The essence of Purim

I

At first glance the detailed account of the removal of Vashti and the
accompanying gender war in the opening chapter of Megillat Esther seems to
have little relevance to the narrative of Purim, other than to explain how Esther
ascends to the throne. However, the truth is that the Vashti-Achashveirosh

narrative serves as the foundation for the entire sefer.

Let us picture the sefer as a stage, with two sets of footprints at its center —
those of Achashveirosh and Vashti. Every major actor in the Megillah occupies
one of these spots on the stage at any given moment. All interactions between

them are modeled after the modes of interactions defined in the first chapter:
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10 On the seventh day, when the heart of the King was merry with wine,
he commanded Mehuman, Bizta, Harvona, Bigta, and Abagta, Zetar, and
Carcas, the seven chamberlains that ministered in the presence of the King

Achashveirosh,

11 to bring Vashti the Queen before the King with the royal crown, to show

the peoples and the princes her beauty; for she was beautiful.

12 But the Queen Vashti refused to come at the King’s command by the
chamberlains; and as a result, the King was very angry, and his fury burned

in him.

16 And Memuchan answered before the King and the princes: “Vashti
the Queen has not merely done wrong to the King alone, but also to all
the princes and to all the peoples that are in all the provinces of the King

Achashveirosh.

17 For this deed of the Queen will become known to all women, to make
their husbands denigrated in their eyes, when it will be said: ‘The King
Achashveirosh commanded Vashti the Queen to be brought in before him,

but she did not come.’

18 And this day the princesses of Persia and Medes who have heard of the

deed of the Queen will tell it to all the King’s princes, and there will arise



much contempt and wrath.

19 If the King approves, let him promulgate a royal edict, and let it be
written in the statutes of Persia and Medes irrevocably, how Vashti did not
come before the King Achashveirosh; and her kingdom shall be given to

her better.

20 And the King’s decree will be heard throughout all his kingdom, which is

great, and all the wives will give to their husbands honor, great and small.”

21 And this pleased the King and the princes; and the King acted according

to the word of Memuchan.

22 And he sent letters to all the King’s provinces, to every province
according to their writing, and to every people in their language, that every
man should rule in his own house, and speak according to the language of

his people.

The first to step into the shoes of Achashveirosh and Vashti are Esther and
Haman. Esther obviously replaces Vashti and Haman tries his best to step into
the shoes of Achashveirosh at every opportunity. The most obvious symbol of

this is the King’s ring which is handed from Achashveirosh to Haman.

In light of this, it is very interesting to see that the interaction between
Haman and Mordechai replicates that of Achashveirosh and Vashti. Haman (like
Achashveirosh) tries to force Mordechai to comply with a royal decree, and he
refuses to comply. Haman reacts by being filled with rage (chemah), associated
with the idea of shame (bizayon). This is, of course, exactly what we have in the

first chapter; and this is how it plays out in chapter three:
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2 And all of the King’s servants who were in the King’s gate bowed
down, and prostrated themselves before Haman; for this is what the King
had commanded concerning him. But Mordechai would not bow down, or

prostrate himself before him.

3 And the King’s servants who were in the King’s gate said to Mordechai:

“Why do you violate the King’s commandment?”

4 And they spoke daily to him, and he did not listen to them, and they told
Haman, to see whether Mordechai’s words would stand; for he had told

them that he was a Jew.

5 And Haman saw that Mordechai did not bow down to him, nor prostrated

himself before him, and Haman was filled with wrath.

6 And he considered it insufficient to lay hands on Mordechai alone; for
they had made known to him Mordechai’s nationality; therefore, Haman

sought to destroy all the Jews throughout the kingdom of Achashveirosh.

7 In the first month, which is the month of Nissan, in the twelfth year of
King Achashveirosh, they cast pur, that is, the lot [goral], before Haman



from day to day, and from month to month, to the twelfth month, which is
the month of Adar.

10 And the King took his ring off his hand, and gave it to Haman, the son of
Hammedata the Agagite, the enemy of the Jews.

The roles are reversed as we move into the second half of the Megillah. Now
the royal trappings that Haman thought would be used to enhance his status
as stand-in for Achashveirosh are instead used for Mordechai, who steps into
the shoes of Achashveirosh, pushing Haman into the position of Vashti. The
dynamic between them once again echoes that of Achashveirosh and Vashti;

however, the direction is reversed.

In the first chapter the king decrees that all women must accord honor (yekar)

to their husbands. This is precisely what Achashveirosh orders Haman to do in

chapter six:
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6 And Haman came, and the king said to him, “What should be done for a
man whom the king wishes to be honored?” Haman thought, “Who would

the king wish to honor more than me?”
7 And Haman said to the king: ““A man whom the king wishes to be honored,

8 There should be brought for him royal garments that were worn by the
king, and a horse that the king rode upon, and that a royal crown had been

placed upon.

9 And the clothing and the horse should be placed in the hand of one of
the king’s most noble princes, and he shall dress the one whom the king
wishes to honor, and cause him to ride on horseback through the street of the
city, proclaiming before him: ‘Thus shall be done to the man whom the king

wishes to honor.””

