
 
 
 
 

PURIM 
And Megilat Esther 

THE SCROLL OF ESTHER 
 

Purim, the Feast of Lots, is a joyous holiday that recounts the saving of the 
Jews from a threatened massacre, ostensibly during the 5th C. BCE, in the 
kingdom of Persia, where Jews settled after the destruction of the First 
Temple in Jerusalem in 586 BCE. The holiday is traditionally celebrated with 
wild abandon and with the giving of gifts to friends and to the poor. 
 
The origin story of Purim is recounted in the Book of Esther, a book in the 
third section of the TaNa”Ch – the Jewish Biblical cannon. 



Although the Book of Esther does not, even once, mention God, it was 
thought, by the Talmudic rabbis, to have been a divinely inspired book.  
 
There is likely no historical truth to the narrative. 
 
Megillat Esther is the story of a minority people who find themselves on the 
verge of being annihilated by their host culture. They are spared, at the last 
minute, by a series of dramatic events that lead to their climactic rescue, 
ironically empowering them, in the midst of their enemies.  
 
It reads with the roundness of a perfect fairy tale, propelled by a structure 
that builds a good story, peopled by farcical characters that are satisfying in 
their humor and villainy, beauty and benevolence. It is filled with details of 
palace life, complete with golden goblets, magisterial costume, parades, 
banquets, a harem, eunuchs, and best of all, court intrigue – rebelliousness, 
plots, secret relationships...  

God is not visible here, directing angels or causing natural wonders or 
whispering in the ears of patriarchs. Ordinary people direct the heroic 
action and because of the hiddenness of God’s hand in their choices, at first 
glance the story is less obvious as a lesson for learning.  

On Purim, the community reads the Book of Esther aloud, laughing along 
with the story. We cheer for the protagonists and, literally, boo the villains 
down, celebrating by costuming as the characters - playing at the characters 
ourselves.  

Let’s familiarize ourselves with the story,  
then unpack it - read for depth, seek out and what is embedded there... 

 
Some themes to track: 

reversals of fortune 
concealment and revelation 

good and evil 
Take some notes? Where do you see these expressed or embodied? 



MEGILAT ESTHER 
synopsis 

 
The Book of Esther begins as Vashti, Queen to King Achashverosh, Emperor of Persia 
and Media, refuses her husband’s request to entertain at a party, ostensibly wearing 
[only] her royal crown. Achashverosh divorces her, sends edicts to all men to take care 
lest their wives disobey them. Then he seeks a new queen. 

Esther, a Jewish orphan, enters the contest for Queen. She has been raised by her 
righteous cousin, Mordechai, an exile from Jerusalem. Esther wins favor in the harem 
and eventually with the king himself, becoming queen. At Mordechai’s suggestion, she 
keeps her identity as a Jewess hidden from her husband. 

Mordechai visits the palace walls and gates each day, to hear word of Esther’s 
wellbeing. One day, he overhears two eunuchs plotting against the king. He sends 
word to Esther, who tells her husband in Mordechai’s name. The king’s life is spared, 
and the event is recorded in the King’s Book of Days. 

But treachery is afoot in the king’s court.  

When Mordechai refuses to bow to the king’s highest counselor, Haman, saying that, 
as a Jew, he bows only to the Divine, Haman is enraged and engineers a plot to murder 
all the Jews in the Persian Empire. He floats this idea with Achashverosh, saying there 
is a people dispersed throughout Persia who do not conform to the King’s law or his 
sovereignty. Achashverosh approves, and emissaries are sent with an edict to be 
posted throughout the kingdom.    

Haman emerges from the meeting satisfied. 

Threat of the Jews' imminent demise brings mourning to all Jews in the kingdom. 
Mordechai and the Jews don sackcloth, and he stands, wailing, at the palace gates.  

In addition to mourning, however, Mordachai takes action. He sends word that Esther 
should go to the king on behalf of her people. She, however, fears for her life; she 
would have to reveal her identity, and one does not approach the king uninvited. 
Mordechai then sends word to her saying: “What makes you think you will be spared? 
And perhaps this is why you were chosen to be Queen!” So, Esther, too, fasts for 3 
days in preparation, asking all Jew to fast with her, and says: “If I die, I die.”  

