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SECTION ONE

e

Mordechai Arrives in Persia

OVERVIEW

The Gemara on Megillah 13a analyzes numerous verses from Megillas
Esther. It quotes Rava who learns that Mordechai chose to go into exile
on his own. How does Rava see this in the verses of Megillas Esther, and
why did Mordechai choose to do so?
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Summary of the Gemara

"o o7 9N — The Gemara on Megillah 13a elucidates the words
from Megillas Esther which relate that Mordechai “had been exiled from
Yerushalayim.”

(The verses read, “There was a Jewish man in Shushan the capital whose
name was Mordechai ... who had been exiled from Yerushalayim along
with the exiled [Jews] who had been exiled with Yechoniyah the king of
Yehudah” [Esther 2:5-6]).

N39 w8 — The Gemara quotes Rava who teaches: msy» 72w —
Mordechai was exiled on his own.

QUESTION: How does 829 know that Mordechai decided to go into exile
on his own?




Rashi ("mnxyn a2aw" 7"7) says: it is apparent from the verse that Mordechai went into
exile willingly, since it does not say, "iin%x7 2w 7237 12 7°7 WR", which would mean,
“he was among the exiles who were exiled.” Rather it says, 72137 oy 229w 7937 WR"
"1n2an R — “who had been exiled from Yerushalayim with the exiles who were exiled.”

Rashi says that this indicates that Mordechai was not like the other Jews, 3772 by s —
who were exiled against their will. Rather, 13w» 793 X377 — he exiled himself.

Tosefos ("nxyn 723w 79237 WR" 7"7) says similarly, that the verse does not say, "mbam" —
he was (passively) exiled. This indicates that he chose to go into exile on his own.

QUESTION: Why did Mordechai choose exile in Bavel over remaining in
Eretz Yisrael, and where do we see a precedent for this in the Torah?

Background Information: Nevuchadnezar, the king of Bavel (Babylonia), conquered
Eretz Yisrael four times. He only destroyed the Beis HaMikdash during his final
invasion. During the third invasion, he exiled Yechoniyah, the King of Yehudah, to
Bavel. At that time he also brought aasmm wan — the leaders of the nation — with him to
Bavel. He left the majority of the Jews in Eretz Yisrael, only exiling them eleven years
later when he destroyed the Beis HaMikdash.

Even though Mordechai was not among the Jewish leaders forced into exile with
Yechoniyah, he decided to willingly join them.

The Ri"f on ("...7%937 2wx" 77 .3 79n) apws 1w writes: Nevuchadnezar exiled many of
the members of the Sanhedrin. Mordechai did not want to separate from his
contemporaries, so he chose to follow them into exile where he could continue to learn
with them. This a fulfillment of the words of Pirke Avos, “exile yourself to a place of
Torah” (4:14).

The lyun Yaacov on ("...yaxyn 7923w 727 R" 7"7 .3 77°3) 2pps 1w suggests that
Mordechai decided to accompany the Jews so that he could rebuke them when needed,
and also to protect them. Mordechai perceived that the Jews would be threatened in
Persia by Haman, and that he alone had the ability to save them.

The Ben Ish Chai in ("wxyn 723w 827 9nR" 73"7) ¥7997° 32 says that because Mordechai
decided to willingly accompany the Jews into exile and join them in their suffering, he
was rewarded s 7235 778 — measure for measure — that he became the person who
would redeem them from their suffering.

The Ben Ish Chai says in ("nxyn 7937 87 r" 7"7) 3712 that when Mordechai joined the
Jews in exile, he was following the example of Moshe Rabbeinu who similarly went out
to see the suffering of the Jewish people in Egypt and assisted them in their burdens.



SECTION TWO

=
Woas Esther Really Green?

OVERVIEW

The Gemara on 13a brings five explanations of Esther’s name. Rebbi
Yehoshua ben Korchah says that her name Hadassah indicates that her
skin was the color »71777°. What color is this, and how did she gain this
appearance? Further, did the color enhance or diminish her beauty?
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Summary of the Gemara

The Gemara on 13a continues and describes the relationship between
Mordechai and Esther:

(9008 N%7) 7077 AN 2N 7" — “And he (Mordechai) had raised
Hadassah (who is Esther)” (2:7).

200N 79 92y 7077 1% 7 — The Gemara notes that she is called both

Hadassah and Esther. (Which is her real name?)

The Gemara quotes a Baraisa which brings five approaches to explain
the meaning of her two names and which was her primary name:




"TOTIT N NP2 A0 AW NONR" MIN NY %29 Nan — First, it quotes
Rebbi Meir who teaches, “her name was Esther. Why was she called
Hadassah? ”

"2%77 NI 2073 ow Yy — “Because the righteous are called
Hadassim — willows.”

