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In his last week in office – as a courtesy – President Bush received calls from 

dozens of world leaders to thank him for his years of service and to wish him well. One 

of the people who called was Mahmoud Ahmedinijad, the President of Iran. And he says, 

“Mr. Bush – I want to share with you a remarkable dream that I had recently.”  

George Bush, very civilly, says, “Thank you for your call Mr. President. What 

was the dream?” 

 “I dreamed that the United States had undergone an enlightening reformation. In 

front of every house was a huge banner.”  

“That’s very interesting, Mr. Ahmedinijad. Tell me, what did it say on these 

banners?” 

“They all said the same thing: Allah is God, Allah is great.”  

“That’s so funny,” Mr. Bush says, “Because just the other the night I had a dream, 

too.”  

Trying to be polite, Mr. Ahmedinejad says, “And what was your dream about, Mr. 

Bush?” 

“I dreamed that Iran had undergone its own reformation, and in front every house 

in Iran there was a flagpole.”  

“And what did it say on these flags?” asks Ahmedinejad.  

“I have no idea,” says Bush, “I can’t read Hebrew.”  

 

On Monday night, we’ll read about a different cast of Persian characters 

performing on a world stage. The Megillah is a perennial favorite among great Jewish 

stories, but its merits are not its creativity or its originality. In fact, there are dozens of 

lines in the Megillah that seem to be lifted almost directly from earlier passages in 

Tanach. Listen for a moment to a few of these formulations: 

 ) ב(אסתר פרק ח 

  ויסר המלך את טבעתו אשר העביר מהמן ויתנה למרדכי 

And the king removed the ring he had given to Haman and gave it to Mordechai. 

 )יא(אסתר פרק ו 

איש אשר ויקח המן את הלבוש ואת הסוס וילבש את מרדכי וירכיבהו ברחוב העיר ויקרא לפניו ככה יעשה ל

  :המלך חפץ ביקרו

Haman took the royal garments and the horse, dressed Mordechai, and paraded him 

through the streets, calling out before him, This is what is done for the man whom the 

king wishes to honor.”  

 )א(אסתר פרק ו 

 בלילה ההוא נדדה שנת המלך 

That night, sleep deserted the king.  

 

It’s the story of a Jew in exile who endears himself to the king and eventually 

rises to power to save the Jewish nation. Remind you of anyone? 

It’s the Yosef story. The signet ring, the royal clothes, being paraded through the 

streets, the sleepless king. All references excerpted straight out of Sefer Bereishis.  

In fact, there are even more layers of connection. 
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� Mordechai resists pressure from the king's servants to bow to Haman just as 

Yosef resists the advances of Eishes Potifar. 

� Mordechai's merit of having foiled a palace coup is quickly forgotten and finally 

remembered, just as Yosef’s capacity to interpret dreams is forgotten by the butler 

and finally remembered.  

� Even the execution of Haman by hanging parallels the tragic end of the baker in 

the Yosef story.  

 

The list goes on.  

 

The obvious question is why? Why all the Yosef/Mordechai parallels? Is it just a 

kind of literary flourish or there is something deeper going on here? 

 

But before we can fully appreciate what the author is doing literarily, there’s 

something else about the megillah to which we would do well to pay attention. Because 

as much as the megillah is a drama about Jewish triumph, it’s also a social critique. 

  

In many ways, it’s a none-too-subtle indictment against the Jews of Persia and the 

Jewish leadership of the day. Historically speaking, the proclamation of Cyrus permitting 

Jews to return to Eretz Yisrael and rebuild the Beis HaMikdash had already been issued 

years before the story of the Megillah begins.  

Achashveirosh succeeded Darius who succeeded Cyrus. So, wonders the 

megillah’s author, why were the Jews living in Persian exile not racing back to their 

homeland? That they were comfortably attending parties in the palace of the Persian king 

is a scathing criticism of a generation that should have been ever-so-anxious to return to 

Israel.   

 

I’d like to suggest that the connection between Mordechai and Yosef bespeaks 

something quite profound about the Megillah’s author. More than anything, the author of 

the Megillah desperately wants Mordechai to be Yosef!  

 

Thinking of Yosef as his hero, our writer wants Mordechai to feel the pain of 

exile – to long to go back home. He wants to believe that Mordechai can be his Yosef.  

 

There are so many references to Yosef in the Megillah because Yosef is the hero 

of exile. After decades in Egypt, in a foreign land – in galus – Yosef remembers Israel. It 

will seem utterly incomprehensible to the Egyptians that their viceroy should like to be 

buried in a land that is not Egypt, Yosef says. But I don’t care. Promise me, he tells his 

brothers, promise me that at the moment of the great redemption – my remains will be at 

the front of the march to the Promised Land.  

