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A Unique Present

For the Bride
From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com

Rabbi Shlomo HaLevi Alkabetz grew up in dire poverty. Then, as a young man, he became engaged to the daughter of Reb Yitzchak - - a man of wealth and property.
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As Purim approached, R. Shlomo's mother called him over with a worried frown.


"As you know, my son, it is the custom, to send along with the mishloach manot a nice gift for the kallah - - a piece of jewelry made of gold or precious stones. How will we follow this custom, when we have nothing?" She sighed deeply.


R. Shlomo did not want to distress his kallah. For some time he sat sunk in thought. Finally, he answered, "Don't worry, Mother. Leave it to me. With G-d's help, by Purim I'll manage to arrange for her something very nice!"


The weeks passed. And then it was Purim.


"Mother," said R. Shlomo, "please prepare cakes and other baked goods to send to the kallah and her family for mishloach manot. As for my gift to her, it is ready." As he spoke, he handed her a package.


His mother was radiant with joy. But when she opening the package to peek inside, she blurted in astonishment, "A manuscript? You're sending a commentary on Megillat Esther to your kallah!?"


"She has plenty of jewelry and fine stones from her rich parents." R' Shlomo said. "But a commentary on the Megillah that I composed myself is something she will not receive from anyone else."


When the kallah's family opened the mishloach manot and found the precious commentary within, she and her father's joy knew no bounds.


"Blessed is He and blessed is His Name!" R' Yitzhak exclaimed happily after reading several pages of what his future son-in-law had written, "that we have gained the merit of having such an outstanding talmid chacham [Torah scholar] fall to our lot. He is worth a thousand jewels!"


Years later, when he published the commentary, Rabbi Alkebetz named it "Manot HaLevi," because it had served its first purpose as part of a mishloach manot.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Source: Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from Stories My Grandfather Told Me (Mesorah Publ.) by Zev Greenwald.

Biographic note:


Rabbi Shlomo Alkabetz (1508-1593), a major kabbalist in 16th century Tsfat, was the author of many important commentaries on Torah and Kabbala. He is best known as the composer of the famous liturgical poem "Lecha Dodi" (Come My Beloved"), sung by Jews worldwide to welcome the Shabbat.

Reprinted from the Purim 5778 email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed.  www.ascentofsafed.com  ascent@ascentofsafed.com
The Wise Villager
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There once was a man from a poor village who celebrated Purim the entire month of Adar with feasting and drinking much wine and liquor. Many people tried to explain to him that the mitzvah only applies to one day, not the entire month. 


After much prompting, he finally explained his reasoning. "Think about it," he said. "Haman decreed that all the Jews throughout the 127 provinces of Persia would be killed on the same day. How is it possible to kill all Jewish men, women and children in one single day? 


“In reality, Haman wanted to kill the Jews in the entire month of Adar. However, being the smart man that he was, he realized that if Hashem would save the Jews, they would celebrate the whole month of Adar as they do with the month of Nissan, after leaving Mitzraim. Haman was so wicked that he wished to prevent this possibility! He therefore held a lottery that only one day would be designated as the day of destruction. 


“That way the Jews would only have one day to celebrate. I, however, knowing Haman's real plan, celebrate the entire month!" (Torah Tavlin II)

Reprinted from the Purim 5771 email of Torah U’Tefilah compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

Purim in Moscow, 1946

By Miriam Paltiel Nevel
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The author as a child in Russia.

(Photo courtesy of the author)

The first Purim I remember began in sadness and ended in joy.


It was 1946, and World War II had finally come to an end. My family was back from Siberia, where we had spent most of the war years (our mother had passed away). 

Now, in our one-room Moscow home, my two brothers and I were sitting on the floor playing chess. That is, my oldest brother was trying to coax me, or perhaps I should say coerce me, into playing chess with him. 

He was just about to give my hand a forceful push so that I would move the rook across the chessboard, when the door opened and in walked a tall uniformed soldier. It was our uncle Itche Mordche, returning from war.


