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Shevat 5781/February 2021 
 
 

 
 
Dear Friends, 
 

With Purim just around the corner, it is exciting to be thinking and planning for such a joyous and festive 
holiday even with the challenges of COVID-19. Purim 5780 was the last time many of us were together in 
person at Young Israel. Indeed, it was right before Purim last year that we first became aware of this issue, 
and few of us dreamed that the challenge would still be among us as we plan for this year’s celebration.  

Nonetheless, we remain committed to continuing the pattern we have carefully adopted over the past 
twelve months of wisely balancing our need to live rich religious lives while simultaneously being meticulous 
about the safety and well-being of our community.  

We have an amazing plan in place for what we hope will be a special, celebratory, and safe Purim at 
Young Israel. You will begin to see details of all the activities in the coming days!  

In the meantime, I would like to begin to share our plan for the mitzvot of Purim this year and review 
some of the key Halakhic aspects of the day. Our plan follows our present general course and is informed by 
the halakhic guidance of Rabbi Hershel Schachter and recommendations of the Rabbinical Council of 
America. 

 
Purim Sameach! 

Rabbi Tuvia Brander 

 

PARASHAT ZACHOR 
 

Because Haman was a descendant of Amalek, the biblical commandment of “Zachor et asher asah lecha 
Amalek” (Deut. 25:17-Parashat Ki Tetzei) to remember that nation’s cruel attack on our people is 
fulfilled annually on the Shabbat before Purim. The reading of Parashat Zachor will take place at all 
Young Israel Shabbat morning minyanim on Shabbat February 20, 2021.  We will also have 
additional outside readings of Zachor at 10:45 am and at 5:00 pm. (They will convene either in the 
front or back of the shul depending on weather.) 

 
Those who cannot attend a minyan on Shabbat Zachor may fulfill the obligation of Zachor by listening to 
Torah reading on Purim morning.  If that too will not be possible, you should try to read the verses (Devarim 25: 
17-19) out loud at home from a Chumash and then have in mind to fulfill your obligation when you hear Parashat 
Ki Tetzei this summer (August 21, 2021) (hopefully!).   

 

TAANIT ESTHER 
 

The fast is observed in commemoration of the fast enacted by Mordechai and Esther 
in the time of the Purim story. The fast is referred to as Taanit Esther because Esther 
was the one to request the observance of a fast as it says: “Go and gather all the Jews 
who are found in Shushan and fast over me, and do not eat and do not drink three 
days, night and day; and I and my maidens will also fast thus.” (Esther 4:16). The 
original fast was observed by Esther and the entire Jewish people on the 14th, 15th and 
16th of Nissan, immediately after Mordechai was informed of Haman’s decree. We fast on the 13th of Adar in 
memory of the day of the mobilization for war against the enemies and as a prelude to the salvation of Purim.  
 
The fast will take place Thursday, February 25th.  With the exception of those who are ill, pregnant or nursing, all 
adults should fast on Taanit Esther. The fast begins at 5:09 AM and ends at 6:05 PM.  
 

FROM THE DESK OF 

RABBI TUVIA BRANDER 
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ZECHER L’MACHATZIT HASHEKEL 
 

In commemoration of the half-shekel donated annually to the Beit Hamikdash at this time of year to 
pay for upkeep and communal sacrifices, it is customary for every Jew to contribute three half-dollar 
coins on Erev Purim.  We use three coins because the term terumah (contribution) is mentioned 
three times in the Torah portion of Ki-Tissa, in the account of the mitzvah of the half-shekel. The 
custom has become for every man, woman and even children below Bar/Bat Mitzvah age 

(parent may do it for them) to try to give a Machatzit Hashekel gift.  
 
