Kabbalat HaTorah at Sinai vs. Shushan
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The Torah says, “And Moses brought forth the people out of the camp to meet God; and
they stood at the lowermost part of the mount” (Exodus 19:17). Rabbi Avdimi bar Hama
bar Hasa said: the Jewish people actually stood beneath the mountain, and the verse
teaches that the Holy One, Blessed be He, overturned the mountain above the Jews
like a tub, and said to them: If you accept the Torah, excellent, and if not, there will be
your burial. Rav Aha bar Ya’akov said: From here there is a substantial caveat to the
obligation to fulfill the Torah. The Jewish people can claim that they were coerced into
accepting the Torah, and it is therefore not binding. Rava said: Even so, they again
accepted it willingly in the time of Ahasuerus, as it is written: “The Jews ordained, and
took upon them, and upon their seed, and upon all such as joined themselves unto them”
(Esther 9:27), and he taught: The Jews ordained what they had already taken upon
themselves through coercion at Sinai.
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A substantial caveat: As if they are called to judgment [as to] why you (the Jews) did not
fulfilwhat you have accepted upon yourselves, they have an answer: They accepted it
under duress. In the time of Ahasuerus: From love of the miracle that was done for them.
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Thereupon Memucan declared in the presence of the king and the ministers: “Queen Vashti
has committed an offense not only against Your Majesty but also against all the officials
and against all the peoples in all the provinces of King Ahasuerus. For the queen’s behavior
will make all wives despise their husbands, as they reflect that King Ahasuerus himself
ordered Queen Vashti to be brought before him, but she would not come. This very day the
ladies of Persia and Media, who have heard of the queen’s behavior, will cite it to all Your
Majesty’s officials, and there will be no end of scorn and provocation! ‘If it please Your
Majesty, let a royal edict be issued by you, and let it be written into the laws of Persia and
Media, so that it cannot be abrogated, that Vashti shall never enter the presence of King
Ahasuerus. And let Your Majesty bestow her royal state upon another who is more worthy
than she. Then will the judgment executed by Your Majesty resound throughout your realm,
vast though it is; and all wives will treat their husbands with respect, high and low alike.”
The proposal was approved by the king and the ministers, and the king did as Memucan
proposed. Dispatches were sent to all the provinces of the king, to every province in its own
script and to every nation in its own language, that every man should wield authority in his
home and speak the language of his own people.
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On the thirteenth day of the first month, the king’s scribes were summoned and a decree
was issued, as Haman directed, to the king’s satraps, to the governors of every province,
and to the officials of every people, to every province in its own script and to every people in
its own language. The orders were issued in the name of King Ahasuerus and sealed with
the king’s signet. Accordingly, written instructions were dispatched by couriers to all the
king’s provinces to destroy, massacre, and exterminate all the Jews, young and old,
children and women, on a single day, on the thirteenth day of the twelfth month—that is,



the month of Adar—and to plunder their possessions. The text of the document was to the
effect that a law should be proclaimed in every single province; it was to be publicly
displayed to all the peoples, so that they might be ready for that day.
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That very day King Ahasuerus gave the property of Haman, the enemy of the Jews, to Queen
Esther. Mordecai presented himself to the king, for Esther had revealed how he was related
to her. The king slipped off his ring, which he had taken back from Haman, and gave it to
Mordecai; and Esther put Mordecai in charge of Haman’s property. Esther spoke to the king
again, falling at his feet and weeping, and pleading with him to avert the evil plotted by
Haman the Agagite against the Jews. The king extended the golden scepter to Esther, and
Esther arose and stood before the king. “If it please Your Majesty,” she said, “and if | have
won your favor and the proposal seems right to Your Majesty, and if | am pleasing to you—
let dispatches be written countermanding those that were written by Haman son of
Hammedatha the Agagite, embodying his plot to annihilate the Jews throughout the king’s
provinces. For how can | bear to see the disaster that will befall my people! And how can |
bear to see the destruction of my kindred!” Then King Ahasuerus said to Queen Esther and
Mordecai the Jew, “l have given Haman’s property to Esther, and he has been impaled on



the stake for scheming against the Jews. And you may further write with regard to the Jews
as you see fit. [Write it] in the king’s name and seal it with the king’s signet, for an edict that
has been written in the king’s name and sealed with the king’s signet may not be revoked.”
