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Introduction

Welcome to the third week of the Alyth Chavruta Project! This week, we come to the
second chapter of Mishnah Megillah, and we return to a discussion of the Megillah. Having
covered when we read the Megillah at the beginning of chapter 1, we now move on to the
question of how the Megillah is read, how it should be written, and who may read it. In the
second half of the chapter we once again see a divergence away from the Megillah and
instead towards a discussion of when a number of other ritual actions can take place.
Again, we might pause to consider the oral nature of these texts.

The text itself can be found here in both Hebrew only and Hebrew with translation. For
those with some knowledge of Hebrew, we encourage you to attempt your own translation,
but there is absolutely no expectation that you engage with the Hebrew. There is also no
requirement to get to the end of the pack - we have provided more than you can get
through in an hour of study, and we encourage you to focus on understanding a small
amount rather than becoming confused by a greater amount. Once again, this week we
have printed some of the Mishnah in a different colour so that you can skip over it if you
want to and focus just on what is printed in black.

Further resources and advice on how to get the most out of chavruta can be found in our
FAQs. We look forward to seeing you on Thursday to share our learning with each other.

Blessing for Study
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Blessed are You, our Living God, Sovereign of the universe, whose

commandments make us holy, and who commands us to devote ourselves to the
study of Torah.

Baruch Atah Adonai, Eloheynu Melech ha-olam, asher kidshanu b’mitzvotayv,
v'tzivanu la-asok b'divrey Torah.
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https://www.alyth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Chavruta-FAQs.pdf

Alyth Chevruta Project
Mishnah Megillah, the Hebrew text (translation begins on page 3)
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One who reads the Megillah backwards, they have not fulfilled the obligation. One
who read it by heart or a translation in any language, they have not fulfilled the
obligation.

But those who read it to non-Hebrew speakers in non-Hebrew language, and non-
Hebrew speakers who hear [the Megillah] in Ashurit' they have fulfilled the
obligation.

Questions

- Why do you think there was a need for a law against reading the Megillah
backwards?

- Why do you think that reading the Megillah from memory does not fulfil
the obligation?

' Ashurit (literally meaning ‘Assyrian’) refers to the Aramaic alphabet in which Hebrew is
written. It therefore refers to Hebrew as the preferred language in which the Megillah
should be read.
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If one read it intermittently, or drowsily, they have fulfilled the obligation.

If one was writing it, interpreting it, or correcting it, if they intended in their heart
[to read it], they have fulfilled the obligation. But if not, they have not fulfilled the
obligation.

If it was written in paint, or red paint, or resin, or vitriol, on paper or on rough
parchment, they have not fulfilled their obligation, unless it is written in Ashurit on
parchment and in ink.

Question

- Why do you think the authors of the Mishnah believed there was a need
for these laws?

It may be useful to consult the following supplementary text: Mishnah Rosh
Hashannah 3:7
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A resident of a city who goes to a fortified city,” or a resident of a fortified city who
goes to a city, if in the future they will return to their place [of residence], they read
according to their place [of residence]. And if not, they read with them.

And from where should one read the Megillah and [thereby] fulfil their obligation?
Rabbi Meir’ says, ‘The whole of it! Rabbi Yehudah® says, ‘From “There was a certain
Jew ..” (Esther 2:5). Rabbi Yosei® says, ‘From “After these things ... (Esther 3:1).

Questions

- Why do you think there was a need for the law in the first part of this
mishnah about the residents of cities and fortified cities?

- Take a look at the book of Esther and see if you can work out why the
different rabbis thought it was acceptable to start from different places in
the Torah. If you do not have your own copy of the Tanach, click here to
find the book of Esther on Sefaria. Also have a look at the supplementary
text from the Jerusalem Talmud on page 8, which adds yet another
opinion from Rabbi Shimon.

It may be useful to consult the following supplementary text: Jerusalem Talmud
Megillah 2:4

?|.e. a city with walls from the time of Yehoshua bin Nun.
* Rabbi Meir (2™ century CE) was a student of the famous Rabbi Akiva, and is traditionally
believed to be the author of many of the anonymous laws collected in the Mishnah.
4 Rabbi Yehudah (bar Ilai) (2™ century CE) is one of the most frequently cited sages in the
Mishnah. He was the most prominent student of Rabbi Akiva.
° Rabbi Yosei (ben Chalafta) lived and taught in Sepphoris in the Land of Israel in the 2"
century CE at the same time as both Rabbi Meir and Rabbi Yehudah.
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Everyone is kasher’ to read the Megillah, except for a deaf person,” a shoteh® and
a minor. Rabbi Yehudah® declares the minor kasher.