"DOTTT 2 T KT MIN N7 197 — He brings a verse to support this
explanation — “he (Zechariah) was standing among the hadassim”
(Zechariah 1:8).

""ANON TR AN Y TR 7077 128 777 037 — Next it quotes Rebbi
Yehudah who argues. He says that her real nhame was Hadassah. Why
was she called Esther? " 5927 n9no» snsmw ow bv" — Because she hid the
facts of her origins.
-(According to this explanation, Esther’s name come from the root
ane — hidden).

N — He quotes the verse from the Megillah, 722 a8 273» 9708 8"
"2y — “Esther did not reveal her nation ” (2:20).

<IN T 229 — Third, the Gemara quotes Rebbi Nechemiah who
teaches that her actual name was Hadassah, but she was called Esther
because, ""97708 212 by M8 PP 20T N 17" — the nations of the
world said that she was as beautiful as the moon.

I8 N1y 13 — Fourth, it quotes Ben Azzai who teaches that her name was
Esther, but she was called Hadassah because ";7.7%7 7937 N1 7978 Y —
she was neither tall nor short — 70775 n°29°2 858" — but of medium
height like a Hadassah.

MmN e 12 YT ' — Fifth, the Gemara quotes Rebbi Yehoshua ben

Korchah who says, "7n°%7 721929 708" — “Esther was green,” b2 vym"’

"oy i 707 — “and a thread of kindness was drawn over her.”
-Rashi ("...7on v vin ROKR" 7"7) says that Hashem bestowed this on
Esther to cause her to appear beautiful to the nations and to
Achashveirosh.

Understanding the statement that “Esther was green”

Several questions need to be resolved to understand this statement
regarding the color of Esther’s skin, including:



QUESTION: What is the meaning of npyapas? Was Esther literally green,
or does this refer to a different color?

QUESTION: How did Esther gain this color?

It is necessary to first define the term npyap=s. The commentators disagree on its
meaning.

Rashi ("nnei npp" 1) says Esther’s color was 11 19715 — like this hadassah (which is
green).

The Bartenura to 7:%° o°va1 says similarly, that the color pap- is, “the greenest of the
greens.” (The double letters in the word indicate its intensity.) The Tiferes Yisrael there
agrees and even defines the word in Hebrew letters as "yoa" — “Green.”

The Vilna Gaon on :11 77 27 "np°n argues and says that it is incorrect to define npyp=»
as “dark green” for two reasons. First, he says that this color is called "sn=52" — like a
leek (and not np1mpa°). Second, he says that this color does not occur in people.

Rather the Vilna Gaon says that 7P mean a1t — yellow gold.

(See also Tosefos in ["n733 p1°a" 7"7] X2 77 71210 'on who discusses how the term 717 is
defined in various places in the Gemara.)

QUESTION: Did the color of Esther’s skin enhance her beauty or detract
from it?

Just as there is a difference in opinion regarding Esther’s color, there is a disagreement
about the impact that it had on her beauty.

The Vilna Gaon on :31 77 27 "np°n says that Esther was naturally beautiful, but she
turned yellowish when she was taken to the palace, due to the great pain and anguish that
she felt at being taken against her will to Achashveirosh.

This explanation is supported by the Gemara on Megillah 15a which lists Esther as one of
the most beautiful women of history. However it says that according to the opinion (of
Rebbi Yehoshua ben Korchah) that she was n7p2°, she should not be included in this
list. This demonstrates that the color of her skin significantly detracted from her beauty.

The Ben Ish Chai in ("vaxyn 723w X237 90R" 7"7.3°) p7937 32 differs. He holds that even
though Esther’s skin color was a shade of green, it enhanced her beauty. He says that her
skin radiated an enchanting glow like a diamond. This was the source of her 31 — the
grace which entranced everyone who saw her. Hashem gave her additional jr to cause her



beauty to surpass that of Vashti, whom the Gemara lists as one of the most beautiful
women in history (to .1v 77).

Esther’s color also caused her to be fit to be the queen. The Ben Ish Chai notes that the
gematria of P2 is 310. However Esther was np11p-, indicating a double degree of the color.
When doubled, the numerical value of 3 is 620, which is equal to =ans — crown, showing
that she was fit for the royal throne (to .»).

The Ben Ish Chai in ("...p7° 19" 7"7 .2° 7a0am) 27997 92 also explains that = is the color of
royalty, based on Esther’s color.

QUESTION: Rebbi Yehoshua ben Korchah says that Esther’s skin was the
color npyap=v, and that she received a Ton @ v — a thread of kindness.
How does he know this?

