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REVERSALS AND OPPOSITES

ּׂשֵרָקה ְּבִני ֲאֹתנֹו (ההי״ו). ָדר — ִעירֹה ְול� א�

THE NAME COMBINATION FOR THE MONTH OF ADAR COMES FROM 
the last letters of four words in Yaakov’s blessing to Yehudah: 

ם ֲעָנִבים סּוֹתה ִין ְלֻבׁשֹו ּוְבד� ּי� ּׂשֵרָקה ְּבִני ֲאֹתנֹו ִּכֵּבס ּב� ֶּגֶפן ִעירֹה ְול�  He will tie ,ֹאְסִרי ל�
his donkey to the vine; to the vine branch his donkey’s foal; he will 
launder his garments in wine and his robe in the blood of grapes 
(Bereishis 49:11).

Rashi explains the verse as follows:

[Yaakov] prophesied that the land of [the tribe of Yehudah] would 
draw forth wine as if from a spring. A man of Yehudah will tie 
one he-donkey to a vine and load it up from a single vine; from 
a single vine branch he will load up a foal of a she-donkey.

Thus, donkeys and copious quantities of wine in Yehudah’s ter-
ritory are key subjects in this verse. Rashi also cites Onkelos’1 inter-
pretation of this verse:

Onkelos interprets that this verse speaks allegorically about the 
King Mashiach. ֶּגֶפן, vine, refers to Eretz Yisrael; ִעירֹה, his city,2 to 
Jerusalem; ּׂשֵרָקה, vine branch, refers to Klal Yisrael 3; and ְֹּבִני ֲאֹתנו 
refers to the Beis HaMikdash, 4[4] which Mashiach will rebuild.

We will examine how this verse correlates to the month of Adar 
according to the renderings of both Rashi and Onkelos. We will also 
try to find a connection between those explanations and some other 
factors associated with Adar:

• Shem MiShmuel 5 cites Arizal’s teaching that Adar’s symbolism
of the Four-letter Name should have reversed the order

1. The same approach is taken by Targum Yonasan ben Uziel.
2. Rashi associates the word ִעירֹה with the root word ִיר .which means a donkey ,ע�
Onkelos associates it with the pronunciation ִעיר, a city. 
3. Upon whom Hashem said, “ְעִּתיְך ׂשֹוֵרק  ”And I planted you as a vine branch ,ְוָאֹנִכי ְנט�
(Yirmiyahu 2:21).
4. According to Onkelos, ֲאֹתנֹו is related to the ר ָהִאיתֹון ע�  Gate of Entry, one of the ׁש�
gates to the Beis HaMikdash (See Yechezkel 40:15).
5. Rosh Chodesh Adar 5672.
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of the letters completely to read ה-ו-ה-י, but through their 
prayers, Mordechai and Esther were able to change the letter-
combination to ה-ה-י-ו. We will seek to understand what Arizal 
means by saying that the Name’s letters should have been 
completely reversed. Furthermore, Shem MiShmuel wonders 
why Mordechai and Esther prayed that the order of letters be 
changed to this particular order.

• The mazal of Adar is ָדִגים, fish.6 How are fish related to Adar?

• As we have often noted, each month corresponds to a tribe.
According to Arizal’s system, Adar corresponds to the tribe of
Naftali. How so?

• There is a relationship between Purim — which we celebrate
during the month of Adar — and Yom Kippurim, our yearly Day
of Atonement, as is apparent in the name, Yom Kippurim, which
can be rendered, [יֹום ְכפּוִרים], “A day like Purim.” Zohar 7 explains
that we will eventually celebrate Yom Kippur by indulging in all
the forms of pleasure that are now forbidden on that day.

These two days are also related by the virtue of the fact that 
they are the only two festivals that will still be observed after the
final redemption.8

At first glance, Purim and Yom Kippur seem to be diametric 
opposites of each other. Purim is a day of feasting and
merrymaking, and Yom Kippur is a day of fasting and solemnity.
What can two such dissimilar days have in common?