We do not read the Megillah, and do not circumcise, and do not immerse [in a
mikveh], and do not sprinkle (and so for her who observes a day corresponding to
the day [of uncleanliness]) do not bathe, until the sun shines. But all of them that
they do from the rising of the dawn are kasher.

Questions

- Why (according to this mishnah) is a deaf person not kasher to read the
Megillah?

- According to this mishnah, are women permitted to read the Megillah?

- Look at the supplementary texts here (Mishnah Rosh Hashannah and
Mishnah Kiddushin on page 9). Does the view of women reading the
Megillah fit with these other texts, which are also from the Mishnah?

It may be useful to consult the supplementary texts on pages 9-11.

® Kasher, literally meaning ‘clean’ or fit', indicates that something is appropriate for use or
consumption. In this case, it means that someone is qualified to engage in the ritual action
of reading the Megillah in public.

" The word cheresh usually refers to a deaf-mute (someone who can neither hear nor
speak). However, here it makes more sense to translate it as ‘deaf person’, since a deaf-
mute would not be able to read the Megillah to begin with. Later in this text pack, on page
9, we have kept the translation of deaf-mute. Do you think there is an implied difference
between the use of the word cheresh in the two texts?

® A shoteh is someone who is intellectually incapable of understanding religious
obligations. For more discussion, see the extracts from the Mishneh Torah on page 10.

° See note on Rabbi Yehudah above.
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The whole day is kasher for the reading of the Megillah, and for the reading of the
Hallel, and for the sounding of the Shofar, and for the shaking of the Lulav, and for
praying of Musaf, and for the Musaf sacrifice, and for the confession of the bullock
offering, and for the confession of the tithe, and for the confession of Yom Kippur,
for the laying of hands, for slaughtering, for waving, for bringing, for taking a
handful, for burning, for nipping the neck, and for receiving [the blood] and
sprinkling [it], and for giving the bitter waters to the sotah, and for breaking the
neck of the heifer, and for the purification of the metzora.
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The whole night is kasher for harvesting the omer and for the burning of the fats
and the limbs.

This is the general rule: A thing that is commanded [to be done] in the day is
kasher all day; a thing that is commanded [to be done] at night is kasher all night.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TEXTS

Mishnah Rosh Hashannah 3:7
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One who was passing the synagogue, or whose house is next to the synagogue,
who heard the sound of the shofar or the sound of the Megillah, if they intended

in their heart [to hear it], they have fulfilled the obligation, and if not, they have
not fulfilled the obligation.

Jerusalem Talmud, Megillah 2:4 (73b)
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They taught [in a Baraita): Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai® says, ‘From “On that night
... (Esther 6:1) - from the point at which the fall of Haman [began], and it was
from there that they rise of Mordechai [began].

Rabbi Ba" [said in the name of] Rav Yirmiyah” in the name of Rav,” ‘The halachah
follows Rabbi Meir, who said [that the obligation is to read] the whole of it

" Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai lived in the Land of Israel in the 2" century. He is traditionally
believed to be the author of the Zohar (though in reality it was not written until 1000 years
later).

" Rabbi Ba (full name Rabbi Abba bar Zabdai) lived in the Land of Israel in the 3* century
CE, and also spent some time in Babylonia.

" Rav Yirmiyah (bar Abba) lived in the Land of Israel in the 3“ century CE, and also spent
some time in the Land of Israel. He was student of Rav (see below).

¥ Rav (full name Abba Aricha) went from Babylonia to the Land of Israel to study under
Rabbi (see below) in the early 3“ century CE. When he returned, he is traditionally believed
to have founded the first rabbinic academy in Babylonia.
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Mishnah Berachot 2:3
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If one read the Shema but did not hear it with their ears, they have fulfilled the
obligation. Rabbi Yosei" says, ‘They have not fulfilled the obligation.’

Mishnah Rosh Hashannah 3:8
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A deaf-mute, a shoteh, and a minor cannot cause the congregation to fulfil their
religious duty. This is the general rule: Anyone who is not obligated in the thing,
they are do not cause the congregation to fulfil their obligation.

