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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 3: 48 - WINE & DRINKING ON PURIM
OU ISRAEL/BEIT KNESSET HANASI - WINTER 2025/6

A] WINE AND FEASTING ON PURIM

* Wine clearly has a central role in many mitzvot and Jewish rituals - kiddush, havdala, brit, pidyon haben, weddings, bentching,
korbonot etc. But this is never taken to excess which could lead to intoxication! Is there a difference on Purim?
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After the miraculous events of Purim and the Jews being saved from destruction, Mordechai wrote establishing a new
Yom Tov of Purim, which was to include ‘days of feasting and joy’.
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Chazal learn from the word ‘simcha’ a prohibition on fasting, rather than a mitzvah to eat!
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Chazal appear to learn from the ‘pshat’ of the verse that the words ‘mishte vesimcha’ also include an obligation to eat
and drink.’

B] DRINK OR DRUNK?

B1] UNDERSTANDING THE GEMARA
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The Gemara includes the famous halacha of Rava - “a person is required to ‘I'vesumei’’ (according to Rashi this means
to get drunk although we will see other approaches below) on Purim until they no longer know the difference between
‘arur Haman’ and ‘baruch Mordechai’". The Gemara then relates the story of how Rabba was so drunk that he nearly
killed Rabbi Zeira at Purim seuda. The next year, Rabbi Zeira was unwilling to have seuda with Rabba again!

1. Rashiis commenting on a different but parallel phrase in that sugya.
Rav Soloveitchik understood that there is a fundamental halachic difference between drinking on Yom Tov and on Purim. On Yom Tov, the drinking and eating is a means to an end -
to achieve Simchat haChag. On Purim, the drinking is an end in itself!
3. Bosemis an unusual word for drink or becoming drunk, and normally alludes to fragrance, sweetness or something pleasant. The word is used twice more by the Gemara in Megilla.
On the same page Abaye quotes a folk saying in which 'bosem’ refers to sweet treats and at on 32a he again uses it, referring to a pleasant song or voice.
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The Maharsha explains that Rabba did not literally kill R. Zeira but pressured him to drink until he got alcohol
poisoning!

* Does this story give any indication as to whether the halacha follows Rava or not?4
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The Ran’ quotes Rabbeinu Efraim® who learns from the story of Rabba and R. Zeira that the halacha is not like Rava and
that one should not become drunk on Purim.
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The Eshkol’ learns exactly the opposite from the story of Rabba and Rebbi Zeira - that the halacha is certainly like Rava!
Otherwise Rebbi Zeira could simply have suggested that they have seuda without alcohol.

* We will see that there are 3 main groups within the Rishonim on the issue of drinking on Purim - (i) those who appear to take the
halacha of Rava at face value and rule an obligation to become drunk on Purim; (ii) those who understand that there is a ‘mitzva’, but
no obligation to become drunk; (iii) those that support some drinking as part of the meal but do not permit one to become drunk.

B2] A FULL OBLIGATION TO GET DRUNK ON PURIM
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The Rif simply quotes the halacha of Rava - that there is an obligation to get drunk on Purim - without reference to the
story of Rabba. This is also the psak of the Rosh.’
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The Tur rules clearly that one must become drunk on Purim.
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The Abudarham understands that drinking and becoming drunk on wine on Purim is allowed due to the connection with
the wine’ feasts in the Megilla which gave rise to the Purim miracle.

4. Note that Rabba and R’ Zeira lived in the generation before Rava. Did Rava known about the infamous Purim incident and nevertheless rule the halacha to become drunk? The
Chatam Sofer suggests that the halacha does follow Rava since he ruled it after the story - see Shu’t Chatam Sofer 0.C. 196. There are also different girsaot, some of which switch
Rabba and Rava, which could have halachic implications.

5. Rabbeinu Nissim of Gerona - 14C Spain. Note that the Ran also quotes an alternative girsa of the Gemara in which the story, like the previous ruling, is attributed to Rabba. This

could strengthen the claim that the story comes to limit the ruling.

Rabbeinu Efraim was a north African commentator and leading student of the Rif.

