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Façade of Fury
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[image: image1.jpg]




From: David 


Dear Rabbi, I have learned that the reason for the decree against the Jews in the Purim story is that they partook of the feast of Achashverosh. Yet, I have also learned that the king had kosher food and kosher wine served for the Jews at his feast. If so, what was the reason for the harsh decree?


Dear David, You can be certain that Achashverosh did not serve kosher food and wine at his orgiastic feast out of love for the Jews and respect for Judaism! Rather, his intention was, under the guise of a kosher catered affair, to lure the Jews into decadence, and ensnare them into transgressing, in order to kindle Divine wrath against them and prolong their exile. 


In addition to hoping they’d be dragged into the obscene indulgence and licentiousness of the bacchanalian debauchery, he sought to degrade them and degrade the Holy Temple in its destruction, in order to prevent its rebuilding. 


The Sages taught (Megilla 12a) that Achashverosh served the food and wine of the feast in the defiled vessels of the Holy Temple that he had inherited from his predecessors the Babylonians, who decades earlier had ransacked and destroyed Jerusalem. In addition to the great effrontery of reveling with these vessels in the face of the Jews, he presided over the entire orgy wearing the holy garments and breastplate of the High Priest. 


In this way he inflicted insult and injury on the Jews, whose forced silence bespoke apathy, and thus provoked Divine punishment. The Talmud (ibid.) also relates another reason. The students of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai asked him why destruction was decreed upon the Jews of that generation. 


The rabbi asked them to venture an answer. They replied that it was because they participated in, and derived benefit from, the feast of the wicked Achashverosh. 


He countered that, if so, only the Jews of Shushan who attended the feast should have been accountable, but not those in the rest of the provinces who were also threatened by the decree! 


So, the students then asked the rabbi what sin he thought caused the decree. He replied that it was on account of the Jews bowing down to the statue of Nebuchadnezzar. 


The students replied that in such a case, rather than wondering why the decree was made, the question should be why it was nullified, such that they were saved by Divine intervention. Since they prostrated themselves to this idolatrous image they should be liable for the capital punishment for idolatry even if they repented! 


Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai answered that they only made an outward show of bowing. Tosefot (Pesachim 53b) offers two explanations: Either that the statue was made only to honor the king, so their bowing only smacked of idolatry but technically wasn’t; or even if it was made to deify the king, they only bowed out of fear of death but not to worship it. 


Since their prostration was only external, Rabbi Shimon explained, G-d’s display of anger was only a façade, as it were. Once they repented for this external display of infidelity, G-d “repented” for His show of anger and spared them from death. 

Reprinted from the Purim 5777 email of ORHNET, the Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine on the Internet.

Purim 

Archaeology Discovers Purim - Shushan the Capital City

By Rabbi Zamir Cohen

More fascinating facts about the story of Purim in the light of archeological findings. Including, Shushan the capital city, the splendor of the King's Palace & the wine banquet
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Remains of the palace of Ahasuerus in ancient Shushan, built on a high plateau that exists today

The seat of King Xerxes was in Shushan, a city in western Iran[1]  also known today in Farsi by the name of Shush and in English by the name of Susa.


The Book of Esther notes an interesting fact about the city which we can now understand in the light of the archeological findings: the Book sometimes speaks about "Shushan" and sometimes "Shushan HaBira. In the Bible and rabbinic writings, "bira" means a high place, a fortress or a palace. (Over the years, this word came to mean the capital city where the government resides). In the Book of Esther, the expression "Shushan HaBira" indicates the area where the king's palace was located. As the Ibn Ezra points out: "in Shushan HaBira - where the palace was."[2] Today, we would call it the “Shushan palace” or the “Shushan fortress”.


