes that God will make it “as if” He does not see their pain. According to 

                                                 
190 It should be noted that Ramban (ibid) understands that the verses refer to two separate types of hester panim. 
The first is connected to punishment and occurs when the Jewish people are particularly distant. The second type 
occurs after the Jewish people begin to repent, when they are no longer punished severely. It relates to a lack of 
redemption. Complete repentance has not yet been performed, so the true redemption cannot yet come.   
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Rashi, God is less distant than “oblivious”, pretending as if he does not see what is happening. 
Possibly working with this general orientation, Ohr HaChaim (ibid) explains that if God were to 
make Himself aware of the pains of the Jewish people, His mercy would prevail and He would 
not allow these events to occur. Apparently, hester panim allows tragedies, for God would stop 
them if He were “aware” of them.  

Chizkuni (ibid) notes the relationship between God’s hester panim and the atrocities that follow, 
but views hester panim as a function of God’s love for the Jewish people, not as a facilitator for 
the punishment to occur. Though the Jewish people need to be punished, God does not wish to 
witness it. Instead, He instructs others to carry it out away from His presence.  

A third view may emerge from Rashba (Responsa 1:19). He argues that it is through the act of 
hester panim that God removes His special providence over the Jewish people, thereby leaving 
them susceptible to the hands of other forces. For Rashba, it appears that hester panim is what 
allows this unique form of punishment, for so long as God’s providence is present and protecting 
the Jewish people, such an intense form of punishment is not possible.191 

Approach # 2: Hester Panim and Lack of Hashgacha  
Rambam appears to maintain a different approach based on his general perspective on hashgach 
pratit, individual providence. Rambam (Moreh Nevuchim 3:51) argues that the amount of 
divine protection one merits corresponds to his intellectual connection to Hashem. As such, one 
who is not sufficiently connected remains at risk of negative events occurring. In this context, 
Rambam understands hester panim as the absence of individualized divine providence. Unlike 
the perspectives mentioned above, hester panim is not in place in order to allow punishment to 
occur, but is instead the natural consequence of a distance between oneself and the divine. True, 
even according to Rambam tragedies occur during a state of hester panim, but the need to punish 
is not what motivated God to “hide”.192  

Approach # 3: Finding Hashem While He’s Distant 
Many Hassidic thinkers develop a slightly different understanding of hester panim. Commenting 
on the double wording of the verse “הסתר אסתיר”, R. Nachman of Breslov (Likkutei Moharan 
1:56:3), Sefat Emet (Vayalech 5639) and others argue that it connotes a deeper sense of hester 

                                                 
191 It appears that even within those that explicitly link hester panim with punishment, it does not refer to a regular 
punishment, but rather a more intense form of it. R. Soloveitchik (The Lord is Righteous in All His Ways pg. 167) 
invoked hester panim in relating to the Holocaust, ““There is no doubt that the Holocaust, the hurban in Eastern 
Europe, can be classified under hester panim. It was not just onesh or punishment; it was hester panim. It was the 
worst kind of punishment. It was silluk hashgacha, when HaKadosh Baruch Hu turned His back, as it were, on the 
Jewish people. He looked away from them.”  
In terms of whether hester panim leads to people being punished more than they deserve, see, amongst others, 
Talmud Bava Kamah (60) and Ohr HaChaim (ibid).  
192 Rambam’s general perspective on hashgacha pratit is especially complex. A full discussion of his approach is 
beyond the scope of this article.  In terms of the passage in Moreh Nevuchim quoted above, see R. Chaim 
Friedlander’s Emunah ViHashgacha  (Vol 1 pg. 101-103). Possibly related to this approach is the Netziv’s comment 
(Haamek Davar, Devarim 31:17) that each person experiences a hester panim according to their own level.  
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panim. God does not just hide; He hides the fact that He is even hiding. For them, hester panim is 
a reality whereby God is so hidden that the Jewish people forget that He exists.193 

However, despite their emphasis on the intensity of this particular form of “hiding”, many 
continue to note the ability to find God even within that distance. This is developed explicitly 
from the writings of R. Nachman of Breslov,194 but in truth appears to emerge from several 
statements of Chazal.    