The Vilna Gaon explains: the Gemara in the first perek of Bava Basra 15a discusses
the story of lyov and brings several opinions concerning when he lived. The same
Rebbi Yehoshua ben Korchah there says that lyov lived during the time of
Achashveirosh.

He learns this because a verse in sefer lyov says that “it was impossible to find women
more beautiful than the daughters of Iyov in all of the world” (42:15). Since the verse
specifically mentions their beauty, it must be indicating that this was an especially
valued commodity during their lifetime. Therefore he says that lyov lived during the
time of the Purim story, when the physical beauty of women was valued to an
unprecedented degree.

But if Iyov’s daughters were truly the most beautiful women in the world, one of them
should have been chosen to be Achashveirosh’s queen. Why was Esther chosen
instead?

The Vilna Gaon says that this is how Rebbi Yehoshua ben Korchah knows that Hashem
bestowed a 7or >w vt on Esther. This enhanced her beauty to overcome her unsightly
color. It also helped her to be chosen by Achashveirosh in place of all the other women,
especially over the daughters of lyov.

(This explanation is quoted in the name of the Vilna Gaon in Sh’nos Eliyahu —
Bikkurim. In another sefer, the Vilna Gaon is quoted as bringing this explanation in the
name of Rabbi Eliezer Avlei, the Av Beis Din of Vilna.)



SECTION THREE
es

HOW DID ESTHER KEEP KOSHER
IN THE PALACE?

OVERVIEW

The Gemara discusses the relationship between Mordechai and Esther
before discussing practical details of her life in the palace.

Esther was in the public’s eye as queen for many years. She attended state

functions and hosted gatherings for Achashveirosh and for the wives of

government officials. How did she maintain her commitment to the rules of

kashrut without anyone noticing? How do we remember her dedication
today?
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Summary of the Gemara
The Gemara continues and describes Esther’s adoption by Mordechai:

It questions the meaning of the verse in the Megillah which teaches that
Mordechai adopted her, "axy a8 ;7% 8 2" — “because she did not have
a father and a mother” (2:7).

D nb "IaNY a8 a1 — The Gemara asks why is it necessary for the
verse to continue and say that Esther’s parents died. (This is obvious from
the phrase, “she did not have a father and a mother.”)
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N7IN 39 98 — The Gemara answers: ";ma8 n» n93%v" — “Esther’s father
died while her mother was pregnant with her.” "5 7n» 7n75" — “after
she was born, her mother died.”
-Rashi ("...nnxy mar " ") says that the verse is teaching that
Esther did not have parents for even a single day of her life.

(The Megillah says that Mordechai and Esther were first cousins, since
she was 177 na — the daughter of his uncle [his father’s brother].)

""n3% 5 507 P 7N AN ninay'' — The Megillah continues and says,
“And it was from the death of her father and her mother that Mordechai
took her to him to be a daughter.”

N» %39 oy Nan — The Gemara brings a Baraisa which quotes Rebbi
Meir who says: 2% X58 2% 920 b8 — the verse should not be read that
Mordechai took Esther to be “a daughter,” but “he took her to be his
house (meaning, to be his wife).”

The Gemara brings a proof that the word "72" can mean "n°2":

"25wn ... N N7 19 — The Gemara brings a verse from sefer
Shmuel which brings a story of a poor man who had a single sheep which
he raised as a member of his family.
-This is a parable of a rich man who stole the single sheep of a poor
man. The rich man is Dovid HaMelech, who married Batsheva, the
wife (sheep) of the poor man Uriah HaHitti after he died in battle.

""na5 75 7' — “And she was like a daughter to him.”

(na3) 15 AT 20wn pemaT o — The Gemara asks: does the fact that the

sheep laid in his chest caused her to be like a daughter to him? »°25 N58

— Rather this means she was like his home. »m%3% 22 97 — So too,

Mordechai took Esther to be like his home, meaning as his wife.
Esther’s life in the palace

The Gemara describes elements of Esther’s daily life in the palace.

"""y mavat yaw ANy’ — The Gemara quotes the verse, “and seven
maidservants. ”

(The verse reads: “and he [Hegai, the officer in charge of the women
during the competition] gave her seven maidservants” (2:9).



"haw o pma g ansTe’! 839 928 — The Gemara quotes Rava who
explains that Esther counted the days of the week through her
maidservants.
-Rashi ("..372 nm» nannw n"7) says that Esther assigned one
maidservant to work for her each day of the week on a fixed
schedule. She knew when the one designated to work on Shabbos
arrived that the day was Shabbos.

The Targum Sheni on the verse says that Esther called each servant girl by a specific

name, based on an event which had occurred during the creation of the world on the day
she worked.

