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Why do we wear costumes on Purim?  

As a general matter, we accord a lot of authority to precedent. And yet the stories in the Torah of 

people wearing disguises tend to go badly: 

• Think of Yaakov pretending to be Esav; 

• Or Yehuda and Tamar; 

• Or even the מרגלים. 
 

Yes, it’s obviously different when we do it in the spirit of fun and celebration. But there are 

many days on our calendar that call for Simcha. What is it about Purim that compels us to throw 

caution to the wind and act in a way so unlike any other day of the year?  

 

Perhaps it’s because the miracles of Purim are hidden so we hide. Or maybe, not unlike Pesach, 

our goal is to somehow re-enact the narrative and costumes help us get in character.  

 

Of course these explanations are plausible. But I have to confess that I don’t find them terribly 

compelling. So this morning I’d like to suggest another possibility – another explanation as to 

why on Wednesday night our shul will be filled with Jedi knights and princesses.  

 

So let me ask you a different question: 

Why is there so much emphasis in the Megillah on externalities?  

• How much detail do we have about the materiality of the palace in Shushan? חור כרפס 

  .every wall-hanging is recorded – ותכלת

• How often do we hear about the royal crown, the scepter and the signet ring? 

• On hearing the news of Haman’s genocidal decree, Mordechai dons sackcloth, but Esther 

insists that he wear proper clothes at the palace gate.  ותשלח בגדים להלביש את מרדכי ולהסיר

  .שקו מעליו

• Virtually an entire chapter taken is up with the king’s garments: Haman’s fantasy of 

wearing them and then his having to use them to dress Mordechai.   

 

It seems that clothing and crowns are everywhere and the question is why?  

 

With all of the evidence in plain sight, it’s impossible to escape the conclusion that the Megillah 

is making an argument about the way we perceive things. The over-emphasis on what’s visible is 

in fact a cautionary tale – a none-too-subtle reminder that things are seldom as they appear. If the 

citizens of the Megillah are obsessed with appearances, the readers of the Megillah ought not to 

be.  

 

And so the author turns appearances into a kind of spoof.  
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• Haman is all powerful; he appears invincible. In fact, he controls nothing. His meteoric 

rise is matched only by an equally precipitous decline. 

• Mordechai and Esther: To judge from their names and appearances – look like they’ve 

acculturated. Haman has to be told that Mordechai is a Jew; nothing about the way he 

looks betrays his identity. And Esther must have had enough fluency in the language and 

cultural to pass as a gentile in the royal harem. Had she not revealed herself, it seems she 

could have gone on indefinitely under the guise of a non-Jew. And yet by the end of the 

story, they’ve become properly identified Jewish leaders and heroes.  

• Even Achashverosh: To the untrained eye, he looks like a bumbling buffoon – 

undiscerningly accepting advice from any and all precincts. And yet in the end, he turns 

out to be a savvy political operator who is able to preserve his authority even in the face 

of one palace coup after another. 

 

And so our celebration of Purim highlights this theme at every turn: Nothing is what it appears to 

be.  

 

The Megillah looks like a mere איגרת. It’s read and folded like a letter, unbound by the strictures 

that dictate the writing and binding of a Sefer Torah. And yet this book constitutes a part of our 

sacred canon – an indispensable volume of our Tanach.  

 

Matanot L’evyonim: How often do we interact with individuals from the lowest social and 

economic strata of society? Purim insists we stand shoulder to shoulder with them – to remind us 

that our positions in life could so easily be reversed.  

 

Mishloach Manot: It seems the ancient custom was not just to give gifts, but to exchange them: 

What was mine a moment ago is now yours; and vice versa.  

 

And of course the practice of drinking wine at the Purim Seudah is intended to bring about a kind 

of temporary cognitive confusion wherein moral lines are blurred:  

 עד דלא ידע בין ארור המן לברוך מרדכי

What I thought was one thing is actually quite another.  

 

Wearing masks, then, is easy to understand. It captures perfectly the sentiment of the day.  

What we see is just a façade. Reality is so often imperceptible.  

 

It would be naïve to deny or dismiss the disheartening stories that occupy so much of our public 

discourse:  

• Violence in schools and beyond; 

• Political malfeasance both here in the US and in Israel; 

• Abuse of call kinds;  

• And on and on. 

 

But I would argue that it’s equally naïve to see the world only as it is cast by the media or our 

elected officials.  
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It’s why we come to shul and it’s why we have rich Jewish lives. Because we need to counter-

balance the avalanche of negativity and pessimism that dominates so much of the other six days 

of the week.  

 

I’m not a sociologist, but to the extent The Jewish Center is representative of our community, 

what I see on a regular basis can’t be taken for granted.  

 

• Pundits like to talk about rising alienation from institutions and the decline of 

neighborliness in America. If ever there were a shul that stood as an icon of Jewish 

institutional life, it’s The Jewish Center. But just look around. Hundreds of millennials 

aren’t just in the building every week; they’ve become active members; they come to our 

classes and our minyanim; they volunteer on our committees; and they walk home with 

our seniors on Shabbat morning.  

• Sure our health care system is a mess, and we have a whole host of challenges. But that’s 

only one dimension of the picture. What about the advances in fertility and reproductive 

technologies that are nothing short of miraculous? We have children running around this 

shul who could never have come into this world a generation ago. 

• The notions of citizenship and community are said to be under attack; but just look how 

the members of our community respond when there’s a shiva. And how can we fail to 

take notice of our 100 meal Shabbat celebrating the virtue of hospitality.   

 

It’s easy to fall into the trap of despair or resignation.  

 

So we have Purim: To remind us that things are not always as they appear. There’s the meaning 

we encounter on the surface; and then there’s the meaning we encounter beneath the surface.  

 

Just as in the Megillah, even when decrees are irrevocable, it doesn’t mean we’re without 

recourse. 

 

So allow me to leave you with three practical suggestions: Three ways to lift the veil of cynicism 

and see a world that’s a little more hopeful.  

 

The first is education: If there are issues about which we care passionately, why settle for a 

superficial understanding of them. Why not take the time to study them more deeply? And I 

would add that there is no issue about which Jewish tradition is silent. From gun control to health 

care, great Jewish thinkers have weighed in. Given our unfettered access to information, there’s 

simply no excuse not to become experts.   

 

Second: The freedoms granted to us by this great country are only valuable to the extent we take 

advantage of them. The right to petition the government for a redress of grievances is sacrosanct, 

but we have to exercise it. That’s why we go to Washington with AIPAC. That’s why we go to 

Albany with the OU. I don’t want to give short shrift to the value of kvetching in our tradition. 

It’s very important. For some of our members, it’s central to their Jewish identity. But it only 

gets us so far. If we’re exorcised by a particular issue, we need to act. 
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And finally, we need to recognize that in this wide world of ours, the biggest impact we can 

make is often local. Between and among our own friends and families, we can use the syntax of 

hope and the grammar of optimism. My late uncle was a hospital chaplain and people would 

regularly share with him their sense of despair. “I don’t see the world that way,” he would say. 

Because there’s always another perspective, if we are but willing to search it out.  

 

Putting on a mask isn’t an escape from real life. It’s an escape from the misguided notion that 

real life only has one face.  


