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SHORT STORY OF THE WEEK:

The Queen of Holland’s Request to the Rabbi

Rav Elazar Rokeach of Amsterdam was a respected confidant of the Queen of Holland. One year, on Purim, the Queen learned that the dikes around Holland were in danger of collapsing, posing a serious threat of flooding to the entire country. She sent messengers to Rav Elazar, requesting that he pray on behalf on the entire country.

Rav Elazar, who was in the midst of his Purim feast, heard the request, and the messengers returned to the Queen. Immediately, he ordered that many more bottles of wine, of the finest wines, be brought to his table, and instructed all those at his home to partake of them and to rejoice. Soon, all were engaged in drink and song, celebrating Purim to the fullest.

Later that evening, the Queen wanted to let Rav Elazar know that the dangerous situation was over. When the messengers bearing this message arrived at the home of Râ€™Elazar, they were shocked: Everyone was still singing, feasting, and drinking! The messengers immediately returned to the Queen, who was taken aback at this report.

She sent a message to Rav Elazar: "I thought that when you heard the terrible news, you would proclaim a fast day, call for mass prayer, and act in a way that was illustrative of how dire the situation was. How, then, could you go about your merriment when you knew that the entire country was in peril?"

Rav Elazar explained that "The best way to appease G-d is to do His will. On this day, we have the holiday of Purim. We were commanded to rejoice and celebrate. I figured that the best way to ask G-d to help us was to obey His word to the best of my ability. I therefore celebrated today for the honor of G-d, to the best of my ability. In this way, I hoped that in the merit that I fulfilled G-d's wishes today, so too would He fulfill ours. And indeed, that appears to have happened." (Rabbo Yehuda Prero)

Comment: Doing Hashem’s Will is the only guarantee for success!

Reprinted from the Purim email of Rabbi Mendel Berlin.

Gragger: A Purim Story

By Nissan Mindel
Published and copyrighted by the

Kehot Publication Society
Since this is a story about a gragger, it is of course a Purim story.

One Purim many, many years ago, in the little town of Vardik, in far-off Russia, everyone was very sad and worried. Instead of looking forward to the gaiety of the holiday, they were afraid that their entire Jewish community would be destroyed. It almost seemed like the times of the first Purim--that's how great the danger was.

The son of the great powerful Czar had gone hunting in the woods with a group of friends. They had lost their way and by chance arrived in the town of Vardik. All the people were excited to have this distinguished visitor in their midst. They gave him the finest room in the local inn, the finest food, and delicious cakes.

The next day, the prince suddenly became very ill and was unable to return home. Messengers were sent to the Czar to report the bad news. In a very short time, the Czar and several important ministers arrived in Vardik.
Several Doctors Were

Unable to Cure the Prince

They had brought several doctors with them who immediately began to examine the prince. Each one tried to cure him, but none was successful. The prince was moaning in pain. His face was flushed, and he was burning with fever. Most of the time he slept. He refused all food and drink. His very life was in danger.

And then one of the ministers said that it was the fault of the Jews that the prince was sick, because they gave him bad food. This was of course ridiculous and untrue, but everyone was so worried about the sickness of the prince that they believed him. Unfortunately, many times in history, when there was any kind of trouble, evil men placed the blame on innocent Jews.

And so the Jews of Vardik were very frightened, for they knew that their lives might be in danger.

On the day before Purim, two notices were put on trees. They said that if the prince did not recover by the end of the next day, all the Jews in Vardik would be held responsible. Also, since the prince was very weak, everyone had to be very quiet.
Children Were Told to Leave

Their Graggers at Home

But the Megillah had to be read. The Jews gathered silently in the little shul on the main street, right near the inn where the prince lay gravely ill. Everyone inshul was told to sit absolutely still, for the Rabbi would read in a soft, low voice. The children had been told to leave their graggers home, for the notice had requested silence. (A gragger is a noisemaker that is used during the reading of the Megillah: whenever the name of the wicked Haman is mentioned, children swing their graggers and make a lot of noise to show their contempt and hate for him.)

The fathers looked very serious and sad. The mothers in the women's section were crying. There was no feeling of Purim in the air, that's for sure.

