What’s the Deal with Ta’anit Esther?
Why Is There a Fast Before Purim?

Prepared by Drew Kaplan for class

at the Tremont Shul on

28 February 2009

Text #1

Rav Ahai Gaon’s Sh'iltot (around 750), 867
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All cities, of whichever size , fast on the 13" of Adar,

as Shmuel, son of Rav Yizhak (perhaps around the turn of the fourth
century) said, “The 13" of Adar is a time for gathering for
everybody,

as itis said, ‘And the rest of the Jews in the nations of the king
gathered and stood on their lives on the 13" of the day of the
month of Adar’ (9.16).”

What is gathering? It was a fast day.

What is entering? That they entered on it and sat in fasting
and sought mercy.
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Text #2

Simhah ben Samuel of Vitry (d. 1105), Mahzor Vitry §245
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And this was set before our master (Rabbi Shlomo, son of Yizhak
(1040-1105)), may his soul rest in the bundle of life.
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Rabbi said that even this is communal fast is not set by either the | 112'¥ NYN [A7] 'NY 9K " MK

words of Torah, nor from rabbinic declaration, but rather,
because the nation has adopted the custom of doing so, ,

for behold, those fasts that Mordekhai fasted in Shushan (cannot

be the source), because he fasted on Passover and for three
days, as it is written, “And Mordekhai passed.”
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And if you were to suggest that the source was the words of
fasts and their outcries as is written in Scripture (Esther 9:31),
That does not describe an acceptance of the fast for future
generations, for, if it did, then it should also have included “and
their yelling”. What is yelling? We would be yelling out for
generations, Heaven forfend!

Rather this is saying “on the words of fasts and their outcrying”
and the difficulties that occurred to them in the days of Haman,
the Jews accepted upon them Purim as a remembrance of the
wondrous occurrences.

Nevertheless, it is forbidden for someone to separate from the
community, as we say in the first chapter of Yevamot....

2MOT DNRPYTI NINIXD N2T DIYNA NI
Halal

NNIT? DI¥ N72p n'N IX?

NNIT? NPYY 'NN '] DNPYNTO'NRT
.D17Y1 ON .D'PYIX DX

NMIXN N2T 7V MKRP DN RN

M1 DN'7Y NAYY NNXNIEDNRYTI
707 .0NI9 0TI DNV 1727 AN
'0'017

W19 NI'NY DTX7 17 110X DIpn 'Dn
JMArT 292 "MK NN N
NITIAX NIXA IWYN X7 .- "ITTANN X?"
NITIAN

And there are those who separate, that even though they fast
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on Thursday with the community [when Purim occurs on
Sunday], they go back and fast on the morrow (Friday) in order
to juxtapose the fast with Purim, as is its law, and since it is not
possible for them to fast on Shabbat, they do so on Friday.

But our master applied to them the verse “the fool walks in
darkness” (Ecclesiastes 2:14), since the fast itself is only a
custom as a remembrance of something, And yet they are
stringent to do so in its place (the day before Purim) as if that
rule were set by the Torah, when since the masses have become
accustomed to fast on Thursday, this is sufficient.

Therefore, we are accustomed to fast on Thursday, since one
should do not fast (voluntarily) on Fridays.
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But this fast has a hint from Scripture, as it is said, “The Jews
gathered in their cities on the 13" of it (Adar) and rested on the
fourteenth of it” (9.17).

What does “gathering” mean here?

For a day of fasting,

They gathered, like a regular day of gathering, and they read
from a Torah scroll, and they fasted on the 13" of Adar.

And from here, you learn that the 13" is for a fast day and the
14™ s for rejoicing. And such is the halakhah.
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Text #3

Maimonides (1135 — 1204), Mishnah Torah (1170-1180), Laws of
Fasts, 5.5
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And all of Israel adopted the custom in those times of fasting on
the 13" of Adar in remembrance of the fast that the Jewish people
fasted in the time of Haman, as it is said “the matters of the fasts
and their outcries” (Esther 9.31).
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Text#4

Rabbi Yosef Karo (1488-1575), Beit Yosef (Joseph’s House), OH
8686
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And there is another way to rely on it from the Talmud: on the 13"
is a day of gathering for everybody — that is to say that until now,
that is to say there is no proscription against fasting on the day
prior to Purim, but now it is saying that there is a way of relying to
say that it is fit to fast upon it.

And similarly, has Rabbi Asher, son of Yehiel (1250-1328) wrote
(81), as well as Rabbenu Nissim of Gerona (1320-1380), at the
beginning of Tractate Megillah (2b, SV Hekha) on what is said, “the
13" is a time of gathering for all.” And Rabbi Shlomo, son of Yizhak
(1040-1105) explained that it was a time of war (Megillah 2a, SV
Zeman Kehillah).

