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The holiday of Purim is the most joyous event on the Jewish calendar. Our religion encompasses days 
of happiness as well as times of mourning. Our history is very complex: we have many fast days 
dedicated to various calamities that have been visited upon our people. On Tisha BeAv we fast and 
mourn for all the tragedies we have experienced since the destruction of the Temple, and our 
subsequent exile and dispersion among the nations.

Let us be honest and admit that the ratio between the good times and the bad ones is far from equal, 
especially in the last thousand years. The sufferings culminating in the most unspeakable atrocity of 
all time, the Holocaust, far outweigh the few glimmers of sunshine that our people have known.

It is safe to say that Jewish history is the story of a people who are always on the verge of some 
devastating catastrophe. We will soon be reciting at the Seder, “In every generation they rise against 
us to destroy us, and the Holy One, blessed is He, saves us from their hands.” Truer words have never 
been uttered!

Purim illustrates this vital principle of Jewish existence. The Persian ruler, Achashveirosh, had 
appointed the wicked Haman and invested him with absolute power to rule his vast empire. Our 
religion teaches us to be loyal citizens of the countries where we live. We are commanded to observe 
the laws of the land. Yet, even this civic responsibility has its limits. We cannot be loyal to the secular 
authorities when there is a conflict with fundamental Jewish laws.

Haman was a megalomaniac who demanded that all his subjects bow down to him whenever he 
passed by. Mordechai refused, exposing himself to great danger. The very same Mordechai had 
reported the conspirators who were plotting to assassinate King Achashveirosh. He did this, not in 
expectation of a reward, but to fulfill the Rabbinic dictum to “pray for the welfare of the state.”

So we may ask, why did he not follow the ordinance to bow to Haman? According to Jewish law, one 
is permitted to bow down to a human ruler. Indeed, we find that Esther “fell before the feet of 
Achashverosh” when she came to plead for her people.

According to the Rabbis, Mordechai refrained from bowing to Haman because to do so would have 
been idolatry. Haman, like Hitler and many others, was the personification of Amaleik, who denied G-
d and elevated man to a position of supremacy.

The prostration Haman demanded, was designed to show compliance with the exalted level he 
claimed for himself. Mordechai deemed any action that tended to deify Haman constituted idol 
worship. Since a Jew is supposed to give up his life rather than commit idolatry, he resisted Haman’s 
edict.



In adhering to the principle, “be killed but do not violate,” Mordechai put the entire nation at risk. 
Haman’s anger at his defiance was so great that he could not confine himself to killing Mordechai 
alone. Haman needed to wipe out the source of Mordechai’s absolute opposition to the deification of 
man, and this prompted his policy of genocide. His plan was even more devious than that of Hitler, 
who needed time, secrecy, and cunning to realize his desire to make Europe (and the world) 
Judenrein, free of Jews.

Haman commanded that on a single day, the 14th of Adar, all the Jews, including “women and 
children, would be destroyed in one day and their wealth [would] be plundered.” The Jews were in 
the shadow of destruction, and still Mordechai would not retreat from his ironclad decision not to 
bow to Haman.

However, he did recognize the great responsibility he bore, and thus resolved to do everything 
possible to stave off the evil decree. While it was true that only Divine Intervention could save the 
Jews, he also knew the Torah’s injunction that “we may not rely on miracles1.”

That is why Mordechai studied the situation carefully to discover where Hashem had left an opening 
for intelligent and bold action. The conviction that G-d does not abandon His people inspired Eliezer 
in his search for a wife for Isaac, influenced Jacob when he prepared for his fateful encounter with his 
brother Esau, and now motivated Mordechai. He studied the history of recent events and was seized 
with a compelling thought: Achashveirosh’s most extraordinary action was his execution of his wife 
Vashti.

The entire situation made no sense. In a drunken moment he had ordered her to appear to exhibit 
her great beauty, and she had refused. He sought counsel and accepted the advice of Memuchan, 
whom the Rabbis identify as Haman.

According to Memuchan, Vashti’s disobedience would inspire all the women in the empire to rebel 
against their husbands’ authority; therefore, she must be killed. Achashverosh would not have acted 
on this advice had he been sober. When the effects of the drink and his anger wore off, he 
experienced great regret as “he remembered Vashti and what she had done and what had been 
decreed on her.”

In his depression, the King acceded to the suggestion of his youthful advisors that he hold an empire-
wide beauty contest to choose the next Queen. Mordechai’s niece Esther, was swept up into the 
pageant. She shunned the offer of extensive cosmetics and beauty treatments and resolved to just be 
“herself.” Yet her charm was so great that she found favor with everyone. Contrary to any possible 
expectation, the Jewish girl who would not reveal her nation or birthplace, was selected to be the 
Queen.

Mordechai now recognized the deeper meaning of these events. G-d had prepared the salvation 
before the blow. The solution to the problem lay in Esther’s hands, for she had access to the King, 
whose emotions could be manipulated to achieve the right results.

1 Tractate Taanit 9a, Devarim 6:16
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Mordechai called on Esther to act on behalf of her people. When she initially demurred, he referred 
to the factor of Divine Providence. Mordechai warned her of the dire consequences of “silence at this 
time,” concluding, “who knows, if at a time such as this you have arrived at the palace.”

Once Esther understood that G-d had given her an opportunity to be His agent of salvation for her 
people, she swung into action and launched a brilliant plan that led to the utter downfall of Haman 
and victory for the Jews.

May we always be inspired by the wisdom, courage, and idealism of Mordechai and Esther. May we 
always discover the Hand of Providence in the events that enfold before us, and have the merit to be 
worthy of His Protection.

The miracle of Purim resulted from the interface between human initiative and Divine Providence. 
May He Who Brought victory to Mordechai and Esther Deliver us now from the many enemies who 
confront the Jewish people.

Chag Purim Sameiach.


