
Zvi Ron received semikhah from the Israeli Rabbanut and his Ph.D. in Jewish Theology from 
Spertus University. He is an educator living in Neve Daniel, Israel, and the author of Sefer Katan 
ve-Gadol (Rossi Publications: 2006) about the large and small letters in Tanakh, and Sefer Ha-
Ikkar Haser (Mossad Harav Kook: 2017) about the variant spellings of words in Tanakh. He is 
the Editor of The Jewish Bible Quarterly. 

MISHLOACH MANOT 
ON PURIM AND ROSH HASHANAH 

 
ZVI RON 

 
   The practice of sending portions to one another on a holiday is generally 
associated with Purim, as it is mentioned in Esther 9:22, They were to ob-
serve them as days of feasting and merrymaking, and as an occasion for 
sending gifts (mishloach manot) to one another and presents to the poor. The 
practice was codified in TB Megillah 7a, described by R. Yosef as an obliga-
tion to send two portions of food to one other person.  
   However, this term, mishloach manot, also appears in Nehemiah chapter 8 
in connection to the observance of what we now call Rosh Hashanah. There 
we are told that when Ezra read the Torah to the people on the first day of the 
seventh month (Neh. 8:2) the people began weeping and had to be instructed 
that This day is holy to the Lord your God, you must not mourn or weep 
(Neh. 8:9). Instead, they were to eat choice foods and drink sweet drinks and 
send portions (v'shilchu manot) to whoever has nothing prepared, for the day 
is holy to our Lord (Neh. 8:10). The people did this, they went to eat and 
drink and send portions (u'leshalach manot) and make great merriment (Neh. 
8:12). 
   A further connection between mishloach manot in Esther and Nehemiah is 
the twinning of this practice with providing food for the needy. In Esther 9:22 
we find that Purim is an occasion for sending gifts (mishloach manot) to one 
another and presents to the poor, and in Nehemiah 8:2 the people are told to 
send portions (v'shilchu manot) to whoever has nothing prepared.  
   Based on this, it would seem that the sending of mishloach manot was a 
standard component of any holiday celebration.1 It made sure that everyone 
had food to eat as part of their festivities. This practice of sending portions on 
all holidays seems to have been preserved in Rabbinic literature, as it is re-
ferred to in the Mishnah, Beitzah 1:9, where the terminology meshalkhin 
manot is used in a general holiday context.2 
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   Of course distribution of food among celebrants is a fairly obvious way of 
expressing a festive mood, as seen for example in 2 Samuel 6:19. However 
the use of the specific terminology of mishloach manot is used in the Bible 
only in Esther and Nehemiah. The fact that both of these works take place in 
the Persian era may well indicate that this practice was a standard method of 
celebration in the Persian milieu. 
   Thus it is not surprising that many have identified this practice, and even 
the holiday of Purim in general, with Persian celebrations. A number of dif-
ferent holidays have been suggested,3 most prominently Nowruz, the Persian 
New Year festival, which takes place at the vernal equinox,4 a time when it 
was customary to send portions of sweet foods to others.5 This Persian holi-
day can be connected to both biblical mishloach manot occasions. Since it is 
a Persian New Year celebration it can be connected to the celebration of the 
New Year in Nehemiah; and in terms of when it is celebrated, it falls out 
around the time of Purim. This connection is even brought in a note in the 
traditional Da'at Mikra commentary.6  
   However, just because they have certain practices in common there is no 
need to suppose that Purim is a Jewish version of a Persian holiday. From 
Nehemiah we see that mishloach manot was considered a standard compo-
nent of holiday celebrations in Persian times, and not exclusively associated 
with the celebration of Purim. Thus, when explaining to the Jewish people 
that the first day of the seventh month is to be treated as a festive day, it is 
reasonable that a description of these festivities would include elements that 
people living in a Persian milieu would associate with an expression of joy. 
So too with Purim. Since it was established as a festival in the Persian era, 
the festivities are described in a manner acceptable and reasonable for that 
time and place. It was not that it was a celebration based on a Persian holi-
day; it is a Jewish holiday that used local contemporary expressions of joy 
and festivity.7 

   This is not the only example of this phenomenon; another example can be 
brought from Purim itself. TB Sanhedrin 64b records an unusual Purim cus-
tom while describing the idolatrous Molech worship, which involved children 
passing through fire. There are two opinions as to how exactly Molech wor-
ship was performed, what did the “passing through fire” entail? "Abaye said: 
There was a loose pile of bricks in the middle, and fire on either side of it. 
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Rava said: It was like the leaping about on Purim." Rashi explains that ac-
cording to Rava, a pit was dug and a bonfire was lit inside, and children 
leaped over it. Apparently this was something that Jews did, irrespective of 
Molech worship, on Purim. The practice is described in greater detail in 
the11th century work, the Aruch. "It is a custom all over the world that lads 
make a dummy of Haman and hang it from their roofs for four or five days. 
On Purim they make a bonfire and throw the dummy into it and they stand 
around and sing. And they have a ring hanging in the fire and they hang on it 
and jump from one side of the fire to the other."8  
   This unusual custom recalls the Chahar Shanbeh Suri, the Wednesday be-
fore Nowruz, where children jump over bonfires to ensure a lucky new year.9 

This practice takes place a little before the vernal equinox and was something 
Jews living in Persia would have seen happening amongst their neighbors 
close to Purim. Although children jumping over bonfires seems to the mod-
ern mind to be an unusual and inappropriate way to mark a festive occasion, 
for Jews living in Persia, this was a culturally appropriate way to express 
holiday joy. It is not that Jews were celebrating Purim as a Judaized Chahar 
Shanbeh Suri, rather they incorporated into Purim a local way of expressing 
holiday happiness.10 

   Over time, as Jews would live among other cultures and in different times, 
local conceptions of holiday joy would shift and change. However, the rule to 
celebrate Purim by sending mishloach manot, as required in Esther 9:22 and 
codified by the Sages, would continue to be observed. Taken out of its origi-
nal Persian context where this was a standard holiday practice, it would be-
come more ritualized and associated with the holiday of Purim only, so that 
the mishloach manot mentioned in Nehemiah 8 would seem strange, as they 
are connected to an entirely different holiday there.11 Yet both of these 
mishloach manot originated the same way, as an expression of festivity that 
Jews living in a Persian world were very familiar with.  
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