Purim — Megillat Esther

Why is Esther so Scared?
Simon Wolf

Upon being informed of Haman's evil decree to
annihilate the Jews, Mordechai rends his
garments and dresses in sackcloth and ashes.
He cries a loud and bitter cry in reaction to the
unbearable news. As the decree is
disseminated and word of it reaches the Jews
throughout the empire of Achashveirosh, they
are thrown into a state of public mourning,
fasting and crying over the unfathomable
pronouncement.!  Sequestered in the royal
residence, Queen Esther seems to be the only
one left uninformed as to that which has just
transpired. Nevertheless, she is shaken to the
core when she is informed of Mordechai’s attire
and behavior. She immediately sends him a
change of clothing so that he can enter the royal
confines and explain his odd and inexplicable
conduct to Esther.? Mordechai refuses the
change of attire, but through her envoy he
apprises her of the dire straits in which the Jews
now find themselves due to Haman'’s diabolical
plan. He then tells the emissary to instruct her
to approach the king and implore him and plead
with him to save her nation.® Esther’s response
to Mordechai’s request is surprising. “All the
king's servants and the people of the king's
provinces know that every man or woman who
comes to the king, to the inner courtyard, who is
not called, there is but one law for him, to be
killed; only the one to whom the king extends his
golden scepter will live. And | have not been
called to come to the king these thirty days.”
She is terrified of approaching the king and
refuses to carry out Mordechai’s request. Why
was Esther so scared of seeking an audience
with the king? While she does explain her
reticence, it seems to be a wholly inadequate
reason given the stakes at hand and the
fondness  Achashveirosh has previously
demonstrated towards Esther. What was so
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risky for her? She simply could have sought an
audience with the king and worse comes to
worst her petition would have been denied.

Early on in the prophet Shmuel's career, when
the Mishkan was still extant, Bnei Yisrael wage
war with the Plishtim. Bnei Yisrael's army is
encamped at Even Ha'Ezer and the Plishtim’s
camp is found at Afek. The first day of battle
goes poorly for Bnei Yisrael resulting in four
thousand casualties. Upon regrouping in the
camp, the elders surmise that their losses were
the result of God not being present in their midst
and so they send for the Aron to be brought to
the battlefield from Shilo.® Bnei Yisrael
celebrate the arrival of the Aron to the military
camp and when the Plishtim get wind of the new
arrival, they are fearful and bemoan the fact that
God will now wage war against them as well.®
Unfortunately, Bnei Yisrael fair no better on the
next day of battle. They are vanquished by the
Plishtim, losing another thirty thousand infantry
men, and the Aron is captured in the battle.”
The Plishtim take the Aron back with them to
display as a victory prize. They exhibit the Aron
in the house of their god Dagon found in the city
of Ashdod in order to give thanks to their god for
helping them to defeat Bnei Yisrael and their
God. Though unlike their god, this God,
represented by the Aron, can wage war without
any help from Bnei Yisrael. For the next two
mornings, the people of Ashdod awaken to find
their god Dagon prostrated in front of the Aron.
In addition, God wreaks havoc amongst and
plagues the Plishti residents of Ashdod. After
surmising that it is, in fact, the presence of the
Aron that is causing the problems for
themselves and their god Dagon, the people of
Ashdod seek the counsel of the leadership of
the Plishtim as to what to do with the Aron. They
decide that it was best to ship off the Aron to the
city of Gat, the next metropolis to host the Aron
on its circuit of the Plishti cities. Gat faces an
even heavier hand of God than Ashdod and they
quickly reach a similar conclusion. They no
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longer have any interest in hosting the Aron and
without any consultation, they send the Aron to
the city of Ekron.® Interestingly enough, when
the Aron reaches Ekron on its tour of the Plishti
metropolises (jNpy ,Na ,|I77wKR ,TITUX ,n1Y), the
people of Ekron warily declare, “...they have
sent me the Ark of the God of Yisrael to kill me
and my people.” Much to their chagrin, instead
of it being a triumphant trophy of their victory,
the seven month presence of the Ark amongst
the Plishtim despoils them and their cities. Tired
of suffering at the hands of the Aron,'® after
conferring with the local Plishti priests, they
decide to send the Aron on a wagon pulled by
cows to find its own destination. This way they
could finally rid themselves of this menace. The
Ark makes its way to Beit Shemesh where it
receives a jubilant reception from the people of
the city. They offer burnt-offerings and peace-
offerings to God to celebrate the return of the
captured Aron. At this point, the reader finally
breathes a sigh of relief that the Aron is once
again safely in the hands of Bnei Yisrael. One
expects, with it out of the enemy’s hands, that
all the devastation spawned by the Aron should
finally have come to an end. Moreover, one
might be even bold enough to envision that the
presence of God, manifest through the Aron,
would engender a blessing for those who
cherish it and who are excited to see it."" If it
ravages the enemy, then it should grace its
patrons. Shockingly, the story throws everyone
for a loop, and rather, once again here, things
quickly take a turn for the worse and there are a
large number of casualties amongst the people
of Beit Shemesh because they had “looked” at
the Ark of God. Even more disconcerting is that
the number of dead in this instance, according
to the simple reading of the verse, far exceeds
the losses in the battle with the Plishtim and
likely surpass the number of Plishtim that
perished while they hosted the Aron.'? They
swiftly conclude, “...who possibly can stand
before God, the holy Lord”'3 and they ask the
neighboring city of Kiryat Ye’arim to come pick
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up the Aron returned by the Plishtim. The
pattern is now obvious. At this point, any
reasonable person is certain and would be wise
to assume that it is just a matter of time before
Kiryat Ye’arim becomes the next victim of the
Aron’s trail of devastation.