His wife, who was my mother’s sisterRivka, and their baby had been murdered by the Nazis in their hometown. And now Itche Mordche had returned from war and wanted to find out what he could about his family, whom he had left behind when he went away to fight three years ago.


Our uncle asked us when our father would be home. My older brother told the visitor that Papa would come home after work.


Then the soldier began to examine some spoons and a plate that were on the table in the middle of the room. The plate was caked with the days-old remnants of something that used to be food. Next he looked inside our little food cupboard, which was hiding forlornly in a corner of the room. 
Then he went to the kitchen, which we shared with our neighbors, and examined our private kosher cooking space there. Every place our uncle looked was empty of food.

The soldier left.


We didn’t expect the visitor to return, but sometime that afternoon the door opened and there was Itche Mordche again. And this time, nestled in his hands was the biggest loaf of black pumpernickel that my brothers and I could remember seeing.
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For decades, waiting long hours to receive a ration of bread was part of life in Soviet Russia.

“A freilichen Purim!” [“Happy Purim!”] the soldier boomed, dropping the black loaf on the table with a loud thump. He took off his green military jacket, and ceremoniously pushed up one shirt sleeve and then the other. 

Then he picked up the bread knife that was on the table, and proclaiming, “Shalach monos, a freilichen Purim!” our guest began to work on the pumpernickel, splitting it into chunks, while three hungry pairs of eyes stared at the knife in their uncle’s hand as it moved up and down and side to side on the black loaf.


(The next day, after Itche Mordche had left, my brothers and I speculated about how our uncle had procured the bread. My oldest sibling, who in my eyes was an expert on practically everything, came up with this scenario: When Itche Mordche left us earlier that day, he went to the bread store, which was mobbed with people eager to buy bread. 

Using his strong fighting elbows, the soldier delivered a left jab, then a straight right, then a front punch, and all the while he kept muttering loudly over and over again, “Daetee, daetee, golodniyae daetee.” [“Children, children, hungry children.”] And so the line at the bread store had split in front of our uncle, and he crossed all the way to the head of the bread line.)
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The author with her father and brothers in France, on their way to the U.S. (Photo courtesy of the author)


After handing each one of us our meal, our uncle went to the kitchen to wash his hands. He whispered a blessing over the bread. Undoubtedly, he was thankful to G‑d for allowing him to acquire this bread, which was drawn out of G‑d’s good earth in time of hunger. Then he sat down at the table. And all four of us ate our first Purim meal, leaving a sizeable portion of bread for later, when we would have a second meal with our father.

After we finished eating, while waiting for Papa to come home, our uncle and my older brother played chess together happily. And I was glad not to be forced to move the chess pieces at my brother’s commands.


When the chess game was finished, Aunt Rivka’s husband sat silently, waiting to talk to Father, who could give him information about his wife and his baby.


Father came home. After they greeted each other, and ate a Purim meal consisting of more black pumpernickel, Father and Uncle sat on chairs facing each other, talking. Deep sighs punctuated their almost whispered words about mass graves and the date of Aunt Rivka and her baby’s yahrtzeit. Tears, bright like tiny crystals, glistened in the tall soldier’s eyes.


The next day Uncle Itche Mordche left Moscow. That year he succeeded in joining many chassidic Russian Jews who escaped the Soviet Union. Once out of the Soviet Union, our uncle made his way to England, where he remarried and began a new family and a new life. I never saw him again.


My father, brothers and I left Russia as well. After several years of wandering through Europe, we came to America.

Decades later, in my American home one Purim. The reading of the Megillah; the sound of graggers; the clamor of children, toddlers and adults; the delicious homemade sesame candy, hamantaschen and hot chocolate all mixed together to create the happy atmosphere that celebrates the Jewish people’s victory over evil.

I was sitting quietly amid the roar, and let my thoughts wander. In my mind’s eye, here was Uncle Itche Mordche rolling up his sleeves one at a time and booming, “Happy Purim! May all the Hamans have a downfall, and we should have warmth, happiness and great celebrations all together!” 

