M TORAH

STUDIES

WHEN ORDINARY IS EXTRAGRDINARY

Finding Meaning, Purpose, and Wonder in Everyday Moments



HOLIDAY
OVERVIEW

Purim

The jolly festival of Purim is
celebrated every year on the
fourteenth day of the Hebrew
month of Adar (late
winter/early spring). It
commemorates the salvation
of the Jewish people in ancient
Persia from Haman’s plot “to
destroy, kill, and annihilate all
the Jews, young and old,
infants and women, in a single
day,” as recorded in the
Megillah (biblical book of
Esther). The Persian Empire of
the fourth century BCE
extended over 127 lands, and
all the Jews were its subjects.
When King Ahasuerus had his
wife, Queen Vashti, executed
for failing to follow his orders,
he arranged a beauty pageant
to find a new queen. A Jewish

girl, Esther, found favor in his
eyes and became the new
queen, though she refused to
divulge her background.
Meanwhile, the Jew-hating
Haman was appointed prime
minister of the empire.
Mordecai, the leader of the
Jews (and Esther’s cousin),
defied the king’s orders and
refused to bow to Haman.
Haman was incensed, and he
convinced the king to issue a
decree ordering the
extermination of all the Jews
on the thirteenth day of Adar,
a date chosen by a lottery
Haman made. Mordecai
galvanized all the Jews,
convincing them to repent,
fast, and pray to G-d.
Meanwhile, Esther asked the

king and Haman to join her for
a feast. At a subsequent feast,
Esther revealed to the king her
Jewish identity. Haman was
hanged, Mordecai was
appointed prime minister in his
stead, and a new decree was
issued, granting the Jews the
right to defend themselves
against their enemies. On the
thirteenth of Adar, the Jews
mobilized and killed many of
their enemies. On the
fourteenth of Adar, they rested
and celebrated. In the capital
city of Shushan, they took one
more day to finish the job.




QUESTION

How can we transform the monotony of our daily
grind, imbuing the ordinary moments with
profound meaning?



TEXT 1

William Martin,

The Parent’s Tao Te
Ching: Ancient Advice
for Modern Parents,
(Cambridge, MA: Da
Capo Lifelong Books,
1999), p. 59

Do not ask your children to strive for extraordinary lives. Such striving may seem admirable,
but it is the way of foolishness. Help them instead to find the wonder and the marvel of an

ordinary life.

Show them the joy of tasting tomatoes, apples, and pears. Show them how to cry when
pets and people die. Show them the infinite pleasure in the touch of a hand. And make the

ordinary come alive for them.

The extraordinary will take care of itself.







TEXT 2 A ning X9 - Ay awnna by nyaIR2 by awtwa Ay oo3wa by ToR2 NRIPI 7
AnT X9

Mishnah, Megilah
= gy YT PR 1 12 I N TN PpnT 113

AR127 07 PRYTRR 0937V RPX WY Ay2R2 PIip NI NNy o093

77%07

AmnY mpin niopnt ,092 12 PIip NI9ITY NI 0093 - w2 Ty AyaR ol Ik o
,09°2 12 1712 nI9IT) NINYY 797197 0% PRvTPn 007192 - 90202 IR LY nivah o
nn? anin nispm

Annb anin nisppI 012 12 17ip nRITY NIy 092 - WnEa NPEY on

01" 12 PP "It nioppy NPTy NIMYY ,A0°320 oY TRYTRR 093 - N2V 2V NITY 0o




TEXT 2A

Mishnah, Megilah
1:1-2

The Megillah can be read on the eleventh [of Adar], on the twelfth, on the thirteenth, on the
fourteenth, and on the fifteenth. Not earlier and not later.

Cities that were surrounded by walls since the day of Joshua the son of Nun read [the
Megillah] on the fifteenth.

Villages and unwalled cities read it on the fourteenth. However, villagers advance their
reading to the earliest market day.

How so?

If the fourteenth falls on Monday, the Megillah is read on that day in the villages and
unwalled cities, and on the next day in walled cities.

If the fourteenth falls on Tuesday or Wednesday, the Megillah is read on the previous

market day [Monday] in villages, on that day in large cities, and on the following day in
walled cities.

