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“The king held out the golden sceptre towards Esther.”” (Esther 84) The com-

¢ ESTHER Ul

mentators teach us that the bramble (Hamun) was uprooted by the wolf
(Mordecai), with the bear (Ahashverosh) sitting by as the myrele (Esther)
spreads influence over all. ' ‘ .




b [ Punm. the Festival of Lotteries, the hilarious
nmsemaker among all the holy days, the day of merriment and buffoonery,
parody and satire, the loony day of full moon in the pre-spring month of
-~ Adar. But the laughter of Purim is not a gcntle laughter: it is a kind of angry,

blood red humor that celebrates the tyrant’s overthrow.

" For of course Purim recalls the tyrant Haman who would have ‘murdered
’;f'fall the Jews—remembers that he cast lots with our lives, remembers that his
~“own stupidity and greed would not have been enough to save us without the
““courage ‘and tenacity of Mordechai and Esther. So even as a festival of
iﬁf,f.”'merriment, Purim has its bloodier, darker underside of fear and fury.

@ ORIGINS <<€

' }
& The ongms of Purim are wrapped up in the Scroll of Esther—but it is not
qdear which way the wrapping goes: whether Esther led to Purim or Purim to

{Esther. -For millennia, most Jews accepted the explanation of the text of

fxthzr Purim was invented as a celebration of che victory of the Jewish

ommunity in Persia, led by Queen Esther and her cousin Mordechai, over a:_j __
. plot to exterminate them all that had been ‘worked out by Prime Mlmster :

. Haman and approved by King Ahasuerus.

In the past century, however, scholars have quemoned whcther the_—
'events described in the Book of Esther could have happened even approx-
imately thar way—given our historical and sociological knowledge abour the.
{ Persian kingdom. They have suggested instead chac the holiday came first;
that the Book was written to explain and embellish it. They suggest that the.
ch> of Persia borrowed from their Persian hosts an early springrime feast of . -

revelry and possibly of a mock battle benween two sides. (Such springrime

| he Jews against a hostile faction in the kingdom—intertwined in such.a way
fas to produce the Seroll of Esther. '

mock bartles are found in many cultures—barttles between wmter and spring, -

berween two polirical parties or great families, between two nations.) Sucha
Lc:lcbmmon might then have gqtten intertwined with the literary genre of a -
mtory about palace and harem intrigue, and with the memory of a struggle of -

4



i ea

Some scholars have even suggested that the Scroll of Esther was written
long after the Persian period, and was a kind of historical novel intended to
commenc on the situation of the Jews under Hellenistic rule. Indeed, there is ™

a tale of Jewish danger and salvation under the Hellenistic Prolemys of Egypr

where the king’s Jewish sweethearr is said to have saved the Jews that sounds =+

like the Escher story. L Ty 2 oTLRe T ok SR

The Scroll of Esther lcnds‘ icsc_.lf to the belicf chat ic was v://ntten for

) e omrmane 1o

3

already hilarious Purim, because itseems so clearly a licerary joke: a mobiliza- * ;
tion of hilaricy and humor to cure the soul of fear and to shatter the pompous ™

pretensions of all tyranny. The stoty is] indeed, the intertwining of two jokes.
:& ne of them, Haman's effores to impale Mordechai, destro/v. the lews. and
. »~-.';f'vél’é'w73.h§himsélf are rewarded with precise irony: Haman himself is impaled,
his Qw‘f;‘partyls massacred, and Mordechai and all the Jews are elevated to

- great power and honor. , D
- The other joke is very similur in structure, though sketched in ink less

bloody: King Ahagverus gets the ‘whole story going by deposing Qucen
Vashti—so that he and all other husbands will never again have to rake

- orders from their wives. re ends the tale by taking orders precisely from his
i ‘wife—the new Queen Esther. As Haman’s murderous anti-Semitism carries
-2 him to his own death, so Ahasuerus’ contempruous anti-feminism carries him

“to his own stultification. The joke is on the tyrant.

] The joke is both hloody and bawdy. Blood? More than a few Jews have
i paled, along with others, as they have read in Chaprer IX of the Scroll that
7 not only a few hundred anti-Semitic mobsters in the capital city but also
- 75,000 in the provinces were killed by the aroused Jewish self-defense groups.

{ . But more than a few Jews have laughed at this fiction with a fierce and angry
" i+~ laughter: “Lift a hand against us, and you will be well repaid?’