So the king’s scribes were summoned at that time, on the twenty-third day of the third
month, that is, the month of Sivan; and letters were written, at Mordecai’s dictation, to the
Jews and to the satraps, the governors and the officials of the one hundred and twenty-
seven provinces from India to Cush: to every province in its own script and to every people
in its own language, and to the Jews in their own script and language. He had them written
in the name of King Ahasuerus and sealed with the king’s signet. Letters were dispatched
by mounted couriers, riding steeds used in the king’s service, bred of the royal stud, to this
effect: The king has permitted the Jews of every city to assemble and fight for their lives; if
any people or province attacks them, they may destroy, massacre, and exterminate its
armed force together with women and children, and plunder their possessions—on a
single day in all the provinces of King Ahasuerus, namely, on the thirteenth day of the
twelfth month, thatis, the month of Adar. The text of the document was to be issued as a
law in every single province: it was to be publicly displayed to all the peoples, so that the
Jews should be ready for that day to avenge themselves on their enemies.
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Indeed, all the officials of the provinces—the satraps, the governors, and the king’s
stewards—showed deference to the Jews, because the fear of Mordecai had fallen upon
them. For Mordecai was now powerful in the royal palace, and his fame was spreading
through all the provinces; this man Mordecai was growing ever more powerful. So the Jews
struck at their enemies with the sword, slaying and destroying; they wreaked their will upon
their enemies.
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Mordecai left the king’s presence in royal robes of blue and white, with a magnificent crown
of gold and a mantle of fine linen and purple wool. And the city of Shushan rang with joyous
cries. The Jews enjoyed light and gladness, happiness and honor. And in every province and
in every city, when the king’s command and decree arrived, there was gladness and joy
among the Jews, a feast and a holiday. And many of the people of the land professed to be
Jews, for the fear of the Jews had fallen upon them.
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And so, on the thirteenth day of the twelfth month—that is, the month of Adar—when the
king’s command and decree were to be executed, the very day on which the enemies of the
Jews had expected to get them in their power, the opposite happened, and the Jews got
their enemies in their power. Throughout the provinces of King Ahasuerus, the Jews
mustered in their cities to attack those who sought their hurt; and no one could withstand
them, for the fear of them had fallen upon all the peoples. Indeed, all the officials of the
provinces—the satraps, the governors, and the king’s stewards—showed deference to the
Jews, because the fear of Mordecai had fallen upon them. For Mordecai was now powerful
in the royal palace, and his fame was spreading through all the provinces; this man
Mordecai was growing ever more powerful. So the Jews struck at their enemies with the
sword, slaying and destroying; they wreaked their will upon their enemies.
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That was on the thirteenth day of the month of Adar; and they rested on the fourteenth day
and made it a day of feasting and merrymaking. (But the Jews in Shushan mustered on both
the thirteenth and fourteenth days, and so rested on the fifteenth, and made it a day of
feasting and merrymaking.) That is why village Jews, who live in unwalled towns, observe



the fourteenth day of the month of Adar and make it a day of merrymaking and feasting,
and as a holiday and an occasion for sending gifts to one another.
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Mordecai recorded these events. And he sent dispatches to all the Jews throughout the
provinces of King Ahasuerus, near and far, charging them to observe the fourteenth and
fifteenth days of Adar, every year—the same days on which the Jews enjoyed relief from
their foes and the same month that had been transformed for them from one of grief and
mourning to one of festive joy. They were to observe them as days of feasting and
merrymaking, and as an occasion for sending gifts to one another and presents to the poor.
The Jews accordingly assumed as an obligation that which they had begun to practice and
that Mordecai prescribed for them. For Haman son of Hammedatha the Agagite, the foe of
all the Jews, had plotted to destroy the Jews, and had cast pur—that is, the lot—with intent
to crush and exterminate them. But when [Esther] came before the king, he commanded:
“With the promulgation of this decree, let the evil plot that he devised against the Jews
recoil on his own head!” So they impaled him and his sons on the stake.
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He directed in writing. The king stated orally and commanded to write letters that his
[Haman’s] wicked scheme should return upon his own head.
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The reason is that Haman had planned to destroy the Jews, and when Esther came before
the king and pleaded on behalf of her people, the king said that it should be written
together with the decree that his evil scheme be turned back upon his own head; therefore
the first letters were annulled. Explanation of the second “therefore”:
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thatis, when the matter came fully and clearly before the king—he said, “together with the
decree,” etc.
