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Oneg Shabbas explores drinking in the weekly Torah portion, along with timely essays on drinking in Jewish life.

Drinking in the Divine

A curious Biblical drinking story occurs towards the end of this week's
Torah portion (Ex. 24:9-11):
And Moses, Aaron, Nadav, and
Abihu, and seventy elders of Israel
ascended; and they saw the God of
Israel—under whose feet was the
likeness of a pavement of sapphire,
like the very sky for purity. Yet
[God] did not raise a hand against
the leaders of the Israelites; they D'77ND NI T N'7Y
beheld God, and they ate and drank. 1REALI7ONI|
Wow! While seeing God should be remarkable enough, having this visual
depiction of what lay beneath God's feet is further astounding. Yet,
perhaps due to how fantastic that description is, the drinking that follows
seems to get lost in our readings of this scene. As one person with whom |
am connected on Facebook remarked last year: "What does it mean that
they saw God and they ate and drank? This seems to be a very difficult (and
often forgotten) passage?"
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Eating and Drinking?
Setting aside the question as to "what does it mean that they saw God?", as
that deserves its own treatment, the question about "what does it mean
that they ate and drank?" actually is quite fascinating, as we do not
typically read of divine encounters with an accompaniment of a meal,
whether subsequently or simultaneously occurring to seeing God. Indeed,
we read of two differing opinions within Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki's (1040-
1105) commentary on this (D'N'78N NN 1IN DT ,N":T7D NINY 7V 1"'wN):
They gazed at God with a coarse 17202 )73m0n 1M
attitude through [simply] eating and N'7'2N )inN 02
drinking, such is the incident ¥aTn 2 ,nmil
described in Midrash Tanhuma, but Di7{7IN1 ,NRININA
Onkelos did not translate it that way. 12 DN N7
As to how this incident is described in Midrash Tanhuma, it is the
following ('N:1"0 NI7VN1 ,XNININ ROTN):
Was there [actually] eating and drinking
there? To what is the matter comparable?
To a servant who attended his master
while [holding] a slice of bread in his hand
and taking bites from it. Similarly, had
they acted with disrespect as if they had
been eating and drinking. So the elders
along with Nadav and Avihu deserved to
be destroyed by fire on that day; but
because the giving of Torah was dear to
the Holy One, blessed be He, He therefore
did not want to harm them and bring
calamity to them on that day. This is what
is written, “But He (the Holy One, blessed
be He,) did not raise His hand against the
nobles of the Children of Israel” (Ex.
24:11). From this [description], you may
infer that they deserved to have a hand
raised [against them].
{continued on page 2}

NI MYEN7N D
7270 N7 7N oY
NIy TW7 ,nnit
iN191 A1 NN YN
2 1N Yl NNt T
DYNI NNAT7{70

111 .0MiY 0'72IND
ANIND 7 1IN
1T DI NYY

120 NIY 1901 4NN
YiTizn 1197 220 mMin
N772'97 N0 Y12
NIN N2 WiTzn NY
D2 2 DDA VI97

NTD ,DN2 NY19 Nivy7
7NN NI 2AMDT NN
T N'7Y N7 7MW 112
DHNY 'Y 779N (DY)
i N7nenY

Who Is to Drink on Purim?

Following-up from last week's discussion of When to drink on Purim, a
further matter to consider is Who is supposed to drink on Purim?
When we consider the phrasing of the original statement by Rava (280-
352), the “who” is to drink seems to be a person, although potentially a man
(Megillah 7b):
Rava said: “A person is obligated to
become intoxicated on Purim until one
does not know the difference between
cursed is Haman and blessed is
Mordekhai.”

We later read that this statement is repeated verbatim by Rabbi Yosef
Karo (1488-1575) in his Shulhan Arukh (OH §695:2). But is getting drunk on
Purim really for everyone?
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While this term literally means a human being, it seems reasonable to
understand it meaning within this context to be speaking of Jews. But is
this really to mean all Jews? Could it mean men, but not boys? Could it
mean men, but not women? Seemingly, these distinctions seem to be
absent from writings on this matter throughout halakhic history (unless
they do, indeed, exist and | have yet to encounter them).

Are Women Included?

