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. LAUNCHING THE PURIM SEASON
The month of Adar is inaugurated with the Shabbos known as

Sarshas Shekalim. Where does the name come from?

-~ On the Shabbos preceding Rosh Chodesh Adar, we read the section
of the Torah that discusses the Machatzis HaShekel, the half-shekel
that is collected from each individual on an annual basis and whose
proceeds are used to purchase communal offerings for the Beis
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The Mishnah mfozms us that the pationwide collection of the
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dalf-shekel began on Rosh Chodesh Adar," and hence we read this sec-

tion on the Shabbos that precedes this day.

What is behind choosing the beginning of Adar to collect the

*alf-shekel?

As part of his plan to encourage Achashvemsh to consent to annihi-

late the Jewish People, Haman offers to pay out money in compensation
for their loss:

A28 "1 YK x20%. Fpw no3 123 meox My
Twillweigh out ten thousand talents of silver-.
the king’s treasuries.?

. for deposit into

Regarding this payment, the Gemara states:
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¥ Said Reish Lakish: It was revealed and known before He Who
spoke and the world came into being, that Haman would in
the future weigh out shekalim fi for [purposes of destroying]
the Jewish People, therefore, He preceded the shekalim of the

Jews to those of Haman, and thus we learned in a Mishnah:®
On thefirst of Adar, they proclaim regarding the collection of

the shekalim.*
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In other words, in addition to the halachic considerations re-
lating to ;;he month of Nissan, the Gemara has clearly linked the
timing of the half-shekel collection with Purim.® Having said that,
the statement of the Gemara itself connecting these two payments
is most perplexing; in fact, it is practically impossible to make heads
or tails of it (to coin a phrase)! Jn what way does the Jewish People
giving a half-shekel to the Beis Hamikdash once a year serve as an
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3 SCATTERED AND SEPARATE"

If we wish to try and see how the half-shekel was part of the solution
to our problem at the time of the Purim story, we will probably want to
first find out what that problem was.

When Haman comes to Achashverosh to propose his plan to annihi-
late the Jews, he starts by describing them in the following way:
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There is one nation, scattered and separate among all the
nations.®

What does Haman mean by describing us as both “scattered” and

separate”? Are these not two ways of saying the same thing?
R’ Shlomo Alkabetz, in his commentary Manos HaLevi to the
Megillah, explains that these are in fact two distinct ideas:

ok J

that the Jewish People were indeed scattered throughout the
kingdom.

o “Separate” refers to an emotional separateness. The Jews in
that time were beset by strife, discord, and indifference to each
other.

~
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Why does Haman mention this fact? In what way are the Jews’ inter-
nal squabbles of interest either to him or to Achashverosh?

KR Alkabetz explains: Haman knows that in order for Achashverosh
to agree to his plan to exterminate the Jews, he will need to feel that it
is assured of success. Yet it is likely that the king will actually have some
reservations; after all, do the Jewish People not have a track record of

impressive Divine protection against their enemies?

© Haman seeks to allay this concern by pointing out that the Jewish
People arg currently in a state of disunity. Even Haman knew that
when there is lack of unity among the Jewish People, they can forfeit
their Divine protection and become vulnerable to their enemies. Thus,

Haman says to Achashverosh, “Your Majesty, in their current state of
‘separateness’—division—you have nothing to fear!”

Indeed, it is for this reason the first thing Esther says as part of her
plan to intercede with Achashverosh on behalf of her people is:

"1 93 Ny oa Y
Go and gather the Jews together.”

¥ Esther is saying that no initiative of hers will succeed without
first addressing the core issue that allowed Haman to hatch his

“Scattered” is a geographical term, which refers to the fact -

plan in the first place. If the Jewish People are vulnerable when
divided, the number one priority is for them to gather together

and reclaim the unity that will make them deserving of Hashem’s
special protection.

~ And indeed, the Jewish People came together. Faced with a
common enemy bent on their complete destruction, they set their
differences aside, reclaimed their unity, and in that state they were
blessed from Above with salvation for themselves and victory over

Haman.
Y
4. COLLECTIVE OPPRESSION
The story of Purim is full of irony, particularly when it comes to the
area of reversals, whereby something that initially was the cause of dan-
ger to the Jews turned around and became itself a source of salvation

and victory for them. These reversals are summed up in the words of
the Megillah when it says: “xi1 Jivnn—and it was turned around.”*?
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A profound example of this concept is in the matter of Jewish unity.
 Sensing that the Jewish People were divided, which rendered thﬂ,‘)
- ) yulnerable, Haman sought to destroy them; and through this very act he )
\Lended up uniting them and granting them victory over him!

