
 לק״י

PURIM APPEAL 5776 
 

Introduction 

Shalom, Haverim. 

This is the fifth year of my annual “Purim Appeal.” What began as a short, locally-distributed 

pamphlet featuring a couple of citations, has grown into somewhat of a kuntres with 

international distribution. The project began after years of feeling angered, saddened, and 

embarrassed at the behavior in Jewish communities on Purim due to the abuse of alcohol. 

At that time, I approached my community rabbis, expressed my concerns, and was told to 

simply stay away from shul and keep to myself, especially if I was unable to keep myself 

from giving others tokhahah. Eventually, however, I could no longer bring myself to say and 

do nothing, and felt constrained by the mitzvot “you shall not stand idly by the blood of your 

fellow…you shall not hate your brother in your heart, but you shall surely rebuke him and 

not bear a sin because of him…and you shall love your fellow as you love yourself” (Vayikra 

19:16-17) to break my silence. 

To some, this appeal has the feeling of arrogance, but such feelings are unfounded as this 

is not at all my intention. Rather, it is my sincere hope that in reading this appeal that those 

who would otherwise abuse alcohol under the guise of a “mitzvah” on Purim will be moved 

to do teshuvah and abstain, while those currently abstain from the Torah prohibition of 

becoming intoxicated may draw encouragement to stand strong in their conviction. 

As this is an independent project and an original work, any and all errors should be 

attributed to me. Any truth found within it, however, should be credited to the Holy One, 

Blessed is He. 



I challenge everyone reading this to PLEASE BE HONEST – honest with yourselves, 

honest with the sources, and honest with regard to drinking on Purim (and drinking in 

general). I challenge everyone to speak with their sons and tell them that it is time for our 

people to do teshuvah gemurah and to refrain from drinking on Purim, unless it is a small 

amount of wine taken with a full meal and followed by a nap. And be assured that our young 

men will not listen unless we are firm and resolute – and we lead them by our example. 

Just call your friend who works for Hatzalah and he or she will tell you about how a part of 

them dreads Adar and Purim altogether. It is a sad statement about our people. HaShem 

yerahem. 

Rav Mordechai Willig shlita, a Rosh Yeshivah of YU, has said regarding getting drunk on 

Purim, “You can’t even call it a mitzvah haba’ah ba-averah, because it’s an averah haba’ah 

ba-averah…it’s not a mitzvah, it’s an averah.” 

Rav Shmuel Kamenetzky shlita, Rosh Yeshivah in Philadelphia, has said publicly that “it is 

an averah to get drunk on Purim.” 

Drunkenness is wrong and always has been. 

Best wishes for a happy, healthy, safe, and sober Purim. 

*** 

The Dictum of Rava 

 בפוריא עד דלא ידע בין ארור המן לברוך מרדכי אמר רבא מיחייב איניש לבסומי

“Rava says, A person is obligated livsumei on Purim until he doesn’t know the difference 

between ‘Cursed be Haman’ and ‘Blessed be Mordekhai.’” (Megillah 7b) 



This passage from the Gemara, known popularly as “Rava’s Dictum” is used to justify all 

manner of shameful debauchery by religious Jews on Purim. Reading the words 

livsumeiand ad de-lo yada in the most simplistic manner possible, many find a pretext for 

becoming so drunk with alcohol that they pass out. On the way to passing out, however, 

many men become inappropriate with women and girls, engage in fist-fights with one 

another, say terrible and disgusting things, drive while intoxicated, vomit on themselves and 

others, and many become dangerously ill with alcohol poisoning. Every year there are 

those, especially young teenage men, who either die or become brain-damaged due to 

binge drinking in the name of Purim. It is nothing less than a profanation of the Divine 

Name, with even the non-Jewish world featuring it in their media. 

While such a simplistic interpretation may find precedent in widespread practice, or even in 

the permission of well-known rabbinic leaders in mosdot and yeshivot world-wide, the 

practice of intentionally becoming intoxicated on Purim has absolutely NO justification from 

the sources which Hazal handed down to us or from the commentators who wrote to 

elucidate them. Although the misreading and misapplication of Rava’s statement has 

apparently existed for well over a thousand years, it is only in more recent times that 

attempts have been made to justify an already widespread impropriety and to make 

excessive drinking into an “acceptable” part of the Purim celebration. 