Suddenly, there was an awful noise. The name of Haman had been read, and little Yaakov was swinging his gragger with all his might. Happily, with a big smile on his face, he was swinging that gragger.
Everyone Became Very Frightened

Everyone became very frightened. The Rabbi continued reading. People were shaking their heads. They made signs to Yaakov that he must be quiet. One man wanted to take the gragger away from him, but Yaakov would not even let him touch it. Everyone was afraid that Yaakov would scream and make a lot of noise if forced to give up his gragger. So he was allowed to keep it. No one could tell him to stop using the gragger, for during the reading of the Megillah it is forbidden to speak. They were hoping that Yaakov would understand and put the gragger away.

The windows to the prince's room were open to let in some fresh air. Gathered around his bed were the ministers, the doctors and the Czar. There was total silence in the room. The prince was pale and weak. He had no strength left. His eyes were closed and he seemed not even to be breathing.

What was that? Who dared to break the rule of silence? All the people in the room ran to the window to see who the guilty one was. The next moment they jumped in fright, for they heard a voice behind them asking for some water.

There was the prince, sitting up in bed, wide awake. "What a jolly noise I hear! What is it? Please bring me some water. I have never been so thirsty in my whole life. Hurry, please. I feel so dry." The noise of the gragger had awakened the prince.

In a few days he was well, and the whole company returned in peace to the palace. The Jews in the town were saved, and they had the happiest Purim day you could ever imagine.

Yaakov was the hero of the day. People hugged him and kissed him. They gave him so much nasherei that he had enough to eat till Passover.

Reprinted from the Purim website of Chabad.Org Magazine.

Esther's Echo to the Past
Fascinating Connections between Esther and the Biblical Figures of Sarah, Joseph and Saul

By Janet S. Sunness, M.D.
What an unusual book Megillat Esther is. On the surface, it's a story of great intrigue and drama, set amidst wine parties at a foreign palace. Yet beneath the surface, there is a deliberate connection between the Megillah and earlier Torah sections. Specific phrases and events allow us to draw fascinating connections between Esther and the biblical figures of Sarah, Joseph and Saul.

Sarah and Esther

The link between Esther and Sarah begins with the very first sentence of the Megillah, which includes the apparently superfluous information that Achashverosh ruled over 127 provinces. The Midrash describes Rabbi Akiva as asking, "How did Esther merit to rule over 127 provinces?" He answered, "Let [Esther,] the descendant of Sarah who lived 127 years, come and rule over 127 provinces."

As described in Genesis 23:1, Sarah's 127 years are famous for having been used to their full potential. Every moment was purposeful and meaningful. Every year of fullness built yet another province, another domain, which her descendent Esther would inherit.

Another connection: Most of the stories related about Sarah and Abraham take place in the Land of Israel, and G-d's presence and angels' appearance are regular aspects of the narrative. By contrast, Esther's story takes place in exile, and G-d's name is not mentioned even once in Megillat Esther. The connection teaches us that even we, in a situation of exile and G-d's hidden presence, are in continuity with the times of our ancestors. Indeed, the name Esther derives from the same root as hester, hidden.

Another aspect of this connection is that Sarah was the first Jewish woman; Esther is the last Jewish woman described in the Bible. Sarah worked as a team with Abraham to spread knowledge of G-d, and Esther worked together with Mordechai to save the Jewish people. Both were prophets, and the Talmud says that Sarah's prophetic abilities were greater than Abraham's.

Both were exceedingly kind women who were forced to perform uncharacteristically "cruel" acts to preserve the Jews and their heritage. Sarah told Abraham to drive away Hagar and Yishmael, because she feared Yishmael's influence on Isaac. Esther was the one to "point the finger" at Haman and cause his death. From here we learn that although mercy is a fundamental characteristic of Jews, it is sometimes necessary to stop a relentless foe, such as Haman, the descendant of Amalek.

Sarah and Esther are both described as "beautiful" in the Scriptures, and are included in the Talmud's listing of the four most beautiful women. An interesting lesson can be learned from Megillat Esther about the Jewish view of beauty. Vashti, Achashverosh's first wife, is defined by her physical beauty and is summoned by Achashverosh to his party to show everyone her beauty. Yet while Esther is described in Megillat Esther as being beautiful (in even stronger terms than Vashti!), the people do not characterize Esther by physical beauty, but rather by her grace and kindness (chein v'chesed). Esther's beauty was only one facet, which allowed her deeper inner qualities to show through.

