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PU RIM
The Purim story, as told by the Megillah of Esther, is one filled
with drama and suspense. The story, complete with its heroes
and its villains, seems to flow naturally, as though each turn of
events simply leads to another. It is quite interesting that in the
Megillah, which is one of the books of Tanach (scripture), G-d’s
name is not mentioned even once. But make no mistake, it was
G-d who was behind the scenes, controlling each move in the
Purim episode. Only, it wasn’t blatantly apparent that our Father
in Heaven played a role in the events in Shushan, and that is why
His name is omitted from the Megillah. If one wishes to see
Hashem’s hand in this story, it is necessary to take a closer look.
In this curriculum, we will examine some points in the Purim
drama where, upon further analysis, it is evident that the Almighty
was orchestrating these events from above. Additionally, we will
investigate some of the motivating forces behind some seemingly
inexplicable actions and behaviors of the Megillah’s main
characters based on the classic commentaries.
Let us first give a brief summary of the Purim story:

In the city of Shushan, (located in present day Iran) there
lived a king by the name Achashveirosh. He ruled over many
countries and provinces (one hundred and twenty-seven, to be
exact). His wife, who was of royal descent, was a woman named
Vashti. In the third year of his reign, the king made a party for all
the inhabitants of his capital city, Shushan. At this party, the king
commanded Queen Vashti to appear before all the people of the
city in her royal crown, but she refused. Infuriated by her refusal,
he had her killed. After the party, when the king sobered up, he
missed his queen very much. The search for a new queen was
on. The plan was to gather many pretty maidens from all over
the kingdom, and the king would choose the one that he favored
most to be his new queen.
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There lived a Jewish man by the name of Mordechai. He
lived together with his cousin, Esther, whom he had raised
because she was orphaned at a very young age. Esther was one
of the girls taken to the king. She left home with very clear
instruction from her sagacious uncle not to reveal to anyone her
origins and from which nation she hailed. Esther was the girl
who the king adored, and she was chosen as the new queen.
Then, a man by the name of Haman, one of the king’s
ministers, was promoted above all others. Everyone bowed
down to Haman as he passed by, except Mordechai, who
wouldn’t bow to Haman. (Our sages tell us that Haman wore
an idol around his neck, and his real intent was to get everyone
to bow to the idol.) Haman decided that it was beneath him
to kill just Mordechai. He wanted to exterminate Mordechai’s
entire nation - the Jewish people.

PURIM SOURCE SHEET

Haman went to the king, and with some slander and some
silver, convinced the king to allow him to pass a genocide law
against the Jews. Haman cast a lottery (which in Hebrew is called
“Pur”, and is the source for the name of the holiday, Purim) to
determine on which day he would be most successful against the
Jews. The lottery fell out on the thirteenth day of the month
of Adar. Letters were sent all over the kingdom informing the
provinces to get ready for the planned day, when they would all
attack the Jews.
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Mordechai discovered the plot and asked Esther to go to the
king and plead with him to spare her nation from annihilation.
Esther reminded Mordechai that anyone who appeared before
the king without being summoned ran the risk of being killed.
She instructed Mordechai to gather all the Jews together to fast
and pray on her behalf for three days. Esther also fasted and
prayed for three days. On the third day, she appeared before
the king, who stretched out his golden scepter toward her, thus
signaling to the guards not to harm her. He asked what her
request was. She responded by asking both the king and Haman
to join her for a private party later that day. At the party she

asked the king and Haman to come again to a second party that
she would be making the next day.
Haman headed home that day feeling elated at all the honor
and prestige bestowed upon him by the king and queen. But
then he saw Mordechai the Jew, who refused to bow to him,
and he was consumed by anger. Upon advice from his wife,
Zeresh, he decided to build a gallows 50 cubits high, on which
Mordechai would be hanged.