Although the phrase “ad de-lo yada – until he doesn’t know” is a focal point for many in 

interpreting the statement of Rava, everything hinges in actuality on the meaning of the 

word livsumei. Namely, if livsumei truly means “to drink,” then the task of application 

becomes one of determining just what is meant by ad de-lo yada. But what if livsumeidoes 

not refer to drinking at all, but to something else altogether? How should this passage be 

understood then? 

The Mehaber, the Rema, and the Rambam 

In the Shulhan Arukh (OH 695:2), Rav Yosef Karo makes no comment on the meanings of 

either livsumei or ad de-lo yada, but simply repeats the words of the Gemara without either 



interpreting or explaining them. In his Bet Yosef, however, he quotes the Orhot Haim who 

explains as follows: 

“Hayyav inish livsumei be-furya – A person is obligated livsumei on Purim” – This does not 

mean that he should get drunk because intoxication is a very severe prohibition and 

there is not a sin greater than this one which causes forbidden sexual relations (gilui 

arayot), violence (shefikhut damim), and many other sins beside these. Rather, this is 

teaching that one should drink a little more than he usually does [and fall asleep].” 

The Rema (Rav Mosheh Isserles), in commenting on the Shulhan Arukh, unlike Rav Karo, 

does give a practical exposition and cites opinions which say that Rava’s dictum is not 

teaching us to be become drunk on Purim (has va-shalom), but rather to drink a little more 

than is usual for that person and then to fall asleep. While sleeping, the person is thus 

unaware of the difference between ‘Cursed be Haman’ and ‘Blessed be Mordekhai.’ The 

Rema then concludes his statements by saying, “Whether one drinks less [i.e. than his 

normal amount] or drinks more [i.e. than his normal amount], he should do so for the sake 

of Heaven.” 

Many have misused this last statement in an attempt to justify excessive drinking and 

sloppy intoxication on Purim. They attempt to justify their behavior by saying, “I’m getting 

drunk for the sake of a mitzvah, so it’s alright.” My friends and brothers! There is no such 

concept as “committing a sin for the sake of Heaven”! One cannot commit adultery, steal, 

blaspheme, worship idolatry, or get drunk in order to honor Heaven or the One who causes 

His glory to dwell there! This is a lie! The entire discussion of an “averah lishmah” in Nazir 

23b is referring to real transgressions of the commandments that are punished as such – 

to the full extent of the law – despite the fact that the transgressor may have had good 

intentions in committing them. In fact, the opposite is precisely the Rema’s point. If our 

hearts are directed toward our Father in Heaven and the honor due His Name, then in that 

moment we will not sin. And if we do (has va-halilah), then how great a sin it is. Where 

have our minds gone? Have our moral compasses really ceased to point North because of 



the interfering attraction and magnetism of alcohol abuse? Is it so attractive to lower our 

souls and make ourselves so disgusting? Rahmana litzlan. 

By rights, there should not even be a need for such a discussion since becoming drunk is 

already recorded as a prohibition of the Torah itself (Rambam, Sefer Mitzvot – lo 

taaseh#195). So, when the Rema and others mention that one who drinks more than his 

normal amount should do so “for the sake of Heaven,” they are obviously – being fully 

aware of this issur de-oraita – referring to a point which falls far short of prohibited 

drunkenness. This is the explicit opinion of the Vilna Gaon (Gra) in his comments on the 

Shulhan Arukh(Biur HaGra, OH 695). 

The Rema is actually basing himself on several statements made by the Rambam in the 

Mishneh Torah, but especially the one in Hilkhot Megillah 2:15 where he writes: 

TEXT: 

כיצד חובת סעודה זו שיאכל בשר ויתקן סעודה נאה כפי אשר תמצא ידו ושותה יין עד שישתכר ויירדם 

 בשכרות

TRANSLATION: 

“What is the nature of our obligation for this feast? A person should eat meat and prepare 

as attractive a feast as his means permit. He drinks wine until he becomes intoxicated and 

he should fall asleep at the point of intoxication (be-shikhrut).” 