In my mind’s eye, a circle of children would mill around Itche Mordche, and he would dance with all the children and make l’chaims in fine Purim spirit.
Reprinted from the website of Chabad.Org

Story #1106 

Purim of Basra
From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com

Basra is the second largest city in Iraq (next to Baghdad). Its Jewish settlement dates back over a thousand years. Nearly two hundred years ago, before the great exodus of Jews from Iraq, a miraculous salvation came to the Jews of that city, which led to the establishment of a special Purim to commemorate the event.
This miracle happened in the days of Suleiman Pasha, the Turkish ruler who governed Basra with justice and righteousness and treated the Jews kindly. Under the guidance of their leader, Rabbi Jacob Aaron [Gabbai], the Jewish community flourished. 


That is, until one day in Nissan, in the year 5534 (1774). On that day, Karim Khan, the Vizier of the Shah of Persia, arrived with a great army and besieged the city. Suleiman Pasha fought against Karim Khan, but could not prevail over him. A great famine spread in Basra and the city could no longer be defended.


On the 27th day of Nissan the city fell into the hands of the invaders, [a disaster for the Jews. The rising importance of Basra's Jewish merchants had led to Persian fears that their own coastal ports on the Persian Gulf would decline. The Persians demanded a ransom from the Jews and when they could not meet this heavy tax, ordered troops to search Jewish homes for the money which they thought the Jews had hidden. 


This they did with great brutality.] The conquering soldiers robbed and pillaged the city, and many Jewish women threw themselves into the raging fires to escape the clutches of the barbarous hordes.


On the first day of the month of Iyar, Karim Khan established his rule over Basra. He imposed heavy fines on the people, particularly on the Jewish community, and took their leaders as hostages. Rabbi Jacob Aaron, with his wife and children, were sent as prisoners to the Shah in Shiraz, along with Suleiman and his family. And while Karim Khan and his men sat down to drink, the city of Basra was in despair.


Then, the Jews of Basra gathered in their synagogue, proclaiming a fast of repentance, and crying and weeping to G-d to save them from the hands of the wicked Karim Khan and his men. And G-d heard their cries.


The hearts of kings and rulers are in G-d's hands, Jewish teachings explain. G-d strengthened the heart of Karim Khan to seek more conquests and glory. Karim Khan went out to fight against the neighboring Arab tribesmen, but his army suffered defeat and retreated to Basra with great losses. Karim Kahn gathered a new army and went out to fight the Arabs again. But the Arabs ambushed them among the floods of the rivers and slaughtered them in great numbers. Karim Khan barely escaped with his life and returned to Basra with the beaten remnants of his army.


The Persian Vizier lost no time in trying to gather a new army to fight against the Arabs. But after the [four] difficult years of defeats, his battle-weary soldiers had no heart to fight any more and they plotted to kill Karim Khan. On the 27th day of Adar, thirteen days after the calendar date of the original Purim, the wicked Persian Vizier was found dead, poisoned by the hand of his own servants.


News of the death of his Vizier and of the defeat of his armies reached the Shah. He ordered the remnants of his army to leave Basra under the cover of darkness and return to Persia in secret.


On the second day of Nissan, in the year 5535 (1775), the Jews of Basra rose up in the morning and discovered that not one of Karim Khan's men remained in the city. Great was the rejoicing of the Jews of Basra at this miraculous deliverance from the hands of so wicked an enemy. They gathered in their synagogue to offer thanks to G-d for the miracle, and resolved to observe that day, year after year, as the day of the miracle.


[Following the death of the Shah of Persia. Jacob Aaron Gabbai returned from exile, was granted state privileges by the Turks and was re-appointed head of Baghdad Jewry.]

It so happened that a saintly rabbi and kabbalist from the Holy Land was visiting Basra at that time. He had been sent as a special messenger by the Jewish community of Hebron to obtain financial support for the poor and needy of that ancient city. 

