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An unkempt man, reeking of alcohol, is minding his own business in the subway station when a 

train arrives. He gets on and takes a seat right next to a priest. The man is unshaven, his tie is 

stained, and a half empty bottle of gin is sticking out of his torn coat pocket. He opens his 

crumpled newspaper and begins reading. 

After a few moments, the man turns to the priest and says, “Say, Father, what causes arthritis?” 

Seizing on the opportunity, he says, “My Son, it's caused by loose living, licentious behavior, too 

much alcohol, and contempt for your fellow man.” 

“Well I’ll be,” the man says with a look of utter incredulity – and returns to reading his paper. 

The priest, thinking about what he’s said, turns to the man and apologizes. "I'm very sorry. I 

didn't mean to come on so strong. How long have you had arthritis?" 

“Oh I don’t have arthritis, Father. I was just reading here that the Pope does." 

 

Of all the books in Tanach, it’s the Megillah which most closely approximates a newspaper. It’s 

a story of human events with no mention of God. Theology is absent. And we read it not as a 

scroll, but as an אגרת – like something that would arrive in our mailbox or outside our door. And 

its relevance to the news of our present moment is striking. 

 

There is one question that has perplexed readers of the Megillah for generations. After 

Morderchai has persuaded her to risk life and limb and approach the king, Esther finally acts on 

behalf of her people. She receives an audience with אחשורוש and the king’s words could not be 

more magnanimous (5:3): 

 ויאמר לה המלך מה לך אסתר המלכה ומה בקשתך עד חצי המלכות וינתן לך:

What can I do for you, my queen? Anything you want. . . up to half the kingdom is yours. . .  

 

We all know the story: Rather than revealing the fate of her people, she pushes the narrative 

forward and makes but one simple request (5:4): 

 ותאמר אסתר אם על המלך טוב יבוא המלך והמן היום אל המשתה אשר עשיתי לו:

Do me the favor, king, of joining me at a party later today. And bring Haman with you. 

 

Perhaps it is the cultural norm to invite someone to a drink before discussing something of great 

import. Or perhaps Esther believes the king will be more inclined to grant her request after a 

glass of wine. The question of why a party is explicable.  

 

But why Haman? Why invite to the table the very man Esther intends to incriminate? Would 

Esther not stand a greater chance of success in the company of the king alone? Why give Haman 

a chance to defend himself?  

 

So befuddled by this question are Chazal, that the Gemara (Megillah 15b) suggests no fewer than 

twelve theories as to what Esther is thinking.  
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Allow me to share three of them with you:  

י שלא יטול עצה וימרוד.ר"מ אומר כד  

Rabbi Meir said: Esther invited Haman so that he would not take counsel and rebel. 

 

Or as Michael Corleone once put it: “Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer.” Had 

Haman not received an invitation to the royal party, he may have suspected something amiss and 

attempted a palace coup. Inviting him to the party, says R’ Meir, is good politics.  

 

מים.ר' נמחיה אומר שלא יאמרו ישראל אחות יש לנו בבית המלך ויסיחו דעתן מן הרח  

Rabbi Nechemya said: Lest the Jews say, “We have a sister in the palace – we have someone on 

the inside” and forsake their obligation to pray. 

 

Apparently the guest list is a matter of public record. By inviting Haman, Esther keeps everyone 

guessing. She gives no license to the Jewish community to believe that its mission is complete. 

The members of the Jewish community cannot blithely presume that their mole has solved their 

problems for them. They must still do their part.    

   

Finally, 

קרחה אומר אסביר לו פנים כדי שיהרג הוא והיא. רבי יהושע בן  

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Karcha says: Esther is thinking this: I’ll smile at Haman at the party. 

 .will notice and he will kill us both אחשורוש

 

As the Gemara records, ancient practice dictated that when the legislator dies, his legislation dies 

with him. If Esther could lead אחשורוש to believe that she and Haman were having an affair, he 

would kill them both, the genocidal edict would follow Haman to the grave and the Jews would 

be saved. Perhaps this is even what Esther means when she declares: 

 וכאשר אבדתי אבדתי

And if in the service of this noble mission I perish, so be it.  

 

Ultimately, Esther sows the seeds of suspicion in the mind of אחשורוש to great effect and in the 

end she is able to bring down Haman without having to fall on her own sword. But what’s so 

stunning are the lengths to which Esther is prepared to go to make a difference. We know of 

course that she is she willing to take the great risk of meeting with the king unannounced. But 

even more, if all else fails, she’s willing to incriminate herself and die as a traitor to take Haman 

down and save her people.  