Does w'1N also include women? Perhaps, although there does not seem to
be [much/any] pre-20th century rabbinic writings on the matter, as
Rabbanit Debbie Zimmerman has pointed out, this is a rather recent
phenomenon (“Purim - Women and Alcohol”, Matan (Adar 5579/March
2019)):

In the last century or so, several prominent poskim (rabbinic

decisors) have questioned whether women are included in this

obligation.

For example, Rav Wosner rules that a woman is not obligated
to get drunk based on a gemara in Ketubot that warns that too
much wine causes women to behave lewdly....

Similarly, Rav Shternbuch rules that women are not obligated
because they do not regularly get drunk and drunkenness
could lead to serious sins. ...

While some may balk at a double standard for man and women,

it is inappropriate to dismiss opinions of such poskim without a

second thought. In this case, it seems reasonable to entertain

the possibility that this distinction between men and women is

at least partially based on physiological differences that still

exist today. There are a plethora of studies indicating that

women have a lower alcohol tolerance than men — meaning

that the average woman gets drunk twice as fast as the average

man, and overindulgence can pose a more significant threat to

women’s health. Additionally, it would be irresponsible to

ignore the fact that inebriation makes a person even more

vulnerable than usual, so a woman who chooses to drink on

Purim should be careful to do so in a safe environment.
Indeed, there seem to be numerous 20th century Haredi halakhic decisors
who articulated that women are not obligated within this category (Rabbi

Ephraim Greenblatt (1932-2014)’s Rivevos Ephraim 1:458, 4:173:10, 53,
{continued on page 3}
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According to this midrash, they acted in a disrespectful manner as if they

had been eating and drinking, yet, seemingly, this midrash is not content
with them actually having eaten and drank at this point. Yet, Rashi seemed
to have understood that they had ate and drank, albeit in a coarse fashion.
Here is the translation by Onkelos (35-120 CE) that Rashi mentioned (DN
N2 NINY 7V DI7{71IN):

But against the nobility of the 12217207
Israelites, He [God] did not send His NI N7 78
hand [there was no damage]. They N'iTN1 Nj712
envisioned [saw the Glory of] God, TR il " T N7
and they [rejoiced in their sacrifices 1ina772

which were accepted graciously as if NIY1217270NT

they] ate and drank. MY '7IN1TND
These two positions that Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki mention conflict in two
different ways: (1) whether there was actually eating and drinking there or
not, and (2) whether their behavior was appropriate to the situation or
not. While Rashi mentions that these leaders gazed at God with a coarse
attitude, where does he derive this notion?

Further Negative Midrashic Viewpoints

What we saw above from Midrash Tanhuma is not the only midrashic
treatment of this story, as we read the following (:'> n21 Mj7"1'):

Rabbi Pinhas said: "From here [it may be 1'nY |N2n DN1D 21 NN

derived] that they were deserving of the ~ nNT,T NN7wn7 MN1

hand being extended, as Rabbi Hoshayah 177 21 Nwin a1

said: 'Did cakes go up with them to Sinai, TANT '1'0N |1NRY N7y

that it states: "They beheld God [and ate 4101 :(N' , 7D NINW) NN

and drank]"? (Exodus 24:11). Rather, it TA7N NN, DTND NN

teaches that they feasted their eyes on ,NIDWN 1N DIV INY

the Divine Presence. "They beheld God" DTND ,D'7ND NINATIY

like a person who looks at his friend iR in2na vany

while eating and drinking." NNYNI O8N0

Rabbi Yohanan said: "Actual eating, just  ,'NTI N7'ON N 120I' 20

as it says: 'Life is in the light of the king’s

countenance' (Proverbs 16:15)."

