
Libation Vessels for God

As humans are created in the image of God (Gen. 1:27) and
humans drink, so, too, God drinks, thus, we have libations in our
tradition. While the first libation to God recorded in the Torah is
when Jacob pours a libation to God at Beth-El (Gen. 35:14), God
does not command any libations until next week’s Torah portion.
However, in this week’s Torah portion, libations might be
mentioned. It is a possibility that utensils for libations seem to be
commanded by God, but it’s unclear, as we read:
֥ה אָֹתֽם ֲעׂשֶ ֵה֑ן ָזָה֥ב ָט֖הֹור ּתַ ְ֖ך ּבָ ֥ר יֻּסַ יו ֲאׁשֶ יָֹּת֔ ָערָֹת֜יו ְוַכּפָֹת֗יו וְּקׂשֹוָתיו֙ וְּמַנּקִ ֨יָת ּקְ ְוָעׂשִ

(Ex. 25:29)
But how is this verse to be translated?

According to the late third-century sage Rav Ketina (Menahot
97a),

אלו דפוסין אלו בזיכין אלו סניפין אלו קנים שמסככין בהן את הלחם
these are molds - קערותיו
these are bowls - כפותיו

these are the four panels of gold - קשותיו
these are the rods - ומנקיותיו

.this indicates that the bread is covered - אשר יסך בהן

In his understanding, these utensils, as they are being mentioned
with regards to the table for the showbread, are intended to be
for the purposes of the showbread. Moreover, the word יסך is not
about pouring/libating, but covering the showbread.

Indeed, in contemporary English translations, we see this
reflected:
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What to Drink on Purim?

In our third week in a row discussing Purim-drinking
practices, I wanted to take a look at What to drink on Purim.

While readers of this publication might be well aware that
drinking is a felicitous and enhancing aspect of Purim,
something that is not often discussed is what to drink on
Purim. When we read the Book of Esther on Purim about the
many drinking parties and all the wine that has drunk during
these stories, ultimately they are described as “֣ה ּתֶ ֙ ִמׁשְ ְיֵמי
ה ְמָח֔ days of drinking and festiveness” (Esther 9:22), but ְוׂשִ
not necessarily specifically of wine-drinking. 

Quite fascinatingly, when the greatest wine-lover of the
Talmud expresses the aspect of drinking on Purim, he
surprisingly makes no mention of wine: “ ָאַמר ָרָבא: ִמיַחיַּיב ִאיִניׁש
ַכי ין ָארוּר ָהָמן ְלָברוְּך ָמְרּדֳ ָלא יַָדע ּבֵ פוַּריָּא ַעד ּדְ Rava said: ‘A ְלַבּסֹוֵמי ּבְ
person is obligated to become intoxicated on Purim until
one does not know between cursed is Haman and blessed is
Mordecai’” (Megillah 7b). For someone who playfully jests
with a beer-loving student of his (Berakhot 44b), this is a
surprisingly ambiguous statement that allows for the
consumption of other beverages on Purim. 

Indeed, Rava’s statement gets quoted verbatim by Rabbi
Yosef Karo in his שלחן ערוך Set Table (OH §695:2). And the
rabbis of the 16th and 17th centuries seem to also not
particularly discuss what one is to drink on Purim. 

