Purim: Conquering our Fears

We are living in extremely serious times.  Our soldiers are fighting a war.  And daily, we are living with the threat of terrorism hanging over us.  How do we cope with this on an ongoing basis?

The Megillah that we read this week offers us guidance on this matter.  Mordechai takes two different approaches to threats in this story.  

Mordechai’s first approach to the new situation was one of submission.  In the face of a powerful king, Mordechai felt that the best way to achieve the goals of his people was to ingratiate himself with the new king.  He would show the king how much he supported him.  He would stand behind the king thick and thin.  This way the king would like him.  Mordechai’s role was to support the king, in the hopes that this would cause the king to like him and respect him even more.

Mordechai submits in two ways.

First, when Achashverosh issued a call for all the beautiful young women in the kingdom to be brought before him, this was a terrible, criminal abuse of power.  It was a state-sanctioned crime.  Achashverosh forced these women to be brought before him.  And then he confined them to his harem forever.  It was an act of extreme selfishness.  How does Mordechai counsel Esther? He counsels her to submit; not to raise a fuss, not to talk about her own nationality.  She should just do whatever the king wants.  What she wants for herself is unimportant.  In fact, all the other women asked for certain cosmetics to beautify themselves.  Esther asked for nothing—lo bikshah davar.  She entirely submitted herself to the king.  

Second, Look at what Mordechai himself does when he hears about a plot to take Achashverosh’s life.  Mordechai overhears the king’s bodyguards, Bigtan and Teresh, plotting to overthrow the king.  This is a King who has basically kidnapped Esther, his adopted daughter.  Mordechai now has a chance to be part of a revolt and to overthrow the king.  He has a chance to assert himself, to seize power.  Instead, he reveals the plot to the king.  Rather than seize power for himself, he submits to the king.  He helps the king with the hope that now that he has helped the king, the king will in turn help him.

How wrong he was!  Mordechai thought that since he helped the king, the king would respect him and give him power.  But Achashverosh didn’t see it that way.  The text of the Megillah tells us: achar hadevarim haeleh gidal hamelekh achshverosh et haman haggagi.  Immediately after Mordechai saves Achashverosh’s life, Achasverosh goes and appoints Mordechai’s archenemy, the Amalekite, Haman.  Achashverosh shows that he cares not one whit about what Mordechai wants.  In the end Achashverosh will act only in a way that will make him stronger.  And so he appoints Haman to be his chief adviser.  He cares nothing of the fact that Mordechai had just helped him.

From this point on Mordechai changed his approach.  He now takes the opposite approach.  Previously he had submitted passively.  Now he stands up strong and voices his opinion.  

First, when Haman says, “bow,” Mordechai says, “no.”  When Haman writes a decree against the Jews, Mordechai doesn’t beg for mercy.  He doesn’t go back and bow to Haman.  Rather, he goes up to the King’s gate and very loudly screams.  He holds a protest rally.  He is outraged and he voices his opinion.

Second, Mordechai sends Esther to break the law and approach the King.  He instructs her to ask for protection for her people.  He instructs her to stand up for her people.

Third, Mordechai began to act like a king.  As the pasuk says, “U-Mordechai yatzah belevush malkhut tekhelet va-khur va-ateret zahav gedolah va-takhrikh butz ve-aragaman ve-hair shushan tzahalah ve-smaechah.  Mordechai walked out in front of the king, dressed in royal clothes—in blue and white linen, with a large gold crown, and a purple robe.  And the city of Shushan rejoiced.  Moredekhai started acting like he was the king.  He took a great risk because Haman had just been killed for acting too much like the King.  But Mordechai understood that if he wanted to strengthen the position of the Jewish people, he had to show the world that the Jews were a powerful people worthy of respect.  And in fact the next pasuk says, ki nafal pachad ha-yehudim aleihem.  After Mordechai started acting as though he was the ruler and the king, the fear of the Jews fell upon all the people of the land.

These three actions—not bowing down, sending Esther to approach the king, and then acting like the king—show Mordechai’s new approach.  It was the opposite of submission.  It was an approach of strength.  Mordechai’s new philosophy was to respond to a threat by standing up strong and acting aggressively. 

Mordechai’s new strategy is best seen when he writes a decree to counteract Haman’s original decree.  Haman’s original decree said, lehashmid, leharog, u-leabed et kol hayehudim minaar ve-ad zaken taf ve-nashim.  Why does Haman repeat the same term three times?  Haman is trying to create a psychology of fear amongst the Jewish people.  He wants to scare them into submission.  

Now notice what Mordechai writes in his new decree.  He writes, lehashmid, leharog, u-leabed et kol cheil am u-medinah hatsarimn otam taf venashim ushelalam lavoz.  Mordechai uses the exact same language that Haman had used against the Jewish people.  Why?  As Yoram Hazony teaches, Mordechai recognizes that Haman had created a culture of fear amongst the Jewish people.  In order to reverse that trend Mordechai had to create a culture of strength and power.  Mordechai used the same language that brought fear onto the Jews and turns it onto our enemies.  He acts with strength and with pride.  He acts overbearingly.  He wants to turn the environment of Jewish fear into one of Jewish strength.

We always say that a community has to reach out to the most vulnerable and protect them.  That’s true and important.  But Mordechai is teaching us a lesson about the realities of the political world.  And the reality of that world is that people only respect strength.  Mordechai recognizes this and therefore he tries to create a sense of power and strength around the Jewish people.

In the beginning of the story, Mordechai assumes that the way to act politically is in a submissive manner. Don’t raise a fuss.  Don’t assert yourselves. But he learned very quickly that such an approach does not work.  The powers of the world do not respect that.  Such an approach does not make us secure.  The only way to be secure in this rough and tumble world is to stand up and assert ourselves, to act with confidence and strength.

The proof of this is what happens immediately after the ten sons of Haman are killed.  The whole Megillah we keep seeing people come and ask for favors from Achashverosh.  Achashverosh needs nothing, everyone else needs something from him.  But immediately after the ten sons of Haman are killed by the Jews, Achashverosh approaches Esther and says, vayomer hamelekh le-esther ha-malkah beshushan habirah hargu hayehudum ve-abed chamesh meot ish ve-et aseret benei haman beshar medinot hamelekh meh asu u-mah she-latekh ve-yenaten lakh u-mah bakashatekh od ve-teas. Suddenly the tables are reversed.  Achashverosh is now making requests from Esther!  

True security comes only with assertion of who we are and what we believe in.  This is the way to be safe.  We are living in a world now where we are on a daily basis fearful of terrorist attacks.  We are living in a world where the enemy’s weapon is fear.  The enemy wants us to believe that the tentacles of terrorism will always attack us and smother us.  One response can be to hide, to run for the bomb shelters and huddle together.  But that response doesn’t necessarily make us safer.  

The only thing that makes us safer is to assert who we are and what we believe in.  This assertion can take many different forms.  It can be in the form of the US attacking Saddaam Hussein with weapons.  It can be in the form of travelling right now to Israel.  And, it can be in the form of public manifestations of our beliefs. 

The message of the Megillah is that the only way to defeat the culture of fear is to turn it into a culture of strength and power.  Mordechai and Esther teach: If we act with strength, determination, and assertion, the source of our fears and concerns will crumble.  To conquer the fear, above all, one needs to be strong.
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