The Rambam is NOT advocating roaring drunkenness here, but is only saying that a person 

may drink until he becomes a shatui – a halakhically permissible, very low level of 

“drunkenness.” This term is somewhat difficult to accurately translate into English, but a 

person who is a shatui is still considered in his right mind and not what is popularly 

conceived of as “drunk” at all. How do we know that this is his intention? Because of other 

explicit statements made by the Rambam elsewhere in the Mishneh Torah on the subject of 



drunkenness at its various levels. In fact, if one merely assumes that the Rambam is sane, 

then it is impossible to conclude that he means anything other than becoming a shatui in 

this passage since his opinion, taken in aggregate from everywhere in the Mishneh Torah, 

is abundantly clear. 

Note first of all that the Rambam instructs that this drinking should be done in the context 

of a meal. This is significant since he writes elsewhere that wine taken during a meal (in 

moderation, of course) will not cause intoxication because it is offset by the food (Hilkhot 

Deot 5:3). He also says that the state of being a shatui is what happens when an average 

person drinks a reviit (approximately 82 ml or close to 3 fluid ounces) of strong wine by itself 

(Hilkhot Tefillah 4:17) – an act that is in itself not prohibited, but only generally discouraged 

and to be avoided (Hilkhot Deot 5:3). 

Taking all of his statements in aggregate, it becomes clear that the Rambam is advocating 

the drinking of a small amount of wine, on Purim day, after one has finished his meal, 

becoming drowsy thereby, and going to bed for a nap to sleep off his wine. This suggestion 

is likely given to curb excess drinking in the first place and to ensure that one can 

properly fulfill the mitzvot of tefillah, Keriat Shema during Arevit, and will not be led into sin 

thereby. 

If all of this is not enough to convince someone of how he truly holds, in the Moreh 

HaNavokhim (III:8), the Rambam insists very emphatically that drunkenness is prohibited by 

the Torah and moreover that public drunkenness is “more shameful than a group of 

people gathering while naked and defecating together”! My brothers, what other 

indication do we need that this is shameful and forbidden behavior?! 

And if there is, even still, a need to be convinced, then what the Rambam writes in Hilkhot 

Shevitat Yom Tov (6:20) should put the matter completely to rest: 

TEXT: 



כשאדם אוכל ושותה ושמח ברגל לא יימשך ביין ובשחוק ובקלות ראש ויאמר שכל שיוסיף בזה ירבה במצוה 

שהשכרות והשחוק הרבה וקלות הראש אינה שמחה אלא הוללות וסכלות  ולא נצטווינו על ההוללות והסכלות 

אלא על השמחה שיש בה עבודת יוצר הכול שנאמר “תחת, אשר לא עבדת את ה’ אלוהיך, בשמחה, ובטוב 

לבב” הא למדת שהעבודה בשמחה  ואי אפשר לעבוד את ה’ לא מתוך שחוק ולא מתוך קלות ראש ולא מתוך 

 שכרות

TRANSLATION: 

“When a person eats, drinks, and celebrates on a festival, he should not let himself 

become overly drawn to drinking wine, amusement, and silliness, saying, ‘Whoever 

indulges in these activities more is increasing the mitzvah of rejoicing.’ For drunkenness 

and excessive amusement and silliness are not rejoicing; they are frivolity and 

foolishness. 

And we were not commanded to indulge in frivolity or foolishness, but rather with 

regard to rejoicing that involves the service of the Creator of All. 

As it is said, ‘Because you did not serve God, your Lord, with happiness and a glad heart 

with an abundance of prosperity’ (Devarim 28:47). This teaches us that the service of God 

involves joy. And it is impossible to serve God while in the midst of levity, frivolity, or 

drunkenness.” 

We should pay very close attention to these words. Perhaps a truer and more timely context 

for them has never been found than the drinking parties, held in the name of Purim, that are 

found in our communities today. 