Rabbi Ya’akov, son of Meir (AKA Rabbenu Tam) (1100-1171)
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presented a problem with that ‘for all’ is to say that everybody
gathered for the Fast of Esther, and that the villagers came to the
cities to gather to say supplications and penitential prayers, since
they gathered there to stand for their lives on it and they needed
mercy. And such we find with Moses that he made a fast when he
fought with Amalek (Exodus 17.10). And Moses, Aharon, and Hur
ascended up to the top of Giveah. And the Sages expounded in
Tractate Ta’aniyot that, from here, we learn that communal fasts
need three people. From here, it seems for Rabbenu Tam thought
that the Fast of Esther that we do, such as they did in the days of
Mordekai and Esther when the Jews gathered to stand for their
lives, but we don’t find any support in any place, except for....
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Text#5

Rabbi Yosef Karo (1488-1575), “Set Table” OH §686:2
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We fast on the 13" of Adar.
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Text #6

Comment of Rabbi Moshe Isserles (1520-1572) on the above
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This fast is not obligatory. Therefore, at a time of need, one
can be lenient, such as a pregnant lady, a nursing lady, or a
sick person who is not in mortal danger. And even someone
who has eye pains, for if people are in a lot of pain, they
should not fast, but should repay the fast later. But other
healthy people should not separate from the community.
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Text #7

Abraham Gombiner (1633-1683), “Abraham’s Shield”, OH 8686:4
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Should not separate — Even one who is travelling, for whom the
fast is difficult.
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Text#8

Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan (1838-1933), Mishnah Berurah (“Clarified
Teachings”) (pub. 1907), 8686
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We fast on the 13™ of Adar — Because in the days of Mordekhai and
Esther, they gathered on the 13" of Adar to battle and to stand for
their lives (9.16) and they needed to request mercy and
supplications that God would help them to save them from their
enemies. And we find that when it was the day of battle, they
fasted, for our Rabbis of blessed memory said that Moses, our
Master, peace be upon him, fasted on the day that they fought with
Amalek. If so, then necessarily also in the days of Mordekhai, they
fasted on that day. Therefore, all of Israel is accustomed to fast on
the 13" of Adar, and it is called “The Fast of Esther” in order to recall
that the God, may He be blessed, sees and hears every person at the
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time of his distress when he fasts and returns to God with all of his
heart, such as was done in those days.
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Empained — This is discussing the person who has eye-pain, but a
pregnant woman, even when she is not empained, does not fast.
Such has Rabbi Ya’akov Meshullam Ornstein (1775-1839) written (in
his Yeshu’ot Ya’akov). But Rabbi Elijah Shapiro (1660-1712) was
stringent about this, except with the new mother the first month, he,
too, would be lenient.
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And they should make up for it afterwards — According to Rabbi
Ornstein mentioned above (in his Yeshu’ot Ya’akov), it is logical that
this is only referring to the eye-pained person, since essentially there
is upon this person the obligation of not separating from the
community. But only now because his eyes pain him, and for this,
after the pain in his eyes go away, he will be able to make up the
fast. This is not so with the pregnant woman nor the nursing woman
who are essentially exempt, even if they are not in pain. However,
prima facie, this is not inferable from what Rabbi Yoel Sirkes (1561-
1640) wrote in his Bayit Hadash (“New House”).
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Text #9

Rabbi Yehiel Mikhel Epstein (1829-1908), Arukh haShulhan (“Setting
of the Table”), OH §686
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2) From Maimonides’ words, it seems provable that he wrote that it
is a “remembrance of the fast that they fasted in the days of
Haman”. And if you were to think that they accepted upon
themselves, this is not a remembrance, but a full obligational fast
that is from the Scribes, and we’re particularly strict.

But, actually, we are quite lenient with the Fast of Esther, as will be
explained, but, perforce, as | have written.
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3) Therefore, all healthy Jews have accustomed themselves to fast
on the 13" of Adar and say penitentiary prayers and the confession
of “Our Father, our King” and we read “And Moshe fell” like any
other public fast day, as a remembrance of the fastings that they
fasted in the days of Haman.

But why don’t we fast as a remembrance of the three days that they
fasted? Because we don’t decree a decree upon the community that
is difficult for them to withstand.
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4) And what our Master, Rabbi Moshe Isserles wrote, “This fast is not
obligatory. Therefore, at a time of need, one can be lenient, such as
a pregnant lady, a nursing lady, or a sick person who is not in mortal
danger. And even someone who has eye pains, for if people are ina
lot of pain, they should not fast, but should repay the fast later. But
other healthy people should not separate from the community.”
Even one who is travelling, for whom the fast is difficult (Magen
Avraham), unless the fast will injure him.

NT NIYN X'MIn 11N andi- T
ny7 1 7707 wr P naIn NN
IX NI IX TN2IN |12 NI¥N
70 17'9X1 N1D0 1 'RY N'7INYT
N21N DYV DXY DY AND
ANY 72X J"NN W19 YN X7
7"y 11¥n N 1w1or X7 0'RMa
17V NWRI TR 700N 17'9X




One can read very closely at his words that he considers pregnant
women, nursing ladies, and a non-imperiled sick person, but these
would not fast anyways on the four rabbinic fasts, as Rabbi Isserles
wrote in his gloss to the Shulhan Arukh “even pregnant ladies and
nursing women” [in regards to the rabbinic fasts], there is to respond
that there it was specifically when they are especially empained. See
there in section 550.

But here, even with no particular situation, they do not need to fast,
but when he wrote about a very sick non-imperiled person, this is
peculiar, since even on the 9™ of Av, this is permissible, as is written
in section 554, that in a place of sickness, the rabbis did not decree —
see there.

But this is in the absence of danger, that with danger, even on Yom
Kippur, we are obligated to feed this person, as is written there.

But these words are not right according to the one who opines that
this fast is of Scriptural origin, and should be stringent about it, as |
had written. And this is not according to what we do that this is
merely a common custom. And this requires further inquiry.
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Available at http://yctstudent.drewkaplan.info/Files/TaanisEsther.pdf