I. CHAMRA: DONKEYS AND WINE

IN THE VERSE FROM WHICH THE NAME COMBINATION OF ADAR IS 
derived, two subjects are mentioned twice: wine and donkeys. 

Gefen and soreika are types of vines upon which grapes grow — 
thus, they are an indirect reference to wine, and iro and asono are 
types of donkeys. Interestingly, both wine and donkeys have the 
potential to propel people to great heights, each in its own way, but 
they can also be abused and cause terrible harm. Let us examine 
one at a time:

6. The source for this is Sefer Yetzirah 5.
7. Tikkun 21.
8. See Yerushalmi Taanis 2:1, and Midrash Mishlei 9:2.
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THERE ARE MITZVOS CAN BE FULFILLED ONLY WITH WINE, SUCH AS 
the wine libations poured onto the Altar with each offering in the Beis 

HaMikdash. Kiddush and Bircas HaMazon 
should preferably be recited on a cup of 
wine.9

Wine “gladdens God and men” (Shof-
tim 9:13). In fact, Chazal teach that, ideally, happiness can best be 
achieved through the consumption of wine.10 Indeed, the daily songs 
of the Levites in the Beis HaMikdash were chanted when the wine 
libations were poured on the Altar.11

The Talmud12 records an instance in which wine was served to 
reluctant young sages to make them reveal the Torah that they knew. 
The Talmud13 also states that wine helps makes a person wise.

On the other hand, wine also “brings curses to the earth.”14 
According to one view, the Tree of Knowledge was a grapevine, so 
wine was responsible for Adam’s sin, which, as we know, brought 
multiple curses upon the world. Ten generations later, Noach drank 
wine when he emerged from the Ark and became drunk, which led 
to his curse against his grandson, Canaan. Also, a ben sorer u’moreh 
(wayward and rebellious son)15 is guilty of a capital sin only if he eats 
meat and drinks wine.16

A Kohen who drinks wine may not serve in the Beis HaMikdash,17 
or even bless the congregation18 until the effect of the wine wears 
off. A rav who is even slightly inebriated may not render halachic 
decisions;19 nor is one allowed to pray while intoxicated.20

This dual nature of wine is illustrated by the statement of Chazal 21

that the vision of wine in a dream can be either a good or a bad omen, 
but it is not clear which. Rabbi Yochanan says that such a vision is 
always good for talmidei chachamim (Torah scholars).

9. Pesachim 107a.
10. Ibid. 109a.
11. Berachos 35a.
12. Sanhedrin 38a.
13. Yoma 76b.
14. Berachos 40a.
15. See Devarim 21:18-21.
16. Sanhedrin 70a.
17. Vayikra 10:8-9.
18. Taanis 26b; Orach Chaim 128:38.
19. Kereisos 13b; Rema, Yorah Deah 242:13.
20. Eruvin 64a; Orach Chaim 99:1.
21. Berachos 57a.
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There is a duality in the physical manifestation of wine as well. 
Drinking a little wine will cause a feeling of satiation, but drinking 
much wine will leave the drinker hungry.22

ALTHOUGH THE REFERENCES TO DONKEYS IN THIS VERSE COME IN 
the forms of ason and ayir, the word commonly used for a donkey is 

chamor, a word that is related to the word chomer, 
which means earthiness and physicality. The Talmud23 
notes that the Torah compares people who are devoid 

of spirituality to donkeys, based on a verse in the narrative of Avra-
ham taking his son Yitzchak to the Akeidah. They were accompa-
nied by two attendants, and when they reached their destination, 
Avraham addressed the attendants: ֹּפה ָלֶכם  ְׁשבּו  ְנָעָריו  ֶאל  ְבָרָהם  א� ּיֹאֶמר   ו�
ֲחמֹור -And Avraham said to his young men, “Stay here by your ,ִעם ה�
selves with the donkey” (Bereishis 22:5). Chazal comment that he 
likened them to the donkey, in their insufficient level of spirituality.