What did Esther eat in the palace?

Summary of the Gemara
The Gemara continues its analysis of the verses in Megillas Esther:
"3y v ARy ey — The Gemara quotes the second half of verse 2:9
which teaches, “and he (Hegai) changed her and her maids” (meaning
that he did a special favor for them).
The Gemara understands that the favor alluded to in the verse is in
reference to a special food which Esther and her maidservants were
served.! The Rabbis differ on the particular meaning of the verse:
Rav says that Hegai, ‘“fed her Jewish (Kosher) food.”
Shmuel says that she was fed 9177 *57» — fatty hog bacon.
Rebbi Yochanan says that Hegai fed her 2223297 — seeds.
MmN 817 127 — He quotes a verse from Doniel 1:16 which records, “the
servant ... brought them seeds.”

-Rashi ("mx xy1 121" 5"7) says that seeds are beneficial for the
righteous to help them avoid eating non-Kosher food.

Several questions need to be answered to understand the three opinions
regarding what Esther ate in the palace, including:

! The Targum says that the maidservants were also righteous women and so only ate Kosher food.
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QUESTION: Since no one knew that Esther was Jewish, why does Rav say
that she was fed Kosher food? How would Hegai have known to feed her
this? (If she requested it, this would have made her origins obvious.)

The Ben Yehoyadah ("7 %oxn n2voxnw" 1'"7) says that people knew that Esther had
grown up in Mordechai’s house, because it was known that she was taken from there to
the palace. They assumed that he had discovered her as an infant abandoned in the
marketplace and adopted her.

Because Esther had been accustomed to eating only kosher food while growing up in
Mordechai’s house, Hegai was concerned that changing her diet would diminish her
beauty. Therefore, he continued to provide it.

Alternatively, he says that Hegai served her meat with a proper shechita. He assumed that
because it had been checked for any health problems, it was healthier to eat. (The Ben
Yehoyadah says that in his time, many non-Jews in Europe and even some members of
the royalty had the practice of only eating meat which had a proper shechita, as they
assumed that it was healthier.)

QUESTION: How can we understand the opinion that Esther ate bacon?

The commentators differ on the meaning of Shmuel’s words.

Rashi ("7 °%np" 7"7) says that she ate bacon, mwaw: X» e w02 — but did so out of
duress. Therefore she was not punished for this.

Tosefos ("7 °27p" 71"7) argues and says: ay»wn wn — heaven forbid! She would not
have eaten this food (even if forced to do so).

If so, what did she eat according to Tosefos?

The Mitzapeh Eisan ("7 °5np" 17"7 'on) says that Tosefos agrees with the Aruch who
identifies the food as 2°1n7 "27p — the tops (i.e. the heads) of lettuce.” The Mitzapeh
Eisan says that this was a delicacy eaten by government officials.

The Ben Yehoyadah ("...7nx Swnwn" 17"7) suggests a different approach. He says that the
food was not pork but was instead the brain of the Shabuta fish. It is kosher and has a
similar taste to pork. Plus, it enhances the beauty of those who eat it.

(The Ben Yehoyadah brings another explanation from the Arizal that Mordechai and
Esther had created a sheidah — a female demon — which resembled her and fulfilled her
marital obligations with Achashveirosh. The Ben Yehoyadah and the Megillas Sesarim
say that Esther was indeed fed non-kosher food, but that the sheidah ate it for her.)
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QUESTION: Why does Rebbi Yochanan say that Esther was fed seeds?
What is the relevance of the verse which he brings as a support?

QUESTION: How do we recall today that Esther ate seeds?

Background Information: Among the Jews whom Nevuchadnezar exiled to Bavel were
the four adolescents Doniel, Chanayah, Mishael and Azaryah, whom he trained to be his
advisors. They were supposed to be served a carefully-planned diet of non-kosher meat to
help them grow. The verse from Doniel indicates that instead of eating the non-kosher
meat, the four boys entreated the official in charge of their food to provide them with
only seeds. Even on this diet, they appeared healthier than the other young men who ate
the more nourishing meat.

Megillas Sesarim on the Megillah says that similarly, when Esther was fed only seeds in
the palace, her beauty and healthy appearance miraculously remained.

(Doniel was alive at the time of the Purim story and was serving as an advisor to the king
and then to Esther. He may have given her the idea of eating seeds.)

In remembrance of this, some people observe the custom of eating seeds on Purim night.
The Levush says it is learned from the explanation of Rebbi Yochanan.

It is also possible that Hamantaschen have their origin in the poppy seeds that Esther,
Doniel and the other Jews ate in the palace. (The word may be a combination of the
words “Mohn Taschen,” meaning “pockets of poppy seeds.”)
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