
[1] 

 

 

 

 

 

In memory of Libby Eisenstat a”h

Keeping the Faith 
 

And Ribbi Yehoshua ben Levi said:  One is 
obligated to read the Megilah at night and repeat 
it in the day, as it says, “My L-rd, I call out in the 
day and You do not respond, and at night – and I 

am not silent.”…. 
Ulah of Biri said: One is obligated to read the 

Megilah at night and repeat it in the day, as it 
says, “So that my soul will sing Your praise and 
not be silent.  Hashem is my L-rd.  Always I will 

give You thanks.”  (Mesechet Megilah 4a) 
 
I.  The Megilah is read night and day 
The most fundamental observance of Purim is 
reading Megilat Esther.  The Megilah recounts 
Haman’s plan to annihilate the Jewish people and 
our salvation through the efforts of Esther and 
Mordechai.  The Megilah does not explicitly 
attribute the success of Esther and Mordechai to 
Hashem’s intervention.  Instead, it identifies and 
organizes the remarkable series of events that 
facilitated their success.  Its message is that these 
unlikely events are evidence of Hashem’s 
involvement. 
 
The Megilah is read the night of Purim and in the 
day.  Ribbi Yehoshua ben Levi and Ulah of Biri state 
this requirement.  Each proposes a passage from 
Tehilim – Psalms – to support the requirement.  
How can passages from Tehilim be a basis for the 
practice of reading the Megilah at night and day?  
David HaMelech – King David – composed Tehilim 
centuries before the Megilah existed and the 

events it describes occurred.  The answer is that 
the chapters of Tehilim include many psalms that 
reflect on events that occurred after David’s 
lifetime.  David was able to foresee the future of 
his people.  He composed psalms whose relevancy 
and meaning would become fully revealed as our 
history would unfold.  The two psalms which Ribbi 
Yehoshua ben Levi and Ulah of Biri cite are 
example of David’s foresight.  They are relevant to 
the events described in the Megilah and describe 
David’s vision of their unfolding. 
 
And in every province, wherever the king's orders 
and his edict reached, there was great mourning 

for the Jews, and fasting and weeping and 
lamenting; sackcloth and ashes were put on the 

most prominent.  (Megilat Esther 4:3) 
 
II.  Recalling our ceaseless prayers 
The passage selected by Ribbi Yehoshua describes 
the anguished response of the Jewish people to 
Haman’s edict.  Esther and the people undertook a 
series of fasts and beseeched Hashem to save 
them.  The people cried out to Hashem but there 
was no response.  Even at night, there was no 
repose.  They continued to reach out to Hashem 
and implore Him to spare them.  According to Ribbi 
Yehoshua ben Levi, we read the Megilah at day and 
night to recall the unceasing prayers of our 
ancestors.   
 

The Jews had light and joy, and gladness and 
honor.  (Megilat Esther 8:18) 
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III.  Endless praise and thanksgiving  
Ulah of Biri selects a passage that describes the 
response of the Jewish people to their salvation.  
We sang Hashem’s praises and gave Him thanks.  
We recognized that our praise and thanks cannot 
satisfy our debt to Hashem for our salvation.  
Always – day and night – we must acknowledge His 
benevolence and praise and thank Him.  According 
to Ulah of Biri, reading the Megilah at night and 
day reflects the message of this passage.  It 
declares that we cannot exhaust our obligation to 
give praise and thanks.  In reading the Megilah at 
night and again, in the day, we give expression to 
our recognition of the need to constantly praise 
and give thanks.  
 
These two passages describe the requirement to 
read the Megilah at night and day to different 
themes connected to the events described in the 
Megilah.  Ribbi Yehoshua ben Levi explains that the 
practice recalls the incessant prayers of our 
ancestors.  Ulah of Biri attributes the practice to 
the obligation to unceasingly praise and give thanks 
to Hashem. 
 
