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Parasha Discussion

What to Give in Your Mishloach Manot
By: Rabbi Mordechai Gershon (Yeshivat Lev HaTorah, Ramat Beit Shemesh)

The four rabbinic mitzvot of Purim include hearing Megillat Esther read at night and the day, giving matanot la’evyonim
(charity to at least two poor people), giving mishloach manot (a basket of at least two foods to at least one person), and
eating a seudah (festive meal). Even though it has become common to purchase elaborate mishloach manot for our
friends, one should spend more money on matanot la’evyonim than on mishloach manot. An interesting question
regarding mishloach manot has emerged in recent years. In many communities it has become popular to make donations
to charitable organizations in lieu of sending mishloach manot and a “happy Purim” card is sent instead to one’s friends. Is
this an acceptable practice?

This question may depend upon the outcome of a debate between HaRav Shlomo Alkabetz (Salonika/Israel, c1500 — 1580)
and HaRav Yisrael Isserlin (Austria, 1390-1460). Rav Alkabetz maintained that the motivation for the mitzvah of mishloach
manot was to increase feelings of friendship among the Jewish people. In contrast, Rav Isserlin explained that the
motivation for this mitzvah was to ensure that everyone would have sufficient food for their seudah (perhaps taking into
consideration that some people may feel uncomfortable asking for charity). Based on this debate, several situations
would be permissible or problematic. For example, according to Rav Isserlin, if one left a mishloach manot basket
anonymously then he would still have fulfilled the mitzvah since he provided food that can be consumed at the seudah. In
contrast, Rav Alkabetz would say that such a mishloach manot is unacceptable since an anonymous mishloach manot
cannot increase feelings of unity and brotherhood among Jews.

Another case affected by this debate is one in which one gave mishloach manot to someone who politely declined the
basket. According to the logic of Rav Shlomo Alkabetz, the giver did his part to increase unity and, therefore, may have
still accomplished the mitzvah. However, he would not have fulfilled the mitzvah according to Rav Isserlin since he did not
help to provide food for the seudah. Similarly, if one gave candy and other snack foods that are not suitable for a meal, he
would only have fulfilled his mitzvah according to Rav Alkabetz, but not according to Rav Isserlin since such foods are not
typically eaten at a meal.

In the question raised at the beginning of our discussion, one sent a Happy Purim card to his friend and made a donation
to a charitable organization in his honor. This may increase feelings of unity and brotherhood, but certainly does not do
anything to provide food for the seudah of the recipient and, therefore, would unquestionably not fulfill the mitzvah
according to Rav Isserlin. In reality, it most probably would not be sufficient for Rav Alkabetz either since even though Rav
Alkabetz explains that the motivation for mishloach manot is to increase feelings of unity, it still must follow the paradigm
established by the rabbis, which is the giving of food baskets. Therefore, even Rav Alkabetz would agree that one would
not fulfill the mitzah of mishloach manot with non-food gifts. It emerges from this that one who wishes to make
donations in honor of his friends and send them Purim cards must still give a food-basket comprised of at least two foods
to at least one person. In practice, we are concerned for both opinions and, therefore, one should make sure to give at
least one mishloach manot in a way that satisfies both requirements of increasing unity/brotherhood and providing food
that can be used at the seudah.




Vayikra and Purim

The primary theme of Parashat Vayikra is the korbanot (animal sacrifices) that were brought on a regular basis in the
mishkan and, later on, in the Beit HaMikdash. Without getting into the complex topic of the meaning and purpose of the
korbanot, it is interesting to point out that, according to some commentaries, the point or lesson of a korban was that it
caused a person to shift his focus from the material world to the spiritual one. The act of bringing a korban enabled a
person to wean himself off of an attachment to his physical possessions and part with them in an act of love and
commitment to Hashem.

Although G-d is not lacking anything and is not dependent on anyone or anything, one is emotionally drawn close to
Hashem as result of bringing a korban. This is most likely due to the fact that one who brings a korban feels as though he
gave something of himself to Hashem along with the korban. In truth, Hashem doesn’t benefit from receiving a korban.
Yet, from the perspective of the one who brought the korban, he has given something of himself to Hashem. The act of
giving something that was once ours to someone else draws us close to that person. Perhaps this is why giving matanot
la’evyonim and mishloach manot, as well as inviting others to our Purim seudah, are so important for creating bonds of
love and unity among Jews that bring us close to each other. Such unity is a prerequisite for the salvation that we
celebrate on Purim and that we await for nowadays. May we all be blessed to celebrate Purim together in love and unity
and, as a result, merit to see the final redemption soon!
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