His name was Rabbi Jacob Elyashar (he was the grandfather of the future Chief Rabbi of Jerusalem, Rabbi Jacob Saul Elyashar). Rabbi Jacob Elyashar composed a special scroll for the Jews of Basra, to be recited by them in the synagogue on this "Day of the Miracles," and to be followed by a special feast, with gifts to the poor, as on the day of Purim. [The scroll was subsequently printed in book form by Ezra Reuven Dangoor in 1905/6.]


The Jews of Basra willingly accepted all his suggestions and incorporated them into the by-laws of the community, and ever since they observed the 2nd day of Nissan as a special Purim, "The Purim of Basra."


Source: Edited by Yerachmiel Tilles from //Lchaimweekly.org (issue #509), with bracketed historical additions from //jewishrefugees.blogspot.com that are based on an imprint to a Megilat (scroll/Book of) Esther in the British Library Hebrew and Judeo-Arabic collection which contains as a preface an account of the miracle in Basra in 1775.
Reprinted from the February 19, 2019 email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed.  www.ascentofsafed.com  ascent@ascentofsafed.com
Hamantashen

By Miriam Shapiro
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I was ten years old that Purim, and in the fifth grade. That was the year that: (1) I shot up from being the shortest kid in class to my adult height, 5′3″; (2) Romeo and Juliet was the school play; and (3) Mimmi Cohen came to town. 
All three factors combined to make fifth grade the toughest, longest, most miserable year I had yet faced.


I felt awkward with my new height; I now had an aerial view of my classmates. I so badly wanted the lead in the play, but knew that it was a popularity contest. I felt sure that Mimmi—she would cross out any other way people spelled her name—Cohen would grab not only the lead, but all supporting roles and extras in the play as well, sweeping in from out of town with her Esprit button-down shirts, black nylons and shiny, grown-up loafers. 


I wore a lot of neon in those days. My favorite outfit, which I wore only on Fridays, was a bright pink dress with neon green and yellow squigglies zigzagging down the skirt, worn with fold-down ruffly white socks and silver L. A. Gear sneakers. The Friday of the tryouts for the play, I dressed carefully, taking extra care that the folds of my ruffly socks were exactly even at both ankles.


The tryouts were in the morning. Mimmi and I were called out of class together. She held the blue hall pass, and we walked in icy silence down to the auditorium. I felt gargantuan next to Mimmi, trying to keep pace with her tiny steps in my huge silver sneakers. She walked as she had probably seen her mother walk in high heels—quick, brisk steps that made her heels clop-clop on the cement like horses’ hooves.


She pointed her chin at the sky, pulling down the corners of her mouth and patting her blond curls as she walked. “I already know what I’m going to wear for my costume,” she said. “I have a real ball gown at home.” “Me, too,” I lied. “It’s . . . indecipherable.” I had seen that word the day before in a copy of Time magazine lying around the house, and decided that it sounded as glamorous as any other. 


“That’s nice,” Mimmi said, shrugging. “I hope this won’t take too long. I already know I’m going to get it.” The bottom dropped out from my stomach. “How do you know?” My world was spinning, but I wasn’t about to show her how I felt. “I just do,” she said. “Who else would they pick? Everybody else in this school is such a nerd.” “I am not,” I mumbled. Tears blurred my vision, and I blinked and blinked, trying to force them back into my eyes so Mimmi wouldn’t see. “S‑something in my eye,” I stammered.


We reached the auditorium. The dank smell of over-boiled peas and an Ajaxed floor wafted from the lunchroom next door, and I held my breath as Mimmi showed the blue hall pass to the teacher running the tryouts. 


“A‑ha. Right this way, girls,” she said. I felt nauseous and dizzy as I sat, waiting for Mimmi to finish so I could show the panel how good a Juliet I would be. Mimmi strutted about the stage, as cocky as a Bantam rooster. She rolled her eyes and clasped her hands as she spoke, her voice traveling up and down the scale like a car on roller-coaster tracks. With the last phrase, she dropped to her knees with a huge fake sob. 