Rabbi Tanhuma says: "It teaches that

they exposed their heads, acted with

arrogance, and feasted their eyes on the 11 DY 4171 D27

Divine Presence." .N2DYn
The only opinion amongst this trio that considers these leaders' eating as
such is Rabbi Yohanan and, we can also imagine, that would also include
drinking (unless he considers them to be two entirely separate matters for
the purposes of this conversation). Aside from that, both Rabbi Tanhuma
and Rabbi Hoshaya (as quoted by Rabbi Pinhas) argue that these leaders
did not eat actual food, instead deriving sustenance from viewing the
Divine Presence. Moreover, Rabbi Hoshayah explicitly questions the
likelihood that they brought up food with them up the mountain.
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While Rabbi Hoshaya and Rabbi Yohanan do not position these leaders'
actions in a negative light, Rabbi Tanhuma, however, does, as he describes
them as not only exposing their heads, which is already a matter of
lessening respect, but also acting with arrogance. This opinion also seems
to have influenced Rashi's description of these leaders' behavior.
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What Did They Eat and Drink?

While there is no specification as to what they ate nor what they drank,
many commentators connected their consumption with the peace-
offerings made in Exodus 24:5, such as Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (1085-
1158) and Rabbi Abraham ben Meir Ibn Ezra (1089-1167) (Ninw 7y 0"avN
I7ON'I 07T ,N":T"D NINY ‘7Y NOTV 1N IMPTI7DR 07T ,N":T7D). This would mean
that they would have taken it with them as provisions along their journey
to encounter the Divine. As to what they drank, one might have expected
the commentators to perhaps mention connecting wine to libations,
although | have not come across any who wrote such a suggestion. This
leaves us with the likelihood that these leaders drank wine and/or water.

However, what is striking about reading Rabbi ibn Ezra’s comments on
this verse is that when he describes the drinking, he mentions that they
descended happily from the mountain. Based off of these comments, it
would seem that this is alluding to wine, since no one becomes happy off
of drinking water.

Description of Happiness
One answer as to why they were drinking was simply that they were
happy. Rabbi ibn Ezra, described them as being happy (ninw 7v N1V 1aN
M 17081 0”1 ,NT) and Rabbi Yoseph ben Yitzhak Bekhor Shor of
Orléans (12th century), who described them as being n11n o'nnw “Very
happy” (78 122 'R TN N7T NT" NINY I 11D2):

'7n oN7 N'7awd
19 T8R DN I

When the Holy One appeared to
them, they were very fearful, lest

they be harmed, as Manoah said: ANNY 1IND 1711
"We shall surely die, for we have D NINININ NIIN
seen God" (Judges 13:22). But when IN1 DTN
they saw that He did not stretch out  N7w N7w NI
His hand against them and they N7I1T DNV

were not harmed, they received the
Divine Presence without injury.
"And they ate and drank" because ' 1D MY I7DN
they were exceedingly joyful. ;270 o'nnY
This being very joyful seems to be as a result of having survived a
situation where they would otherwise have perished. While this eating
and drinking may have occurred while they saw God, it may have taken
place afterwards, in celebration of remaining alive.
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Not Actually Eating & Drinking in Front of God?

One Jewish thinker who was not pleased with this behavior was none
other than Rabbi Moses ben Maimon (1138-1204) (popularly known as
Rambam, as well as Maimonides), who wrote (Guide for the Perplexed
Part I, ch. 5 (Goodman & Lieberman translation, with adjustments (pp. 27-

28))):
" The "elite of Israel" (Exodus 24:11) were hasty and strained

their minds. They did perceive, but imperfectly. So it says,
"They saw the God of Israel, and under His feet" (24:10) - not
simply "They saw the God of Israel". The words do not
describe, but criticize, their vision for being so corporeal,
since they rushed ahead when not fully prepared. They
deserved to perish, but Moses pled for them. So they were
spared - until they were burnt at Taberah (Numbers 11:1-3), as
were Nadav and Avihu in the Tent of Assembly (Leviticus 10:1-
3), as our sound tradition relates.

Israel's nobles, | say, suffered not just a cognitive, but a
practical lapse, turning toward the corporeal, since their
awareness was sullied, as it says, "They beheld God, and they
ate and drank" (Exodus 24:11). ... My point here is simply that
whenever "seeing", "looking", or "vision" is used in this way, it
means intellectual, not visual, apprehension, for God is not
visible.

{continued on page 3}

Oneg Shabbas is composed by, edited by, and published by Rabbi Drew Kaplan.