In the beginning of the Megilla, after partying
and drinking for quite some time (180 days),
King Achashveirosh throws an additional party
for those present in the capital city Shushan for
seven days. On the seventh day, when the king
is well plied with wine, he asks his advisors to
bring Queen Vashti in her royal finery before him
so he can parade her before all those gathered
to show-off her tremendous beauty. Vashti
rebuffs the king’'s request. At the behest of his
advisors, Achashveirosh then makes Vashti into
a public example of what happens to someone
who defies the king and a woman who disobeys
her husband and therefore Vashti is summarily
deposed for her refusal to acquiesce to King
Achashveirosh’s request.

After Esther is chosen to replace Vashti as the
qgueen, the Megilla goes on a tangent to tell of a
seemingly unrelated story. In those days, while
Mordechai was sitting at the king's gate, Bigtan
and Teresh, two eunuch guards of the king, plot
to assassinate  King  Achashveirosh.
Mordechai gets wind of the scheme and he
reports his discovery to Esther, who
subsequently passes the information to the king
in Mordechai’'s name. There is an investigation
launched and the sedition is uncovered,
corroborating Mordechai’s report, and the two
conspirators are hanged; the events are
recorded in the king’s annals. At this pointin the
Megilla, it is clear that Achashveirosh does not
suffer insubordination lightly; if you cross the
king, you can expect to be summarily executed
or disposed of. At the same time, if one is loyal
to the king, the individual can expect to quickly
rise within the king’s inner circle. The promotion
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of Haman in the subsequent chapter is evidence
of this fact.'®

Mordechai seems to be a shoo-in to be counted
amongst those loyal to the king. He saved the
life of the king by unveiling the subversive plot
and exposing those disloyal to the king. It would
be no surprise, if after the story of Bigtan and
Teresh, the Megilla continued with the following
edited excerpt found in the eighth chapter of the
Megilla. “And Mordechai came before the king
because Esther had told him what he was to
her...the king took off his ring...and gave it to
Mordechai,'® and...He exalted Mordechai,
placing his seat above all the ministers who
were with him'’...And Mordechai went out from
before the king in royal clothing: Techelet and
white, a great golden crown, and a robe of fine
linen and purple; and the city of Shushan
celebrated and was happy.”'®

But the story of the Megilla takes an unexpected
twist which weighs heavily on Esther. Upon
Haman’s promotion, “all the king's servants who
were at the king's gate would kneel and bow to
Haman, for so the king had commanded such
regarding him; but Mordechai would not kneel or
bow.”'® Mordechai indirectly defies the king with
his refusal to abide by the king’s decree to bow
before Haman. One would have thought that
saving the king’s life would trump this small
infraction, but, shockingly, that is not the case.
Not only does it not spare Mordechai, it
relegates the entire Jewish nation to
annihilation.?® The inescapable conclusion is
that challenging or being disloyal to
Achashveirosh is a very dangerous endeavor.

The broad parallels between the story of the
Aron and the story of Purim are striking and can
explain Esther's extreme reticence to engage
the king. Vashti is similar to the city of Ashdod
and Bigtan and Teresh are analogous to the city
of Gat. Ashdod and Gat defy God by housing
the Aron as victorious enemies. They see their
rout of Bnei Yisrael and the capture of the Aron
as a resounding defeat of God. In victory, they
display blasphemous insubordination and a

KWL RN RDTAD T2 (ADTK WienK 1790 77T N7k 0T hnk
790 17 N e Rian \\ (X,2 INOK) HIRK WX DNWNT7 70N IR0 TNX DY
Niyy7 1790 Yon: W7 iA72 a0 M 72 yan 2700 1yx wka nidyrn
(1,1 ANOK) MmN it P!

ITI01 DTHND Y A0 ' NN DAY TROKY Winpwny 7790 1) kD nia 1°
WD WK IHY20 NN 770 101 AN DA INOX NTANT 178D 197 X3,
(2-%,n ANOK) AN DAY ITINTIX IAOX DYRI RTIRYT ML AN