The Dictum of Rava: Never Meant to Be Halakhah 

All of what I have written so far assumes that “Rava’s Dictum” is actually meant to be 

ahalakhah at the outset. What many do not know – or choose to ignore – is that there were 

many more who understood this statement in the context of the Gemara to be 



nidheh(“pushed out,” “set aside,” “ignored”) from the halakhah. These posekim maintain that 

there is, in reality, no obligation at all to drink other than when making one’s Purim seudah, 

and much less to get drunk. Most notably of this position are the Ran and the Rabbenu 

Efraim (see Arokh HaShulhan, Hilkhot Megillah 695:1-5 for a full discussion). 

In his siddur Rav Saadya Gaon explains the laws of Purim and never even mentions the 

idea of drinking outside of the wine that always accompanies a festive meal in the halakhah, 

nor does he mention falling asleep from drunkenness (Siddur Rasag pp. 256-257). And 

although Rashi does explain the term livsumei as “le-hishtaker be-yayin” there on the page 

of Megillah 7b, it must be remembered that Rashi very often explains positions in the 

Gemara that are not halakhah and his elucidations of them cannot necessarily be taken as 

agreement. 

However, it could be that we are missing the entire point Rava intended to make. The entire 

enterprise of drinking on Purim in the first place is based on an interpretation of the word 

livsumei as meaning “to make [oneself] drunk.” In full context of the Gemara and the Geonic 

codes, the basis for such an interpretation is fairly weak, and is even forced. As I asked 

before, what if livsumei doesn’t refer to drinking alcohol at all? 

Happiness, Not Drunkenness 

In Masekhet Soferim 20:1 (19:1 in some editions), it says: 

“And we do not make the blessing on the new moon except for on motzaei shabbat when a 

person is happy (mevusam) and in nice clothing…” 

The word “happy” (mevusam) is essentially the same word as livsumei used in Rava’s 

statement on Megillah 7b. If we understand livsumei to mean “getting drunk” then we have 

to reasonably conclude that Masekhet Soferim is instructing one to do kiddush levanahwhile 

intoxicated! Such a reading is not only incorrect, but absurd. The word livsumeimeans “to 



make [something] pleasant or sweet” not “to become drunk,” and it is being used here to 

metaphorically indicate “happiness.” 

The Raavyah appears to also confirm such a meaning. His text of the Gemara is at slight 

variance from our printed editions. He quotes Rava as saying: 

 מיחייב איניש לבסומי נפשיה עד דלא ידע בין ארור המן לברוך מרדכי

This reading appears to make even more sense (especially in immediate context, as will be 

explained below) and very likely means: 

“A person must make himself happy (lit., pleasant) to the point that he doesn’t know the 

difference between ‘Cursed be Haman’ and ‘Blessed be Mordekhai.’” 

The Raavyah makes no mention of drinking or drunkenness on Purim, but only cites his 

unique version of the Gemara (cf. Sefer Raavyah, Megillah, siman 564) which he apparently 

views as being enough of a straightforward instruction regarding the celebration of Purim. 

And if someone wants to insist that the Raavyah understands livsumei as a reference to 

intoxication, he writes directly after his quotation of Rava that this statement is supposed to 

be taken as a “general mitzvah,” the neglect of which does not prevent someone from being 

yotze yedei hovah on Purim (see there). 

The Sheiltot De-Rav Ahai Gaon: From Pretext to Context 

Probably the greatest and most cohesive proof for the meaning of livsumei comes from the 

Sheiltot De-Rav Ahai Gaon. Divided into sections according to the weekly parashah, each 

section in the Sheiltot contains halakhic (and hashkafic) Q&A that is arranged topically. The 

answers to the questions asked are selected from the Gemara and the Midrash and often 

contain readings that do not match the printed editions of the Talmud. More often than not, 

Geonic works such as the Sheiltot and the Halakhot Gedolot hold more accurate versions of 



Talmudic passages and are used to solve textual difficulties – and it appears the statement 

of Rava in Megillah 7b is no exception. 