The Medrash (Tana DiBei Eliyahu Zuta 12), for example, appears to explicitly maintain that 
God can be found during periods of hester panim when it compares the state of hester panim to a 
king that sits behind an iron wall and announces to all his servants to climb over the wall and see 
him. Just as those that climb the wall are most cherished, so too are those that find Hashem in 
times of hester panim. Clearly, not only can God be found, but those that do find him are 
particularly cherished.  The Talmud’s discussion of hester panim (Chagigah 5b) supports this 
general approach, citing several possible limitations of the impact of hester panim.195  

The Bialah Rebbe appears to explicitly accept this approach, albeit with a slightly different 
formulation and emphasis.196 He writes that mitzvot performed during a time period of hester 
panim may lack a certain quality; the times are so challenging that it is difficult to have the ideal 
focus and direction required. Nevertheless, God values those mitzvot as if they were performed 
in previous generations with more ideal intentions. Hester panim may be a time when the 
obstacles are great and the environment does not appear conducive to worship of Hashem, but 
God attributes particular value to those that worship Him nonetheless.   

What has emerged from the above discussion are several general perspectives on hester panim. 
Particularly relevant going forward is that while some view hester panim as intrinsically linked 
with tragedy and suffering, others highlight an additional element. Hester panim is a time when 
God can still be found and a time when one’s relationship with God can continue to improve 
and be valued.  One who is able to overcome the challenges will be especially cherished by 
Hashem. With this background in mind, we will now explore Purim’s connection with hester 
panim.   

Hester Panim and Purim: Tragedy or Hope? 
As noted above, the Talmud links Esther with the Torah’s description of hester panim. What is 
the meaning of the link, and how does it manifest itself? Two perspectives appear to be found in 
the commentaries, reflecting the different approaches to hester panim outlined above.  

                                                 
193 Interestingly, many attribute versions of this idea to the Ba’al Shem Tov. See Degel Machaneh Ephraim (Parshat 
Tzav), Toldot Yaakov Yosef (Parshat Breishit), and Pardes Yosef (Parshat Vaylech pg. 1288).  
194 See, for example, Likkutei Moharan ibid and 1: 115. R. Nachman may also be of the opinion that there is a 
particular form of growth that can emerge as a result of the distance. See Likutei Moharan Tinyana 12.  
195 There are two different statements of particular note.  Rava states that even in a time of hester panim, God still 
communicates with us through dreams. Clearly, there remains some connection with Hashem even during a time of 
hester panim, though there is discussion regarding the precise meaning of this Talmudic statement. See Rashi and 
Maharsha (ibid). A second statement cited in the Talmud there argues that despite God’s hester panim, His 
outstretched hand is still present.   
196 See Mevaser Tov (Liyshuatcha Keviti Hashem pgs. 181 and 184).  



89 
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • PURIM TO-GO • ADAR 5771 

A. Tragedy and Evil Decrees 
Rashi (chulin ibid) explains that Esther’s time was one of hester panim; many terrible events 
occurred then, and it is therefore appropriate to find reference to Esther’s name in the verses that 
describe God’s “hiding”. For Rashi, what unites Esther and hester panim are the sad elements of 
Purim, not the joyous triumph. Indeed, just as the Rishonim above focus on the connection 
between hester panim and punishment, Rashi chooses to emphasize the troubling elements of 
the Purim story in connecting it to hester panim.197   

B. Hope in Hester panim 
An additional approach is suggested by the Vilna Gaon and appears to emerge from a variety of 
Hasidic sources. The Vilna Gaon (commentary to Megilat Esther 1:2) notes that Purim offers us 
insight into the nature of the hiding. Purim teaches us that despite the hester panim and the 
distance that comes with it, there is the capacity for miracles. God can still intervene, and His 
role remains critical. It is Esther who teaches us the true nature of the time of hester panim.198  

What emerges from this perspective is a powerful message. Purim teaches how to find hope 
despite the distance and light despite the darkness. In the face of evil decrees and terrible 
tragedies on their way, God still protected his people and was there for those that searched for 
him. 