Money collected will go to tzedaka. We will have baskets available in the lobby and at every megillah reading 
location both on Taanit Esther as well as on Purim (night and day).  However, in order to ensure everyone’s 
safety, the procedure for this year during COVID-19 will be a bit different than in past years. Every person 
should simply place money ($1.50 or more) in the basket. The usual lifting of the 3 Half dollars will not occur. As 
you put money in the basket have in mind to “give” three half dollar coins that will be there next to the basket in 
remembrance of this ancient practice that existed in the times of the Beit Hamikdah and say “Zecher LeMachatzit 
HaShekel.”  Please do not raise the coins or touch the money in the basket to avoid unnecessary contact 
that would necessitate further hand washing etc…   
 
If you will not be at Young Israel and do not have access at home to half dollar coins (even one would suffice) or 
do not feel comfortable engaging in this practice this year due to COVID-19 you can look up the value of silver and 
give the value of 10 grams of silver to tzedakah (today that would be about $9) instead of three half dollar coins and 
still fulfill this minhag (this is the original Sefardi approach, Kaf HaChayim 694:20, as opposed to giving three half 
coins of whatever currency in your country).   

 
 

THE FOUR MITZVOT OF PURIM 
 

1) MEGILLAH READING  
The primary mitzvah of Purim is hearing the Megillah twice: Once at night and once during the 
day (preferably after sunrise which is at 6:31 am this year). This obligation applies equally to both 
men and women and is fulfilled by hearing every word of the Megillah read from a kosher scroll.  If 
you are listening to Megillah reading and miss a word or two you may fill in by reading it to 
yourself (even if you are not following in a kosher Megillah) and catch up to the reader. You should 
have in mind to fulfill your obligation of the three brachot prior to Megillah reading (answering 

amen after each one) through the one who is reciting them on behalf of the shul.  In the morning, one should also 
have in mind that the shehechiyanu is being said not only over the reading of the Megillah, but over the performance 
of the other mitzvot of the day as well.  One may recite the bracha of “harav et riveynu” after Megillah reading along 
with the reader.   
 
This year, due to our COVID-19 safety protocols and our technical space limitations, we will be having a 
number of different reading on Thursday night and on Friday.  
 
On Thursday night, we will be renting the spacious Emmanuel Silverman Social Hall which will provide for 
excellent airflow and ample space for many with physical distancing as well as some limited outdoor seating. We will 
also be having later options for parents as well as an outdoor reading if needed and meteorologically possible. On 
Friday, the day of Purim, we will, God willing, have our regular minyan with Megillah reading, later midmorning 
reading at Emmanuel and an early afternoon reading.  
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Each of these readings will require advanced sign up. We are eager to work to ensure everyone has the ability to 
hear Megillah properly and safely in-person on Purim and are happy to work together to make such arrangements 
possible (ie additional readings, individual reading outside your home, etc.). 
 
For those who get a slot at one of the later Megillah readings at night it would be permissible to break your fast when the fast ends at 
6:05 pm even though it is before you will have heard Megillah reading as long as you avoid a bread meal. 
  
If, due to severe COVID-19 concerns, you are not able to attend any of the in-person reading this year and no 
alternative arrangements are possible (ie. you are quarantined or God forbid have COVID-19, you should (in order 
of priority):  

(a) read from a kosher Megillah yourself at home 
(b) if you have a kosher Megillah but do not know the words or the trop then try to read it while listening to 
a recorded (eg here) or live Megillah reading  so that you will hear the right words and trop and be able to 
repeat after the reader.  (You can even play a recording on slower speed so that it will be easier to follow 
and to repeat the words.) 
(c) If that is not possible, then one may simply listen to the reading live via Zoom which we will arrange. 
You should answer amen to the brachot being recited on livestream. I do want to stress that this allowance is 
due to the extenuating circumstances caused by the pandemic; it should only be relied upon as a last resort 
as the permissibility of fulfilling the mitzvah on a livestream is a matter of much halakhic debate. Under 
normal conditions, we would not suggest the option of hearing the Megillah virtually.  

 
Anyone reading megillah without a minyan should omit the bracha of “harav et rivenu” at the end. A full Purim schedule 
with times and sign up will be available in the coming days. 
 
2) MISHLOACH MANOT 
 
In order to promote a spirit of friendship and shared celebration, the megillah defines Purim as a day of “mishloach 
manot ish l’reyhu”, a day when every Jewish man and woman is obligated to give at least two kinds of fully prepared 
foods to at least one friend. The gifts must be delivered during the daytime on Purim itself to properly fulfill the 
mitzvah of Mishloach Manot. Because of the festive nature of this mitzvah, a mourner should not give more than 
the one obligatory Mishloach Manot gift; others should not give to the mourner. 
 