In Parashat Vayakhel (Sheilta 67), Rav Ahai Gaon relates the dictum of Rava as follows: 

 ואמר רבא מיחייב איניש למיכל ולמישתי ולאיבסומי בפורייא עד דלא ידע בין ארור המן לברוך מרדכי

“Rava says, ‘A person is obligated to eat, to drink, and to be happy (le-ivsumei) on Purim 

until he doesn’t know the difference between ‘Cursed be Haman’ and ‘Blessed be 

Mordekhai.’” 

It seems that Rav Ahai’s version of the Gemara (or, at least his elucidation of it) is meant to 

mirror Kohelet 8:15, “And so I praised happiness (simhah), that there is no good for a man 

under the sun except to eat, drink, and to be happy…” 

The Netziv, in his commentary here (Emek HaSheilah) is very thorough in his assessment 

of the text: 

[1] He notes that the Gemara does not include a mention of eating and drinking, but only 

says livsumei. 

[2] He notes that Rav Ahai Gaon, by first mentioning eating and drinking, is reminding the 

reader that the main point of the seudah is to “thank and praise” HaShem, as it states in the 

beginning of the sheilta. A state of thankfulness and praise, says the Netziv, cannot be 

attained while drunk. 

[3] He notes that the only “drunkenness” (shikhrut) that should result from this seudah is the 

normal “intoxication” that happens in the course of a hearty meal of meat and wine. He 

makes reference to Taanit 26b where a kohen does not lift his hands at either Minhah or 

Neilah of Yom Tov because “intoxication” is common on those days. Rashi there explains 

that the reference is to a “kohen shatui” and being a shatui, as mentioned previously, only 



means that one has had a minimal amount of wine (approximately 3 oz.) – he is not “drunk” 

in the forbidden conception of drunkenness. Although still in his right mind, a kohen shatui is 

nevertheless forbidden from performing his priestly duties. 

[4] He then cites the opinion of Rabbi David Luria (Radal) who notes that the meaning of 

livsumei – as it is used in the Gemara directly in the discussion that directly precedes 

Rava’s famous statement – is to eat sweet delicacies at the seudah (“revaha livsima 

shekhiha – room for sweets can always be found” – see Megillah 7b). The Radal goes on to 

say that “It has been established for us that any drinking is supposed to be during the 

seudah, and wine which is taken with a meal does not get one quickly intoxicated.” 

[5] He then brings the Baal HaMaor who, citing Rabbenu Efraim, is of the opinion that, due 

to the violent narrative involving Ravah and Rabbi Zeira at the Purim seudah, the statement 

of Rava is nidheh from the halakhah. 

[6] To counter the Baal HaMaor, the Netziv brings a teshuvah from the Hatham Sofer 

(OH,siman 196) where it is explained that the narrative of Ravah harming Rabbi Zeira 

cannot be applied broadly because Ravah was a special case (shani – see there). His 

special circumstances were due to him having been born under the planet Mars, as it 

explicitly says in Shabbat 156a: 

האי מאן דבמאדים יהי גבר אשיד דמא א״ר אשי אי אומנא אי גנבא אי טבחא אי מוהלא אמר רבה אנא 

 במאדים הואי אמר אביי מר נמי עניש וקטיל

“One who is born under Mars will be one who sheds blood, as Rav Ashi observed such a 

one will either be a surgeon, a thief, a slaughterer, or one who circumcises. Ravah said, ‘I 

was born under Mars.’ Abayye responded, ‘You also inflict punishment and kill.’” 

After hearing the pronouncement about those born under Mars and what their professions 

will be, Ravah notes that he too was born under Mars and yet he engages in none of these 

professions. Abayye responds to Ravah that he is nevertheless a violent person. According 



to the Hatham Sofer, Abayye made this statement in reference to the very incident of Ravah 

and Rabbi Zeira at the Purim seudah! That there is truly no such thing as astrology or 

astrological influences is the topic for another discussion, but within the view of the Gemara 

it seems that what took place during their Purim seudah was not due to drinking at all, but 

was instead due to the predisposition of Ravah to violence. The Gemara also states that 

during the month of Adar a person’s individual mazzal is very strong (Taanit 29b), which 

may – in the view of the Amoraim – have pushed Ravah over the edge toward being 

actively violent. In fact, when this story is related in the Sheiltot, it lacks the word ivsum 

(intended as “became drunk” – a word present in the Gemara’s version) before kam Ravah 

(“Ravah arose [and slaughtered Rabbi Zeira]”) and makes no mention of drinking at all. 

