
 

Geulas Yisrael #91  

Purim- Mountains and Trees  

Megillat Esther is a delicately textured narrative incorporating multiple 

story lines. It weaves together Jewish history, divine intervention, and 

moral courage, all amidst the backdrop of our ongoing battle with 

Amalek. To tease out the hidden themes of the Megillah, Chazal 

prefaced their teaching of this sefer with a pasuk from Tanach.  

Shmuel, the Amora, prefaced his own lessons of Megillat Esther with a 

pasuk from the tochacha of parshat Bechukotai: 

ואף גם זאת בהיותם בארץ אויביהם לאמאסתים ולא געלתים לכלותם להפר  

 בריתי אתם  

Hashem reassures us that even when we are lost in the land of our 

enemies, He will never spurn us nor allow us to be obliterated. 

Undoubtedly, a pasuk promising divine protection in foreign lands 

showcases our delivery from the Shushan genocide. This pasuk of never 

despising the Jews however, alludes to a much broader aspect of the 

miracle of Purim.   

The Context of Purim 

Purim didn’t occur in a historical vacuum. A little over seventy years 

earlier, we were exiled to Babylonia in two successive waves of 

expulsion which were themselves separated by 18 years. Living in the lap 

of Israel, in the land of Hashem for close to 900 years, we had assumed 

that we were invincible. Chosen by Hashem and gifted with His Mikdash, 

we led a charmed existence, immune to any foreign invasion. Even our 

persistent religious betrayals couldn’t dislodge us from our homeland 

and our destiny. We assumed it would never end. One day it all did.  

The day after the Mikdash was destroyed we awoke to an apocalyptic 

world of destruction and devastation. Life in the land of Israel is that 

fragile, and if our behavior is undeserving, we are removed. 

 

Was Hashem Choosing Someone Else?  



The Babylonian gallus wasn’t oppressive, but it was disheartening. 

Witnessing monarchs ascend and descend the historical stage, we began 

to fear that history had discarded us. The mighty Babylonian empire 

ceded to a sweeping Persian kingdom which spread its influence over a 

vast multi-regional empire. Amidst these rising and dominant empires, 

the prospect of renewed golden era of Jewish prosperity seemed 

unlikely. 

Even more depressing was the state of the Jews back in their homeland. 

A few years prior to the Purim miracles the reconstruction of the second 

Mikdash had been launched, under Persian authorization. 

Unfortunately, the process stalled in the face of local opposition to 

Jewish expansionism. Jewish history appeared to be stalled in the palace 

intrigue and garden luxuries of Shushan. To the merry participants of the 

180-day party in Shushan, a return to the wastelands of Israel must have 

seemed very remote. 

Haman’s gamble 

And then, suddenly, out of nowhere a genocidal threat emerged. 

Everything seemed perfectly aligned for this ghastly scenario. Haman 

was promoted and entrusted with unlimited power, and, additionally, he 

was flush with the funds to sponsor his ethnic cleansing.  

At the onset of the Babylonian exile, we had wielded considerable 

political clout, as Daniel the prophet was an admired advisor of 

Nevuchadnezzar. However, under the new political alignment in Persia, 

we had little political influence and little ability to reverse the horrific 

decrees. No one knew that Esther was Jewish, and no one held out any 

hope that this unknown queen could rescue us from oblivion.  

All seemed lost. We had betrayed Hashem, forfeited both His mikdash 

and His land, and had become completely acculturated within Persia. 

Evidently, Hashem had also abandoned us and was in the process of 

selecting a different nation to be His chosen. Each ascendent empire was 

a potential replacement for the discarded Jewish chosen people.  

Haman certainly banked upon this narrative. He was a sharp student of 

history, who clearly appreciated all the miracles Hashem had performed 

for us …in the past. Haman reckoned that the Jewish people had 

abandoned their chosen status, and were now just like any other nation, 



or, as he announced העמים  מפזר ומפרד בין    the Jews could finally be 

vanquished. The wheels of Jewish history were coming off.  