On the other hand, a midrash24 teaches that a donkey is associ-
ated with Mashiach, who will bring the world to a state of spiritual 
perfection, for Mashiach will ride the very same donkey that Avra-
ham rode to Akeidas Yitzchak, as the prophet foretold, “Behold, your 
king [i.e., Mashiach] will come to you, righteous and victorious is he, 
a humble man riding upon a donkey” (Zechariah 9:9).

Appropriately, stubbornness — a trait that characterizes donkeys 
— is also associated with extremes. On the one hand, a person’s 
stubbornness can be used to attain perfection, as we see from Yaa-
kov Avinu’s blessing to Yissachar: ִלְסּבֹל ִׁשְכמֹו  ֵּיט  ו�  … ָּגֶרם  ֲחמֹר   ,ִיָּׂשׂשָכר 
Yissaschar is a strong-boned donkey … he bent his shoulder to bear 
(Bereishis 49:14-15). As Rashi explains, this means that Yissaschar 
is like a strong-boned donkey who bends his shoulders to accept the 
burden of Torah study.

Stubbornness is also a character trait of the Jewish people — as 
Moshe Rabbeinu said, “They are a stiff-necked people”25 — and stub-
bornness has enabled us to remain faithful to Hashem despite endur-
ing the travails of exile for nearly two thousand years. Positive though 

22. Ibid. 35b. There is a halachic manifestation of this fact. On Erev Pesach, one
is allowed to drink much wine, because it will leave him hungry enough to eat the 
matzah heartily, but one is not allowed to drink a small amount of wine, lest one feel 
satiated and unable to eat matzah with a proper appetite.
23. Kesubos 112a.
24. Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer 31.
25. Shemos 34:9.
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it can be, however, Israel’s stubbornness caused much agony in the 
Wilderness when the people rebelled against Hashem and Moshe. 
And everyone knows from personal experience how harmful stub-
bornness can be.

Thus, wine and donkeys have something in common, in that they 
both have dual characteristics. It is fascinating to note that in Ara-
maic, the language of the Talmud and Midrash, both wine and don-
keys are referred to as chamra.

II. ֲהפֹוְך הּוא TURNED ABOUT , ְונ�

A DAR, TOO, IS A MONTH WITH A DUAL CHARACTER, AS WE SEE 
in the story of Purim. It was the month when it was decreed 

that the Jewish people would be wiped out, but then, as Megillas 
Esther declares: ְּיהּוִדים ֵהָּמה ְּבׂשְֹנֵאיֶהם ֲהפֹוְך הּוא ֲאֶׁשר ִיְׁשְלטּו ה�  and it was ,ְונ�
turned about: The Jews prevailed over their adversaries (9:2). This 
duality of Adar is expressed in Chazal’s teaching,26 “When the lots 
[that Haman drew to set a date to annihilate the Jews] fell during the 
month of Adar, [Haman] was extremely happy. He said, ‘My lot fell on 
the month in which Moshe died.’ He did not know that although Moshe 
died on the seventh of Adar, he was also born on the seventh of Adar.”

Nesivos Shalom explains:

Purim is named for the pur [lot] [that Haman drew]. Irin Kadishin 
[by the Ruzhiner Rebbe] explains that Haman chose Adar because 
each month corresponds to one of the combinations of Hashem’s 
Names; in Nissan the Name appears in the proper order (י-ה-ו-ה), 
which corresponds to the Attribute of Kindness (chessed). Each 
month thereafter, the combination moves further and further from 
that order. Since no letters of the Name Combination of Adar are 
in their proper order, it should have been a month in which strict, 
exacting justice would reign in the world.