Then she stood up, flashed all her teeth in a stagey smile, and curtsied deeply. “Thank you very much, dear.” Mimmi tossed her head and exited down the steps at the front of the stage, grinning as if she were the star of a toothpaste advertisement.


“Next.” I mounted the steps onto the stage. Mimmi sat directly next to the panel, her arms crossed, swinging her feet back and forth. I stood for a minute and breathed, focusing my thoughts. “Are you ready, dear?” 


I attacked that script for all I was worth. For every one of Mimmi’s eye rolls, I added two. Every one of her vocal crescendos was eclipsed and forgotten about. For my big finish, as opposed to merely falling to my knees, I threw myself face-down on the floor of the stage. That should show them who Juliet should be. 
“Thank you.” I stood up, still under the spell of my performance. “Thank you.” I bowed and smiled. “You may go back to class. Miss Cohen, please wait with us for a moment while we discuss rehearsals.”


I felt my face turn scarlet. I walked sedately from the auditorium, keeping my eyes straight ahead, though I could not see where my steps took me for the hot tears escaping down my flushed cheeks. Only when I rounded the corner outside of the auditorium, far away from Mimmi’s grin, did I allow myself to weep.


I saw a car pull into the parking lot. That looks like our van, I thought. I wished that my mother could come and spirit me away from the tryouts, Mimmi, my gigantic self. As I watched, the driver’s side door opened. My mother climbed down from the seat, holding two bulky brown lunch bags. She made her way towards the office. 


We often ran out of time in the morning for my mother to make lunch, so she brought it to school later on. I held my breath. Would she see me? I ducked behind a clump of bushes. My mother went into the office with the lunch bags. The clock stood still. I imagined her chatting with the receptionist, writing out two pink slips, one for my brother and one for me, to come to the office and get our lunches, turning away and putting her hand on the door—there! My mother headed back towards the car. She took out her keys.


“Mommy!” I ran out from behind the bushes. 


“Hi, sweetie!” My mother’s face lit up when she saw me. “What are you doing here?” 


“Mimmi got the part,” I sniffled. 


My mother set her lips, but only for an instant. Then the expression was gone, and she leaned toward me. “Do you know what?” she said. “I left dough for the hamantashen chilling in the fridge. It’s all ready for you. Why don’t you come home with me for lunch, and we’ll make hamantashen together?” 


“Yeah!” I said. Truly, this was an act of G‑d. I ran towards the car. 


“Don’t tell your brother. It’s our secret,” my mother said.


Ten minutes later saw my mother and me in the sunlit kitchen, rolling out hamantashen dough with my great-grandmother’s wooden rolling pins, shiny and smooth as glass from over sixty years of use. 


The dough spread under our hands like a thick puddle. The ache in my heart abated. “Do you know,” my mother said, “this is the very same recipe that Grandma used when she made hamantashen with her mother in the Old Country?” 
“They made hamantashen back then?” 


“Of course,” my mother said. “And before that.” 


“When before?” 


“For almost two thousand years, maideleh.”


Two thousand years. I pressed my tongue to my upper lip, trying to comprehend a gap of time, vague and dead as the flat pages of my history book, suddenly filled with people, great-grandmothers and mothers and daughters, making hamantashen for Purim. 


“Two thousand years ago, Shakespeare wasn’t even born.” “And you know what? G‑d gave us His Torah even before that,” my mother said.


My mother and I carefully cut circles from the flattened dough, filled them and pinched them shut. I tried hard not to let any of the filling peep out from inside, the mahn a delicious secret, like G‑d’s boundless love, kept by generations of Purim merrymakers. G‑d chose us. As I squeezed a hamantash together at the top, I felt honored to be part of such a miracle.