 

If only, the Megillah says – if only Mordechai could rise to the level of a Yosef. If 

only he could challenge the comfort of exile and remind the Jews that there is a homeland 

beckoning them to return to her.   

 

To me it’s an amazing message about the power of a hero – someone to hold up 

on a pedestal and think of as a role model for how one should think or how one should 

act on a particular issue.  
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We always read Parshas Zachor on the Shabbos before Purim. Most obviously we 

read Zachor this week because of the clear thematic connection to the Purim story. 

Haman, after all, is just Purim’s particular iteration of Amalek’s ugly head.  

 

But I think there is a deeper layer here as well. Purim is our great story of Jewish 

heroism. In their own ways, Mordechai and Esther become legends in the annals of 

Jewish political leadership. Zachor reminds us that as much as we have a need to find 

heroes in this world, it helps us too to shape our lives around the stories of arch villains.   

 

On close inspection, of course, these characters are much greyer than the bold 

strokes of black and white in which we paint them. 

� Why does Haman have to learn from others that Mordechai is Jewish? Is it not 

obvious from his appearance? Why is his name Persian rather than Jewish? Is the 

Megillah perhaps insinuating that Mordechai too has failings? 

� And what of Haman? Even as much as we see him as pure evil, the gemara insists 

that his grandchildren taught Torah in Bnei Brak – that there was some real spark 

of good that emanated from him. 

� And even the author’s hero – Yosef himself – has shortcomings. Whether it’s the 

enmity he engenders in his brothers early on or his insistence on making them 

suffer when they return to him so many years later.  

 

The goal is not to romanticize these characters or attribute to them superhuman 

qualities. But as the author of the Megillah so cleverly makes known to us – there is a 

value in embracing heroes and heroines and recognizing true villains when they appear.  

 

Growing up, I wasn’t a big fan of school. So it was always a welcome relief when 

it was announced that there would be a school-wide assembly in the gymnasium. One 

such assembly, though, sticks out in my mind more than any other. It was 1986 and I was 

in the third grade. The principle got up and announced that it was a special day in the 

history of the school – because we were about to hear the story of a real Jewish hero. All 

the students stood up out of respect and a short little man stepped up to speak. It was 

Anatoly Sharanksy. He had just been released from a Siberian Labor Camp a few months 

earlier. And he told us his story. What could be more inspiring to a Jewish child – to a 

person at any age – than the story of a real hero?  

 

Heroes abound. There are heroes sitting in this room today: People who in their 

own lives have done extraordinary things for their families or for the Jewish people. But, 

as the saying goes, אין נביא בעירו – it’s hard to appreciate greatness when it’s right next to 

you. So this morning I’d like to suggest a different venue for finding heroes.  

 

In a little less than two months from now, AIPAC will hold its annual policy 

conference. For anyone who’s ever been there, you know that there are many reasons to 

attend Policy Conference. But allow me to add one that may not be at the forefront of 

your consciousness. It’s an opportunity to be inspired by heroes. 

� It might be an activist whose passion for Israel is so palpable that your time with 

him or her will leave you uplifted in a way that only experience can speak to.  
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� It might be a policy-maker who speaks with such moral clarity that you cannot 

help but be moved by her conviction. 

� It might a public servant or a soldier whose story is so compelling that you’re 

roused to become a part of the process. 

� It might be Anatoly Sharansky. 

 

In our daily lives, few and far between are our opportunities to locate real living-

breathing heroes. Policy Conference is a Heroes Conference – a gathering of people who 

care so deeply about the Jewish State and her people that they get up and act on her 

behalf. These are people on the front lines – the men and women who do daily battle – on 

the ground, in Congress, at Committee hearings, in lobbying sessions, in meetings with 

decision-makers of the highest order. I challenge you to attend the conference and not 

find inspiration in the heroism of these leaders.  

 

What’s more, AIPAC makes it its business to identify villainy when it appears 

and bring it to the attention of the world. This weekend, Michael Mullen, the Chairman of 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff acknowledged that the U.S. believes Iran has enough fissile 

material to make a nuclear bomb. At the first Policy Conference I attended more than 10 

years ago, AIPAC was already sounding the alarm bells of a nuclear Iran. When the time 

comes to act, the United States will be immanently more prepared to do so because of 

AIPAC.  

 

Join The Jewish Center for its annual trek to Washington this May and find 

yourself a hero of your own.  

 

I pity the society that clings so dearly to relativism that there is no room to for 

heroes and villains. In Judaism, we make plenty of room for them. Villains give us a 

sense of purpose. Heroes give us a sense of hope. Purim reminds us to recognize them 

both.  

 