That is why Haman was so sure he would be able to 
capitalize on that and wipe out the Jews. However, it was exactly 
at the point of utter darkness, when there was not even a hint of 
light, that Hashem chose to demonstrate that even when there 
seems to be no hope for Klal Yisrael, He is with His people in 
times of distress.27 In the words of the Talmud,28 “A cloudy day 

26. Megillah 13b.
27. See Tehillim 91:15.
28. Yoma 28b.
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is infused with sunlight,” i.e., the sun is there even though it 
is obscured by clouds. So it was that hopeless Adar became 
a month of scintillating joy, as Hashem caused Adar to “turn 
about.” Instead of being a month plagued by tragedy, it was the 
time when Hashem showered us with an amazing show of love, 
and Adar was transformed into the month when Klal Yisrael’s 
mazal thrives more than any other month.

A similar idea appears in Ohr Gedalyahu:

WHEN WE CONTEMPLATE THE STORY OF THE MEGILLAH, WE FIND 
that each event that contributed to the eventual plan to annihi-

late the Jewish people was reversed when 
they repented, and actually contributed to 
their redemption. The trouble began when 
the Jews ignored Mordechai’s ruling and 

partook in Achashveirosh’s party. At that party, Vashti sinned, 
and Haman’s role in advising Achashveirosh catapulted him to 
greatness. But then Klal Yisrael repented and began to obey 
Mordechai, and Vashti’s death — which initially seemed to pro-
duce terrible results for the Jews — actually resulted in Esther’s 
rise to power, thus enabling her to save them from Haman’s 
plot.

Klal Yisrael’s realization that their own sins brought on the 
threat of annihilation led to a turnabout. All the factors that led 
to their threatened obliteration contributed to their redemption, 
in keeping with the concept expressed by the verse ֵעת ָצָרה ִהיא 
ֲעקֹב ִיָּוֵׁשַע ,It is a time of trouble for Yaakov ,ְלי�  from it he ּוִמֶּמָּנה 
shall be saved (Yirmiyahu 30:7) i.e., the trouble itself will bring 
about the salvation. As Sfas Emes points out, the letters ִמֶּמָּנה 
can be rearranged to read ֵמָהָמן from Haman; Haman himself 
brought about the salvation by recommending that Vashti be put 
to death and a new queen be chosen in her place, thus putting 
Esther in a position to save the Jews.29

The same will occur in the Final Redemption. All the 
prophecies regarding the Final Redemption begin with the word 
 [a word that, the Sages teach, implies a happy event] ,ְוָהָיה
because when we are finally redeemed we will realize that 
everything we endured during the exile was actually for the best, 
and that the exile was all in preparation for — and therefore a 
portion of — the redemption. The word ְוָהָיה connotes that the 

29. Ohr Gedalyahu adds that the same idea can be derived through a homiletical
reading of a verse in Tehillim: ֶעְזָרה ְבָצרֹות ִנְמָצא, Salvation is found in the troubles (46:2).
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past will turn into the future.30 We will eventually see that all that 
we endured in the past will have brought about the redemption.

HAVING ASCERTAINED THAT ADAR IS A MONTH OF TURNABOUT, WE 
can see how the questions we raised at the beginning of the essay 

find expression in many factors associated with 
Adar.

The Name Combination for Adar is derived 
from the phrase ּׂשֵרָקה ְּבִני ֲאֹתנֹו -which, accord ,ִעירֹה ְול�

ing to Rashi, refers to donkeys and wine, both of which are means 
that can achieve diametrically opposed ends. This verse, therefore, 
is an apt description of the month of Adar, which demonstrates the 
potential to reverse events entirely and turn an event that seems to 
spell doom into one that will be celebrated with feasting and merry-
making forevermore.

Shem MiShmuel’s quotation from Arizal — that the ineffable 
Name associated with this month would have been exactly the oppo-
site, had Mordechai and Esther not reversed it — also becomes clear. 
In the normal course of events, Adar would have been a month of 
such strict judgment that the Four-letter Name would have been 
completely reversed, totally obscuring its message of mercy and 
changing it to strict judgment. The spectacular reversal of the events 
in the Purim story was so far-reaching that it even changed the Holy 
Name of Hashem associated with the month.