If you have any comments, compliments, or suggestions, he may be reached at Drew@)ewishDrinking.com




{Drinking in the Divine, continued from page 2}
Maimonides’ criticism of the behavior of these leaders is not just their
eating and drinking, although it includes that, but also perceiving God
corporeally. This is on account of their not being properly prepared to
perceive God, which is how Maimonides perceives them as having been
deserving of death from God, which is delayed by Moses through his
pleading on their behalf. As to their eating and drinking, he also is quite
critical, once again owing to their very physical needs, which he seems
bothered by, on account of this incredible spiritual opportunity, yet they
got down to this very physical activity.

Spiritual State of These Leaders

His son, Rabbi Avraham, son of Moses (1186-1237) considered the

spiritual state of these leaders, considering two different possibilities ("

N"1:7T"D NN 0"2NTN 12 DNNAN):
This may either be referring to the
nobles, meaning that they remained,
up until that moment, on the same
level as others who eat and drink,
without having undergone a major
transformation. They engaged with
the flesh of the peace offerings,
whose blood and fat had been
offered initially. It is as if this hints at
the Aramaic translation: "And they
rejoiced with the sacrifices that were
accepted, as if they ate and drank." = "MW1 7N 178D
Thus, they were placed on the same  na1T N2 DNIN 1N 1011
level as the "youths of the children of ririx 78w 112 MW
Israel," or perhaps they themselves .Dnyy 0N
were the ones being referred to.
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In these two possibilities that he considers, the first of these is one
where these leaders actually did eat, consuming sacrifices while up on
the mountain and viewing God, with the second possibility being one of
being in a special spiritual state, preventing them from eating at that
time, waiting to eat and drink only until after their experience of viewing
God.

Alternatively, the phrase "And they
ate and drank" may refer to all of
them — the nobles and the holy
assembly — each according to their
respective levels. This hints that they
were all, may peace be upon them, in
that state of seclusion that took
place on the blessed mountain, fully
devoted to Him, the Exalted, until
they achieved completion in their
closeness to Him and their service to
Him, each one according to his own
portion. Necessarily, their state at
that moment was one that was close
to preventing them from partaking in
a meal, and thus, when that
experience concluded, they then
took some food and drink.

A Sense of Achievement?
Perhaps beyond simply being happy of having survived this ordeal, as
described earlier by Rabbi ibn Ezra and Rabbi Bekhor Shor, an intriguing
description of the motivation of these leaders’ drinking is described by
Rabbi Ovadia ben Jacob Sforno (1475-1549), who wrote (ninY 7y 111190
INWII7ON 7T N7TD):
{continued on page 4}

{Who Drinks on Purim?, continued from page 1}

Mekadesh Yisroel Purim 334, Rabbi Moshe Sternbuch (1926-)’s Moadim
V’zemanim 2:190, Rabbi Gavriel Zinner’s Nitei Gavriel Purim 73:4, Rabbi
Shmuel Halevi Wosner (1913-2015)’'s Shevet Halevi 10:18:2, and
Shulhan Arukh Hamekutzar 123, n. 19 (Credit goes to Rabbi Moishe Dovid
Lebovits for compiling this list ("Drinking on Purim", Halakhically
Speaking 10:3 (2014), 12, n. 7).)).

However, while women seem to be halakhically exempt from getting
drunk on Purim, that does not mean that it is necessarily inappropriate
for them to get drunk on Purim. For more on this topic, see the 172nd
episode of The Jewish Drinking Show, featuring Rabbanit Zimmerman in
conversation with Rabbi Drew Kaplan about these considerations.

What About Those Who are Not Yet Men?
While we read of Jewesses being exempted from getting drunk on Purim,
what about males under a certain age? In recent decades, there have
been dozens of publications in the Jewish world advocating not only
against, but quite strongly and harshly against teenagers drinking,
whether in general, or on Purim, in particular.

In America, usually a large focus of attention in popular discourse is
against underage drinking, which would be anyone under the age of 21,
as that is the current minimum legal age for the purchasing of alcohol in
this country. | suspect the discourse in any country is largely going to
follow along the lines of minimum legal age, although another variable to
consider are the varying cultural norms from one country to another.

