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ו (מגילה יג.) ותהי אסתר נשאת חן אמר רבי אלעזר: מלמד שלכל אחד ואחד נדמתה לו כאומת  

The Megillah tells us that Esther found favor in the eyes of all those who saw her. And R. Elazar 

takes this to mean that every person who beheld Esther believed she was a member of his people.  

 

It’s quite an apt metaphor because whenever Purim rolls around, we can’t help but map the story 

onto our own moment.  

 

Jewish political candidates; Washington insiders with outsize influence; individuals or groups 

bent on the destruction of the Jewish people. It’s easy to see the story of the Megillah in the story 

of our times.  

 

Many of us will be attending AIPAC’s annual policy conference in Washington, DC, this week. 

And I – along with many others – have been thinking a great deal about it what means to provide 

an audience for a candidate like Donald Trump.  

 

And while it’s true that certain political figures may seem like spoofs or caricatures, I actually 

don’t see any analogs to our presidential candidates in the Megillah. 

 

But there is a message that I’d like to tease out that I believe speaks to this moment.  

 

Even a casual reader of the Megillah can’t help but notice the plethora of parallels to the Yosef 

story.  

• Think of the characters in Tanakh who have Hebrew names, but are referred to in the 

vernacular: Yosef – who is called Tzafnat Paneach; and Esther – whose Hebrew name is 

Hadassah. 

• Like Yosef, Mordechai and Esther rise to power in a diaspora government. 

• Both stories feature sleepless monarchs.  

• And like the Yosef narrative, the Megillah features a signet ring, royal clothing and a 

parade on the royal chariot.  

 

The allusions are very poetic, but the question is why? What does the author of the megillah 

hope to accomplish by reminding his reader of the Biblical Yosef? 

 

I think the first part of the answer has to do with Israel. From a historical perspective, the 

Megillah is a veiled critique of Persian Jews.  This is a generation that should rightly have 

returned to the Promised Land. Jeremiah had prophesied that the redemption would come after 

70 years of exile. Those 70 years of exile had come and gone. Yet the Jews of Shushan had 

failed to heed the call. Everywhere else in Tanakh, the word Birah is a reference to Zion. But the 

Jews of Persia had lost sight of their religious capital. Shushan was the new Jerusalem and the 

king’s palace had become their Temple.  
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The author of the Megillah keeps reminding us of Yosef because he’s the diaspora Jew who 

never forgets the dream of Israel. Yosef ends his life by assuring his family that Egypt is not the 

end of the story, but rather a stop along the way.  Yosef never loses sight of the destination.  

 

Yet there’s another reading of the Megillah that puts things in an entirely different perspective.  

 

Why is it that the Megillah tells us the story of Bigtan and Teresh, the two courtiers who had 

been plotting a palace coup? Wouldn’t the narrative make just as much sense without it? Sure we 

would’ve had to skip the scene where Mordechai is rewarded and paraded through the streets, 

but the central narrative would remain intact? 

 

It’s true that the story can be read through the eyes of religious Zionism; but it can also be read 

through the lens of politics. And to the reader viewing the Megillah this way, the plot to 

assassinate the king is actually where the story turns. 

 

Now Mordechai has a chip. His being paraded around the city as a reward is a sideshow. What 

really matters is that he and Esther have gained the trust and confidence of the king. And when 

something important happens and lives are the line, they have the ear of the most powerful man 

in the land. 

  

Yes, Esther’s nervous to approach אחשורוש without having been summoned. And yes it’s 

technically against the rules.  

 

But it’s worth noticing that when the king responds so quickly and so graciously to Esther’s 

appeal, she expresses no surprise. There’s no sense of amazement. There’s no ecstatic behind-

the-scenes message to Mordechai: “You’ll never believe it – our plan worked!” 

  

Because on some level Esther knows that the political goodwill she and Mordechai earned could 

never be forgotten. 

 

And this is the real tension of the Megillah. 

 

The author wants us to be thinking about Yosef because he wants his heroes to be more like their 

forbear: The successful diaspora Jew who never stops pining for the Promised Land. Maybe 

Persian Jews are a little too comfortable – a little too-at-home in Shushan – when they should be 

thinking about the opportunity to return to Israel.  