One of the beautiful parts of Purim is seeing people all around the neighborhood delivering Mishloach Manot; it is 

something I will truly miss this year!  Try to create a festive mood but please remain vigilant 
in observing physical distancing, masking, and all the safety measures that are crucial to 
preventing the spread of COVID-19. 
 
I am encouraging everyone this year to minimize the amount of Mishloach Manot you 
give (you can even give the minimum which is two nice items to one person) rather than 
delivering dozens of them to people all around the neighborhood.  I say this because I am 

concerned about the spread of COVID-19 and because I know (as I have heard from many people) that people 
who receive so many Mishloach Manot will feel uncomfortable with it and will likely throw out much of the food 
that is delivered which would be so awful.  
 
This year it would be great if everyone could give the monetary value of whatever else they would have 
spent on Mishloach Manot to tzedaka or to the many worthy causes that will print a donation card “in lieu of 
Mishloach Manot” and send it in the mail to recipients in time for Purim.  The Rambam (Hil. Megillah 2:17) says 
that every year one should give more to Matanot L’Evyonim than to Mishloach Manot; this is a great year to fulfill 
that mandate and help those in need at the same time! 
 
When giving your requisite Mishloach Manot please take all necessary safety precautions.  You can do it 

https://www.yutorah.org/search/?s=esther&series=4022&sort=1
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in a “contactless” way by simply leaving it at someone’s door.  They must know who it came from (so put your 
name on it) and they must collect it on Purim itself (so make sure you are dropping it off at someone’s house who is 
home and who will go out and check their deliveries or send them a text message or give them a call to let them 
know it is there for them to pick up).   
 
Furthermore, if you have health concerns or if you are in quarantine and cannot deliver, you can give 
Mishloach Manot through a shaliach – a messenger (this may even be the preferable way to fulfill the mitzvah – 
MB 695:18).   
This can be done in one of two ways: 

a) You can leave a package outside your door and ask someone to pick it up and deliver it for you  
OR  

b) You can send a friend money (or promise to send them money at a later time) and ask them to assemble 
Mishloach Manot on your behalf, attach a card from you, and then deliver it to someone.   

 
You can also give Mishloach Manot as part of a group as long as there are enough items included in the delivery so 
that every giver would be giving at least two items to the receiver and as long as everyone’s names are mentioned in 
the card. Unfortunately, this means that institutional Mishloach Manot, while a great fundraiser, does not fulfill 
one’s mitzvah of Mishloach Manot. 
 
3) MATANOT L’EVYONIM 

In order to lift the spirits of those in need and enable them to rejoice on Purim, every Jew is 
obligated to give a monetary gift to at least two less fortunate individuals. These monetary 
gifts can be given to an agent in advance of Purim, but must be given out to those in need by the 
giver or his/her agent on Purim day itself.  Halakhaa (Rambam) encourages us to spend at least as 
much on Matanot L’Evyonim as we do on our own Purim Seudah or Mishloach Manot.    
 

Young Israel and I are happy to be your “agent” to distribute the funds on Purim day on your behalf. You can 
already make contributions on line or on Purim. Collection online closes Friday February 26 at 10 am.  
Click here to give.  All the money will be given out on Purim day itself and will fulfill your mitzvah.   
 
4) PURIM SEUDAH 

The joyous nature of Purim is expressed by participating in a festive meal on Purim day. 
This meal should include bread and nicer ‘Shabbat-type’ foods. This year Purim falls on 
Friday which presents a unique challenge since we must also spend time that day properly 
preparing for Shabbat.   
 
Normally the Purim Seudah is held late in the day and stretches into the night.  This 

year the seudah must take place earlier in order ensure proper preparation for Shabbat and to ensure that 
we enter Shabbat with an appetite for the evening meal.  
 
The Mishna Berura (695:10) says that the ideal time for the Seudah is before Chatzot (midday) which is at 12:04 pm 
this year.  While that may be ideal, one can fulfill the Purim seudah by eating even before midday AND 
even after midday (as long as the meal is over before the tenth halachic hour of the day which is approximately 
3:30 pm and as long as you will still be hungry for your Shabbat night meal). 
 
 
*I would like to thank Rabbi Brahm Weinberg for sharing the outline of this document. 
 

https://www.youngisraelwh.org/matanotlevyonim