After this public humiliation, Haman was brought to the
second party of Queen Esther. At the party, the king turned to
his queen and asked for her request. She responded by asking
that the king merely save her life, and the lives of her people,
for there was a wicked man who seeks to annihilate them all.
In a fury, the king asked, “Who dares to threaten the life of
my beloved queen?” She pointed in the direction of Haman,
and said “That is the man who seeks to destroy us!” The king
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That very night, King Achashveirosh was unable to sleep.
He asked his attendants to bring the book of remembrances and
read it to him. They read of how some years earlier, Mordechai
had saved the king’s life from an assassination attempt by two
of his ministers, Bigsan and Seresh. Achashveirosh inquired
whether Mordechai had ever received any reward for his
loyalty. His servants responded that Mordechai had never been
rewarded. Just then, Haman decided to come to the king and
ask for permission to hang Mordechai on his newly erected
gallows. As Haman came before the king, the king asked him,
“What should be done with the man, whom the king wants to
honor?” Haman thought that this question must surely refer
to no one other than himself. He suggested that the person
whom the king wanted to honor be led through the streets in
royal garb, by a high ranking officer who would proclaim, “So
shall be done to the man whom the king wants to honor!” The
king liked the idea. He instructed Haman to dress Mordechai
in royal garb and parade him through the streets in just that
manner.
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ordered Haman to be hanged on the very same gallows that had
been prepared for Mordechai. He then issued a decree allowing
the Jews to defend themselves on the day which had been slotted
for their total destruction. They fought victoriously against
their enemies on the thirteenth of Adar. In the capital city of
Shushan, the war continued into the fourteenth of Adar, when
the Jews there finally defeated their adversaries.
Let’s take a look into some of the details in the story:

TH E K IN G’S PA RT Y
אסתר פרק א
)י( בַּיוֹּם֙ הַשְּׁבִיעִ֔י כְּט֥וֹב לֵב־הַמֶּ֖לֶךְ בַּיָּ֑יִן אָמַ֡ר לִ֠מְהוּמָן בִּזְּתָ֨א חַרְבוֹנָ֜א בִּגְתָ֤א
:ׁוַאֲבַגְתָא֙ זֵתַ֣ר וְכַרְכַּ֔ס שִׁבְעַת֙ הַסָּ֣רִיסִ֔ים הַמְשָׁ֣רְתִ֔ים אֶת־פְּנֵ֖י הַמֶּ֥לֶךְ אֲחַשְׁוֵרֽוֹש
)יא( לְ֠הָבִיא אֶת־וַשְׁתִּ֧י הַמַּלְכָּ֛ה לִפְנֵ֥י הַמֶּ֖לֶךְ בְּכֶ֣תֶר מַלְכ֑וּת לְהַרְא֨וֹת הָֽעַמִּ֤ים
:וְהַשָּׂרִים֙ אֶת־יָפְיָ֔הּ כִּֽי־ טוֹבַ֥ת מַרְאֶ֖ה הִֽיא
ְ֙)יב( וַתְּמָאֵ֞ן הַמַּלְכָּ֣ה וַשְׁתִּ֗י לָבוֹא֙ בִּדְבַ֣ר הַמֶּ֔לֶךְ אֲשֶׁ֖ר בְּיַ֣ד הַסָּרִיסִ֑ים וַיִּקְצֹ֤ף הַמֶּ֙לֶך
:ֹמְאֹ֔ד וַחֲמָת֖וֹ בָּעֲרָ֥ה בֽו

On the seventh day, when the king’s heart was glad with wine,
he asked his seven advisors to bring Queen Vashti before him
in her royal crown, to show the people and the officers her
beauty, for she was truly very beautiful. But Queen Vashti
refused to come at the king’s command, and the king became
incensed, and his anger flared up within him.
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The Talmud raises two questions about these verses.
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1. The king had already been drinking plenty of wine
during the entire party. Surely, his heart had already been
gladdened by wine before the seventh day. What then is the
significance of the seventh day?
2. The Queen is commanded to appear before all, wearing
her royal crown. Her crown was an ornament that she always
wore. Why then must the king mention it specifically?

The Talmud (Tractate Megillah) teaches us that Queen
Vashti was a wicked woman, who delighted in abusing Jewish
girls. Every Shabbos, which is the Jewish day of rest, she would
force the Jewish girls to work. And in order to fully humiliate
them, she would order them to work without their clothes on.
G-d punishes the wicked measure for measure, which means
that the punishment parallels the sin. We’ll soon see that Vashti
was dealt a similar deck of cards to what she had been dealing.