As for the bawdy joke, think of the sexual overtones of.the story: Vashti
ordered to display herself, the months, of perfuming to prepare Esther for the
'King’s bed, the suspense as he reaches out his golden sceprre so that she can

* touch its end and save her life, the villain Haman collapsing in fear on the
~{ Queen’s own couch while Ahasuerus raves thar Haman is threatening to rape

1 her.
o2
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" Indeed, in accordance with the armosphere of hilarity that had char-

“acterized Purim from the beginning, the Talmud urges Jews to become s¢
mellow on that night that they can no longer distinguish between “blessed be
- Mordechai” and “cursed be Haman.” In Eastern Europe, this command to

drunkenness was observed well enough that a proverb grew up to ‘describe a
foolish person: “He gets drunk all year and stays sober on Purim.” Within the
Talmud’s call to levity there lurks yer anocher joke: using gematrig,
the mystical Jewish technique of counting the various Hebrew lecters as the
numbers they are used for in arithmeric, the letters in the words “Baruch
Mordechai” and “Arur Haman” add up to the same number Soona hxgher

or a lower plane, the two profoundly ditferent scnumcnts indeed become

indistinguishable: a joke on feelings and realicy. - ‘- .

It is hardly a surprise that in early spring there should be such a festival
of laughter and excess. In many cultures there is such a bawdy celebration of
the spring. of which the Christian camival is only one (came vale, “farewell
to meat” before the Lenten fasting). In medieval Europe, indeed, an already
lively Purim was quick to enhance its own hilaricy by borrowmg the carnival

masquerades and mystery plays. Jews costumed as Vashri and Moses, Solo- -~

mon and Mordechai, would stroll the streets o sing and shout. More formal
plays about the various dangers and deliverances of the Jews, such as the story
of Goliath and David, were concocred and publicly presented in European
Jewish communities. The Purimshpiel or Ahashverosh-shpiel—a burlesque of
the Purim story itself—became a staple of the celebration, sometimes s"exually
obscene enough that the rabbis ried o stop: them. The custom grew of
making Purim-Torah—parodying the prayers themselves on Purxm night,
parodying the rabbis’ Talmudic debates and discussions over how to apply
Torah to life-dilemmas. So Purim be¢ame a Jewish version of the widespread
human custom of a season for relaxing the rules, even for making fun of the
most serious parts of life. Nor was this alien to its beginnings. For if indeed
the Book of Esther was 3 fictional rale explaining a spring revel, then the
Scroll itself was in a sense the first Purimshpiel, the first ace of Purim. -Torah.

/&_—
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* The Scroll of Esther mentions that hclp must be given to the poor on
Purim—as if to remind us that no merriment is full of heart unless everyone
in the. community is able to take part in it. In earrying ourt this command of
the Scroll, the communicy made the whole Purim season a penod of tzeda—
Luh—thc righteous acr of helpmg those in trouble.

- a——

.. During the day bcforc Purim begins—rthar is, from dawn to sundown on
thc 13ch of Adar—we observe the Fast of Esther. lts timing accords not with
that of Esther’s own fast before she dares to explain to the King who she is,
buc with the dreadful day of fear and bactle when groups of Jews and Haman’s
gangs were struggling for their lives in the towns and cicies of Persia. Sa this
day, too, underlines the anxiety and tension of the struggle to live under
murderous oppression. Then, ac nighcfall, comes release. ©~ -7 ¢ A
For all cities excepe those that have been surrounded by a wall since the ]
days when Joshua led the Ismélite conquest of che land of Canaan, the Scroll
of Esther—usually called simply the Megillah (Scroll)—is read after sundown
on the fourteenth of Adar. Because in the ancient Persian capiral ciry of
_Shushan, the bactles between Jews and anti-Semites lasted one day longer
and the feasting and celebration thus came one day later, there isa Shushan
-Purim one day later. Shushan Purim occurs on the fifteenth of Adar, theoret-
ically in all old walled cities, but nowadays in practice only m]erusalcm and
Shushan itself, now the Imnian city of Susa. : : e

Adar is the month that is repeated in the seven Jewish leap years that are
designared in every cycle of nineteen years, in order to redress the imbalance
of the solar-and lunar:calendars. So the question arose: in a year with two
Adars, in which is Purim celebrated? The Talmud answers that in order o
keep Purim close to Pesach, it should be celebrated in Adar I

Wherever possible, Jews gather in their :ynagogucs to read and heauhe
Megillah. Even in congregations that exempt women from most of the com-
mandments that must be fulfilled at a specific time, ‘the commandment to
hear che Megillah applies to women. Children also come, excepe for the very
youngest. If someone is too isolated on Purim night to join a minyan, s/e is
obligated to read the Megilluh anyway—even alone, if necessary.