The Hebrew language expert Abba Ben-David says about this: "Shushan had two parts: the city and the fortress. The king’s palace and the surrounding compound was called Shushan the fortress, and the rest of the city was called Shushan the city. Mordecai would come and go from the city to the royal compound, and from the royal compound to the city. The city was separate from the royal compound.[3]

Shushan the fortress contained the royal palaces, the primary and secondary harems, government buildings, and more. The expression "Shushan Habira" also teaches us that the king's palace was on a high plateau. Indeed, Ahasuerus's palace in ancient Shushan was built on a high and wide plateau which is still in existence today. The sages in the Talmud[4] say that around Shushan the fortress was an arkuma d’mayo (river, canal). This detail too was revealed in contemporary archaeological excavations, and as Professor Elia Samuele Artom explains[5]: "From excavations made in the area of ancient Shushan, a river separated between the city and the fortress, and the king's palace was in a high place in the royal compound."


According to an accepted tradition described by Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela in his book, Daniel's grave is in Shushan, in a special edifice known even today.


The Book of Esther also presents a detailed description of the king's palace. These details have been uncovered in archaeological excavations and described by scholars in the field:[6]  "The author of the Book of Esther was thoroughly acquainted with the Shushan fortress and all the sections of the royal compound, such as the outer courtyard, the inner courtyard, the royal palace, and the pavilion that stood on columns and was open to the inner courtyard, as excavations conducted here by the French rediscovered."


The Book of Esther focuses on the courtyard of the king's orchard garden, describing the grandeur of the garden grounds: "There were spreads of white, fine cotton, and blue, embroidered with cords of linen and purple on silver rods and marble columns; couches of gold and silver on a pavement of green, white, shell, and onyx marble."[7] The Persian king surrounded himself with fancy furniture, fine fabrics and expensive utensils.[8]

This description corresponds to the Greek historian Herodotus’s description about the luxuries which Ahasuerus surrounded himself with. As scholars wrote[9]: "The silver rods, gold and silver couches and large variety of utensils displayed at Ahasuerus’s banquet which is described in The Book of Esther, fits the description by Herodotus of the many silver and gold vessels left behind by the Persians when they fled from the Greeks during Khshayarsa’s days: “They spread throughout the camp and found tents decorated with gold and silver, beds coated with gold and silver, gold cups and goblets and other drinking vessels.”
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The Splendor of the King's Palace

Herodotus goes on to say that Khshayarsa’s own home utensils fell to the portion of the Greek commander, and they included utensils, beds and tables of gold and silver, just as is described in the Megillah."

The wine banquet
"And the drinking was according to law, with no coercion." This means that he passed a law[10] that no person would be forced or pressured to drink.


A contemporary person reads this verse and wonders: Is it necessary to legislate a special law against forcing someone to drink wine?
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Royal cups and bowls of gold and silver, of excessive size, used for drinking at the feasts of Persian Kings


The midrash explains that before this great banquet, in which King Ahasuerus sought to reach out to the citizens of his kingdom, the king canceled an ancient royal practice that was so much a feature of the palace banquets that the king had to enact a new law to annul it.


According to the usual norm, at the beginning of the banquet a giant golden cup filled with bracing, strong wine was brought to enhance the merriment of the ministers and courtiers. The Chief Butler was authorized by law to choose some of the guests who were dignitaries of the kingdom, and force them to drink a full glass. The goal was to get these guests to act imbecilic at the banquet, so everyone else could laugh at them and make them the butt of their comments. The unfortunate one chosen could not refuse, and he had to drink the whole glass even if he would become sick or would die as a result.


These are the words of the Midrash[11]:


"This was a custom in Persia: They had a huge cup that held thirty shmatziyot [a Persian volume measurement], which was called a pitka. Each person had to drink from it even if he would die or go crazy from it. The one who was the Chief Butler would be enriched by the attending Persian dignitaries to hint to him [not to turn to them with the large cup during the banquet]. They would give him a few dinars of gold so he wouldn’t offer them the drink. Ahasuerus did not bring this cup to his banquet, and said instead that whoever wants to drink can drink."


The meaning of the words in the Book of Esther, “And the drinking was according to law, with no coercion" is that "The drinking was according to the new law in which no one was coerced to drink."

[image: image5.jpg]



Bulls made from marble adorned the pillars of Ahasuerus's palaces, and were found in Shushan

Archaeological excavations carried out in Achaemenid Empire palaces have found huge gold goblets, with strange shapes, which aroused wonder in all those who saw them: which person drinks from such a giant wine goblet? What oddball would do that? He certainly could not be one of the notables of the people. So for whom was such gold goblets created?