If the fourteenth falls on Thursday, the Megillah is read on that day in villages and unwalled
cities, and on the next day in walled cities.

If the fourteenth falls on Friday, the Megillah is read on the previous market day [Thursday]
in villages, on that day in unwalled cities, and the following day in walled cities.
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All these dates were established by the Men of the Great Assembly [when the festival of Purim was
first established].

Had they instituted Purim only on the fourteenth and fifteenth of Adar, the sages of later
generations would not have been permitted to add to those dates. For the law states that a court
may not uproot the ruling of a previous court unless they are greater in wisdom or number. It is,
thus, obvious that all these were originally established by the Men of the Great Assembly.

Where is this implied in the Book of Esther?

Rabbi Shemen the son of Aba said in the name of Rabbi Yochanan, “To observe these days of Purim
in their times” (Esther 9:31)
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Shulchan Aruch,

Orach Chayim
B688:8 Those who have embarked upon a sea voyage or joined a caravan to cross the desert [on the

fourteenth of Adar] and do not have a Megillah to take along should read the Megillah on the
thirteenth, the twelfth, or the eleventh. However, they should omit the blessings [that are
customarily recited before the reading].




QUESTION

Why did the sages, in an exception to Jewish practice,
choose to establish multiple original dates for this
festival instead of simply adding makeup dates?
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Esther sent word to the sages, “Establish my festival for posterity.”
The sages sent word to Esther, “It would provoke the ire of nations against us.”

Esther sent word in return, “I am already written up in the royal annals of Media and Persia.”
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Midrash,

Yalkut Shimoni,
Proverbs 944 All the festivals will become null [in the messianic era], but the days of Purim will never be

annulled.




Esther wanted the sages
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Amalekites, and agreed

once they realized it was

only mentioned twice in

the Tanach.
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Esther sent word to the sages, “Write me up for posterity.”

The sages sent back in response, “[It is written] ‘Indeed, | wrote for you in three parts’
(Proverbs 22:20). [In the Torah, a story may appear] three times, but not four times.”
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Maimonides, . . . . . : : :

Mishneh Torah, 0917 POV PRY 719 DYV AR DY nidhaa) AR wnn w2 npp X7 M
Hilchos Megilah

2:18

All the Books of Prophets and Ketuvim will be nullified in the messianic era except for the
Book of Esther.

It will endure like the Five Books of Moses and like the Oral Laws that were transmitted
by Moses. They will never become null.




"Purim" originates from
the ancient Persian word
"our," meaning "lottery,"
to symbolize Haman's
use of lots in determining
the date of our potential
annihilation.



TEXT 7

Rabbi Shneur
Zalman of Liadi,
Torah Or, Hosafot,
Megilat Esther,

p. 123b
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The results of a lottery [appear to be
random]—not rooted in reason. [However,
in truth, lotteries are determined by G-d in
a manner that] transcends all reason. When
you follow reason, you are free to make
intellectual choices. When you throw lots,
you suspend intelligent choice and place
yourself at the mercy of the lottery, even if
the results defy reason. This means that
you throw your lot in with the Divine
supernal will that transcends reason.
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Rabbi Shneur
Zalman of Liadi,
Torah Or, Hosafot,
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“Therefore, they called these days Purim
[a cognate of pur], which means goral”
(Esther 9:26). Haman’s pur [an attempt to
co-opt G-d’s blessing in defiance of all
reason through a lottery] failed. G-d’s
transcendental will did not [defy reason
in] support [of] the impure Haman.
Rather, it supported the Jews who
merited it through their utter self-
abnegation—jeopardizing their lives for
the One G-d.

The primary joy of Purim is that Haman’s
pur dissolved, and the transcendental
Divine will focused exclusively on the
Jews.




These aspects of Purim all seemingly lacked significance
yet turned out to be the most extraordinary and holy.

Our sages had no intention The sages doubted The Persian name
.Of IS e Fhe whether the book would have implied a
thlrteenth of Adar |pto a rrailel oy e lack of Divine
joyous Jewish festival. down as part of intervention.

Tanach.