As the con;,rcgamm gathers, according to custom each participant gives
to a tzedukah fund for the poor three halves of the unit coin of the country's
cum.nq—-hal\ es in honor of the halt-shekel required when the Temple
stood and three because terumali—offering—is mentioned three times in the

J

“’passage read on Shabbos Shekalim. In many households, the custom is to

~ give three halves for each mémber of the household—including unbormn
" children. This tzedakah is not considered a fulfillment of the obligation
mentioned in the Memlluh to give help to the poor during Purim. - /2




&> NEW 'APPROACHES s

* That Purim is a gigantic. joke on anti- -Semirism (reprcsenced by ‘the "
recoil of Haman's hacred on his own head) has been apparent for many
centuries. That it is also a joke on anti-feminism (represented by the recoil of
the King's contempt for Queen Vashei on his own head) has only become '
apparent in our OWn generation. :

Or has ir? Whar did it mean for the ancient midrash to say that
Mehuman—the king’s minister who advises him to get rid of troublesome
Queen Vashti—is the same as Haman—the king's minister who advises him |
to massacre the troublesome Jews? Whar did Haman mean when he con-
demned “a certain people, dispersed in all your provinces, who keep them-
selves apart”? Did he mean the Jews alone—or also women? Did he mean
Vashti, who kepe herself apart? : _

Do we lecamn from the Megillah thac those who will not rrear ]ews as
human will also not treat women as human? That Baman and Mehuman are
the same oppressor because they do the same oppression? That the hacred of y
the different ones—the ones who Haman says will not bow down, will not
obey the King's laws—thar hatred is one hatred? And that just as the
oppression of women and of the Jewish people is intertwined, so their
victories are intertwined? Thar the vicrary, the freedom of the Jew1sh people
will only come with the vicrory, th:: frc.n.dom of womzmkmd’ :

» On Purim morning, although work is not forbiddcn as it would‘be‘.‘é‘tni‘,;the{", &
Torah festivals, it is viewed by many tradicional Jews as betrer avoided. In
any case, there will be a sense of relaxacion, of loosening che juiéés"éhd
unbuttoning the formalities. At the morming service, the Toraly passage of.
Exodus 17:8-16, is read. It describes the original atrack of Amalek upon
Isracl, and ends, “The Lord will be at war with Amalck throughout the ages.”
Then the Megillah is read again—rto the tune of somewhat less pandemo-
nium—and a Purim-rabbi—a mock rabbi chosen for theé Gecusion—mighe
givefa sermon that pokes fun at established traditions and insticucions.” :
[ After the service, congregants will share humantaschen. These three-
cornered cookies filled with mohn or poppy sceds were uriginally called in'
Yiddish mohntaschen—poppy-seed pockets. The name wus changed by'folk,
custom and was said to refer to Haman's three-cornered hut shaped - lxke
Haman's pockets. ‘ i e




.

‘Since the Megillth mencions that Purim must be celebraced by sending

gites (specifically plural), the understanding grew up that ac leust two delica-

cies, humantaschen or some other special cooked food, should be sent to ar.

leust one friend=—shaluchmanos, as they were called, or literully ‘send gifts’.

Most houscholds send many more shakichmanos to their friends in the
community. Even more important, however, is the sending of help to the
pour—tood, clothes, or money. The tradition grew up thac ur least two

difrerent poor people must be recipients of a gift from cuch household. The

command to give this zedukah on Purim is separace both from che general
vbligation of tzedukah and from the contribution of those hall-shekels before
the Purim evening service. This command must be fulfilled during the day of
Purim itself and must come from money specially set aside—nor be deducted

from one's general tzedukah fund. On Purim duy, anyone who asks for charity

must be given it—wichour investigating whether the beguur is worthy.
In traditional Jewish towns and neighborhoods, durine che general

scurrying to and fro to carry shalachmanos to friends and contributions 1o the
poor, teams of Purimshpiclers also tour the streets—jupuling and singing,

duncing and acting, wearing costumes and mugging, presenting playlets out

ot Jewish history. In Oriental Jewish communities (nnd undil o tew cenguries

ago amony Western Jews as well) the children mighe hang wisd burm o rag-doll

ctigy of Haman that chey had made before Purim.