But despite her fears, when the king sees Esther approaching his court, he rises to 
greet her, extending his scepter, bidding her to express her desires, vowing to give up 
to half his kingdom in expression of his love.  



Esther asks him to join her at a banquet, bringing Haman as their guest. Then, as this 
banquet comes to a close, she asks for yet another audience, again a banquet for the 
three of them, to be held on the following day.  

Haman is excited by the attention, but, as he leaves the palace, he, again, encounters 
un-bowing Mordechai on the street, and falls into a funk. Haman’s wife suggests that 
he do away with Mordechai immediately, so that his mind will be free to enjoy the 
next banquet with king and queen. And Haman begins build a stake on which to impale 
Mordecai.  

Meanwhile, the king has a sleepless night and asks to be read to by his servants. They 
read from his chronicles – the incident in which Mordechai had saved his life, and he 
asks: “Did we ever do anything to thank this man?” The answer is: “No.” 

Just then, Haman enters the court and Achashveirosh asks him: “What would you do to 
honor a man the king wishes to honor?” And Haman, thinking the king means him, 
answers: “I’d prepare a royal horse wearing a royal crown; I’d dress this man in the 
king’s own robes and I’d parade him through the city declaring that this is how the king 
honors a deserving subject!” Achashveirosh says: “Great! Go and do exactly as you 
have described for the Jew Mordechai!” And Haman, humiliated, must obey.  

At the second banquet, the king, again, solicits Esther’s request. Esther asks to be 
spared from one who seeks to massacre her people, and for her people to be spared. 
The king asks: “Who would do such a thing?” And Esther points to Haman, outing 
herself as a Jew and identifying Haman as seeking to commit genocide.  

The king is horrified and punishes Haman by impaling him on the very stake Haman 
had prepared for Mordechai. 

The Jews of Persia are granted permission to retaliate the aggressions against them 
that had been invited and publicized, and a massacre ensues.  

Ultimately, Mordecai is made the king's new counselor, and Purim becomes an official 
Jewish holiday celebrated by giving gifts of food to neighbors and alms to the poor. 

 

In Chevruta: 
What are the concealments and revelations in the story?  

(And can you find any more?) 
What are the reversals of fortune? 

 

  



Themes in Esther 

CONEALMENTS, REVELATIONS AND REVEARSALS 

The word Megillah (scroll) is related to the Hebrew verb le-galot which means to 
uncover or reveal, and Esther comes from the verb le-hastir, to hide or conceal.  Thus, 
Megillat Esther literally means: “revelation of the concealed.”  

The Megillah begins with the word Vayihi – “and it was,” or, “as it came to pass,” but 
right away, Midrash Raba picks up on the sound of the very first syllable of the scroll – 
“Vai”: an expression of woe, like Vey, as in Oy Vey. “Vai, it came to pass” – “Woe, it 
came to pass in the days of Achashverosh…”  

To back up this idea, Midrash relates the opening word, Vayehi, to Deuteronomy 
28:66: “Vayehi chayecha teluim mineged” - “and it shall be that your life will hang in 
the balance” – [in context,] like a person condemned to death whose only chance of 
survival is if others plead for mercy on his behalf. The Midrash reads into the very first 
word of the Megillah a sense that the lives of the Jews of Shushan hung in a precarious 
balance from the time the king gave his signet ring to Haman until the moment the 
Megillah is resolved, when the king decrees in favor of the Jews. 

But this kind of revelation of concealment in the text is not unusual or special to 
Megillat Esther. It is how we read the Bible with Midrash, looking at and listening to 
each word or phrase, and finding associations with other texts or ideas that enrich our 
reading.   

Another example of deepening meaning by way of literary connections is an 
association the Midrash makes with the opening scene describing what a great party 
Achashverosh threw and what an attentive host he was. The text details the king’s 
wealth and his graciousness: every guest drank from a golden goblet that was distinct 
from the others in the detail of its decoration. The pshat, a concrete read, is that the 
king cared about craftsmanship, down to the finest detail, and was sensitive to the 
individuality of his guests as well. But drash takes us farther afield in setting the scene.  