The new Name Combination ה-ה-י-ו places the letter hei twice at 
the beginning of the Name. The letter hei in Hebrew is the feminine 
gender, which symbolizes mercy. That was the result of the prayers 
of Mordechai and Esther. A further symbolism of the hei is found in 
the Scriptural word from which the second hei is taken: ִעירֹה, which 
can be translated his city, an allusion to Jerusalem, the city where 
Hashem rests His Presence, and which is therefore the repository of  
His Attribute of Mercy.

Onkelos interpreted this verse as a reference to Mashiach. 
According to Ohr Gedalyahu, the connection between this verse and 
the month of Adar is readily apparent, since the Purim story fore-
shadows the events that will occur when Mashiach will redeem us.

This idea blends in perfectly with an insight Rabbi Avigdor Neben-
zahl writes in the name of Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach zt”l:31

30. The word ָהָיה means was, so anything following would be describing an event that 
had already occurred. The addition of the letter ו at the beginning of the word reverses 
the tense of the word, however, so that ְוָהָיה with the prefix means “and it shall be.”
31. From an essay on Parashas Shemini 5763.
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Although Purim will never be abolished,32 the obligation to reach 
the level of ad d’lo yada,33 will no longer apply in Mashiach’s 
times. With the terrible suffering we endure nowadays, it is 
difficult to reach the required level of joy on Purim without 
reaching the level of ad d’lo yada, which, in a sense, removes 
us from reality. When Mashiach comes, however, there will be 
no more travail, and we will no longer need to detach ourselves 
from the realities of the world in order to rejoice; reality itself will 
be reason enough for celebration.

In times of suffering we must drink wine — with its innate ability to 
reverse things from one extreme to another — to symbolize the Time 
to Come, when our suffering will be turned into joy and happiness. 
In the time of the ultimate redemption it will no longer be necessary.

That Fish is the constellation of Adar can also be explained 
through our understanding of Adar as a month of reversals. Shem 
MiShmuel34 observes that fish are cold beings without natural warmth, 
as opposed to animals that have some level of warmth. In spiritual 
terms, therefore, Adar would seem to be a month in which we feel a 
“chill” in our attitude toward serving Hashem, and the quality of our 
service should decline. This led Haman to believe that he could capi-
talize on Israel’s lackadaisical approach to the service of Hashem, 
but he did not realize that Klal Yisrael is not subject to the control of 
mazal, and we can reverse our mazal for the better.

III. NAFTALI: 
GOLD, HONEY, AND DUALITY

A DAR’S STATUS AS A MONTH OF DUALITIES ALSO EXPLAINS ITS 
correspondence to the tribe of Naftali. A midrash35 states, 

“The name Naftali alludes to the Torah, for ְפָּתִלי  can be split into the נ�
words ֹנֶפת ִלי, the honey is mine. The word ֹנֶפת, honey, refers to the 
Torah, as we see from the verse ׁש ְוֹנֶפת ֶּנֱחָמִדים ִמָּזָהב ּוִמָּפז ָרב ּוְמתּוִקים ִמְּדב�  ה�
 They [the words of Torah] are more desirable than gold, than ,צּוִפים

32. Yalkut Shimoni 944; Taanis 2:1; Midrash Mishlei 9:2.
33. We are obligated to imbibe on Purim until we cannot differentiate between Baruch 
Mordechai (blessed is Mordechai) and orur Haman (accursed is Haman) (Shulchan 
Aruch, Orach Chaim 695:2).
34. Rosh Chodesh 5672.
35. Bamidbar Rabbah 14:11.
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even much fine gold; and sweeter than honey and drippings from 
combs (Tehillim 19:11). The word ִלי has the numerical value of 40, 
alluding to the Torah, which was given to Moshe during his forty days 
in heaven. Shem MiShmuel wonders why Naftali is associated with 
the Torah more than any other tribe.