Instead, the Hatham Sofer explains that Rabbi Zeira refused to make a seudah with Ravah 

because there was a clear and present danger (shekhiah hezika – see there) that needed to 

be avoided, as it is forbidden to rely on miraculous intervention for safety in the face of 

practical realities. This is perhaps instructive for us when choosing what company to keep 

for the Purim festivities. There are those who will undoubtedly be violent and inappropriate 

on Purim – such people should be completely avoided out of a concern for our safety and 

the safety of our children. 

Conclusion 

The version of the Sheiltot supports the reading of the Raavyah, the Rasag, and others who 

never viewed Rava’s statement as being a reference to becoming drunk. Instead, Rav Ahai 

Gaon understands Rava to be referencing a normal, Biblical rejoicing where the Jewish 

people eat, drink, and are happy (Kohelet 8:15). The word livsumei is either a reference to 

rejoicing or to the eating of delicacies, as mentioned in the Gemara right before the 

statement of Rava. The narrative of Ravah slaughtering Rabbi Zeira was not due to drinking 

at all, but was instead due to Ravah’s supposed astrological inclination toward violence. 

Rabbi Zeira’s refusal to make another seudah with Ravah is also not due to drinking, but 

due to the prohibition of relying on miracles in the face of practical safety concerns. In the 



Gemara the story was related as a tangent – something that often happens in the flow of 

the Talmudic discussion – and it was apropo because of its context within a Purim seudah. 

It should now be abundantly clear that there is simply NO WAY to justify the drunken and 

intensely shameful behavior that is perpetrated year after year on Purim in the name of 

Torah and Judaism. 

Further Points of Reflection 

1. On Purim, many people brazenly recite their tefillot while still intoxicated. Thehalakhah, 

however, forbids this: 

“A person who is drunk should not pray because he cannot have proper intention. If he does 

pray, his prayer is an abomination (toevah)…” (Rambam, Hilkhot Tefillah 5:17) 

2. On Purim, many rabbis and [supposed] talmidhei hakhamim drink to the point of 

incoherent drunkenness. The halakhah, however, forbids such drinking by rabbis and 

hakhamim as it is a hillul HaShem! 

“When a hakham drinks wine, he should drink only enough to soften the food in his 

stomach. 

Whoever becomes drunk is a sinner, is shameful, and will lose his wisdom. If he 

becomes drunk in front of the common people, he desecrates God’s Name. 

It is forbidden to drink even a small quantity of wine in the afternoon hours, unless it is taken 

together with food. Drink taken together with food does not make one drunk. Only wine that 

is taken after the meal is to be avoided.” (Rambam, Hilkhot Deot 5:3) 

3. Rather than participating in these shameful festivities of excessive drinking, thehalakhah 

instructs that rabbis and benei yeshivah of the community should be going door to door, 

warning people, and reminding them to not to become drunk! 



“The [Jewish] court is obligated to appoint officers who will circulate [among the people] on 

the festivals and to check the gardens, orchards, and river banks to see that men and 

women do not gather there to eat or to drink, lest they sin. 

Similarly, they must warn the people that men and women should not mix at festive 

gatherings in home, nor should they overindulge in wine, lest they be led to sin.” 

(Rambam, Hilkhot Shevitat Yom Tov 6:20) 

4. Not only this, but since during Purim there are many deaths and serious injuries due to 

alcohol poisoning and drunk driving, we are all obligated to do what we can to prevent the 

abuse of alcohol that causes them: 

“It is a positive commandment to remove any obstacle that could pose a danger to 

lifeand to be very careful regarding these matters, as it is said, ‘Beware for yourself, and 

guard your soul’ (Devarim 4:9). 

If a person leaves a dangerous obstacle and does not remove it, he nullifies the observance 

of a positive commandment and violates the negative commandment ‘Do not cause blood to 

be spilled.’” (Rambam, Hilkhot Rotzeah Ushemirat HaNefesh 11:4) 

 


