The Miracle of Purim

Why out of all the woman of the kingdom did Achashverosh select Esther as his Queen?  

It is difficult to imagine that Esther’s beauty alone was the deciding factor.  After all, Achasversoh was brought one maiden after another, each of whom was first beautified with perfumes and cosmetics for a period of one year.

The answer lies in the reason for Vashti’s dismissal as Queen.  The text implies that there was a great political struggle between Acashverosh and Vashti.  He threw a party to demonstrate his wealth, so she responded by throwing her own party.  He summoned her, she responded by refusing to obey his call.  In royal marriages, which were often solely made for strategic purposes it was not uncommon for the two parties to fight over whose side retained greater power.  In the case of Vashti, it seems she believed that there was no reason to subjugate herself to the lesser party in the marriage, Achashverosh.

This explains the response of Achashverosh’s advisors to Vashti’s disobedience.  Their disagreement was not simply a domestic matter; indeed, it had enormous political implications.  The King’s advisor declared (1: 16), “Not against the King alone has Vashti done wrong, but against all of the princes and all of the people of the kingdom.”  And so Achasverosh issues an edict proclaiming (1: 22), “that every man is the ruler of his house and he may speak according to the language of his people.”  Thus, Achasverosh was advocating the revolutionary position that in any political marriage, irrespective of which side brings more property to the marriage, the male party dominates.   

This explains why Esther found so much favor in the eyes of Achasverosh.  As per Mordechai’s instructions (2: 10), Esther did not disclose her lineage.  She was in effect entering into a marriage where she was totally submitting herself to Achasverosh; in exchange for the Queenship and access to power, she was completely renouncing her past.  This was the ideal marriage partner for Achashverosh, for through Esther he could demonstrate that the male alone retained power in any marriage.

And so Esther continued this way from the time she was anointed in the seventh year of Achasverosh’s power until Haman came to power in the twelfth year, i.e. for five years Esther completely renounced any connection to her Jewish brothers and sisters. 

The powerful and highly relevant lesson of the Purim story now becomes clear.  Esther finally realized that her access to power was meaningless, for the only thing of lasting importance was remaining true to her principles.  And so the real miracle of the Purim story happened when Esther advocated on behalf of the Jews.  The greatness of Esther became apparent when she asked (8: 6): “For how can I see the evil that will befall my people, and how can I see the destruction of my kindred?”  Hence, Esther showed us that no matter who we are, and no matter where we are, power without principle is meaningless.

Recently the Jewish community has been greatly embarrassed by its inappropriate role in the pardoning of Marc Rich.  This case stands as an example of how leaders of the Jewish community or those who have access to power must always remain principled in the issues they decide to advocate for.  This, after all, is the lesson that Esther eventually learned.  It is my deep hope that we as a Jewish community can learn from Esther what it means to stand principled in our beliefs even when it threatens our access to power.   