IV.  Considering the explanations 
The position of Ulah of Biri is easily understood.  
Purim is a celebration.  We give thanks to Hashem 
for rescuing us from the destruction planned by 
Haman.  Reading the Megilah is designed to give 
public recognition to the miracle of our salvation.1  
It is also an act of giving praise to Hashem.  
Because we give praise to Him through reading the 
Megilah, there is no requirement to recite the 
Hallel on Purim.  The Megilah takes its place.2  Ulah 
Biri is explaining that because we read the Megilah 
to publicly declare that Hashem performed 
miracles for us, to praise Him, and to give Him 

 
1 Mesechet Berachot 14a. 
2 Mesechet Megilah 14a. 
3 The Gaonim were great Sages of the post-Talmud period  (589CE-1038CE).  The leading Sages of the period were the heads of 
the great Babylonian Talmudic academies.   
4 Rav Meir HaKohen Shiff, Hagahot Maimoniyot, Hilchot Ta’aniyot, chapter 1, note 2. 
5 Rabbaynu Asher, Commentary on the Talmud, Mesechet Megilah, Chapter 1, note 1. 

thanks, the Sages required that we read it at night 
and again, at day.  Through this, we demonstrate 
that our obligation to praise Hashem and give Him 
thanks cannot be satisfied.  We are endlessly 
indebted to Hashem.   
 
Ribbi Yehoshua ben Levi’s position is very difficult 
to understand.  We are not petitioning Hashem on 
Purim.  We are celebrating our rescue.  Why would 
we recite the Megilah at night and day to recall the 
anguished prayers of our ancestors?  The theme of 
Purim is praise and thanks, not anguish and 
salvation.   
 
V.  The Fast of Esther 
This position is even more inscrutable when we 
consider the comments of Rabbaynu Ta’am.  The 
day before Purim is Ta’anit Esther – the Fast of 
Esther.  It is not known with certainty when this 
fast was established.  According to Hagahot 
Maimoniyot, the fast is a post-Talmudic era 
practice, established by the Gaonim.3,4  Rabbaynu 
Ta’am disagrees.  He maintains that the practice is 
much older.  It existed in the time of the Sages of 
the Talmud.5  His position allows for the possibility 
that it was established at the same time as Purim.  
According to his opinion, the Fast of Esther and 
Purim are juxtaposed to recreate the experience of 
the Jewish people.  They anticipated destruction 
and cried out to Hashem, beseeching Him to rescue 
them.  He responded.  On the very days on which 
Haman and their enemies intended to annihilate 
them,  the Jewish people rose up against their 
enemies and vanquished them.  The Fast of Esther 
recalls the anguished prayers of the people.  Purim 
recalls Hashem’s response, and the victory of our 
ancestors over those who wished to destroy them. 
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According to this understanding of Ta’anit Esther, it 
is very difficult to explain Ribbi Yehoshua ben Levi’s 
position.  On Ta’anit Esther, we recall the suffering 
and anguish of our ancestors.  With the onset of 
Purim, the theme changes and we enter a period of 
celebration.  Why read the Megilah twice to recall 
the prayers of Esther and the Jewish people.  That 
is the theme of Ta’anit Esther.  Purim is devoted to 
celebration, praise, and giving thanks. 
 

For, who is a great nation [as Israel] that has a 
mighty L-rd, Who is close-by to it on all [occasions] 

that we call out to Him. (Sefer Devarim 4:7) 
 

VI.  The messages of the Megilah 
To answer this question, we must consider a 
comment of Rambam – Maimonides.  He gives 
special attention to Megilat Esther and Purim in his 
introduction to his Mishne Torah – his code of 
Jewish law.  
 
The prophets with the rabbinic court established 
and commanded to read the Megilah in its time to 
pronounce the praises due to the Sacred One, 
blessed be He, and the salvations He brought about 
for us.  And He was close-by [to respond] to our 
petitions, [and] to bless Him and extoll Him, and to 
make known to future generations the truth of that 
which the Torah assures us “For who is a great 
nation [as Israel] that has a mighty L-rd, Who is 
close-by to it on all [occasions] that we call out to 
Him.” 
 