The 3 types of cities that celebrate Purim
on different dates.
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TEXT 8

“Town and City Life,”
www.encyclopedia.com

Cities were far from self-sufficient, however, and all depended upon
close relationships with the rural communities in their hinterlands.
Renaissance Florence established such greatness in part because of
the auspicious relations it maintained with sharecroppers in the
Tuscan countryside who provided the urban elite with a secure food
supply, as well as with grain, oil, and wine, which the Florentine elite
in turn sold or traded throughout Europe.




Material

Differences:

Spiritual

Differences:

Safe, worry-free
strongholds.

Secure and spiritual
lifestyle focused on
prayer and study.

WALLED CITIES UNWALLED CITIES

Provide the capital
with necessities, but
remain separate.

Involved in worldly
matters, yet maintain
a deep connection to
G-d.

Simple and honest life
style of growing crops
and feeding the
population.

Perceive themselves
as simple, loyal
soldiers of

G-d’s army.



TEXT 9A

The Rebbe,

Rabbi Menachem
Mendel Schneerson,
Likutei Sichot 21,

p. 202
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People who live in walled cities can devote themselves completely to G-d. Their spiritual
disposition is like an enclosed fortress that shields them from the unsavory influences

of temptation.

The spiritual task of people in outlying cities is to [be surrounded by worldly temptation
and nevertheless] use these worldly resources for holy purposes. Thus, they create a
city—a home for G-d. They don’t need to plow, plant, and wait until the crops grow.
They just take the pre-prepared, ready-made resources and turn them into a home, a
city for G-d.

Villagers must plow and soften the hardened soil—the corporeal world where G-d is not
visible—to make it sprout and grow.






TEXT 3B

The Rebbe,

Rabbi Menachem
Mendel Schneerson,
Ibid., p. 203
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Villagers . .. do not have a keen perception of G-d—they don’t relate to G-d
intellectually or emotionally. Their relationship is marked primarily by
obedience. Nevertheless, their self-abnegation is complete.

In fact, the surrender to G-d driven by simple loyalty is greater and deeper in
some ways than the surrender of those who enjoy a rich intellectual [or
emotional] relationship with G-d.



TEXT 10

The Rebbe,

Rabbi Menachem
Mendel Schneerson,
Hayom Yom,

Entry for 16 Iyar
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In terms of scholarship and aptitude, the Chasid Reb Elyeh Abeler was a simple man.
Once, when he had a private audience [with my grandfather, Rabbi Menachem Mendel
Schneersohn, the Tzemach Tzedek], my grandfather said to him, “Elyeh, | envy you. You
travel to various fairs; you meet many people. Sometimes, during a business transaction,
you get into a warm discussion about a Jewish aphorism, a Talmudic moral, etc., and
you arouse that person’s interest in studying the exoteric and esoteric dimensions of the
Torah.

“This causes joy on high, and G-d pays you a commission with the blessings of children,
health, and sustenance. The larger the fair, the more work there is, and the greater the
commission earned.”



How can we transform the monotony of our daily grind, imbuing the ordinary moments with
profound meaning?

The trick is to pause for a moment before beginning our activity to consider
how to infuse what we are about to do with holiness. Everything we do can
be laced with holiness if we give it a chance.

Why did the sages, in an exception to Jewish practice, choose to establish multiple original
dates for this festival instead of simply adding makeup dates?

Purim transforms multiple ordinary days into festive days because it is a
holiday that reveals the secret of the Divine in all things. The holiest
energies are found in the most ordinary things.






KEY POINTS

1.

There are multiple dates for the elements of the Purim holiday. Villagers who cannot
read the Megillah on the fourteenth of Adar can read it earlier; walled cities celebrate on
the fifteenth.

Purim contains multiple elements that convey the same theme: turning the ordinary into
something extraordinary.

The material differences between walled cities, unwalled cities, and villages represent
spiritual differences in levels of G-dly awareness and connection.

Despite a village’s distance from the city both geographically and spiritually, it is the
villagers who are most dependable and capable of finding holiness in ordinary places.

Purim teaches us to find extraordinary holiness in ordinary, mundane things, places,
and events.