Perhaps we can explain that the midrash is teaching that Naftali’s 
character traits are symbolized by a verse referring to gold and honey 
because all three are known for duality.

PURE GOLD IS EXTREMELY MALLEABLE, TO THE EXTENT THAT IT CAN-
not be formed into a useful permanent shape unless it is mixed with 

another metal that will help it maintain its shape. Thus, it has 
an unusual duality in that it lacks practical utility in its purest 
form; it reaches its maximum value only when mixed with 

another metal.

HONEY IS A SATIATING AND NUTRITIOUS TREAT; IT CAN “LIGHT UP THE 
eyes” of someone on the verge of collapse.36 Nevertheless, it would 
be wise to eat only a little bit of honey at a time, for, in the words of 

the wisest of men, “When you find honey, eat what is suf-
ficient for you, lest you be satiated and vomit it up” (Mish-
lei 25:16); and, “Eating too much honey is not good” 

(ibid.verse 27). Thus honey, too, has dual characteristics, because, 
more than other foods, it is beneficial only if eaten in small quanti-
ties, but harmful if eaten in quantities that are normal for other 
foods.

CHAZAL TEACH THAT A DUALITY EXISTED IN THE TRIBE OF NAFTALI 
as well, although not in Naftali himself. This can be derived from two 

midrashic interpretations of the names of his sons:
According to one version of the midrashic text, the 

children of Naftali combated and derided idolatry, but 
according to a second version, they fell prey to idol worship. We may 
assume that both tendencies existed among elements of the tribe; 
thus, the tribe of Naftali exhibited duality. 37

36. See I Shmuel 14:29.
37. Bereishis Rabbah (94:8). According to the Midrashic text of Matanos Kehunah 
and Rashash, the names of the sons have a negative connotation but according to the 
reading of Yefeh Toar and Radal, the names have a positive connotation.
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THE COMPARISON BETWEEN PURIM AND YOM KIPPURIM CAN ALSO BE 
understood in the context of reversals and turnabouts.

Purim celebrates a reversal of our national 
lot from imminent annihilation to a miraculous 
salvation. The essence of Yom Kippur is trans-
formation: the transformation of the Divine Attri-

bute of Justice into the Attribute of Mercy and the reversal of our 
personal lots for the year through repenting and begging Hashem to 
wipe away our sins and make us worthy of His Mercy.

We can add that Purim complements Yom Kippur in another way. 
It is said that the first two letters of the Ineffable Name of Hashem, 
 allude to physical pursuits, as evidenced by their appearance ,ה and י
in the words אכילה, eating; שתיה, drinking; and לינה, sleeping. The 
last two letters, ו and ה, represent spiritual pursuits, which is why they 
appear in the words תורה and מצוה. It follows, then, that the complete 
Name of Hashem symbolizes the perfection of the world, in which 
both spiritual and physical — ostensible opposites — come together 
in the service of Hashem.

Similarly, Purim represents the physical, and Yom Kippur — when 
we refrain from all physical pleasure — represents the spiritual. The 
two complement each other when people use their entire capacity to 
devote all their actions in this world to Hashem.

This explains why Adar is uniquely suited to be the month when 
the commandment to wipe out Amalek is read, in conjunction with 
Purim. As long as Amalek exists, Hashem’s Name remains incom-
plete, and the spiritual perfection of the world can be realized only 
once they are wiped out.38

In order to wipe out Amalek’s influence in this world, we must 
transform the materialism of this world into spirituality — and Adar is 
an ideal time for such a reversal.

38. See Rashi to Shemos 17:16, where the Four-letter Name of Hashem is reduced 
to two letters. Rashi explains that as long as Amalek exists, Hashem’s Name is not 
complete.

Purim and 
Yom Kippurim

Purim 
represents the 
physical, and 
Yom Kippur 
represents 
the spiritual. 
The two 
complement 
each other.
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