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The Amazing Lesson We Learn from Mordechai and Esther:
The Proper Balance between Silence and Speech!

In honor of Purim, let us explore several issues concerning this festival. Firstly, in Megillas Esther
(which was written with Divine inspiration, as explained in the Gemorah (Megilah 7.): mn2a "noONX”
“ITNARI WNMPn ), Mordechai, the heavenly-chosen instrument of the Purim miracle, is referred to
both as "™ WIR” and as ”MM? WIR”—as we find in the possuk (Esther 2,5): a1 »mm wiR”
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The Gemorah (Megillah 12:) explains that these two descriptions attest to that fact that his father
was from the tribe of Binyamin and his mother was from the tribe of Yehudah. This is somewhat
puzzling, since we have a well-established principle that Jewish males are affiliated with their
father’s tribe and not their mother’s. So, why is Mordechai also described as ”™Mm wWiIN”, a

reference to his mother’s tribe?

Secondly, we find that the miracle of Purim carries a unique distinction, affecting all the generations
of Yisroel that followed—a renewed commitment to observe the entire Torah and its tenets. This
fact is stated in the Gemorah (Shabbos 88.):
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Rashi explains that this refers to the times of Achashverosh, when the people of Yisroel
recommitted themselves to the Torah out of love and appreciation for the miracle performed on
their behalf. What, however, is the deeper connection between the miraculous events that
transpired on Purim, the salvation from Haman's evil decree, and Yisroel’s reacceptance of the
Torah—this time motivated by “ahavah,” love?

Thirdly, it is worthwhile examining the heated argument that took place between Mordechai and
Esther when he became aware of Haman’s wicked plans and intent. Mordechai urged her to
approach the king. She responded (Esther 9,27):
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She claimed that approaching the king without a proper summons was punishable by death. To this,
Mordechai replied harshly (ibid. 13):
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As a result, Esther willingly accepted her fate and sacrificed her life by approaching King
Achashverosh without a formal invitation; this led to the annulment of Haman'’s decree. Let us try to
gain a deeper understanding of this argument that took place between Mordechai and Esther.

The Power of Speech Versus the Power of Silence

Let us begin our journey with a wonderful insight found in the teachings of the Sfas Emes (Purim
5648). He addresses the question as to why Mordechai merited affiliation with both the tribes of
Yehudah, 7M™ vIR”, and Binyamin, #1192 WiN”, based on a teaching concerning Rachel and Leah.
We find in the Midrash (B.R. 71,5):
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Rachel and Leah embody two incredible forces that the Almighty created in mankind—the power to
remain silent versus the power to speak out. Examples of Leah’s descendants who followed her
doctrine and glorified the power of speech were Yehudah (who confessed his wrongs publicly),
Dovid (who praised Hashem in his psalms), and Daniel. Rachel’s doctrine of silence was evident
when she allowed Lavan to put Leah in her place, on her wedding night, and she did not reveal the
ruse to Yaakov. Examples of Rachel's descendents who followed her doctrine of silence are
Binyamin (who knew of the sale of Yosef into slavery and kept silent), King Saul and Esther (who
did not reveal the identities of her family or her people).

Thus, the Sfas Emes explains the reason Mordechai is described as belonging to both the tribes of
Yehudah and Binyamin, since he possessed these two incredible forces; he inherited his power of
speech from his mother’s side, the tribe of Yehudah, the son of Leah; he inherited his power of
silence from his father’s side, the tribe of Binyamin, the son of Rachel.

Wine and Spices Allude to the Powers of Speech and Silence

The Sfas Emes goes on to explain why our blessed sages established the days of Purim as a feast
involving wine, as it says in the Megillah (Esther 9,22): “fiRnwn fnwn My amy mwyb”. He also
explains why the Almighty arranged that the savior and hero of the Purim miracle was named
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Mordechai. The Gemorah (Chullin 139:) teaches: TTM23011 M7 71 207,70 TNINT 19 DTN

”R12T KR7MM. In other words, the name Mordechai derives from the spices used for the incense.