 Midrash points back to another set of golden vessels, those looted from the Temple in 
Jerusalem. And a contrast is created between the loss of our sacred vessels and their 
home, and these vessels used for debauchery in a place of exile. Association to the 
destruction of the Temple is one more way the Rabbis see a foreshadowing of danger 
and destruction hidden in the gala opening scene of the Megillah. 

Hidden in the Megillah’s description of a celebration is a foretelling of it’s opposite.  



Another hidden link to temple times, a more hopeful one, exists in Esther’s name itself.  
Her name is given as Hadassa-Esther.  Hadassa means “myrtle” which is one of the four 
species of plants that we use as part of the lulav and etrog ceremony during the 
harvest festival of Sukkot, a time of pilgrimage to the Temple. Myrtle is a plant that 
retains its aliveness and aroma long after having been severed from its roots. Maybe 
Hadassa’s name labels her as severed from her roots, exiled, but still Jewishly alive, still 
vitally connected. The Babylonian Talmud describes Mordechai as “the one who 
nurtures Hadassa, she is Esther.” He nurtures the uprooted myrtle, helping to maintain 
historic and spiritual connection even in difficult times. Some say that the name 
Hadassa - the uprooted plant that goes on living - suggests the comfort that this story, 
of diasporic Jews surviving and prevailing, has been to The Jewish People during their 
periods of persecution. 

The other part of Hadassa-Esther’s name, as we have said, means “hidden.”  

But first, Vashti: The king asks Vashti to come to his banquet “beketer malchut” - “in 
her royal crown,”to show off her beauty. Some say, just wearing her royal crown.  
There are endless disputes about whether Achashverosh asked Vashti to appear naked 
or not. Regardless, she was asked to come to the party as an object of her husband’s 
possession. Refusing to allow herself to be viewed and used, Vashti enters the play of 
revealing and concealing.  By concealing her body, she reveals her strength of 
character, her self-respect - at the cost of defying her husband, the king.  

And what does Esther conceal and reveal? While Vashti conceals her body and reveals 
her inner self, Esther seems to conceal her inner self while showing off her body! She 
parades her body to be chosen from among many women to become Queen.  

Whereas one can say that Vashti stands by her principles, Esther conceals her religion, 
her family ties and her national heritage. Once chosen, she hides behind her position, 
using her association with the king as her outward identity. When she initiates the 
contacts with the king that will ultimately redeem her people, Esther goes to the king 
as a Jewess disguised as his queen. Like Vashti, she breaks the law to stand up for what 
she believes in. Vashti had broken the law by refusing to come when her husband 
called. Esther breaks the law by deigning to approach her husband at all.  

Achashverosh had commanded Vashti come to him in her royal crown – “b’keter 
malchut.” Later, Esther readies herself to approach Achashverosh, “vatilbash Esther 
malchut” –  “clothing herself in malchut - in royalty.” Each queen was clothed in 
‘royalty.’  Describing Esther, however, the text does not attach the malchut to a 
specific garment – not a royal crown or a royal gown. She just put on “royalty.” This 



turn of phrase has been interpreted to mean that she was robed in God’s own majesty.  
Through this lens, the passage becomes the one place God, however veiled, is revealed 
in text.  

The Holy Spirit clothed Esther, offering her God’s “royalty” as a protective cloaking 
devise. When Vashti is asked to don “keter malchut” the Midrash sees her as naked, 
vulnerable; when Esther dons “malchut” the Midrash sees her as utterly protected.  
And, indeed, Vashti is vulnerable to banishment, whereas Esther prevails in her 
mission. 

In Chevruta: 
I would say that both queens are feminist heroes. 

Do you find this to be true? 
How so, and how do their approaches differ? 

(And if no,why not?) 
 
Our ritual practice of Purim also promotes participation in the topsy turvy reversals of 
fortune in Esther’s story, from Vashti’s fall and Esther’s rise, to Haman’s fall and 
Mordechai’s rise, to the fall of Achashverosh’s husbandly power in the face of Esther’s 
rise. 

We tell Haman’s story and simultaneously drowning out every mention of him with our 
derisive noise making. We reveal and conceal him, some Jews going so far as to write 
his name on their shoes, only to stamp on his name when mentioned.  