12C Provence - R. Avraham ben Yitzchak of Narvonne, also known as Ravad Il

Megilla 1:8

According to this, one may be required to become drunk specifically through wine.
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The Shulchan Aruch appears to also simply rules the halacha ‘kepshuto’.
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The Bach also rules that one should become drunk to the point that one is merry and can no longer speak before a king,
but one must stop before the point reached by Rabba and R. Zeira!
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The Chacham Tzvi was, in his youth, very serious about the mitzvah to become literally drunk on Purim®.
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The Pri Chadash takes the position of the Eshkol - that the story of Rabba and Rabbi Zeira is there to show that Purim
seuda requires intense drinking!” However, he cautions in practice to follow the (more lenient/stringent?) position of
Rabbeinu Efraim and drink just a little more than normal, but certainly not become drunk!
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The Ben Ish Chai writes from a kabbalistic perspective that one should drink 15 cups of wine of Purim, adjusting the size
of the cup according to one’s ability to take the wine! However, in his halachic writing'’ he simply rules that one should
make a seuda and omits all reference to becoming drunk, presumably out of concern that people will not behave
appropriately.

10. As expected, given that this is the position of the Rif and the Rosh. However, it is not fully clear what they understand ‘I'vesumei’ to mean, and whether it has to be heavy drinking.

11. In Alei Shor R. Wolbe writes that R. Yisrael Salanter would become drunk to the point of ‘shichruto shel Lot’ and, in so doing, spent the day speaking chidushim in Gemara! But he
goes on to stress that this would not apply to us.

12. This is also reported to have been the practice of the Vilna Gaon and the Divrei Chaim of Sanz.

13. See also the Yad Efraim - R. Efraim Margoliot, 18C Poland - who similarly learns that the story of Rabba and R. Zeira proves that one does have to drink. 7> X9 1Y could be up to
and including (5922 TV TY), or up to and not including (5552 N5 T TY). The story shows what can happen if one drinks up to and including the point of not knowing the
difference etc. The halacha is that one should drink up to, but not including that point.

14. Ben Ish Chai Shana Alef, Tetzave, Hilchot Purim 19.
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B3] A LIMITED OBLIGATION TO GET DRUNK ON PURIM
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The Rambam introduces the idea that one should try to fall asleep in order to fulfil ‘ad d’lo yada’. This would appear to
limit slightly the amount that one has to drink'’, although it does sound from his wording that the sleep has to be induced
by the alcohol!
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The Hagaot Maimoniot'” quotes the Ravya'® who rules that drinking on Purim is a ‘mitzva only’ and not an obligation.
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The Abudarham'® brings an alternative explanation - that one should be sufficiently drunk to be unable to calculate the
gematria of ‘baruch Mordechai’ and ‘arur Haman’|
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The Abudarham brings yet another explanation (which he favors) that there was a complicated song with the alternative
refrain ‘baruch Mordechai’ and ‘arur Haman’ and one must be sufficiently drunken to get mixed up confuse them!
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Tosafot quoting the Yerushalmi which appears to reference a song containing these words.
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This theme is certainly stressed by the later Acharonim.

B4] NO OBLIGATION TO GET DRUNK
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The Meiri is concerned at the likelihood that drunkenness will bring people to debasing behavior. The desired simcha is
that of contentedness and Ahavat Hashem.

15. Some mefarshim note that the Rambam says N1 and not "MW and that this may indicate a lower level of obligation.
16. But note Aruch HaShulchan 995:3 who understands the Rambam to be following the psak of Rabbeinu Efraim and prohibits becoming drunk.
17. R. Meir ben Yekutiel of Rothenburg - 13C Central Europe.
18. R. Eliezer ben Yoel HalLevi of Bonn - 12/13C Germany.
19. See also Magen Avraham 695:3
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The Kol Bo rules that drunkenness is totally prohibited. He understands that the drinking is to bring a person to a
simcha of reaching out to the poor and needy - see more below.
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The Beit Yosef seems to take the negative view of becoming drunk on Purim and stresses those opinion that prohibited
this. Note however that in the Shulchan Aruch he simply quotes the halacha of Rava with NO qualification, underlining
the need to read both of these books in combination!
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Although the Shulchan Aruch appears to rule that one should become drunk, the Rema takes a difference approach and
combines the Rambam and the Maharil. He suggests that one should drink a little more than normal and then take a
nap.”’ In any event, the drinking must be ‘leshem Shamayim’.
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Chazal said that Rabbis can ‘change their words’ (ie say something misleading) in three areas, one of which is ‘puria’”’
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The Maharsha learns that this is also a reference to Purim. A Talmid Chacham can, and maybe should, fake being
drunk!
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The understandings of the other Rishonim mentioned above (gematriot, poems etc) are also brought by the later
Acharonim. Ultimately, the Aruch Hashulchan cannot avoid the conclusion that the ruling of the Shulchan Aruch DOES
allow (but not obligate) a person to become very drunk. However, he cautions against excessive drinking (especially of
whisky!) and suggest that a person should drink a little more than usual and then go to sleep.