It appears that these goblets were used to maintain the cruel custom of Persian kings in their drunken orgies, besides this one banquet of Ahasuerus’s, as our sages report.


Aristophanes the Greek, who lived for some time after the end of the Persian era, describes the Persian banquets in the following words: "They would force the guests to drink bracing, sweet wine from gold cups." But he does not specify the huge size of the gold cups which have recently risen from the dust and can be seen by our very eyes. Probably due to the long time that had elapsed from the downfall Persian kingdom, he was unaware of this detail.

Notes and Sources 



[1] Roman Girshman (1895-1979) was a French archaeologist who spent decades carrying out excavations in Iran. He wrote: "Shushan was one of the four capitals of the Persian Achaemenid Empire, and even exceeded the others and became the political, diplomatic and administrative capital of the kingdom where the king and his court presided ... Shushan was located in the center of the Persian empire which stretched from India to Ethiopia. There were three highways that connected it with the other 3 capitals of his kingdom… Shushan also had an outlet to the sea which connected it with the rest of the world" (Encyclopedia Mikra’it, Volume VII, pp. 613-614, under “Shushan”).

[2] Ibn Ezra, Esther 1:2.

[3] Abba Ben-David, Birah V’Ir HaBira, inside of: “Hayadata Mai’ain Habitui?”, Leshoneinu L’Am Koach (1977), pp. 221-222, cited by Tamar Katz in her article "Ha’Ir v’HaBira” in the website of the Hebrew Language Academy. She notes: "The Book of Nechemiah mentions Habirah - a fortress built during the return to Zion to protect Jerusalem and the Temple. The Book of Chronicles mention the Biraniyot (the plural of bira, fortresses) which the Judean kings Jehoshaphat and Yotam built."

[4] Megilla 15a.

[5] Professor Elia Samuele Artom (1887-1965), Tanach HaZahav: Chamesh Megillot, Yavne Publishing House Ltd., p. 107; for a more detailed discussion of the subject, see: Abraham Korman, "Pianuach Aggadot", Tel Aviv, 1991, pp. 214-215.

[6] Hebrew Encyclopedia, Volume V, page 101, under “Megillat Esther”.

[7] Esther 1:6.

[8] Forgotten Empire: The World of Ancient Persia, University of California Press, 2005, p. 104.

[9] Pnei Olam HaMikra, p. 184.

[10] The word dat in Persian means 'law'. This word found its way into English in the word data, which means a series of facts.

[11] Midrash Esther, Parsha 1; Yalkut Shimoni Esther, 1048.
Adapted from Rabbi Zamir Cohen's commentary on The Book of Esther – Coming soon in English

When the Chassidic Rebbe Danced with the Anti-Semites

By Yitzchak Buxbaum
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Rebbe David of Dinov was once celebrating the Purim feast in the synagogue with his chassidim; it had started in the late afternoon and continued with full strength into the evening. They were all enjoying the food and drinking liquor, as is customary. 


The musicians were playing, the Chassidim were singing and dancing, and joy reigned supreme until, in their holy inebriation, the no longer knew the difference between “blessed is Mordechai” and “cursed is Haman.” It was as if there was no more evil in the world, as if everything was holy, everything was good.


But even though they were joyful, one problem was on everyone’s mind. There was a rumor that some of the gentiles in Dinov planning a pogrom that was to take place a month hence—on Passover, when pogroms were often carried out by drunken peasants incited by their priests. It was said that the pogrom would be on the first night of Passover, when all the Jews would be in their homes, celebrating the Seder.


 In fact, Rebbe David had heard that these anti-Semites were meeting right then in a tavern on the gentile side of town to plan their evil deeds.


About midnight, Rebbe David said to his Chassidim at the table, “We’ve done something right here in the synagogue to wipe out Amalek. But do you want to finish the job? To really wipe out Amalek?


The Chassidim called back, “Yes, Rebbe, we’re ready!”


“If your answer is yes,” said Rebbe David, “then sing and dance with me now with all your heart and soul!”