XYL 1ARD RDTAD T2 [ANTTIX WNWNK 7780 77T 7k 0T o Y
(N,2 MNON) [INN YN DN 79N ik NN DY

Y12 7927] 73 20T MU WA NN MdYn Uiara A7 o Iny: STy
(19,n ANOX) :NNRYI NIDY [GIY YD NI

challenge of God. As can be expected, God
does not take well to that type of direct defiance,
especially when directed at God’s manifestation
through the Aron. Not surprisingly, they are
swiftly punished. The publicly defiant behavior
of Vashti and the seditious plans of Bigtan and
Teresh were direct challenges to
Achashveirosh’s authority. Unsurprisingly, the
king does not tolerate that type of subversive or
mutinous behavior. Expectedly, he summarily
eliminates those challenges to his authority. In
both of these stories, one justifiably expects the
third time to be different. When something
transpires twice, it is no longer just a random
event, but certainly not an established pattern
(njTn); that is why one would expect the turning
point in many stories in Tanach to take place on
the third time.?" Expectations have anxiously
been raised, but it changes or pivots on the third
time before it becomes entrenched. In these
cases too, the two stories lead the reader to
believe that the third time will be different; they
are now with friend and not foe. The Aron is
back in the hands of Bnei Yisrael and is treated
as such; celebration and sacrifices rather than
derision. Nevertheless, a shocking infraction
dashes the reader’s expectations and hopes for
a different outcome. Not only is the conclusion
not positive, it is even worse than the previous
two negative results. It leads the people of Beit
Shemesh to express despair (wix') and declare
“...who possibly can stand before God, the holy
Lord.”?? The third time is a “charm” and the Aron
is now equated with death and destruction.

Similarly, from Mordechai, the third character to
cross Achashveirosh’s path, one expects a
different outcome, a change in the pattern. The
story obliges and he seems to be on an upward
trajectory after he saves the king’s life. One
would have expected the story to continue
momentarily with his status within the
government being elevated, but instead the next
chapter begins with the promotion of his
nemesis Haman. And now, instead of an
advancement, he is shockingly charged with
subversion for defying the king’s order to bow to
Haman, an infraction that seems to pale in
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comparison to his previous support for the king.
Not only does his prior loyalty not save him, but
his fate is far worse than the earlier seditious
individuals, whereby he and the entire Jewish
nation are slated by the king to be annihilated.
The situation seems hopeless, “And in every
province, wherever the king's word and his law
reached, there was great mourning among the
Jews, and fasting and weeping and lamentation.
Sackcloth and ashes were laid out for the
multitudes.” The inescapable conclusion is that
undermining a decree of Achashveirosh is fatal.

Returning to Esther, the reason she does not
want to heed Mordechai’'s request is not
because she is afraid to seek an audience with
Achashveiros, but rather because of the
intended content of her entreaty to him. The last
three people to reject or defy the order of the
king were summarily disposed of and none of
their previous loyalty or relationships protected
them. After Mordechai’'s experience, Esther
now believes that the king’s fondness for her will
not save her when she asks for a retraction of
the king’s decree which will be seen or is
synonymous with defying the order of the king.
She is petrified of the precedent that has been
set and she believes that she will just be the next
victim of this now entrenched reaction to
subversion and the established pattern of
eliminating those that are defiant.

Just at the moment the reader or Esther are
made to believe that this is now a permanent
inescapable reality, the story takes another
unexpected turn. As noted above, any
reasonable person is certain and would be wise
to assume that it is just a matter of time before
Kiryat Ye’arim becomes the next victim of the
Aron’s trail of devastation. Surprisingly, instead,
with a different approach, in the fourth instance,
the Ark manages to then spend twenty
quiescent years in the house of Avinadav in
Kryat Ye’arim until David HaMelech attempts to
move it to Ir David (see Parshat Korach — In the
Presence of God).?®> Similarly, when Esther
takes charge and leads a religious revolution
(See Purim — When Did Esther Become
Queen?), the outcome is shockingly different
than expected and Esther succeeds in her
mission to spare the Jews.
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In these stories, the narrative lures one in and
then dashes their hope. It comes to teach that
that one cannot take for granted just because
something is now under Bnei Yisrael's
jurisdiction or auspices or simply since it now
regards a member of Bnei Yisrael does not
mean by definition that the outcome or result will
be better. Those qualifications might be a
prerequisite for a different conclusion, but what
is essential in order to change the result is a
completely different approach that places God
at its center as is evidenced by the positive final
outcomes in the stories of Esther and the Aron
in the house of Avinadav. In addition, it reminds
us that positivity is always the winning formula;
not a foolish happy-go-lucky attitude, but a well
thought out approach to dealing with the
adversity. When faced with despair, there is
always hope and out of the most desperate of
situations can rise the greatest salvation and the
most unexpected results.

“V’NaHaFoch Hu (x4 i9021)"

“And it came to pass, from the day that the Aron
abode in Kiriyat Ye’arim, that the time was long,
for it was twenty years; and all the house of
Yisrael yearned after God.”?*

“‘And so, on the thirteenth day of the twelfth
month which is the month of Adar, when the
king’'s command and edict were to be executed;
the very day on which the enemies of the Jews
had hoped to prevail over them; the opposite
happened (xi1i 3i9011), and the Jews prevailed
over their enemies.”® “On the same days on
which the Jews enjoyed relief from their foes
and the same month which had been
transformed for them (nnY 790 ™wix) from grief
to joy, and from mourning to festivity..."?

Shabbat Shalom and Purim Sameach
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