Both questions are answered. The significance of the seventh
day was that it was the Shabbos, and that is what the Megillah
is calling to our attention. Also, when Vashti is told to appear
in her royal crown, the meaning is, only in the crown, with
nothing else on.
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The seventh day spoken of by the Megillah does not only
refer to the seventh day of the party, it also refers to Shabbos,
the seventh day of the week. On this day, the king got involved
in a drunken discussion with his ministers, where they debated
which nationality of women are the most beautiful, each one
arguing that women from his own district won the prize. King
Achashveirosh boasted that, “The vessel that I use is Casdian,
and she is the most beautiful.” He offered to prove his case by
having Vashti appear before the crowd. But they countered,
that of course she will look the best, she’s the queen, and her
royal wardrobe will give her an unfair advantage. The king then
ordered that she appear with nothing on other than her royal
crown. This was a request that she might not have minded, the
only problem was that G-d had sent an angel to ruin her image.
She now had a rash all over her body. There was no way she
would appear like that, so she refused the king’s request. Not
only did she refuse, but she also decided to send back some
insults. She called the king “you stable boy of my father” (it was
Vashti who was of royal descent, and Achashveirosh, when he
was young, had worked with the horses) and insinuated that
he couldn’t hold his liquor (which for many men, is quite an
insult). The king became enraged and had her killed.
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The queen was now punished measure for measure. She
degraded Jewish girls by ordering them to appear before her
unclothed on the Shabbos, and now she had been ordered to do
the same thing, which was the cause of her demise.
Let’s take a step back for a moment and think about the
king’s request: The queen should appear naked before the entire
mass of people at the party? It doesn’t make any sense! Most
common folk live their entire lives and are never given the
chance to see the queen in person. To put this into perspective,
how many of us have ever personally met the President of the
United States? Those who get to lay eyes on the queen at all are
few and far between. Had the king just ordered her to appear
before the masses wearing all of her clothes, it would have been
an unusual request! But to ask her to come naked is completely
irrational.
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It is apparent from the unusual behavior of the king that the
hand of G-d was facilitating the course of events at this party,
orchestrating that Vashti got her due punishment.
There is something else going on here as well. Examine the
words which Achashveirosh chose to describe his wife: “The
vessel that I use”. In addition to being a terribly vulgar way
to refer to the queen of the land, it is also a highly unusual
expression. The following idea comes from a commentary
on the Megillah known as the “Baer Yosef1”: Our sages in the
Talmud teach us that at the party, King Achashveirosh took out
some of the holy vessels which were once used in the Temple
in Jerusalem (Vashti was a descendant of Nebuchadnezzar, the
Babylonian king who destroyed the first Temple). He used those
holy vessels to indulge himself in frivolous merriment. He took
vessels which were meant to be used in the inner chambers of
the holy sanctuary, and profaned them by bringing them out
1
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Rabbi Yosef Tzvi Salant, Jerusalem mid-twentieth century

for raucous public use. G-d decreed that he also be punished
measure for measure. The king ordered the queen, who is meant
to be sheltered by the protection of palace walls, obscuring her
from public view, to appear before the crowd for their lustful
entertainment. This message is hidden in the strange phrase
used by the king, “The vessel that I use”, alluding to his misuse
of the holy vessels of the Temple. The same way that he defiled
the holy vessels of the Temple, so too was his “vessel” taken from
him at this party

EST HER H ID IN G H ER IDE NT I T Y
אסתר פרק ב
)י( לֹא־הִגִּ֣ידָה אֶסְתֵּ֔ר אֶת־עַמָּ֖הּ וְאֶת־מֽוֹלַדְתָּ֑הּ כִּ֧י מָרְדֳּכַ֛י צִוָּ֥ה עָלֶ֖יהָ אֲשֶׁ֥ר לֹא־
:תַגִּֽיד

Esther concealed her nationality and her birthplace, for
Mordechai had commanded her not to tell.