The rebbe led the Chassidim in a joyous song, and they danced with ecstatic abandon. They sang the Chassidic melody over and over until everyone present had entered fully—with head, hands, feet, and even boots—into the supernal realm of joy.


In the midst of this exuberant and elated singing and dancing, which carried everyone present to the heights of joyous ecstasy, the rebbe suddenly called out, “The time has come. Let’s go!” He got up and led the Chassidim and the musicians outside the synagogue, and they all piled into wagons and started riding through the streets—with the musicians playing and the Chassidim singing—right into the gentile neighborhood.


Dinov was a tiny town; they reached the gentile neighborhood in a few minutes. The rebbe had them drive right up to the tavern where the anti-Semites were doing their plotting, and the Chassidim climbed down from the wagons and followed the rebbe into the tavern, all of them singing and dancing in joyous abandon.


The peasants were by this time a little drunk and had begun to curse the Jews. But just then Rebbe David walked in the door, holy and pure and shining like an angle of G‑d. He walked right up to the leader of the anti-Semites, took his hand, and started to dance with him. Then each chassid took the hand of an anti-Semite, and they all began to dance in great joy. The whole room became filled with holiness and sweetness.


After an hour or two of singing and dancing, they sat down to rest, and all the peasants and chassidim crowded around Rebbe David. Turning to the peasants, he said, “My dearest brothers, there’s something I must ask you. I’m so happy to be with you, and I’m so glad I came. But I have to tell you: I heard that you hate Jews! Is there somebody here that hates us?”


The leader of the anti-Semites, looking down at his feet, shook his head in denial and said embarrassedly, “No, that’s not true!” All the peasants looked around at one another, and each one said, “Not me! Maybe someone else; I don’t hate Jews!”


“I’ve heard an unbelievable rumor—though I’m sure it’s not true!—that you were planning a pogrom against us,” said the rebbe.


“Not us!” said the leader, looking around evasively and blushing with shame at his fellow plotters.


“If that’s so,” said Rebbe David, “then why shouldn’t we be the best of friends?”


All the peasants were so moved the rebbe’s holiness and love that they all shouted out, “Yes, Rebbe, yes! Be our best friend!”


Then the real dancing began.

Purim Behind Bars: 

Megillah for Thousands

In New York Prisons

By Phreddy Wischusen
For three decades, Rabbi Kasriel Kastel has organized programs for inmates statewide
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Among the copious duties of Rabbi Kasriel Kastel, who has served as program director of the Lubavitch Youth Organization for 49 years, is organizing teams of Megillah readers to visit Jewish inmates in prisons all around New York State. (Photo: Phreddy Wischusen)


Soon after the Havdalah flames are doused on Saturday night, March 11, (2017) rabbis and rabbinical students will be starting their engines and embarking on a Purim adventure across the state of New York. They will observe Purim—a holiday that celebrates Jews’ miraculous salvation from the evil Haman more than 2,300 years ago—bringing cheer to their brethren behind the walls of more than 40 correctional facilities after Shabbat through late afternoon on Sunday.


As of Jan. 1, 2016, some 4,000 inmates (six of them women) in the state identify as Jews, according to the New York State Corrections and Community Supervision’s “Under Custody Report.” (These numbers are self-reported according to the inmates, and so fluctuate.)


Most of them, separated from their families and communities, and spread out across the state’s nearly 55,000 square miles, will get the chance to perform the four mitzvahs of Purim: listening to the Megillah, giving gifts of food, dispensing charity to the poor and enjoying a festive meal.

Lubavitch Youth Organization Headquarters

The team of volunteer rabbis is led by Rabbi Kasriel Kastel of Brooklyn, N.Y., who has served as program director of the Lubavitch Youth Organization for 49 years. Among his many duties in that capacity is overseeing Jewish programming during Purim, Sukkot (Chol Hamoed) and Chanukah for the incarcerated.