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For “when she came” refers back to the scheme mentioned in the previous verse: when
Haman’s plan came before the king—that is, when the king became aware of his plot and
that he had devised evil—he did not revoke the first letters. Rather, he said, “together with
the decree,” meaning that with the very decree itself his evil scheme would be turned back
upon his own head. Since the king was unable to rescind the earlier decree and instead left
the first letters in place while issuing other letters, he was compelled to hang Haman so
that the officials would fear lest they too be punished, and would therefore pay heed not to
the first letters but to the later ones. Thus it became known to them that the first letters had
not been annulled, and consequently the miracle retained its full force even on the
thirteenth day of Adar, as explained above.
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For that reason these days were named Purim, after pur. In view, then, of all the
instructions in the said letter and of what they had experienced in that matter and what had
befallen them, the Jews undertook and irrevocably obligated themselves and their
descendants, and all who might join them, to observe these two days in the manner
prescribed and at the proper time each year. Consequently, these days are recalled and
observed in every generation: by every family, every province, and every city. And these
days of Purim shall never cease among the Jews, and the memory of them shall never
perish among their descendants. Then Queen Esther daughter of Abihail wrote a second
letter of Purim for the purpose of confirming with full authority the aforementioned one of
Mordecai the Jew. Dispatches were sent to all the Jews in the hundred and twenty-seven
provinces of the realm of Ahasuerus with an ordinance of “equity and honesty”: These days
of Purim shall be observed at their proper time, as Mordecai the Jew—and now Queen
Esther—has obligated them to do, and just as they have assumed for themselves and their
descendants the obligation of the fasts with their lamentations. And Esther’s ordinance
validating these observances of Purim was recorded in a scroll.
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Itis difficult: what did Esther add in her writing beyond what Mordecai had written? It
appears that Mordecai commanded only the observance of rejoicing on the days of Purim,
but the writing and reading of the Megillah was primarily through Esther, as is explained in
Tractate Megillah, that Esther sent to the Sages, “Write me for generations,” and they found
a scriptural basis for her. Therefore it says “all the authority,” meaning the Megillah from its
beginning to its end, as our Sages expounded: “all the authority”—the authority of
Ahasuerus and of Mordecai, and the authority of the miracle. And this is what is meant by
“to confirm this second letter of Purim,” namely the commandment of writing and reading
the Megillah, which was stated in the second letter.
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Esther requested of the sages of the generation to establish and to write this book together
with the other sacred writings; and this is the meaning of “and it was written in the book.”
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Rav Shmuel bar Yehuda said: Esther sent to the Sages: Establish me for future
generations. Esther requested that the observance of Purim and the reading of the Megilla
be instituted as an ordinance for all generations. They sent to her: You will thereby arouse
the wrath of the nations upon us, as the Megilla recounts the victory of the Jews over the
gentiles, and it is best not to publicize that victory. She sent back to them: | am already
written in the chronicles of the kings of Media and Persia, and so the Megilla will not
publicize anything that is not already known worldwide.
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It was related that Rav and Rabbi Hanina and Rabbi Yohanan and Rav Haviva taught the
statement cited below. The Gemara comments: Throughout the order of Moed, wherever
this latter pair of Sages is mentioned, exchange Rabbi Yohanan and insert Rabbi
Yonatan in his place. They said: Esther sent to the Sages: Write me for future
generations and canonize my book as part of the Bible. They sent to her that it is written:
“Have | not written for you three times” (Proverbs 22:20), indicating that Israel’s battle
with Amalek is to be mentioned three times in the Bible and not four times? Since it is
already mentioned three times (Exodus 17:8-16; Deuteronomy 25:17-19; | Samuel 15),
there is no need to add a fourth source.
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The Gemara comments: This matter is parallel to a dispute between the tanna’im, as it
was taught in a baraita: “Write this,” that which is written here, in the book of Exodus; “a
memorial,” that which is written in Deuteronomy; “in the book,” that which is written in
the Prophets; this is the statement of Rabbi Yehoshua. Rabbi Elazar HaModa’i
disagrees and says: “Write this,” that which is written in the Torah here in Exodus, and in
Deuteronomy; “a memorial,” that which is written in the Prophets on this matter; “in
the book,” that which is written in the Megilla. Here too, the tanna’im disagreed whether
or not the book of Esther has the same force and sanctity as that of the canonized books of
the Bible.
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Rav Yehuda said that Shmuel said: The book of Esther does not render the hands
ritually impure. Although the Sages issued a decree that sacred scrolls render hands
ritually impure, the book of Esther was not accorded the sanctity of sacred scrolls.