20. ltis arguable that the position of the Rambam is different to that of the Rema since the Rambam appears to require that one fall asleep specifically due to the alcohol.
21. Apparently a reference to tzniut and pru u'revu.
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The Biur Halacha rules that if a person is concerned that they may fail to fulfil any mitzvot eg ma’ariv or bentching, it is
better not to become drunk.

* The position of most poskim is that drinking should be (i) only during the halachic Purim seuda (ie on Purim day)22 and (ii) only on
wine!23

* Many poskim2* stress that if the drinking could lead to any danger - such as driving or handling a weapon when drunk - it is
prohibited.

* In practice, many recommend fulfilling the mitzva by taking a sleep2-.

C] 'L'VESUMET’ - AN ALTERNATIVE FOCUS

* Those commentators who do not permit becoming drunk will explains the word /vesumeias meaning to create joy and celebrate. As
such, the role of wine is similar to that of fine foods and desserts, enhancing the status of the the meal.

* We also saw above the position of the Kol Bo - that drinking is to bring a person to a simcha of reaching out to the poor and needy.
How does he read that from the Gemara?
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22. Although R. Yisrael Salanter understood that the mitzva was to drink throughout the day throughout the day until one was exempt through sleeping. The Brisker Rov learnt that there
is a din of drinking throughout the day of Purim, not to achieve a specific level of drunkenness or goal, but lishma. Unlike wine in other mitzvot which is a means to an end, drinking
on Purim is the end in itself - drinking (specifically wine) until one is patur through sleeping.

23. This may depend on whether wine is a means to an end - to achieve ‘ad delo yada’ - in which case other alcohol may be acceptable, or an end in itself - to recall the feasts of
Megilat Esther. The Lubavitcher Rebbe ruled that other alcohol was also included and he drank vodka. The Chafetz Chaim ruled (although not in the Mishna Berura) that the drink
has to be wine.

24. See Rav Moshe Harari's Mikra'ei Kodesh, Hilchot Purim, ch. 13, n. 5, quoting R. Mordechai Eliyahu and R. Avigdor Neventzall.

25. This is reported as the practice of R. Ovadia Yosef and R. Moshe Feinstein who would drink a small amount and then sleep, the Steipler Gaon and R. Shiomo Zalman Auerbach (see
Shalmei Moed chap 62 and Halichot Shlomo 19:38). R. Yosef Shalom Eliyashiv would sleep in the middle of the day and then have some wine later at the seuda (see Hanhagot
Rabbeinu Purim pp 168-9). This is also the practice of some contemporary leading poskim.

For instance, R. Mordechai Willig : “We would do well to follow the advice of the Rema ... | personally drink a sizable cup of wine together with breakfast on Purim morning and then |
go to sleep immediately. This fulfills the N1WN element of drinking wine on Purim. Then, to fulfill the PNY aspect, we have a little more wine than usual at the NTYD later in the
day. | believe that this is the preferred way to fulfill this mitzvah...” (Chinuch: Contemporary and Timeless. "Drinking: Purim and Beyond" by Rabbi Mordechai Willig (pp. 274-275).
R. Hershel Schachter: ” ... wine Y1 X9 TV does not really constitute an independent MX) but is merely a detail within the M¥1 of 0N NTIVD. .... Many people get
stone-drunk on Purim but not as part of the N TIY©. Many others get drunk on the night of Purim, when most assume that there is no mitzvah of N7V 0 at all. According to Rav Velvel
Soloveitchik, these practices are improper. Getting drunk on Purim outside the context of the N TIYD would be the same as getting drunk on July 4th. ... Even on Purim-proper when
the accepted opinion is that there is an idea of YT> N7 T¥ the proper practice should be as spelled out by the Rema in Orach Chaim: one should drink more than he would
normally drink and after bentching take a nap, and while he would be napping he will be in a state of ¥7> X7 V. (Rabbi Hershel Schachter - Drinking: When and How Much, 2022,
https://www.torahweb.org/torah/2022/moadim/rsch_purim.html).