Haman is referred to in the Megillah as “Tzorer HaYehudim—oppres-
sor of the Jews."® which indeed he was. However, the word tzorer—op-
pressor, derives from the same root as the word tzror—a bundle.” In
other words, in addition to being our oppressor, Haman is also the one
who brought us (“bundled us”) together. Through his oppressive decrees
against the Jewish People, Haman himself served as a Qatalyst through
which to unite them, something that was no doubt a source of great na-
¢has to him as he was led to his gallows.

L
6.5 AER'S DECREE: A LESSON IN UNITY

At this point, it is most worthwhile to raise a basic question: What
does being part of a community involve? Of course, there are the prac-
tical aspects of joining together with others and participating in com-
munal endeavors. But the full meaning of being part of a community
goes far beyond that.

A crucial lesson in this regard is derived from the Purim story itself.
When Esther declares the three-day fast for the entire population of
Shushan as a prelude to her going before the king, she says:

FIS
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Go and gather all the Jews that are to be found in Shushan and
fast for me.’6

R’ Azaryah Figo makes a most wonderful observation: Esther does
not simply tell Mordechai that the people should fast; she says that
they should fast “for me.”

What is the meaning here? Since the Jewish People at that time
suffered from divisiveness and contention, Esther is saying that if
they are to emerge from this impending calamity, they will need to
address this issue. Thus, she says, “You are all in danger of being
wiped out on the thirteenth of Adar; I am in danger of being killed

~l

in three days’ time when I appear unlawfully before the king. I am
asking you to set aside your own troubles and Tast for me —to
put my concerns before your own, for that is what will allow us to
succeed.” Moreover, she adds: “12 nivx *nyn 2K o3—Also I and my
§ maids will fast similarly,” meaning, we will also set our own imme- |

. diate danger aside and instead fast for your well-being. And then
/ Esther concludes: “ja3i—and thus,” i.e., with this sense of solidarity
apd togetherness, “n7a XY 2w 7700 9% X1ax—1 will approach the :
king though it is unlawful.”?’

1
..\"I_h;;dea of defining a community bir having the well;being of others
at heart is expressed by the Sages themselves, as illustrated by a‘most

interesting discussion that takes place in the Gemara regarding “those
who go down to sea...”

In the course of a discussion regarding the effectiveness of prayer, the
Gemara states that the power of communal prayer is stronger than that of the
individual and has the power to rescind a Heavenly decree even when it’has
been sealed. The Gemara questions this by quoting a teaching that states that
when sailors are on a boat and a storm threatens to overturn it, their prayers
can only avert a decree before it has been sealed. But, asks the Gemara, if
there are many sailors on the boat, why would they, as a community, not be .
able to rescind a decree even if it has already been sealed? To this the Gemara

J answers: “m1 oo —they have the status of individuals.”*®
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The Gemara does not elaborate on the basis for this two-word
answer. Why is it that this group of sailors does not have the status

of a community?

9 The Shem MiShmuel explains that when a boat is threatened by
a storm, it is only natural for every single person on that boat to be
thinking of his own welfare. That being the case, although the boat
itself méy ;);tain many people, and although they are quite literally all
in the same boat, nevertheless they are not a community but rather a
collection of individuals.’® In other words, “community” is defined not

' the room that holds us together with others but by the room we

‘make for them in our heart.

Rl
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5. THE MITZVAH OF MISHLO'ACH MANOS

Moreover, says R’ Alkabetz, this idea is what lies behind one of the
central mitzvos of Purim, mishloach manos—sending gifts to one another.
The goal of this mitzvah is to promote feelings of brotherhood and togeth-
erness, the very things that allowed for the miracle of Purim to occur.

It is wonderful to consider how the idea of unity, so central to the
miracle of Purim, becomes enshrined in one of the central and beloved
mitzvos of the day!*®
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8. A MESSAGE FROM THE HALF-SHEKEL

The word mitzvos translates as “commandments,” and that indeed
they are. However, they also embody ideas and ideals. Mitzvos are
there to teach us values and to train us in attaining and actualizing
those values.

What is the message of the mitzvah of the half-shekel?