While underage drinking, in general, and Purim, in particular, continues
to occur, whether only in small numbers or otherwise, it is certainly
concerning. According to various 20th century Haredi halakhic decisors,
children are not included in Purim-drinking (Moadim V’zemanim 2:190,
Teshuvos V’hanhagos 3:229, and Nitei Gavriel Purim 73:4, n. 10 (Credit
for this list goes once again to Rabbi Lebovits (Ibid., 13, n. 79).)).

Furthermore, there are many, many dangers associated with under-age
drinking, as can be seen from the deeply unfortunate number of
teenagers who end up in hospitals on Purim.

Further Demographic Consideration

These considerations concerning demographics also make me think
about another aspect of drinking. As Rava was arguably the Talmud’s
most notable wine-drinker, one wonders if he was used to having others
around him who also were experienced drinkers, and perhaps even
finding themselves happily inebriated on occasion. If so, perhaps he
made his statement in the sense of “If you’re going to drink and get drunk
on any number of occasions throughout the year, make sure to do so on
Purim.” That way, one demonstrates that it is certainly the drinkingest
day par excellence on the Jewish calendar and full of merriment.
However, perhaps, for those not accustomed to drinking, much less
getting drunk, perhaps the obligation to get drunk is certainly less
necessary.

Conclusion

While the language used both by Rava in the Talmud, as well as in
subsequent halakhic literature, including Rabbi Karo in his Shulhan
Arukh, seems to be broadly inclusive of people to get drunk on Purim, it
seems inappropriate for underage people (particularly teenagers) to
drink, whereas women are exempted from this inclusion. While this
seems to limit the drinking to men, one also wonders about those who
are not used to getting drunk. Certainly, however, for those used to
drinking and/or getting drunk, Purim is a wondrously festive and very
appropriate day for doing so.

L’chaim ¥

If you are, or know of someone, who struggles with alcohol abuse, alcoholism, or other substance abuse, there are

resources out there to help: JewishDrinking.com/AlcoholAbuse




{Drinking in the Divine, continued from page 3}

Afterwards, they made a drinking-party ~ MnNN nnwn 1wy Celebrating Receiving the Torah
without their normal senses having been in nianwn M'7112 As opposed to simply being happy at seeing God or needing to now eat
any way transformed or temporarily WY N1, 0N'wINa and drink, an altogether different description of the motivation for
neutralized. They made this party upon nn'‘7v nnnw7 eating and drinking is something that Ramban articulates (Ninw 7v 1"an1
what they had achieved. wny MY N1 ,NMT):
Although it is unclear if Rabbi Sforno’s comment here is meant to The meaning of the expression "and they Iwvw Inw' VLI
criticize these leaders for not having been transformed or not, he does drank" is that they made it an occasion 2,210 DI NNNY
seem to perceive their drinking-party as having taken place after their for rejoicing and festival, for such is ninw7nain p
having perceived God. This is similar to what Rabbi Avraham, son of one’s duty to rejoice at the receiving of ,MINN N72j72
Moses, wrote, although Rabbi Sforno’s view on the matter is that these the Torah, just as He commanded when  D2N>1 NIY TWND
leaders were not changed in any way following this very special they finished writing all the words of the ‘7v nmn 217
experience. From his words, it would seem that their drinking-party to Torah upon the stones.... ....0NANN

celebrate might have been on account of their having survived, but also From a more descriptive angle, Rabbi Ya'akov ben Asher (1270-1340)
possibly in celebration of having had such a special experience viewing seems to echo this depiction of this scene as celebratory (,Nxn 110N
God. MY N”T ,N":T"D NINY):

They made a big party on the day of receiving n7Imnnny iwyw

Not on Moshe’s Level the Torah, similar to the commandment of  wWN> NN NN DM

. . writing all of the Torah’s words upon the M2T 7D DANIDA NI¥N
Speaking of sp.|r|tual levels., a noit .uncomm.on theme amongst many stones: “and you shall sacrifice there ARAT 02N AN
commentato.rs is that t.hg direct d.lvme experience does .not.occur thgt offerings of well-being and eat them there” DW NYONI DINTY
much, yet this juxtaposition of seeing God and consumption is shown in (Deut. 27:7) - that it is a commandment to T —
clear contrast to Moshe’s abstaining from food and drink for 40 days, as rejoice at the covenant of the Torah. mmn

described in Exodus 34:28. Indeed, this is articulated by Rabbi ibn Ezra
quoting Rabbi Judah Ha-Levi (1075-1141) (0”7 ,N":T"D NINW 7V NIV AN
mw):