10 The king said to Haman: “Quick, take the clothing and the horse, as you
suggested, and do so to Mordechai the Jew, he who sits at the king’s gate;

omit nothing from what you have said.”

11 Then Haman took the clothing and the horse, and dressed Mordechai,
and caused him to ride through the street of the city, and proclaimed before

him: “Thus shall be done to the man whom the king wishes to honor.”

Furthermore, it is absolutely fascinating that in the Megillah, Mordechai
is very often referred to as “the man” (ish), and that he is ultimately placed in

charge of the house of Haman. He is introduced to us in the following way (2:5):
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There was a Jewish man [ish] in Shushan, the capital, and his name was

Mordechai, the son of Yair the son of Shimi the son of Kish, a Benjamite.



The same description repeats many times, through the end of the sefer (9:4):
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For Mordechai was great in the house of the king, and his fame spread
throughout the provinces, for the man [ish) Mordechai was becoming

increasingly great.

This echoes the plan in the first chapter that each man (ish) should rule over
his household!

Just as Mordechai usurps the place of Haman and switches places with him
(over the course of the latter chapters), so too Esther moves into Achashveirosh’s
place alongside Mordechai and pushes Haman slowly but surely into the role of

Vashti.

This gives context to the fact that Esther invites Haman to a party. This is how
she ultimately disposes of him, just as the king’s invitation to a party marked the

beginning of Vashti’s downfall.

The ultimate reaction to Haman is that of chemah on the part of Achashveirosh
(7:7):
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And the king arose in his fury from the wine-feast and went into the palace
garden; and Haman remained to plead for his life from Queen Esther; for he

saw that the king was determined to harm him.

This is, of course, parallel to his reaction to Vashti after she was invited to



the king’s party. This culminates with the ultimate switch in places, and the final
echo of the Vashti-Haman identification (7:9-10):
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9 Then Harbonah, one of the chamberlains before the king, said: “Behold,
the gallow that is fifty cubits high — which Haman made for Mordechai, who
spoke well for the king — stands in the house of Haman.” And the king said:

“Hang him on it.”

10 So they hung Haman on the gallows that he had prepared for Mordechai.
Then the king’s wrath subsided.

It is not surprising that in the latter part of the sefer, the ring that represents
the identity of Achashveirosh finds its way to Mordechai (chapter eight):
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1 On that day the King Achashveirosh gave the house of Haman, the Jews’

enemy, to Esther the Queen. And Mordechai came before the king; for
Esther had revealed their relationship.



2 And the king took off his ring, which he had taken from Haman, and gave
it to Mordechai. And Esther placed Mordechai over the house of Haman.

4 Then the king held out the golden scepter to Esther, and Esther arose, and
stood before the king.

All of this is a manifestation of one of the major aspects of the Megillah,
namely that of venahafoch hu. The beginning and end of the Megillah are

extremely similar but in reverse. The Megillah (9:1) emphasizes:
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And in the twelfth month, which is Adar, on the thirteenth day, on the day
when the king’s commandment and his decree were to be put into execution,
on the day that the enemies of the Jews thought to have rule over them; it

was reversed [venahafoch hu], and the Jews had rule over their enemies.

The question that we need to ask is, what is the significance of this

phenomenon?

11

In addition to the question that we raised above, there are several critical

issues that we need to explore regarding the Megillah and the Purim festival.

One of the questions that is fundamental to understanding the Megillah is:
What did the second letter accomplish? This letter seems to be the essence of



Esther’s achievement and the catalyst for the salvation of Purim. And yet, it is not
at all clear what its significance was. The exchange over the letter is described in

chapter eight:

o177 D% 9277 WY ¥IDD 3T ONIREN DRI AW NI OY DX MR 7
SART RITHI 12 197 DA D900 NR WD 20 PrYa IR 73
7210 19TH 993 R DT R TARD 210 IwR

TTINI PR DN TR DY IR KL TR IPI2 PRI DN 19PN 0D
oRiah wita)

STINS PN 13 T TP TN 199017 INORD WA 70T IR 3
DT DYTIPANT IO IR 5P P 5y 190 IR II0R?

53991917 YA NN 20T DA DOPY3 0D D DY 1IN0 0NN 1
W PR TN YA DN o0 DA 3093 WK 30

5 And she said: “If it pleases the king, and if I have found favor before him,
and the king deems it proper, and I am good in his eyes; let it be written
to retract the letters devised by Haman the son of Hammedata the Agagite,

which he wrote to annihilate the Jews that are in all of the king’s provinces.

6 For how can I stand to see the evil that will befall my people? And how

can I stand to see the destruction of my birthplace?”

7 Then the King Achashveirosh said to Esther the Queen and to Mordechai
the Jew: “Behold, I have given Esther the house of Haman, and they have

hung him upon the tree, because he laid his hand upon the Jews.

8 And now, write concerning the Jews, as you see fit, in the king’s name,
and seal it with the king’s ring; for writing which is written in the king’s

name, and sealed with the king’s ring, cannot be revoked.”