7 In Tel Aviv, beginning in the 19205 the custom grew of having, on

" Purim afternoon, a parade and carnival called Adloyada from ad lo vada—

-until you don’t know—from the Talmudic command to get mellow “until you
" don’t know the difference berween ‘Blessed be Mordechai’ and ‘Cursed be

Haman.’ " Part of the festivities in Tel Aviv is a beauty contest to choose
C Y

"Queen Esther from amone the women, -~ 4

(




NEWS OF THE WeEEK

We 11 start with the aaricultural news this time: Apparent—
ly the lack of rain has not had an adverse effect so far. In
fact. the herbs seem to be thriving on it. and our other
field crops — wheat. rye and areen—fodder — are alsoc doina
well after the gentle rains which came 1n January.

Our chicken runs are empty at the moment — waitina for a new
batch of chicks.

Roy has been spendina some time in Europe lately. tryina to
expand the market for the Fever few products. We hope he has
been causing a few headaches....

Ronnie Butov is in Australia just now. with his dauahter
Ella., on a family visit.

There seems to be a mumps epidemic qoing round amonag the
small kids — we wish them all better.

Dave has been trainina in a whole lot of new vounasters to staff
the Chadar Ochel. He says it is hard....on his teeth! (He does

not stop talkina for a minute)

Our voungsters decided to celebrate Valentine’'s Dav with a meal
in one of the restaurants in Safad (Reaggie went with them). We
thouaght the Feast of Love in Israel was in the middle of summer
(T‘u B°Av) but no doubt thevy’'1l celebrate that as well...

Our two Kinderaar tens have acauired a new computer each — and 1t
TALKS. Are we approaching the 21st century or are we?

The flood of posters savina 1108 (DG NOT..) 1s. it appears.
connec ted with PURIM' For instance: DO NOT forget to aget dressed
up. DO NOT remember vyour troubles. DO NOT ao home early next
Friday night....No doubt vou have some more DON'TS.

Cur &6 — 12 year olds have their Purim holiday on Thursday and Fri-—
day next. The clder ones have Friday and Sunday. Dates of various
Pur im events over leaf.
Meanwhile ., SHABBAT SHALOM
INGE
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XHAPPYXXBIRTHDAY X
HOKOKOK K OKOKOIOKKOIOKOKIOK K KX

20.2

ARI SHTEINER

¥HAPPY XX ANIVERSARYX
00K K H0OKOKOKOKOKOKKOKOKOKOK KK K X

20.2 CAROL & PAUL BILGORY

21.2 RICHARD EASTON
22.2 MICKEY KOREN
NISSAN PALMA
ROTTEM AYALON
FURIM ACTIVITIES (Next week)
23.2 AMALIA NOY
RODNEY WHITHAM Thursday at 16.30 — in the Dininag Room
DANIA GILBOA Readinag of the Meagilla -
MARGALIT LEVENKOPF -45& Ay
24 .2 PAUL BILGORY xXx 60 YEARS XX 6;6;}5 =
YARIV PRIMOST s
SOL e At 12.30 — in the Hall: Costume
OSNAT BELLER
(TENNE GRANDDAUGHTER) Par ty for the kids (+ family)
BAR ATIR -
(R. MENDG ® GRANDDAUGHTER) Gahgigﬂﬁ)
«';éff
25.2 YOSEFA SCHWARTZIMAN O'D ‘
ORNA MIMRAN PlY] _
ALMOG KATZ
PAUL GLUCK
Friday night — Purim Ball for all
20.2 O0OFIR OREN
(RAINES GRANDSON) ?%6%1‘
SHILO AYALON _ 5 >
NAOMI RIFKIND (GRANDDAUGHTER) JT’,» ‘
YOAV HARRIS Qﬁ} i
TONIGHT — at 20.30 in the Moadon: A lecture IN ENGLISH
by Esther Levitan. on her book about 1life in
South Africa and her struagle against Apar theid. The
title of the book is: THE BOOK OF ESTHER

If you have any grandchildren who play an ins trument, do come and

suffer on Sunday afternoon in

will be displaying their

the Moadon -

at 17.30., when they

prowess in public....
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