Mishnah Kiddushin 1:7
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All obligations of the son upon the father, men are obligated, but women are
exempt. All obligations of the father upon the son, both men and women are
obligated. All positive commandments that are time-bound, men are obligated
and women are exempt. All positive commandments that are not time-bound,
both men and women are obligated. All negative commandments, whether time-
bound or not time-bound, both men and women are obligated, excepting: You shall
not round [the corners of your heads], nor shall you mar [the corner of thy beard],”
and You shall not defile himself for the dead.”

 See note on Rabbi Yosei above.
*® See Leviticus 19:27
*® See Leviticus 21:1




Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Edut 9
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Halachah 1

There are ten categories of disqualifications. Any person belonging to one of them
is disqualified from acting as a witness. They are: Women; servants; minors;
shotim; deaf-mutes; the blind; the wicked; debased individuals; relatives; people
who have an interest in the testimony. A total of ten.
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Halachah 9

A shoteh is disqualified as a witness according to Torah Law, because he is not
obligated in the mitzvot. This applies not only to a shoteh who goes around naked,
destroys utensils, and throws stones, but to anyone whose mind is disturbed and
continually confused when it comes to certain matters - even if he can speak and
ask questions regarding other things. Such a person is disqualified and is placed
in the category of unstable people.
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Halachah 10

People who are very simple-minded, who do not recognise matters that contradict
each other and who are incapable of understanding an idea as it would be
understood by people at large; and those who are very unsettled, tumultuous,
deranged. These are included in the category of shotim. This matter is dependent
on the judgment of the judge. It is impossible to describe someone’s mental state
in a text.




Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 20a
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‘Rabbi Yehudah declares the minor kasher.

(It is taught in a baraita:) Rabbi Yehudah said, ‘| was a minor and | read it [i.e. the
Megillah] before Rabbi Tarfon" and the elders in Lod.

They said to him, ‘We do not bring proof from a minor.’
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It was taught in a baraita: Rabbi"” said, ‘| was a minor and | read it [i.e. the Megillah]
before Rabbi Yehudah.

They said to him, ‘We do not bring proof from one who permitted.’

" Rabbi Tarfon (1%/2" century CE) came from Lod, and was one of the contemporaries of
the famous Rabbi Akiva, and teacher of Rabbi Yehudah.
*® Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi (2™ Century CE), known usually as ‘Rabbi’ was the leader of the
Jewish people (HaNasi means ‘the prince’) in the Land of Israel at the end of the 2™ century
CE. He is traditionally believed to be the one who collated and edited the Mishnah. He was
a student of Rabbi Yehudah, who was the student of Rabbi Tarfon.
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A GUIDE TO THE TEXTS

The Mishnah is a Jewish legal code from approximately 200 CE, containing
legal rulings and disputes of the sages which are written down there for the
first time. It is the first part of what is called the ‘Oral Law’, which for
traditional Jews is just as authoritative as the Written Law (the Tanach). The
Mishnah is divided into six ‘orders’, and each order is divided into tractates.
Mishnah Megillah is from Seder Mo'ed, which deals with the laws of the
appointed times (i.e. festivals).

The Jerusalem Talmud (also known as the Palestinian Talmud or
Yerushalmi) is essentially a commentary on the Mishnah from the Land of
Israel, containing the discussions of rabbis from the period just after the
Mishnah was finished (around 200 CE), until 414 CE when Jewish
autonomy in the Land of Israel finally came to an end.

The Babylonian Talmud (also known simply as The Talmud or Bavli) is
another commentary on the Mishnah but from Babylonia, containing the
discussions of rabbis from the period just after the Mishnah was finished
(around 200 CE), until it was finally redacted in approximately 700 CE.

There is much material that is shared by the two Talmuds, often in altered
form. However, the Babylonian Talmud is much longer and is considered
more authoritative when it comes to Jewish law.

Moshe ben Maimon (also known as Moses Maimonides or the Rambam)
was a Jewish scholar and philosopher, was born in Cordoba, Spain in 1138
and died in Cairo, Egypt in 1204. As a young man he wrote an influential
commentary on the Mishnah. In maturity he composed one of the first
codes of Jewish law, called the Mishneh Torah, as well as a philosophical
treatise called A Guide of the Perplexed.
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