It is clear that the letter did not rescind the original letter’s license to kill the
Jews, let alone prohibit such action. Not only is there no mention of such a thing
in the letter, but Achashveirosh could not have revoked that which was written in

the first letter even if he had wished to.

Similarly, the second letter contained no mention of any support given to the
Jews (whether military or financial). It is also hard to imagine that the benefit of
the letter was that it gave the Jews permission to fight back. This is implausible,
as they were all aware and forewarned that their enemies intended to totally wipe
them out, man, woman, and child. Under such circumstances, were they really
waiting around for permission to defend themselves? That leaves us with the

question of what the letter accomplished.

The next question that we need to consider is why the holiday is referred to as
Purim. The Megillah (9:26) emphasizes that the holiday is called Purim because
of the pur:
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For that reason, they called these days “Purim,” on account of the pur;
therefore regarding all of the words of this letter, and what they saw

regarding this, and what happened to them.

Of all the aspects of the Purim story, Haman casting lots seems to be amongst
the least significant. Why isn’t the festival named after Mordechai or Esther, or
our survival, or the clash with Amalek? Why is the purplaced center stage?

This bewildering aspect of Purim is compounded by another puzzling detail
in the Megillah: Of all of the foreign words in the Megillah (see Megillah 18a),
only puris translated — not just once, but twice (3:7; 9:24). Why should this be

so? Why the major emphasis on pur?



The key to the entire Megillah, and by extension to understanding Purim,

resides in one further question: Why did Haman cast lots in the first place?

The standard answer is that he used the lots to determine which day was most
auspicious for his attack on the Jews. However, the Megillah (9:24) provides a

different explanation:
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For Haman, the son of Hammedata the Agagite, the enemy of all of the
Jews, plotted against the Jews to annihilate them; and cast lots [pur], that
is the goral, in order to confound them and thereby destroy them [/ehumam

ule’abdam).

The purpose of the lots was lehumam uleabdam, to confound and thereby to
destroy them (the phrase lehumam ule abdamis similar to a hendiadys). It was an
integral part of Haman’s diabolical plot. Haman did not want a war; he wanted a
massacre. The way he intended to pull off this massacre was by creating a certain
mindset among the Jewish People. He wanted them to feel that resistance was

hopeless and that their destruction was inevitable.

Haman attempted this via a constellation of methods. First, he cast lots,
purim, which are explained in the Megillah as goral, meaning fate. He wanted
to impress upon the Jews that he hadn’t simply picked out a date; rather, he had
divined their destiny through the use of lots. Second, he sent out the first letter.
This is why the Megillah emphasizes that the meaning of puris goral!

As aresult of Haman'’s actions, the streets were filled with official messengers
and irrevocable proclamations all containing one coherent message: The Jews
are going to be wiped out! The result was that the Jews were psychologically
paralyzed. In the words of the Megillah (3:15):
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The runners made haste at the instruction of the king, and the decree was
promulgated in Shushan, the capital; and the king and Haman sat down to

drink, and the city of Shushan was thrown into a state of turmoil.

The second letter transformed the Jews’ frame of mind. Now they were
hearing that they were going to gather and avenge themselves of their enemies.
As a result, they were energized and psychologically prepared for the task of
defending themselves. The way this is described is a clear literary contrast to the

previous description of their state of mind. The text reads (8:15):
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And Mordechai went out from the king’s presence in royal garments of blue
and white, and with a great crown of gold, and with a robe of fine linen and

purple; and the city of Shushan rejoiced and was glad.

The message of the Megillah now begins to emerge. The essence of Purim is
the negation of the message of Haman; namely, that we have no control over our

own destiny and fate. This fatalistic approach is rejected by the Megillah.

It is true that the fundamentals of our life are decreed in advance and that
we have no say in them. We don’t control our genetic makeup or who our
parents are or most of what happens to us. Much of life is indeed goral So too,
Mordechai and Esther were given certain basic components of the situation that

they could not alter (the Achashveirosh-Vashti dynamic, the confrontation on



the thirteenth of Adar, the tree that was fifty amot tall, and so forth).

On the other hand, how those basic components were assembled (e.g. who
was being hung on the tree by whom) was determined by their courageous and
ingenious actions (with the help of Hashem). Through prayer and repentance,
politics and warfare, they redefined their fate. This is the concept of venahafoch
huwhich is so central to Purim. Esther and Mordechai were the authors of the
final version of their destiny, which turned out to be the opposite of the fate that

Haman claimed awaited them.

For this reason, Purim is a time of joy. When we realize that we have control

over our destinies, it is the cause of great joy.

One final note: It is interesting that throughout the Megillah, Esther is
referred to as “Esther,” her Persian name, rather than being called “Hadassah,”

her Hebrew name — except for one time (2:7). Why?

The basic meaning of the name “Esther” (aside from the Midrashic
interpretation) is “star.” The Megillah is telling us that the final version of our
destiny and fate is not written by the celestial stars, but by the human ones, such

as Esther. This is the central message of Purim.