That day in our kitchen, I realized that Purim was more than three-cornered cookies. It was part of our legacy, and more lasting than any of the worries that plagued my ten-year-old agenda. 


The school play, Mimmi Cohen, even being taller than all my classmates, would pass. G‑d’s Torah, our Torah, eternal, and His chosen people, the Jews, would remain. I smiled at my mother. This was our secret.

Reprinted from the Chabad.Org Purim website.

A Tale to Remember 

The Rabbi and the 

Queen’s Emissaries


One Purim, Rav Elazar Rokei’ach of Amsterdam (1665-1742) sat at the head of the long table crowded with relatives and prominent members of the community. They were about to begin the festive Purim Seudah. The huge table was laden with enormous platters of delicious food which was sent as Mishlo’ach Manos, and bottles of fine wine and other beverages were also set out. 


In between the many courses, Rav Elazar spoke over many Divrei Torah that explained the meaning and significance of Purim. In the middle of the Seudah, someone came knocking on the door. A member of the house opened the door and saw there were three emissaries of the Queen on an urgent mission. 


After apologizing profusely for interrupting, they asked to speak to the great Rabbi. Rav Elazar motioned for them to approach the table and deliver their message. They told him that in a certain district of Holland a dam had burst, and thousands of innocent people were in danger of drowning. 


The Queen had heard much about the piety of the saintly Rav Elazar Rokei’ach, and wanted him to intercede and plead with Heaven to save the people. After delivering their message, the emissaries expected the Rav to go off into a corner and immerse himself deep in Prayer. 


Surprisingly, however, they were invited to sit down and join in the festivities! It was even more curious when Rav Elazar ordered that every bottle of wine and whiskey remaining in the house should be placed on the table, and within minutes, the table was covered with an assortment of bottles. 


Rav Elazar said, “Gentlemen, let us fulfill the Mitzvah of the day to the best of our abilities. We will drink until we cannot distinguish between ‘Cursed is Haman’ and ‘Blessed is Mordechai’! 


All the guests, including the Rav, started to drink, and shortly after, before the astonished eyes of the Queen’s emissaries, the elderly Rabbi jumped up from his seat and began leading everyone in a dance around the table! 


The emissaries could not believe what they were seeing. The scene in the Rabbi’s house was starting to resemble an unruly tavern! Without anyone noticing, the three men got up to leave and returned to the royal palace. 


When they arrived, the Queen was overjoyed to see them. She told them that their mission had been successful, and that the breach in the dam had been repaired! Instead of death and destruction, the damage had actually been quite minimal! The emissaries were shocked. 


They then asked when the dam had been fixed, and they were astounded to learn that the dam had been repaired at the exact time Rabbi Elazar and his guests were at the height of their celebrations! 


The Queen questioned their surprise, and they proceeded to describe to her everything they had witnessed in the Rabbi’s house. Now the Queen was shocked to hear this. She asked, “How could such an esteemed Rabbi have behaved in such a manner? And more importantly, why was it that the workers had suddenly been able to fix the dam at that exact moment?!” 


The next day the Queen invited Rabbi Elazar to the royal palace to officially thank him on behalf of the nation for saving so many people, and to clarify exactly what had happened that day. When Rav Elazar arrived, the Queen thanked him and asked if he could explain what went on. 


Rav Elazar smiled and said, “We Jews act in a unique manner. Whenever it seems as if Hashem is angry, we try to appease Him by fulfilling His Will. The day the dam broke was Purim, a holiday where we are commanded to be happy to the point of intoxication. Had I responded to your message by Praying and imploring Hashem amidst tears, not only would I have failed to fulfill His wishes, but I would have actually transgressed one of His commandments. 


“It was precisely because I recognized the magnitude of the danger that I encouraged everyone to be even more joyful, in the hope that it would arouse Hashem’s mercy.” 


The Queen was very pleased by Rav Elazar’s explanation, and sent him home accompanied by a royal entourage!
Reprinted from the Purim 5776 email of Torah U’Tefilah compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.
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