However, that all changed for the 18th and 19th centuries,
as Rabbi Elijah Spira (1660–1712) wrote: “ענין המן ומפלתו על ידי
משתה היין, ולכן חייבו חכמים להשתכר עד כדי שיהא נזכר הנס הגדול
The matter of Haman's downfall occurred בשתיית היין
through a wine-drinking party; therefore, the sages
obligated to get drunk in order to remember the great
miracle through wine-drinking (אליה רבה על שלחן ערוך אורח
His innovative approach to privileging wine .(חיים תרצ״ה:א׳
over other beverages on Purim then influenced later rabbis
with significant works, such as Rabbi Avraham Danzig (1748–
1820) in his Hayyei Adam (155:30), Rabbi Shlomo Ganzfried
(1804 - 1886) in his Kitzur Shulhan Arukh (142:6), and Rabbi
Yisrael Meir Kagan (1838–1933) in his Bi’ur Halakhah
(695:2:2).
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As we are in Adar and Purim is just around the corner, this
week's episode of The Jewish Drinking Show features
Professor Richard Sarason sharing about Massekhet Purim,
an amusing 18th century Talmudic parody on Purim. 
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This approach is very similar to Hanukkah in that even though one can
use various methods of lighting a menorah, since the miracle was
achieved through the use of olive oil, there is a special meaning to be
carried out through the use of olive oil. So, too, with Purim, since the
miracle took place through Esther's deployment of wine, causing
Haman’s downfall, thereby preventing the annihilation of the Jewish
people, so, too, we should drink wine to commemorate our having been
saved from destruction. 

One beverage that gets shockingly little attention in the works of these
rabbis is whiskey. These centuries saw the rise of whiskey-production
and whiskey-consumption, certainly amongst the Jewish people. It may
be that these aforementioned rabbis made it a specific point to
privilege wine, as they saw the increase in whiskey-consumption,
general, as well as on Purim, in particular. In fact, Rabbi Yechiel Michel
Epstein (1829–1908) wrote in his Arukh HaShulhan (OH 695:5) that
whiskey causes vomiting, so he even sought to provide a reason to
avoid whiskey.

However, since these rabbis advocated quite highly for wine, even
though there is no absolute requirement of drinking wine on Purim,
perhaps another way of perceiving the story is that it wasn't so much
wine-drinking that caused the Jewish people to be safe, but simply
drinking. And since the Jewish people were saved through drinking
parties, it’s ultimately more important that drinking and being
felicitously enjoyed, than necessarily what specific beverage(s) is to be
enjoyed. Either way, wishing you a joyous Purim!

If you are, or know of someone, who struggles with alcohol abuse, alcoholism, or other substance abuse, there are resources out there to help,
which are available at JewishDrinking.com/AlcoholAbuse

The Jewish Drinking
Show is available on
YouTube, as well as
wherever you listen

to podcasts

This coming week's episode features Rabbi David Fried, as
we discuss 18th and 19th century rabbis on Purim-drinking
following-up from last year's episode on 16th ,(אחרונים)
and 17th century rabbis on Purim-drinking (אחרונים), which,
in turn, follows-up from the previous year's episode on
Medieval rabbis on Purim-drinking (ראשונים).

“You shall make its dishes, its spoons, its
shelving-tubes, and its pillars, with which it shall
be covered; of pure gold shall you make them.”
(Rabbi Nosson Scherman (Artscroll))
“For [the table] make bread forms, incense
bowls, and side frames, as well as the half tubes
that will serve as dividers [between the loaves of
bread]. All these shall be made of pure gold.”
(Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan (The Living Torah))

“And thou shalt make the dishes thereof, and the
pans thereof, and the jars thereof, and the bowls
thereof, wherewith to pour out; of pure gold
shalt thou make them.” (Rabbi JH Hertz
(Soncino))
“Make its bowls, ladles, jars and jugs with which
to offer libations; make them of pure gold.”
(NJPS)
“You must also make, out of pure gold, its bowls,
spoons, pitchers, and jars for pouring libations.”
(Rabbi Jonathan Sacks (Koren))
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However, the language so clearly seems to point
towards tools for libating that other contemporary
English translations reflect this understanding:

In this set of understandings, it seems that God is
establishing that, before one can pour/libate, one
needs the appropriate vessels to do so.

Either way, whether these utensils are intended for
libations, as it would seem, or for the showbread
table where they are mentioned, they are definitely
meant to be made of pure gold. If they are, indeed,
meant for pouring wine for God, however, golden
wine-pouring vessels are certainly a stylish and
fancy way to provide wine for God. Perhaps this
could inspire us, since we are made in God’s image,
to use well-appointed vessels for our drinking.

If you are interested in checking-out Purim episodes from previous years, you can visit
JewishDrinking.com/Purim, which also features furher Purim resources.