When the king sent out messengers to gather all the beautiful
maidens of the kingdom, Mordechai tried his best to conceal
Esther. Even though the law decreed that everyone must present
their young women to the king’s guards, neither Mordechai nor
Esther wanted her to be married to the king. Word got out that
there was a very attractive girl who went missing and the king’s
messengers began searching for her. Eventually, she was found

2

Rabbi Eliyahu of Vilna, 1720-1797. The Vilna Gaon was the greatest Talmudic sage and
Kabbalist of his time. One of the most studied commentaries on the Megillah was authored by
Rabbi Eliyahu of Vilna.
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It is not apparent from the story line of the Megillah why
it was so important to Mordechai that Esther not divulge her
origins. What problem would there have been for her to tell
people that she was Jewish? The Vilna Gaon2 gives a fascinating
explanation from which we can learn a very valuable lesson
about life.
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and taken to the king, but everyone realized that this was the girl
who had tried to hide herself. Mordechai was worried that there
would be repercussions for her family and for her entire nation.
That is the reason why he commanded her not to reveal her
origins. But here’s the thing: Once Esther saw how much the
king loved her, and that he only wanted to send lavish gifts to
her family and act benevolently towards them, why then didn’t
she tell? Mordechai’s concerns seemingly no longer applied.
Esther understood that we must follow the counsel of our
sages even when their reasons seem to no longer apply. She knew
that there are deeper considerations that go into the decisions of
wise men, and she felt obliged to listen to Mordechai, who was a
member of the highest Jewish court, the Sanhedrin, even when
the original reasons given were no longer relevant.
Now, let’s analyze what would have happened had Esther
not listened to Mordechai and prematurely divulged from where
she hailed and who her people really were: Haman, who was a
brilliant man, wanted to destroy the Jews. Had he known that
the queen herself was Jewish, he would have figured out a way to
first depose her before making any attempt to go after the Jews.
He probably would have succeeded, and Esther wouldn’t have
been in place to play a role in saving her people.
Her obedience to Mordechai’s wishes and the humility she
displayed in her willingness to adhere to a request that she no
longer understood were primary factors in saving the Jews!
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Point to Ponder Much of Jewish law is based on Rabbinic

8

prohibition and enactment. When we study the reasons for some
of those laws, it would seem that some of those concerns are no
longer relevant. From Esther we see the importance of following
the words of our Sages and understanding the limitations of our
own perspective.
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)כא( בַּיָּמִ֣ים
ִ
:ׁהַמֶּ֙לֶךְ֙ מִשֹּׁמְרֵ֣י הַסַּ֔ף וַיְבַקְשׁ֙וּ לִשְׁלֹ֣חַ יָ֔ד בַּמֶּ֖לֶךְ אֲחַשְׁוֵֽרֹש
)כב( וַיִּוָּדַ֤ע הַדָּבָר֙ לְמָרְדֳּכַ֔י וַיַּגֵּ֖ד לְאֶסְתֵּ֣ר הַמַּלְכָּ֑ה וַתֹּ֧אמֶר אֶסְתֵּ֛ר לַמֶּ֖לֶךְ בְּשֵׁ֥ם
:מָרְדֳּכָֽי
)כג( וַיְבֻקַּ֤שׁ הַדָּבָר֙ וַיִּמָּצֵ֔א וַיִּתָּל֥וּ שְׁנֵיהֶ֖ם עַל־עֵ֑ץ וַיִּכָּתֵ֗ב בְּסֵ֛פֶר דִּבְרֵ֥י הַיָּמִ֖ים לִפְנֵ֥י
 פ:ְהַמֶּֽלֶך