In the 1970s, at a time of activist feminism, a number of articles appeared identifying Vashti as the true Purim heroine, for her rebellion against Achashverosh, while dramatizing Esther as using feminine wiles to effect change. This view of Vashti as heroine goes against the Jewish view. The Talmud describes Vashti as tremendously wicked -- enslaving girls and trying to destroy the Jewish people. This view also denies Esther's multidimensionality, for in fact she was able to use all her characteristics -- beauty as well as intellect -- to achieve greatness, in even the most dismal of settings.

Saul's connection to Esther and Mordechai

Esther and Mordechai, as well as Saul, the first king of Israel, were all from the tribe of Benjamin (and were more closely related by a common ancestor, Kish). Saul's removal as King of Israel was directly related to his behavior in a confrontation with Agag, the king of Amalek.

The prophet Samuel had told Saul to kill Agag and all his people, with the understanding that Amalek is an implacable foe. The people were to take no spoils. When Saul is victorious over Amalek, all the Amalekites are killed except Agag the king. Saul also saved some choice sheep and cattle for sacrifices to G-d. Samuel confronts Saul with his disobedience to G-d's will, and Samuel kills Agag -- but not before Agag impregnates a woman to continue the line of Amalek. The kingdom is stripped from Saul and his tribe, and subsequently given over to David and the tribe of Judah.

Generations later, Esther and Mordechai confront Haman, a direct descendent of the very same Agag. One of the climactic moments in Megillat Esther, both in content and in cantillation, is the speech which Mordechai delivers to persuade Esther to risk her life for her people: "Do not imagine that you [Esther] will be able to escape in the king's palace any more than the rest of the Jews. For if you persist in keeping silent at a time like this, relief and deliverance will come to the Jews from another place, while you and your father's house will perish. And who knows whether it was just for such a time as this that you attained royalty" (Esther 4:13-14).

This statement resonates with the story of Saul and his lack of proper action. Esther gets the message and immediately takes action. So besides the opportunity to save the Jewish people, Esther and Mordechai are able to redeem their tribe from the error of ancestor Saul.

Joseph, Ruler of Egypt

Two of the Twelve Tribes descend from Rachel -- Joseph and Benjamin. As Esther and Mordechai descend from Benjamin, this is a common thread between Joseph and the Purim story. Further, both Joseph and Esther are Jewish heroes who rise to great power in a foreign kingdom, despite initial humble circumstances.

In both stories, a turning point occurs as a result of sleep or a lack of it: Joseph comes into the picture as the interpreter of Pharaoh's dream, while Achashverosh's lack of sleep leads to his discovery that Mordechai saved his life and was never repaid. Amazingly, both Joseph and Esther reveal their true identities as Jews at a small banquet.

Further, similar phrases are used in both stories. For example, Haman's insistence that Mordechai bow down is expressed as "And it was when they said this to him day after day, and he did not heed them" (Esther 3:4). This is almost identical to Potiphar's wife's attempted seduction of Joseph, "And it was when she spoke to Joseph day after day, and he did not heed her" (Genesis 39:10).

There are numerous other parallels. The gathering of women to be considered for the position of queen is described as, "And let the King appoint commissioners in all the provinces of his kingdom, that they may gather together every beautiful young maiden..." (Esther 2:3). Compare this to the description of Joseph's gathering of grain for the future years of famine: "And let him (Pharaoh) appoint commissioners on the land... that they may gather together all the food..." (Genesis 41:34).

Further, Joseph's rise to power -- receiving the king's ring, dressing in royal garments, being escorted through the capital, etc. -- follows the same progression as Mordechai's own rise to power.

What is the main lesson from the connections between Megillat Esther and earlier biblical portions? G-d is with His people here as He was in the past, and will redeem us as He has done in the past. This is reflected in Jewish law as well. In a Jewish leap year, in which there are two months of Adar, Purim is always celebrated in the second Adar. The Talmud explains that this placement is in order to juxtapose one redemption -- in the time of Esther and Mordechai, to another redemption -- the Exodus from Egypt celebrated in the next month, Nissan.

Just as we were redeemed at the time of the formation of the Jewish nation, so we were redeemed in the time of Esther. And by implication, so we will be redeemed in the future. May it be soon in our days.

Dedicated in memory of my father, Moshe Avraham ben Yosef Tzvi, on his yahrtzeit Adar 28.

Reprinted from the website of Aish.com
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