Many commentators point out that it is this lesson of unity that is
.communicated through the half-shekel. The entire Jewish People are
united in one holy endeavor. No one tries to outdo the other, for the

mitzvah stipulates that not only is one not ailowed to give less than haif
a shekel, he is also not allowed to give more. All contributions are equal:
equally valuable and equally valued.

Moreover, each person contributes not a whole shekel, but a half.

" "This reflects the idea that the giver too is not a self-contained entity but
rather part of something greater than himself.

This is the meaning behind the Gemara’s statement that the an-
tidote to Haman’s ten thousand talents of silver was the half-shekel.
The theme of unity that permeates that mitzvah was what afforded the
Jewish People protection from Haman’s decree once they were able to

;ﬁinstﬂl it among themselves.
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The Gift of Respect 71
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a sense, we are all equal and the same in that we are all necessary com-
ponents of this great, unified nation of Klal Yisrael. We are an am echad,
not an am meforad.

One way to generate feelings of achdus is by giving gifts to one another

and displaying how much we care for each other. Rabbi Avraham Schorr
explains thag when we give mishloach manos, we are really giving to our
friends much more than just the actual food or gifts.> He brings from
“’t' the sefer Ginas Egoz that the word Nan has the same gematria as 11251,
meaning kingship. He quotes the Reishis Chochmah, who makes a fright-
ening statement: after a person dies, he will be asked by the Heavenly
court whether or not he was properly mamlich his chaveirim. He will

be judged as to whether he treated his friend with the respect due to a

king. We therefore send mishoach manos on Purim, which is also a form _

of mishloach malchus, and thereby express to our friends how much we >
) respect them and how deserving they are of tremendous kavod just by ) = il
- - ~

-virtue of being a part of this honorable nation.®
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iiny Ny wann — and saddled his she-donkey
(22:21). )
ashi comments: Said the Holy One, Blessed is He: “Wicked onel!
Their father Abraham preceded you, as it says, ‘Abraham arose
in the morning and saddled his donkey.” ” It is difficult to
understand. Of what significance is the fact that Abraham arose early
and saddled his own donkey?
-xljlashem demands of everyone to engage in Torah and mitzvos in tkfe
same manner that people engage in their own affairs, as we read in
Mishlei (2:4): "121 qp32 MYIZIRN 1R, Tfyou seek it like silver. . . Therefore,
if4he contemporary world engages in its own affairs more intensely than
was customary, everyone is subject to criticism if he does not engage in
Torah and mitzvos with the same alacrity and eagerness with which he
engages in his own mundane affairs. Since the level of commitment is in
proportion to the pursuit of one’s own living, the demand to engage in
Torah pursuits can exceed any level of intensity previously required.
This could bring, God forbid, a charge against the Jewish people if they
are not as devoted to learning Torah and keeping mitzvos as people are
devoted to their own mundane affairs. .
This can be applied to Jacob’s staternent to Esau, “1 lived with Laban,
and I kept the 613 mitzvos, but 1 did not learn from his evil deeds.”
y ‘%acob was dissatisfied with his own performance of mitzvos and declared
at

he had not learned to fulfill the mitzvos with the same alacrity and
enthusiasm with which Laban attended to his own mundane affairs and
to the evil deeds that he, Laban, committed.

Bearing this in mind, Balaam wisely endeavored to incriminate the
Jewish people. He wished to show that, on his way to curse them, he
did something beneath his_dignity; namely, that he saddled his own
donkey and did not wait for his servants to do it for him. He thought
that there was no one who would perform mitzvos  or engage in Torah

2.
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if it involved disgracing oneself. He also figured that no one had ever
arisen so early in the morning to perform a mitzvah. To this, Hashem
said: “Wicked one! Their father Abraham preceded you. He arose
_early in the morning and saddled his own donkey in order to honor

his Maker and His mitzvos , even before you demonstrated your devotion
tq your affairs and to committing sins with such alacrity. Therefore, your
accusation is unfounded. (On the contrary, you have behaved wickedly,
and since you have shown your intense enthusiasm to transgress the will
of Hashem and commit a sin, you will be punished severely.)”

We see though that, in essence, the Holy One agreed with Balaam’s
reasoning. The only thing that suppressed the accusation was the fact
that Abraham had already prepared to perform a mitzvah with the same

_gnthusiasm =5 Balaam showed in his preparation to commit an aveirah. R
" The lesson for us here is that if we see how people devote themselves to |

their own mundane affairs and to committing sins, we should be aware

that Hashem will demand of us to devote ourselves to Torah and mitzvos /'

. dn direct proportion.
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