 

It’s almost impossible these days to read the story of the Megillah without thinking of Iran. A 

monomaniacal tyrant in Persia bent on Israel’s destruction. One doesn’t need a prodigious 

imagination to make the leap.  

 

For our part, we have always been a nimble people – able to adapt to new circumstances and face 

the new challenges of each generation. But through all our vicissitudes, we have remained loyal 

to our values and eternally ready to call upon the wisdom of our past to inform the present.   

 

It strikes me that these three approaches to understanding Esther’s actions in the Megillah speak 

directly to this most pressing issue of our day.  
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I’m not suggesting anyone invite Mr. Ahmadinejad to a dinner party. But it will help us to 

remember, first: that Esther is a savvy political operative. To the extent that there are political 

means by which to slow Iran’s nuclear progress, we need to get behind them. If the formation of 

strategic alliances or the implementation of sanctions will help us, we should give them our 

support. 

 

But even as we flood the halls of government with our most influential and talented lobbyists, 

like Esther – we need to remind ourselves that the world of politics is not the only world in 

which we hold sway. Our Tefillos matter and we need to use them to our advantage. Whether 

we’re davening with a minyan or by ourselves, the greatest ברכה we can ask for is Shalom: 

• When you say the last paragraph of שמונה עשרה; 

• When you answer amen to Kaddish; 

• When you say עשה שלום במרומיו at the end of benching, 

 

Think of Israel. Think of her people: our friends, our family, our chayalim and everything and 

everyone so precious to us.   

  

At the end of the Purim story, beyond the heroism of Esther, the Jews are compelled to raise the 

sword against their enemies. The prospects of bombing Iran’s nuclear facilities, inviting reprisals 

and igniting a regional powder keg in the process are scary ones and I hope there are alternatives 

out there. But as Illinois Senator and great friend of Israel, Mark Kirk, once said, “Hope is not a 

strategy for national defense.” Rest assured that if left with no viable alternative, Israel will do it 

what it must to ensure the safety of its citizens.  

 

The conclusion of the Gemara is that all the answers are right. Esther had in mind a whole litany 

of eventualities. We need to be no less cognizant of the entire matrix: Politics and policy, prayer 

and self-sacrifice and a willingness to use the military option if we must. The point is that no one 

answer is sufficient. Supporting AIPAC is no substitute for Tefillah just as hoping for a military 

solution is no substitute for lobbying our elected officials.  

 

With each passing day, Iran inches closer to achieving its nuclear ambitions. Which is a different 

way of saying that with each passing day, the existential threat to Israel becomes more acute. 

And the only threat of Iran getting the bomb is not that Iran will use the bomb, but that the entire 

balance of power in the Middle East will shift in favor of Israel’s enemies. One of the Megillah’s 

great messages is that there are times in history when we are called upon to act. Now is such a 

time. 

 

Esther reminds us that we need to cultivate the ethic of self-sacrifice. We have to be willing to 

give something of ourselves for the greater good. That’s why the essence of Purim is about 

giving. The mitzvah on which we’re supposed to spend the most money isn’t the Seudah or 

Mishloach Manot, it’s Matanot L’evyonim. One of the reasons why Purim can never fall on 

Shabbos is because if it did – we would have no way to give money to indigent Jews and a Purim 

on which we cannot give of ourselves is no Purim at all.  
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The holiday comes and goes, but the drama playing out on the scene of international politics isn’t 

going away anytime soon. Like Esther, each of us has a choice: We can remain members of the 

listening audience, or we can become actors.  

 

We need to start getting in the habit of doing more and giving more. It could be our time, it could 

be our wisdom, it could be our talents, it could be our money. But it has to be something. 

 

We don’t subscribe to a theology that purports to know why a particular malady strikes a given 

individual or why the pall of so much destruction hangs over a certain generation. But we do 

subscribe to a belief in individual responsibility – a belief that our words and our actions matter.  

 

In reading the obituary of the Vaclav Havel, the celebrated Czech revolutionary who passed 

away just a few months ago, I discovered that he once paraphrased a מאמר חז"ל. The Mishna in 

Avos tells us: לא עליך המלאכה לגמור ולא אתה בן חורין להבטל ממנה 

 

Or as Mr. Havel put it: “None of us—as an individual—can save the world as a whole, but . . . 

each of us must behave as though it were in his power to do so.” 

 

 

 

 

 