We have learned (Yoma 76:): “]'Mph MMM XM ,R27 MN”—"“Rava said, wine and spices made me
clever.” Let us endeavor to understand this Talmudic riddle; surely, Rava’'s statement cannot be
taken literally. The Sfas Emes explains that we find that wine and spices have opposite effects.
When checking the wine, it was important to keep quiet, as the Gemorah explains (Menachos 87.):
#1115 ¥1 71277 93 omwab b MW owa”. On the other hand, when grinding the spices, it was
important to speak, as taught (Kritoos 6:): 1315 m% y1on ,2v31 P P 20N MR PMW RITWD”
samwab by Mmarm e '[7"‘7 7 MAMTWw Qwa 1AM 127 NANRT L 1ann From these two Gemorahs, we
see that sound and speech is detrimental in the preparation of wine, whereas it is beneficial in the
preparation of spices.

This is the key to deciphering Rava’s riddle: “1'rp5b a1 X nn”. He is conveying a very important
lesson learned from wine and spices. From the wine we learn that it is sometimes important to be
silent; from the spices we learn that sometimes it is important to utilize our power of speech. These
lessons made Rava clever.

“With a Wine-filled Cup and Branches of Myrtle”

How beautifully this explains the mitzvah of making Kiddush over wine on Friday night. The
Gemorah states (Pesachim 106.): “1n©52 1M1 S5y o ,“U'TP‘? Nawn o1 NX MIT”. We have
learned (Shabbos 113:) that on Shabbos we should refrain from mundane, weekday conversation. Therefore,
it is necessary to make Kiddush, on Friday night, over wine, which is damaged by sound, to remind us to

refrain from idle, weekday chatter.

Similarly, this helps us understand the Rabbinical institution to make Havdalah over both wine and spices.
For, on motzaei Shabbos, when it is already permissible to engage in regular, weekday conversation, one
might mistakenly believe that it is no longer necessary to guard one’s tongue and control one’s speech.
Therefore, the making of Havdalah over both wine and spices, is a reminder that a constant balance must be
sought between our power of speech and our silence—we learn from the spices to utilize our speech for

divrei Torah and we learn from the wine to abstain from idle chatter.

This idea can also explain the Arizal’s custom of smelling spices on Friday night, as he established in the piyut
(Azamer Bishevachin): “NDNK 1IRTHR1 X023 11 RYNAM2”—“with a wine-filled cup and branches of myrtle.”
While we must learn from the wine to avoid weekday conversation on Shabbos, we must learn from the

spices, as well, to focus our speech on Shabbos on Torah study.

Let us return now to the words of the Sfas Emes. The Almighty chose Mordechai—whose name is derived
from the spices-- to facilitate the miracle of Purim and, also, established Purim as a time to feast and drink
wine, in order to hint at the respective powers of speech and silence, alluded to by spices and wine.
Mordechai was endowed with both forces and is, accordingly, described as both "Y1 WIR” and as WIR”
7173,
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What remains to be explained is (a) where do we actually find that Mordechai possessed the appropriate
power of speech and the corresponding power of silence? (b) why are these two forces so important and

instrumental to the miracle of Purim?
And Mordechai Was Aware of All that Had Transpired

Concerning the possuk (Esther 4,1): o APYT PYT MY 1N2 X¥N AWyl TWN 55 nx yT TN
71— “And Mordechai was aware of all that had transpired, . . . ; he went out into the midst of the city and
cried out loudly and bitterly”—the Yismach Moshe (Terumah) writes the following: Mordechai already knew
that the Almighty would perform miracles on behalf of Yisroel on the days of Purim, nevertheless, he
concealed this fact from the people. He did so, so that they would perform teshuvah for their transgressions—

partaking of Achashverosh’s feast and bowing down to the idol in the times of Nevuchadnetzar.

In this light, we see where Mordechai employed the aforementioned forces. He displayed his power of silence
when he refrained from telling the people of Yisroel that the Almighty planned to perform a miracle on their
behalf—out of fear that they might not repent appropriately. This was the power he inherited as a WIN”
71173, a member of the tribe of Binyamin the son of Rachel, who embraced a doctrine of silence. On the other
hand, it was necessary for him to utilize his power of speech to “cry out loudly and bitterly,” in order to
arouse the people of Yisroel to perform teshuvah. This second power, he inherited as a "Y1 WIR”, a

descendent of Yehudah the son of Leah, who embraced the doctrine of appropriate speech.

We find a sweet gematriah to illustrate the fact that Mordechai incorporated the doctrines of both Rachel and
Leah. In Machberet Purim in the notes of the Moharnash (the divine kabbalist Rabbi Natan Shapirah), he
points out that the numerical value of 23791 (274) is equivalent to the numerical value of b 57 m
(238+36).