Based on the above, it appears possible to explain two additional elements of Purim’s 
relationship to hester panim.  

1. Esther’s Role: Within this approach, it may be possible to explain why it is particularly Esther’s 
name that is linked with hester panim and not the name of Mordechai or a different Purim 
character. The Talmud (Megilah 7a) states that it was Esther who wanted Purim to be 
established as a holiday for future generations. This may be because she recognized that this 
message of the Purim story, the capacity to find Hashem even in times of darkness and trouble, 
would be particularly relevant for future generations in exile.199  

The Maharal (introduction to Ohr Chadash) elaborates on why specifically Esther helped lead 
the redemption, viewing Esther as a uniquely suited character to redeem the Jewish people from 
this period of hester panim .200 R. Tzaddok HaKohain of Lublin (Resisai Laylah, paragraph 52) 
even writes that it is Esther that represents the notion that the Jewish people are still connected 
to God even in a time period of darkness.201  

2. The Method of Celebration: It is possible that this perspective also sheds light on the manner 
in which Purim is celebrated. Chazal (Talmud Megilah 14a) cite an opinion that there is no 

                                                 
197 Maharal (Ohr Chadash chapter 2) argues that specifically Esther is associated with this verse because her era was 
one of a particularly intense form of hester panim.  
198 See Degel Machaneh Ephraim (ibid), where he quotes the Ba’al Shem relating this general idea to Esther.  
199 See Minchat Asher (Moadim, pg. 168) for a similar suggestion.  
200 See inside for an elaboration of why exactly that is so and how it is linked to Esther’s modesty. See, as well, where 
the Maharal (Ohr Chadash chapter 2) also argues similarly that the nature of the redemption that occurred on 
Purim was different than other redemptions specifically because it occurred in a time of hester panim.  
201 Along these lines, my father noted that it is specifically Esther who encouraged the Jewish people to fast and pray. 
She is the figure that inspired the masses to engage in religious activity during this time of hester panim.  
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recitation of hallel on Purim because the megilah itself serves as a hallel. R. Asher Weiss 
(Minchat Asher, Shemot pg. 502) explains that just as the Purim miracle shows that Hashem is 
always there, even when he’s hiding, we praise Hashem in an indirect way. We use the Megilah 
to praise Hashem, a work that lacks Hashem name, to show that we understand the message of 
the day. It needn’t be explicit for us to know God is there.202  

Conclusion 
The Talmud (Chulin ibid) explicitly links Esther to God’s hester panim. In order to understand 
the nature of this relationship, we noted three different perspectives on the general topic of 
hester panim. Some emphasize the relationship between hester panim and the punishment that 
follows, others relate to hester panim as a lack of Divine individualized providence, and a third 
group highlight the ability to find Hashem and grow religiously even during a time of hester 
panim. We then suggested that just as there are different perspectives regarding hester panim 
generally, there are two different perspectives regarding how to understand Esther’s relationship 
to hester panim. Rashi links it to the terrible decrees and tragedies that occurred surrounding 
Purim, while the Vilna Gaon emphasized an alternative approach that Esther taught us that God 
can be found even in hester panim.  

May we merit a time where God’s role is clear and where His light shines bright for His people. 
  .אור חדש על ציון תאיר

 

                                                 
202 For this reason, one could understand why hallel is not recited even if one is unable to read the Megilah. The 
only appropriate way to praise Hashem on Purim is through the Megilah, not through an explicit statement of praise 
like hallel. For a dissenting view, see Meiri (Megilah ibid) who rules that one who is unable to read the Megilah 
should recite hallel.  