This celebratory approach to considering their actions certainly places
the actions of these leaders in a very positive light. Not only is this eating
and drinking something that is not considered in a negative light here, but

Rabbi Judah Ha-Levi said that the N T elevated to celebrating receiving the Torah, as well.

meaning of “and did eat” is, they 1D 170N DYV 1D

hagl to eat even though they’ 9"UN TN 1DININ Of course, the peculiar aspect here for both of these rabbis is that while
enjoyed the splendor of G.Od S AU T Y they are describing the eating and drinking taking place in our verse, they
presence. Scnptyre mentions this M WA AT 0N make no reference to these leaders doing so while viewing God; instead,
DecauseMoses l,'VEd for forty QIrovnN TNy they discuss their celebrating the reception of the Torah. While the latter
day§ and fort_y n‘lghts W.IthOUt . N73 077 DV is certainly worthy of celebration, why do so while viewing God?

eating and drinking, as is noted in '912IMd2 N7ON

the next section. NINT NN Enjoying Divine Bliss

Rabbi Halevi’s take on their need to eat and drink is simply a need, A very different perspective than those that preceded it is that of Rabbi
despite their enjoying the Divine Presence. Indeed, it did not seem as if Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888), who wrote (NInw ,NINN ‘7v & 1"wn
they had been there for any more than a few hours and they were already nm:7+):

in need of eating, yet Moses survived 40 days without eating, sharpening < They felt God's closeness sie fihlten die Nahe Gottes in
this difference in behavior. inwardly during the sacrificial ihrem Innern beim Opfermahle (V.
meal, enjoying the bliss of 5), sie genossen die Seligkeit der
Proximity to Offerings Divine proximity within Gottesnahe mitten im irdischen
earthly life. ... Leben....

Perhaps one of the most fascinating articulations concerning the eating o . o .
that took place is that of Rabbi Moses ben Nahman (1194-1270) Rabbi Hirsch provides here a fascinating approach, perhaps one that is

(popularly known as Ramban) articulates (70N 0™ ;N7 NINY 7V 1"am understandable to our era: this was an intense spiritual experience
me): through this very direct exposure to God and, as such, ate and drank to

This means that they ate there the ONY7wN DY 1798 help them experience this Divine closeness.

peace-offerings at the lower part of the 1197 1NN N'MNN2a

mountain before God prior to their YW 010 DN7RN Conclusion

returning to their tents, for peace- > ,DN"70N 7N While it is already quite surprising to see over seven dozen leaders of our
offerings have to be eaten withinan ~ ,n¥'Nn71W0 D'N7wN ancestors seeing God on top of a gorgeous sapphire pavement, perhaps
enclosure; in Jerusalem, they were 0197 07w )'7oN1 even more shocking is that they eat and drink while seeing/watching
eaten within the wall of the city. In ,(:N10'N17) NNINN N God(!). They likely ate from the peace-offerings made before their
Shiloh, they could be eaten within sight NN 751 N'7'wal ascending the mountain while also consuming wine (or, perhaps, water).
of Shiloh, and here they were eaten I'NNDIL (227 DY) While there are some voices critical of this consumptive behavior, there
before the altar at the lower part of the namn 197 1'7oN1 were also many medieval commentators who described these leaders’
mountain, and not in the camp. NINN1 N7 2NN NNN behavior as rejoicing over their experience of seeing God. While some

Ramban’s approach to the consumption of these offerings is that they commentators consider this eating and drinking to have taken place
had to eat them within a certain geographical proximity to their having during these leaders’ viewing of God, some were so surprised to consider
offered them. In this sense, they consumed these offerings out of that that they placed this consumptive behavior after their God-viewing.
religious duty, which does not yield any negative valence to this However this eating and drinking took place, may we be inspired by our
consumption. Of course, he does not deal with the drinking aspect here, ancestors’actions.

but |F pl.’OVIdeS a positive religious angle to the consumption taking place L’chaim Y

at this time.
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