Where is Haman Alluded to in the Torah?

Let us rise to the occasion and provide a more in depth explanation of the association between the
miracle of Purim and the incorporation of these two somewhat opposing forces within Mordechai.
We will begin with a teaching in the Gemorah (Chullin 139:): ”y¥i1 271,10 N7 12 P17 —an
allusion to Haman is found in the Torah in the words 7YY 11”. The Bnei Yissoschar (Adar 7,9) explains
this teaching based on writings in the name of the Arizal. By partaking of Achashverosh’s feast, Yisroel
awakened the original sin of Adom horishon eating from the etz hadaas. So, this is how we interpret the
Gemorah above: ”11A1 TN 11 A" —from where did Haman have the power to prosecute and oppose
the people of Yisroel? The Gemorah answers: “N9aK 111 9138 1n535 Py qwR yyn an7—by

partaking of that wicked man’s feast, they awakened the sin of the etz hadaas.

The Bnei Yissoschar goes on to elucidate the possuk (Esther 4,16): DINXNXT DYTIINT 55 nx oud ']‘7”
»om 195 oM NwSw INwn nRY 155RN SR 5 1M [wIwa based on writings of the Chida in Dvash
L’fee (1,4), citing Rabbi Chaim Vital. He teaches that Esther was a reincarnation of Chava (Eve). Therefore, she
requested that the Jews of Shushan fast on her behalf, 715y 1131%Y”. Her intention was to rectify her part in

the sin of the etz hadaas, which led to Haman'’s decree to destroy all of the Jews.
4
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A similar interpretation is presented by the divine kabbalist Rabbi Aryeh Leib of Lantzhout, zts”], the author

of Chomas Ariel. Here is part of his explanation:
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He explains that the primeval serpent contaminated Chava during the sin of the etz hadaas; this
contamination was eradicated at Mount Sinai; by partaking of Achashverosh’s feast the contamination of the
serpent returned. Therefore, the numerical value of W”YMWNNX equals W”Mat n”1mI, the serpent’s
contamination.

Conversing with the Serpent Led to the Sin of the Etz hadaas

If we investigate the source of Adom and Chava’s downfall in the sin of the etz hadaas, we find that
they were lured into conversation by the primeval serpent. The possuk states (Bereishis 3,1):
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Rashi comments that the serpent drew them into conversation concerning matters he was already familiar
with, in order to ultimately involve them in conversation regarding the etz hadaas. We see clearly, that had
Chava avoided conversation with the serpent, she wouldn’t have fallen into his trap. The wisest of men,
Shlomo hamelech, warns us of the hazards of unnecessary, lengthy conversation (Mishlei 10,19): 2171”
*Hr1dwn »nbw quim ywh Hm x5 omMan

We have now gained a deeper insight into Esther’s original reluctance to approach Achashverosh and engage
him in conversation. As we learned from the Bnei Yissoschar, Esther was a reincarnation of Chava. We also
learned from the Chomat Ariel that W”YMWnNX, Achashverosh, has the same numerical equivalent as
W”nan n”7nmr, the serpent’s contamination. In order to correct the sin of the etz hadaas and to
avoid her previous mistake and downfall, she tried to keep her distance from Achashverosh and
avoid entering into conversation with him.

“If You Keep Silent at a Time Like This”

We have also achieved a better understanding of the vehement argument that took place between
Mordechai and Esther. He pleaded with her to approach the king on behalf of her people; she
adamantly refused on the grounds that it was prudent to keep her distance from the evil serpent
and refrain from conversation with him—after all, it was conversation with him in their previous
incarnation that caused her downfall.
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Additionally, she had two more reasons for refraining from conversation with King Achashverosh:
(a) she was from the tribe of Binyamin the son of Rachel, who embraced a doctrine of silence, and
(b) the gemstone of Binyamin, the ”ftbw’”, can be read as the words ”itb w7, indicating one who
has the ability to speak, but knows when to remain silent—as Binyamin did concerning the sale of
Yosef. Therefore, she concluded that she should follow in the footsteps of her ancestors and
embrace a doctrine of silence.