 

And yet at the same time, Yosef is always on the mind of the author because there’s another side 

to this story. It’s the exilic Jew who ultimately saves the day. Yosef is the savior of his family. In 

their time of mortal distress, he provides for them and gives them shelter. It’s his position and 

influence that guarantees their safety.  And so it is in the Megillah. Where would the Jews of the 

Persian Empire be – and where would the Jews of Israel be – without Jews of influence in the 

diaspora?  

 

And such is the tension of our generation, too. In a post-1948 world, the land of Israel beckons to 

every Jew outside her borders. She calls out and says, “Come home.” And yet we know that we 
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Jews in America have an extraordinarily important role to play in the story of the Jewish people 

around the world.  

 

And so I return to the topic of Donald Trump at AIPAC.  

 

I’ve spoken often from this pulpit about AIPAC’s extraordinary work. The sense of support for 

Israel among our elected officials is mind-blowing. But we have to remember that AIPAC is a 

political organization, not a religious one.  

 

At the same time that our community exerts political force, we also need to exert moral force. 

Part of our role in the diaspora is to be champions of the right of and the good – to be the voices 

of civility and dignity and integrity and morality and everything for which our Torah stands.  

 

As Mordechai reminds Esther, to be silent at such a time is to be complicit in the narrative 

unfolding around us. Sometimes someone crosses a line and it’s on us to stand up and call them 

out.  

 

As you know, it’s not my place to endorse political candidates or political parties. But it is our 

place to take a stand on values and principles, particularly when those values have come under 

assault. 

 

On Thursday, I penned an open letter to Donald Trump and I’ve gathered the support of almost 

50 rabbinic colleagues from more than a dozen states across the US and Canada. For those of 

you who didn’t have the chance to read it before Shabbat, I share it with you now:  

  

 

Dear Mr. Trump: 

 

We are writing to you as you prepare to address the largest pro-Israel gathering in North 

America. We care deeply not only about America's relationship with Israel, but the values and 

character of this special land. We hope you will use this occasion to articulate the values that 

friends of Israel hold so dear.  

  

To begin, you should use this opportunity to categorically repudiate racism. There is simply no 

place for it in our shared discourse. As the only democracy in the Middle East, Israel enshrined 

in law its commitment to protect the rights all of its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race or 

sex. When the Jewish people returned to Israel after centuries of persecution and exile, they 

chose to pursue a path of inclusivity. Rather than perpetuate a culture of prejudice, they chose 

instead to create a culture of tolerance. Freedom of worship is sacrosanct in the Holy Land and 

upon its founding, Israel’s government vowed to safeguard the holy places of all religions. You 

should declare in no uncertain terms that bigotry is as dangerous as it is wrong. 

 

We also call upon you to denounce the language of hatred and xenophobia. There is no mitzvah 

in the Torah repeated more often than the embrace of the stranger. The Jewish story is itself the 

history of exiles seeking shelter; of refugees seeking asylum. And since it became a sovereign 

nation, Israel has proudly stood by and supported peoples of all backgrounds in their times of 
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need: From Haiti to Taiwan; from Sudan to Nepal. Jewish tradition demands that we look past 

what separates us and instead keep our eyes trained on our shared humanity.  

  

Finally, you need to reassure our community that you understand that there can be no moral 

equivalency between a sovereign government acting in self-defense on the one hand and a 

terrorist organization committed to genocide on the other. The pro-Israel community is starving 

for peace. The notion of shalom represents one of our greatest aspirations – one for which we 

pray daily. But a lasting peace will only come with the help of a political ally who recognizes 

Israel's right to self-determination. Let your listeners know that you would never strong-arm 

Israel into negotiating a peace deal when Israel has no partner for peace.   

 

Mr. Trump: In these fraught times, make it clear to the pro-Israel community that you stand not 

only with Israel’s people, but with Israel’s principles. We cannot abide a discourse that inflames 

intolerance and foments fanaticism. The future of our people is too important.  

 

The freedom we enjoy in this great country is also the freedom act. Whatever our political 

affiliation – whatever our political differences – at a time when so many of our precious values 

are being trampled underfoot, let’s agree to stand up and defend them.  