Rav Asher Weiss, Simchas Purim 5778, https://minchasasher.com/shiur/parsha-shiurim/simchas-purim/:

(20:58-21:06) [Men] "need to drink, and women are not required to drink. Children - definitely should be prohibited to drink.”

(32:00-41:30) “...I must say a few words about ¥7> N9 TY because | personally was never drunk in my life ... Almost all the Rishonim clearly indicate that this 1291 should not be
taken literally... why did the Rishonim write such far-fetched ©Ow9? When the Gemara writes Y7> X9T Ty »MD2D WYX 2»N why would we say, ‘He has to become drowsy, and
then go to sleep, and when you sleep, you don’t know >0 Ti129 191 N °2 ... Itis only because the Rishonim and the great poskim totally rejected drunkenness, and that’s
why they went to extremes... It was VYW to them - if you become drunk, how are you going to serve X0 7)1 WYTPN? How are you going to thank Ny 7172 v TPN? ... How will
you be happy with YN NNNVY? ... the majority of poskim say a person should not become totally drunk... [it] is not acceptable in halacha...”.

(43:30-44:25) 711029 WINR 21N ... is [only with]in © 9 NTYD (Rambam). So when you go visiting houses and you drink wine, that is not the M of »MDAD YN PN ...
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* The Hebrew word 15w is translated into Aramaic as x)1.26 To be drunk is »nND. As noted above, the expression >»025 usually
means to be pleasant??, sweet, fermented, perfumed, healthy, exhilarated, happy, delighted, cheerful.28
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Critically, the Gemara actually uses the expression NY©1Y just before the section about drinking on Purim. The context
there is the idea that no matter how full you are, there is always room for something really delicious! The Gemara then
relates how various Amoraim swapped their food for Purim seuda. This leads into the section about drinking.
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Rav Yosef Zvi Rimon stresses, in the name of the Arizal, that the mitzva is to become ‘mitbasem’, not drunk!
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The Rambam rules the halacha to drink on Purim in the context of helping the poor and depressed.

 As we saw in the previous shiur, this theme of Jewish unity is stressed throughout the mitzvot of Purim - mishloach manot, matanot
I’evyonim, seudat Purim, ta’anit Esther and kriat haMegilla.
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The Slonimer Rebbe’ understood from the Gemara that a person must get their ‘high’ from Purim and not from drink.
The avoda of Purim requires far too much thought and focus to allow it to be blurred by alcohol!
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The Yesod Veshoresh Ha’avoda™ also stresses this in the name of the Arizal - one is meant to be a ‘spiritually high’ but
certainly not drunk.

26. See also the Korban Netanel on the Rosh - Megilah 1:8:10. He quotes there other examples of the contrasting use of the expressions ‘basim’ and ‘ravi’.
27. See also Megilla 32a where the expression is used in relationto a sweet voice.
28. See the Jastrow dictionary p. 179 for many examples in Talmudic literature.
29. He left the house of Rabba to go to Marei bar Mar
30. The commentary of Rabbeinu Avigdor on the Torah on Ki Tetze (Devarim 21:23) writes that the wording is 27027 - to make people drunk, rather than »MDIND - to get drunk. This
implies that the mitzvah may be for the ba’al habayit to get his guests to drink and witness the simcha while he remains relatively sober!
31. I am grateful to R. Joel Zeff for bringing to my attention this source and the Rav Kook at the end of the sheet.
32. R. Alexander Ziskind - 19C Belarus.
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Rav Kook relates the idea of ‘ad delo yada’ to a much deeper recognition of the roots of the unified soul of Knesset

Yisrael!
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