Fortunately, Mordechai, also a product of Binyamin and Rachel, was also an "»mMm wR”, a
descendant of Yehudah the son of Leah from his mother’s side. From his mother’s side, he inherited
the doctrine of speech; therefore, he knew better when to adopt the doctrine of silence and when to
adopt the doctrine of speech: 77215 Ny mwnb ny”—*“there is a time to remain silent and there is
a time to speak up.”

Due to the assistance of Divine wisdom, he recognized that it was time to speak up. So, he urged
Esther: “NRT Ny "Wwnn wAAT ox 13,0t Son 150 na vhnnab qwbia mn 587, In other
words, you cannot adhere to a doctrine of silence at this time, and if you do: Tmy abym m”

mabnb nyan NNt nyd ox v M TaNn T1AN N1 NRY RN Dpnn or1imb-salvation for
the Jews will come from elsewhere, and you and your family will be lost, and who knows if you did

not become queen precisely for this moment.
“Speak of Them” but Not Nonsense

In this manner, we are able to explain why Yisroel were able to receive the Torah anew specifically
by means of the Purim miracle: "723 92%w mm mmpr - 7ormmn vap mpr. A true
understanding and acquisition of Torah is only possible if one has the ability to find the proper

balance, in my opinion, knowing when to speak up and when to remain silent.

The Gemorah (Yoma 19:) deduces this point as follows: X91,727% mwn 95 w» pa ,0a N7y
“DMINNK D3T3 —the power of speech is to be utilized in the study of Torah, while the power of silence is to
be used to avoid speaking nonsense. In reality, these two skills are intertwined; if one controls his speech and

avoids inappropriate, meaningless speech, he is given the strength from above to learn Torah.
This concept illuminates our understanding of a statement by Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel (Avos 1,17):

;MY XOR PwWn R Wt X9 apinw KHR 21w hub nkyn X5 omonn pa nbTa me b
7RO RN DM2T 720 5

“All my days I have been raised among the sages and I did not find anything beneficial for the body besides
silence; and it is not study that is the main thing, but, rather, practice; and anyone who talks excessively,
invites sin.” Only a person who can control his urges to speak loshon horah and other types of undesirable
speech—one who knows when it is best to remain silent—only he has the kedushah and power to use speech

as a means to influence and teach Torah to others.
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This is Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel’s meaning: “QA23MT 112 mb51a m bar—rve spent my time among the
sages, who use the power of speech to influence others with their Torah; NOR 2w E]'IJ‘? mryn KoY
“NPMNW—I saw how they appreciated and utilized the power of silence. He continues: X171 W37T1A1 NPA
”9pPW—the main thing is not the study out loud; “nWwynn ROR”—but , rather, knowing how to control

one’s speech and knowing when silence is more appropriate.
Correcting the Etz hadaas and Preparing to Receive the Torah

Reviewing all that we have learned, we understand why Mordechai is referred to as WIN” ,”"MiM WIR”
7117, The Sefas Emes taught us that these two appellations allude to the two powers he inherited
from his ancestors—the power of speech and the power of silence. Both strengths were
instrumental in the miracle of Purim. Haman tried to invoke the sin of the etz hadaas, in order to
destroy the people of Yisroel; the root of that sin was Adom and Chava'’s inability to adhere to the
doctrine of silence, when necessary. The tikun for that sin, therefore, came in the form of
Mordechai’s silence. On the other hand, by receiving the Torah anew, Yisroel possessed the proper
vehicle to exercise their power of speech in the appropriate manner.

Let us conclude with another fantastic idea of the Sfas Emes (Purim 5648). Although we have
learned that wine alludes to the power of silence—since sound damages wine in its preparation—
we find that wine also allows us to open our mouths in song and praise of Hashem—as we have
learned in the Gemorah (Berachos 35.): /1171 5y XbX 1w DMK PX”. Apparently, this means
that only he who initially adheres to a doctrine of silence and guards his tongue from inappropriate
speech, merits to speak, teach, observe and live a life of Torah.

This is the secret lesson we learn from wine. In its preparation, we must be very careful to follow
guidelines of silence, so as not to ruin the wine. Once the wine is mature and ready—and silence is
no longer demanded—wine has the power to elevate us to praise and sing to Hashem. Alas, this
explains why our blessed sages established Purim as a feast with wine; we must exhibit both
qualities of wine. In matters of nonsense and inappropriate speech, we must follow a doctrine of
silence; this will allow us to reach the next stage—utilizing the power of speech in its most exalted
form, the study of Torah and praise of Hashem.