His work initially began in 1967. On June 3, less than a week before his wedding (and just two days before the outbreak of the Six-Day War in Israel), Kastel’s phone rang at midnight. It was Rabbi Dovid Raskin, director of the Lubavitch Youth Organization, calling at the behest of the Rebbe—Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, of righteous memory—who wanted to know if Kastel, then in his early 20s, would be willing to help undertake a significant project, to get Jewish males and boys over the age of 13, from every walk of life, to start putting on tefillin, even just once.


It was the start of one of the Rebbe’s most integral campaigns: Mivtza Tefillin. Kastel started shortly after the end of the war. He notes that he was only supposed to work on the campaign two hours a day—from 9 a.m. to 11 a.m., at which time he attended Kollel.


“My job was to organize,” explains the now 73-year-old. “To call area hospitals, nursing homes and other similar venues, and get volunteers to go every single Sunday and put on tefillin with everyone who wanted to.”


He continued working and learning until he was officially hired as program director of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in 1968. His job included welcoming and arranging accommodations and study programs for college students who would regularly pour into the Crown Heights neighborhood of Brooklyn to experience Shabbat and the Jewish holidays.
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The medium-security Woodbourne Correctional Facility in New York, where Rabbi Sholom Tenenbaum and Rabbi Yechezkel Posner read the Megillah in 2016. (Photo: Wikimedia Commons)


By the 1980s, he was developing and directing seminal Shabbaton pegishah (“encounter”) weekends, which would attract visitors from around the world, many of them experiencing traditional Jewish life, learning and practice for the first time. They also included a Shabbat farbrengen with the Lubavitcher Rebbe—Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, of righteous memory. Many weekend attendees would eventually become Torah-observant men and women, and the Shabbaton concept became a widely imitated model used by Jewish organizations worldwide.


But back in 1968, he says, there were virtually no Chabad Houses. “We were cute,” quips Kastel. “Synagogues and Jewish organizations wanted us to come talk about who we were, tell some stories and sing a song.”


Kastel’s job was to recruit people to run such programs. At first, he asked yeshivah boys and Kollel students to go because they had the time, but the Rebbe wanted the whole community to be involved. Eventually, Rabbi Kastel began looking for families to share their Yiddishkeit with the larger Jewish community.


The Tenenbaums were one such family to heed the call.


For many years, Rabbi Sholom Tenenbaum of Crown Heights would bring his children, dressed in their Purim costumes, to a senior center in nearby Flatbush. “I would read the Megillah, the kids would give out mishloach manot [gifts of food] and sing,” he says. “The seniors loved it. We did that every year together until the children grew up.”


With his children grown, Tenenbaum took up Kastel’s offer to transfer his Purim program to a new venue: prison.
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Rabbi Sholom Tenenbaum stands outside the famous Folsom State Prison in California during a visit to his daughter’s Chabad center in that city. He now visits prisons in New York during Purim to celebrate the holiday with Jewish inmates.

An Exercise in Unity

In June 1985, the Rebbe gave a powerful talk drawing on the Torah to challenge the effectiveness and humaneness of prisons. It prompted Lubavitch activists around the world to work to ensure that incarcerated Jews and their families have their physical and spiritual needs met. It is also the basis for the work of the Chabad-affiliated Aleph Institute, founded four years earlier in Surfside, Fla., to provide financial, emotional and spiritual assistance to Jews serving in all branches of the U.S. military and to those in prisons throughout the United States, as well as their families.


Kastel’s very full plate became even fuller. He started organizing prison visits, especially before or during Jewish holidays.


Today, he coordinates programs with chaplains all over the state; filing vast amounts of paperwork 30 days in advance of visits; scheduling each program to exacting time standards; and finding volunteers who can drive, who are capable of reading the Megillah and who are willing to spend one of the most exuberant days of the year away from their communities.


Rabbi Tenenbaum, 67, became one of them.


“Sometimes, the volunteers drive eight hours to read the Megillah for one person,” says Kastel. Because Purim begins on Saturday night (Motzei Shabbat) this year (2017), Kastel will dispatch three carloads of rabbis from New York City to spend Shabbat in Rochester, Buffalo and Syracuse, so that they can read the Megillah for inmates before the 9 p.m. visitors’ curfew that night.