 
6 Our history indicates that the requirement described in the passage is not easily achieved.  There are very few times in our 
history – even when confronted with terrible disaster – that we have come together and turned to Hashem.  Our more typical 
response is described by Rav Chaim Soloveitchik.  He hypothesizes that when a horse is struck by its rider, it charges forward 
based on the false assumption it can escape the whip.  It does not realize that it carries forward with itself the rider who is the 
source of its pain.  When we suffer calamity or adversity, we direct our full attention and efforts to escaping our pain.  We look 
toward diplomacy or military responses to protect us from enemies. We look to science and medicine to rescue and protect us 
from illness.  These are necessary steps.  We must take responsibility for our welfare.  However, our efforts will not be 
successful if we carry forward into our escape the source of our peril.  If we do not mend our relationship with Hashem, He will 
undermine and overcome all our efforts to save ourselves.  We must combine our efforts to solve our problems and to save 
ourselves with repentance, and petition Hashem.  (See Rav Y. Hershkowitz, Torat Chaim on Pirke Avot, p 323-4) 
7 Rav Moshe Alshech 1508-1593 was a student of Rav Yosef Karo.  His works include responsa and extensive commentaries 
covering much of TaNaCh.   

In this comment, Rambam identifies two objectives 
in the requirement to read the Megilah on Purim.  
First, through its reading, we praise Hashem and 
give Him thanks for our salvation.  Second, we 
affirm the truth of the Torah’s assurance that He 
will respond to our prayers when we come 
together, and sincerely call out to Him.6  The 
different passages cited by Ribbi Yehoshua ben Levi 
and Ulah of Biri reflect these two themes.  These 
Sages are relating the practice of reading the 
Megilah and night and day to these two themes.  
 
The passage cited by Ulah Biri relates the reading 
at night and day to the theme of praising Hashem 
and giving Him our thanks.  Ribbi Yehoshua ben 
Levi argues that the reading at night and day 
reflects the second theme identified by Rambam.  
We are affirming our belief in the Torah’s 
assurance that Hashem will respond to us when we 
come together and sincerely petition Him.  We are 
not recalling the anguished prayers of our 
ancestors.  This was the theme of Ta’anit Esther.  
We are recognizing and affirming that those 
prayers were the catalyst that brought about 
Hashem’s response and our salvation.   
 
VII.  Not giving up 
A beautiful insight of Rav Moshe Alshech7 is 
relevant to this discussion.  He is commenting on 
the passage cited by Ribbi Yehoshua ben Levi.   
 
My L-rd, I call out in the day and You do not 
respond, and at night – and I am not silent.  He 
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(King David) says that although You have 
abandoned me, I have not given up hope for mercy, 
for “My L-rd, I call out, etc.”  The meaning of the 
passage is that if a commoner makes a request of 
the king once and he does not respond, he will not 
again make his request, lest the king becomes 
angry with him.  But if the one posing the request is 
the king’s son, he will return and repeat [the 
request] a second and third time.  He says [to 
himself] that he does not push me aside out of 
hatred, because he is my father.  Rather, it is 
because I have not corrected some wrongdoing 
[toward him].  He wants me to humble myself 
before him and [then] he will respond.  [Concerning 
Hashem] you say, He is my L-rd and therefore, I will 
not abandon hope [in the effectiveness] of 
repentance and prayer.  Even if I call out in the day 
and You do not respond, nonetheless, and at night 
– I will not be silent.   

Rav Alshech explains that we have a relationship 
with Hashem that can be compared to a son and 
father.  When a son’s request is rejected by his 
father, he realizes that it is not because his father 
does not love him.  Because he is secure in this 
love, he continues to seek his father’s assistance.  If 
we abandon hope and cease to anticipate 
Hashem’s response, then we deny the bond 
between us.  Even in the darkest times, we must be 
confident.  If we return to Hashem and we pour 
forth our sincere prayers, He will respond like the 
father who has patiently awaited the return of his 
estranged child.  He will embrace us and enfold us 
in the warmth of His love.  This is one of the 
messages of Megilat Esther and Purim.      
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ZOOM IN ON PURIM 

CLASSES IN MESECHET MEGILAH 

with 

Rabbi Bernie Fox 

Classes begin Monday February 1st 

Two options 
Monday at 10:00 AM Pacific time, 1:00 PM Eastern time  

Wednesday at 8:30 PM Pacific time, 11:30 PM Eastern time 

 

For sources and ZOOM link contact: 

Thoughtsonparasha@gmail.com 