Two employees of King Achashveirosh tried to kill him!
Their job at the palace was to supply the king with drinks, and
the plan was to add a little poison to the wine. They conversed
at the palace gate in a language called “Torsy” and were certain
that their dialect was understood by no one but themselves.
They were mistaken. Mordechai was a member of the high
Jewish court, known as the Sanhedrin, where a prerequisite
for membership was mastery of all seventy world languages.
He overheard their conversation and warned the king of the
danger to his life. The plot was foiled and Mordechai’s loyalty
was recorded in the official book of Remembrances. Years later,
the king paid back the favor and ordered Haman to parade
Mordechai around the streets of Shushan. This was the turning
point in the Purim story, when the fortune of the Jews moved to
the upswing.
What is not clear from the Megillah is why the king’s
chamberlains were interested in killing him. Was it a new
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In those days, while Mordechai was sitting at the palace
gate, Bigsan and Seresh, two of the king’s chamberlains of
the guardians of the threshold, became angry and plotted to
lay hands on King Achashveirosh. The plot became known to
Mordechai, who told it to Queen Esther, and Esther informed
the king in Mordechai’s name. The matter was investigated
and corroborated, and they were both hanged on the gallows.
It was recorded in the book of chronicles in the King’s presence.
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revolutionary ideology? Was it an old grudge from the past and
they were now trying to settle the score? The Talmud (Tractate
Megillah) teaches us that from the moment Queen Esther was
chosen as the queen, the king, in his total infatuation with his
new wife, slept very little. The result was that he asked for many
more drinks throughout the night. Bigsan and Seresh, the two
men now supplying him the extra drinks, felt that they were
working too hard. The only solution that they could think of
was to kill the king.
When you think about it, you see how incredible this is. The
most powerful man in the world, who ruled over one hundred
and twenty-seven provinces, was going to be assassinated because
two of his attendees were disgruntled with their workload! There
has probably never been a ruler in the whole history of mankind
who was killed for such a preposterous reason!
It is clear that the hand of G-d is at play here, enabling
Mordechai to save the king’s life so that he could later be
rewarded and Haman disgraced, when the moment was ripe.

H AM AN ON A
LATE NIGH T M IS SI ON
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אסתר פרק ה
)יד( וַתֹּ֣אמֶר לוֹ֩ זֶ֨רֶשׁ אִשתּ֜וֹ וְכָל־אֹֽהֲבָ֗יו יַֽעֲשׂוּ־עֵץ֘ גָּבֹ֣הַּ חֲמִשִּׁ֣ים אַמָּה֒ ובַּבֹּ֣קֶר׀ אֱמֹ֣ר
לַמֶּ֗לֶךְ וְיִתְל֤וּ אֶֽת־מָרְדֳּכַי֙ עָלָ֔יו וּבֹֽא־עִם־הַמֶּ֥לֶךְ אֶל־הַמִּשְׁתֶּ֖ה שָׂמֵ֑חַ וַיִּיטַ֧ב הַדָּבָ֛ר
 פ:לִפְנֵ֥י הָמָ֖ן וַיַּ֥עַשׂ הָעֵֽץ
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Then his wife, Zeresh, and all his friends said to him, “Let a gallows
be made, fifty cubits high; and tomorrow morning speak to the
king and have them hang Mordechai on it. Then, in good spirits,
accompany the king to the banquet.” This suggestion pleased
Haman, and he had the gallows erected.

We see clearly from this verse that Haman’s wife advised him to go
to the king in the morning to get permission to kill Mordechai. When
does Haman actually go to the king? Let’s look at the next several verses:

אסתר פרק ו
)א( בַּלַּ֣יְלָה הַה֔וּא נָדְדָ֖ה שְׁנַ֣ת הַמֶּ֑לֶךְ וַיֹּ֗אמֶר לְהָבִ֞יא אֶת־סֵ֤פֶר הַזִּכְרֹנוֹת֙ דִּבְרֵ֣י
:ְהַיָּמִ֔ים וַיִּהְיוּ֥ ּנִקְרָאִ֖ים לִפְנֵ֥י הַמֶּֽלֶך
ריסֵ֣י הַמֶּ֔לֶךְ מִשֹּׁמְרֵ֖י
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ֳּ)ב( וַיִּמָּצֵ֣א כָת֗וּב אֲשֶׁר֩ הִגִּ֨יד מָרְד
ִ
ָ
:ׁהַסַּ֑ף אֲשֶׁ֤ר בִּקְשׁוּ֙ לִשְׁלֹ֣חַ יָ֔ד בַּמֶּ֖לֶךְ אֲחַשְׁוֵרֽוֹש
ְ֙)ג( וַיֹּ֣אמֶר הַמֶּ֔לֶךְ מַֽה־נַּעֲשָׂ֞ה יְקָ֧ר וּגְדוּלָ֛ה לְמָרְדֳּכַ֖י עַל־זֶ֑ה וַיֹּ֨אמְר֜וּ נַעֲרֵ֤י הַמֶּ֙לֶך
:מְשָׁ֣רְתָ֔יו לֹא־נַעֲשָׂ֥ה עִמּ֖וֹ דָּבָֽר
ְ)ד( וַיֹּ֥אמֶר הַמֶּ֖לֶךְ מִ֣י בֶחָצֵ֑ר וְהָמָ֣ן בָּ֗א לַחֲצַ֤ר בֵּית־הַמֶּ֙לֶךְ֙ הַחִ֣יצוֹנָ֔ה לֵאמֹ֣ר לַמֶּ֔לֶך
:ֹלִתְלוֹת֙ אֶֽת־ מָרְדֳּכַ֔י עַל־הָעֵ֖ץ אֲשֶׁר־הֵכִ֥ין לֽו
:)ה( וַיֹּ֨אמְר֜וּ נַעֲרֵ֤י הַמֶּ֙לֶךְ֙ אֵלָ֔יו הִנֵּ֥ה הָמָ֖ן עֹמֵ֣ד בֶּחָצֵ֑ר וַיֹּ֥אמֶר הַמֶּ֖לֶךְ יָבֽוֹא

From the fact that the Megillah tells us that the king couldn’t
sleep, we may infer that Haman came at an hour when the king
would normally have been sleeping. It would seem that he
didn’t heed his wife’s advice to wait until the morning. It was
the middle of the night and Haman came knocking at the king’s
door. Nobody enjoys getting woken up in the middle of the
night, and it can be assumed that the king would enjoy it even
less. Why couldn’t Haman restrain himself and wait a few more
hours until the morning? Surely the king would be more open
to the idea of hanging Mordechai after a good night’s sleep. It
was completely irrational for Haman to disturb the king in the
middle of the night with this non-urgent request. Yet again, we
see Hashem’s hand guiding the actions and decisions of man.
There was a Divine plan and it involved Haman coming to the

PURIM SOURCE SHEET

That night the king couldn’t sleep so he ordered that the record
book, the chronicles, be brought and read before him. There
it was found recorded that Mordechai had denounced Bigsan
and Seresh, two of the kings chamberlains, who had plotted
to lay hands on king Achashveirosh. “What honor or dignity
has been conferred on Mordechai for this?” asked the king.
“Nothing has been done for him,” replied the king’s pages.
The king said, “Who is in the courtyard?” (Now Haman had
just come into the outer courtyard of the palace to speak to
the king about hanging Mordechai on the gallows that he
prepared for him.) So the king’s servants answered him, “It
is Haman standing in the courtyard.” And the king said,
“Let him enter.”
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king right at the moment when he was contemplating how to
give Mordechai his overdue reward.

S UM MAT ION Our sages teach us that the name of

the heroine in our story, and in fact the name of the Megillah
itself, Esther ()אסתר, means hidden. This name symbolizes
that throughout the story, G-d’s involvement was hidden.
G-d was there with the Jews of Persia in what seemed like
their darkest hour, when the king had decreed that all men,
women and children would die at the hands of their enemies.
G-d was there all along, already engineering the road to their
redemption, yet He could not be seen. Only when all the pieces
fell into place, and the Jews went from victims to victors, could
the path He laid for their salvation be seen clearly.

PURIM SOURCE SHEET

In each of our lives, G-d is present. Yet His presence is not
overtly apparent. Purim teaches us that there is a hidden G-d
in the world. It is our life’s mission to search for Him and seek
Him out. Only then will He become visible.
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PARTNERS DETROIT
The Jean and Theodore Weiss Partners Detroit
strives to engage, enhance and promote
Jewish identity and values by offering a
wide variety of meaningful programs and
inspirational classes. With a staff of world-class
educators, Partners aims to help members
of the Detroit Jewish community connect
to their own rich heritage. Through its many
educational programs and community-wide
service projects, Partners Detroit reaches
thousands of Jewish Detroiters each year.
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