Until the great reversal. We fasted, and prayed for Hashem’s 

intervention and, within days, the narrative of Jewish deselection was 

debunked. By rescuing us in the land of our enemies Hashem reminded 

us, and cautioned humanity that our selected status was irreversible. 

Thousands of years earlier Hashem has chosen our ancestors, and there 

was no going back on that decision. We may not always merit living in 

the land of Israel, but we will never be cast aside by Hashem. Shmuel 

prefaced his Purim study with a pasuk which announced the 

irreversibility of Jewish selection. Our historical covenant will never be 

rescinded.  

Competition Between Trees 

The midrash reports of a competition among the trees of Shushan to 

provide the wood for Haman’s gallows. Each tree’s resume was more 

impressive than the other. Some trees, such as the etrog tree, facilitate 

mitzvoth, while others, such as the fig, apple, and olive trees, symbolize 

the Jewish nation. Each tree felt best suited to hang Haman by the neck. 

Ultimately, Hashem selected a simple thorn tree for the infrastructure of 

Haman’s execution.  

Despite the more attractive options, Hashem chose a simple tree to 

advance Jewish redemption. This odd competition between trees and 

Hashem’s selection of a simple model, parallels an earlier desert 

competition between various mountains vying to host the delivery of the 

Torah. Just as Hashem selected a simple mountain of Sinai, he chose a 

modest tree in Shushan. By evoking Sinai, the midrash emphasizes that 

Purim led to a renewal of Sinai, as the gemara in Shabbat (88) claims 

 in the aftermath of Purim we reaffirmed  the :  קיימו מה שקיבלו כבר  

commitments of Torah. The selection of a simple tree parallels the 

selection of an unadorned mountain.  

Mitzvoth or Protection  

With one big difference. A desert mountain was designated to host the 

delivery of Torah and mitzvot, whereas a tree in Shushan was selected to 

execute an enemy.  



Ideally, we are meant to abide by the covenant of the mountain- to 

adhere to mitzvoth and remain in our land. At this stage of history, 

though, it became apparent that the covenant of the mountain would 

not always withstand the forces of human nature or the pressures of 

history. Halachik adherence would regress, and commitment to our land 

would falter. Even when afforded the option to return to Israel, we 

would not always emigrate. We had become too culturally embedded in 

Persia, attending extended debauched parties rather than battling for 

Yerushalayim. A few years after Purim Ezra and Nechemiah relaunched 

our return to Israel and led a faction of Jews back to their homeland. 

Unfortunately, this faction only numbered 42,000 people. The rest of 

our people opted for the comforts of Shushan over the battlegrounds of 

Israel.  

By this point it was clear that Jewish history would take a very different 

trajectory. Without loyalty to mitzvoth, we would be consigned to live 

amongst our enemies. Even when the doors to Israel flew open, Jews 

would still opt to remain in foreign lands. As foreigners, we would face 

hatred, hostility, and existential threats to our survival. The mountain 

covenant of mitzvoth wasn’t broad enough to cover the full sweep of 

Jewish history. Jewish history demanded a different covenant. 

After Purim Hashem established a covenant of protection rather than a 

covenant of mitzvoth. Selecting a tree was similar to selecting a 

mountain in that Hashem was choosing the platform for a covenant. 

However the covenant of the trees offered us protection even while 

residing in the land of our enemies. Carefully choosing a tree to hang 

Haman reminded us that although we may live far from home – by 

choice or by divine decree- we would still merit divine attention and 

divine protection.  

For two thousand we aspired to the covenant of mitzvoth upon a 

mountain, but survived by the covenant of the tree and its protection 

from our enemies. As we inch closer to the end of history and return to 

the great mountain in Yerushalayim, hopefully the covenant of the trees 

becomes less necessary. We are back home and are no longer living in 

the land of our enemies. Mountains are always better than trees.  

 