Tenenbaum set out with Rabbi Yechezkel Posner last year before first light, stopping in the Yiddish-speaking village of Kiryas Joel, N.Y., to daven with Satmar Chassidim and still make it to the Woodbourne Correctional Facility by 9 a.m. “One of the guys there was very religious and wouldn’t eat anything before hearing the Megillah,” explains Tenenbaum, “so Rabbi Kastel arranged for us to get there as early as possible.”


He describes his first experience in the prison as bittersweet. “On one hand, you have Purim there with the prisoners, you fabreng with them and share stories of Purim,” says Tenenbaum. The group of 10 inmates waiting for them was diverse, he continues: “One guy had white in his beard; one guy looked to be under 25. Usually, in a shul, the congregants are from one area or social group; here, they are all together in one place. That’s some nice achdus [‘unity’]. It’s also nice to be with every type of Yid—no matter who he is—and help him to perform a mitzvah. They didn’t want us to leave!”


Still, the sweetness of the event was a bit tempered for him: “When you walk out, it’s very emotional because the gates close behind you, and they’re still there for however long. It shakes you up.”


Along those lines, Kastel reinforces the No. 1 rule for visitors: Never ask anyone why they’re behind bars.


“You just pray that everybody comes out of it on the positive side,” says Tenenbaum.


Tenenbaum and Posner made it to two more facilities before sunset, by which time Tenenbaum says his voice started to show signs of strain after three Megillah readings. He notes that he is excitedly preparing to set out again this Purim.


For volunteers who aren’t able to make it home before nightfall on Sunday, Kastel also arranges for them to share in a festive meal at a Chabad House along their route.


He has his hand here, there; he organizes so many schedules for so many people.


“I consider myself an enabler,” offers Kastel. “My job is not to do it, but to make it possible for other people who want to do it.” He laughs. “Usually, enabling has a negative connotation, but it can be positive, too.”

Reprinted from last year’s March 8, 2017 website of Chabad.Org News.

The Fancy Manhattan

Purim Party Fiasco


A Lubavitcher chassid, from Brooklyn, went once a week to Manhattan to encourage non-religious Jews to put on tefillin. He would always make sure to stop by a certain Yid, who he befriended over time. He would teach him some Torah and give him tefillin to put on. Before Purim, the chassid taught him the laws of Purim, including the mitzvah of celebrating the miracles that Hashem performed with a festive meal. 


The man said, “How about making the Purim meal in my house? I will invite my friends, and you can invite yours. That way, you will have the opportunity to teach Torah to many people.” 


The chassid agreed. “I will bring along the food,” the chassid promised, because he knew that they couldn’t rely on this man’s level of kashrus. 


The Manhattan couple called their friends, “This Sunday is Purim, a Jewish holiday, and we are having some rabbis in our home. There will be food and inspirational speeches. Please come and join us.” 


Many of their friends said that they would be happy to come. But on Purim, there was a major traffic jam between Brooklyn and Manhattan, and it took the group of Lubavitcher chassidim two hours to get there. They came to the couple’s home, laden with the food, but by that time, all their guests had left. 


The husband was upset: “Where were you all this time? All the guests left.” His wife also came out and she shouted, “How could you do this to us? You turned us into laughing stocks.” It was a disaster. 


The following week, the Lubavitcher chassid debated whether he should visit this man again, after what happened. After thinking it over, he decided to go. “What will already happen?” he thought to himself. 


The Yid from Manhattan greeted the chassid with joy, and said that everything turned out for the better. “My wife isn’t Jewish. After you left our home on Purim, she began cursing Jews. She ranted, ‘It’s because they’re Jews that this happened…’ and other vile words. She carried on and on. We got into a big fight and in the end she left. In your merit, I was freed from being married to a non-Jew, and now I’m contemplating taking on more mitzvos...” 


The traffic jam seemed like a serious problem. It threatened to ruin the chassid’s relationship with that Yid who sought to do teshuvah. But as it turned out, the traffic jam was just what was needed at the time. The ‘problem’ actually brought a Yid closer to Torah and mitzvos.

Reprinted from the Parshas Terumah 5778 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman as compiled by Rabbi Boruch Twersky.
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