And Purim is a holiday on which it is traditional to drink, even in the synagogue 
sanctuary. Under the influence of alcohol inhibitions break down, and whole 
congregations of Jews abandon their composed, rational selves, revealing sides of their 
personalities normally conceal under the cover of good behavior. 

Putting on costumes, we conceal and reveal things about ourselves. A costume 
conceals the way we normally present ourselves to the world, the way we normally 
choose to be seen. But what do we subconsciously reveal with our choices of costume? 
Some teach that our costuming should not be frivolous, rather, that we should 
approach costuming on Purim with kavanah – intention. What do we want to conceal 
about ourselves in a given year; what would it be healthy or healing to reveal?   

Just as Megillat Esther is a fantasy, the holiday of Purim is an escape from the stresses 
of everyday.  It offers a sanctioned opportunity to alter our states of consciousness, to 
dress up, to celebrate, and to make noise. It is a time for mixing things up, embracing 



opposites, and for erasing the lines that delineate. Perhaps the oddest mitzvah is 
Rava’s statement in Talmud Megillah, 7b, that we are obligated to get drunk, to drink 
until we can no longer tell the difference between the statements: “Arur Haman” – 
“Cursed be Haman” and “Baruch Mordechai” - Blessed be Mordechai.” 

This is the most confusing reversal of all! 

GOOD AND EVIL 

The Megillah seems so very much about pitting good against evil – the Jews being the 
good guys, in our perfect fairy tale, and Haman being evil incarnate. The good clearly 
come out on top and evil is punished. And just as we are catching our breath from 
cheering on the Jews and booing down Haman and his sons, we are told to behave in 
quite the opposite manner – to drink until we cannot tell the difference between good 
and evil! 

Why do we confuse ourselves as to whether or not Haman can be identified as evil? 

Are we commanded to question our own self-righteousness? On the one hand, we are 
militant about maintaining our identity as Jews, but at the same time we are struggling 
to maintain an awareness of the connectedness of all things. In a perfect world, Haman 
and Mordechai are both God’s children.  A gematria is brought to bear on the 
importance of coming to a place of balance between good and evil: Arur Haman and 
Baruch Mordechai are numerically equivalent, just as are the Hebrew words nachash 
and mashiach - “snake,” as in the Garden-of-Eden snake, and mashiach - “Messiah.” 

The Talmudic statement by Rava suggests that we need to come to an understanding 
of the nature of good and evil, and how one can exist in the other, and that they 
overlap.  

We might think that good is one thing (on God’s side?) and evil is another (on Satan’s 
side?) - a split between opposites, black and white. But Rava comes to remind us of the  
many shades of grey, all of which can be lightened as veils of evil are lifted.  

If we look at a Kabalistic model, good is the light of God, and evil is a veil that hides 
God. Evil is not the opposite of good, it is a force that dims the light. This, too, is a 
model of concealing and revealing! In this model, God and goodness are everywhere – 
on all sides, all around, and as veils hiding God, evil, can be anywhere as well. 

Kabala also teaches that we cannot really get rid of all evil, because evil is a necessary 
part of creation. Its existence in our world allows for our free choice between good and 



evil, and that ability to choose is what makes us human. We’re always shifting in our 
gray states – constantly struggling with our choices. This way of thinking makes helps 
me to understand that nothing is inherently evil and no one is evil to the core.  

That’s not to say that evil is good and good is evil, but there is a spark of one in the 
other.  Maybe on Purim we’re asked to be aware of those sparks.   

So, what does Megillat Esther and the holiday of Purim teach?  Everything is not always 
as it seems; those in power may lose their station. In a culture that considers it 
dangerous for a man’s wife to defy him, a girl can quietly rise to control her king. The 
oppressed can gain protection, even become powerful themselves. And God may not 
want us to be so sure that we know the difference between good and evil, rather, God 
may want us to be checking constantly - to reveal the goodness in ourselves and to 
look for goodness hidden where we least expect it. 

 

On Facebook! 
What do you think of the Kabalistic notion of evil as a veil, concealing light? 

 
 
 