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The Gemara asks: Is this to say that Shmuel maintains that the book of Esther was not
stated with the inspiration of the Divine Spirit? But didn’t Shmuel himself say elsewhere
that the book of Esther was stated with the inspiration of the Divine Spirit? The Gemara
answers: It was stated with the Divine Spirit thatitis to be read in public; however, it was
not stated that it is to be written. Therefore, the text was not accorded the sanctity of
sacred scrolls.

'Y NN 'OI' 'Y .0NY'WN 'Y NRITNNL, DT DR XNON 1'R D70 NIK 'RN 0 Aamn
N NNl 'RAY N 270 N70P NI (v 0 N0 Dpinnt, o DR XN0N DN'YN
JYIN' 20D KT XRIN DT DX PRNLVN - TNOKXIE DNYY'YN Y'Y NN 7R 970

The Gemara raises an objection from a baraita. Rabbi Meir says: The book of
Ecclesiastes does not render the hands ritually impure, as it was not accorded the
sanctity of sacred scrolls; however, there is a dispute with regard to whether or not the
Song of Songs renders the hands impure. Rabbi Yosei says: The Song of Songs renders
the hands ritually impure, but there is a dispute with regard to the book of
Ecclesiastes. Rabbi Shimon says: The ruling with regard to Ecclesiastes is among the
leniencies of Beit Shammai and among the stringencies of Beit Hillel, as according to
Beit Hillel it renders the hands impure and according to Beit Shammai it does not.
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However, everyone agrees that the books of Ruth, and the Song of Songs, and Esther
render the hands ritually impure, contrary to the opinion of Shmuel. The Gemara
answers: It was Shmuel who stated his opinion in accordance with the opinion of Rabbi
Yehoshua cited earlier that the book of Esther was not accorded the sanctity of sacred
scrolls.
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It is taught in a baraita: Rabbi Shimon ben Menasya says: The book of Ecclesiastes does
not render the hands ritually impure because it is the wisdom of Solomon, and not
divinely inspired. They said to him: It was certainly divinely inspired and that is the reason
that the book of Ecclesiastes was added to the canon; as was it this alone that Solomon
said? Wasn’t it already stated: “And he spoke three thousand proverbs, and his poems
were a thousand and five” (I Kings 5:12)? Solomon spoke many proverbs, but only a portion
of them were canonized in the Bible. Apparently, what is unique about those in
Ecclesiastes is that they were divinely inspired. And it says: “Add you not unto his words”
(Proverbs 30:6).
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The Gemara asks: What is added by the proof introduced with the phrase: And it says?
Why wasn’t the first proof sufficient? The Gemara answers: And if you would say that in
terms of what he said, he said a great deal, with regard to which, if he so desired, it was
written, and if he so desired, it was not written; then that is why not all of his statements
were preserved. Therefore, come and hear: Add you not unto his words. Apparently, the
reason that itis prohibited to add to the proverbs is that the book of Ecclesiastes was
divinely inspired.
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Itis taught in a baraita that Rabbi Eliezer says: The book of Esther was said with the
inspiration of the Divine Spirit, as it is stated: “And Haman thought in his heart” (Esther
6:6). If the book of Esther was not divinely inspired, how was it known what Haman thought
in his heart? Rabbi Akiva says: The book of Esther was said with the inspiration of the
Divine Spirit, as it is stated: “And Esther obtained favor in the sight of all those who
looked upon her” (Esther 2:15); this could have been known only through divine
inspiration.
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Rabbi Meir says: The book of Esther was said with the inspiration of the Divine Spirit, as
it is stated with regard to the conspiracy of Bigtan and Teresh against Ahasuerus: “And the
thing became known to Mordecai” (Esther 2:22). This too could have been known only
through divine inspiration. Rabbi Yosei ben Durmaskit says: The book of Esther was said
with the inspiration of the Divine Spirit, as it is stated: “But they did not lay their hands
on the plunder” (Esther 9:15). The only way that could have been stated with certainty is
through divine inspiration.
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Shmuel said: Had | been there among the tanna’im, | would have stated a matter that is
superior to them all, as it is stated: “They confirmed, and took upon themselves”
(Esther 9:27), which was interpreted to mean: They confirmed above in heaven what they
took upon themselves below on earth. Clearly, itis only through divine inspiration that
this could have been ascertained.
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