Is it by Chance?
Shmuel Herzfeld, Purim 5765

I stood in the prestigious halls of George Washington University this week and I debated some of the keenest academic minds.  It was the annual Latka vs. Hamentash debate.  They asked me for rabbinic insight into to the question, “What is preferable the Latka or the Hamentash?”   

Like rabbis tend to do, I turned to politics.  The Latkas represent Republicans.  Latkas are deep fried in oil because for Republicans, it’s all about the oil.  Hamentashen represent the Democrats.  They are both flaky with a soft filling.  Obviously the Latka is preferable, because the Hamentash represents Haman.  
Turning serious, what does Haman represent?

Bachodesh ha-rishon hu chodesh Nissan bishnat shteim esrei le-melekh achashverosh hipil pur hu hagoral; in the first month, which is the month of Nissan in the twelfth year of Achashverosh’s reign, Haman cast a pur, that is a goral, a lottery.
Rashi explains that the word pur is actually a Persian word meaning, goral—lottery.  And he continues, ve-hineh zeh hafekh hu chodesh Nissan, and behold it is the opposite of the month of Nissan.

I have three questions about this verse:

1)The text of the Megillah is written in Hebrew, so why use the Persian word pur for lottery?  
2)Why do we call our holiday Purim and thus define our holiday by this Persian word, pur?  
3)Why does Rashi need to tell us that pur is the opposite of the month of Nissan?  How is that relevant?
The reason why the text keeps using the Persian word, pur is because pur is totally alien to Jewish thought.  It is to stress that the very idea behind the word pur is the total opposite of a core belief of Judaism.  
Pur means “chance.”  Everything that happens is by chance; God’s hand is absent from this world.  This is what Haman was saying: everything in this world is random.

On the other hand, the Hebrew word for chance is not pur, but goral, meaning fate.  The source of goral is the two goats that are sacrificed on Yom Kippur.  The Cohen places his hands on these two goats and sacrifices one in the Temple and sends the other goat off to the wilderness.  These goats are atonement for our sins.  In that case, the goral of the goats represents our denial of the element of chance in this world.  The goral represents the belief that God is in complete control over the world. 

The concept that God controls every aspect of the world is the concept known as hashgacha, divine providence; everything that happens is from God.
The most prominent month in the Purim story is not the month of Adar (which is the month we celebrate Purim in) but the month of Nissan.  Nissan is the month in which Haman cast his pur; Nissan is the month where Esther asked the Jews to fast on her behalf; Nissan is the month where the meat of the story took place, Haman was killed and Mordekhai was elevated in this month.  

Rashi says that pur is the opposite of the month of Nissan.  Why is Nissan so prominent and why is it the opposite of pur?
Nissan is the month that represents the holiday of Pesach.  More than any other time in human history the Exodus represents the clear hand of God in this world, the perfect visibility of hashgacha.  In Nissan, God went to every home and literally decided who would live or who would die, as he passed over the homes of the Jews.  In Nissan, God split the sea and led the Jews out of Egypt.  In Nissan, God openly performed miracles on our behalf.  In Nissan, we saw that nothing that happens in this world is by chance; everything is from God.  Nissan comes from nes, meaning miracles.  It is the belief in Divine Providence over our lives.
Nissan is the opposite of Haman’s pur.  Nissan sees God everywhere; pur sees God nowhere.
But, it is easy to see the hand of God when he is smiting the first born of the Egyptians and splitting the sea.  It is much harder to see hashgacha in a world without open miracles.  

That is the difference between Nissan and Purim.  The Talmud (Shabbat 88a) teaches, hadar kibluuah bemei achashverosh, the Jews reaccepted the Torah in the days of Achashverosh.  Why did they have to reaccept the Torah specifically in the time of Purim?

The first time the Jewish people accepted the Torah it was in the month of Nissan.  It was in response to the revealed hand of God.  In the time of Purim, the Jews were reaccepting the Torah even though God’s hand was not revealed.  They were declaring that our world is not a world of chance, but a world of hashgacha. 

Sometimes it is easier to believe that the world is random.  After his young child died, Rabbi Harold Kushner wrote a book, “When bad things happen to good people.”   He argued that God could not have decreed that his son would die; it must be a random world.

But that approach, while understandable, is not the mainstream approach of the Jewish faith.  It is not the approach of the holiday of Purim.  

This week there was an awful tragedy in Teaneck NJ.  On the same block that I have walked on hundreds of times, a family lost four children in a horrific fire.  When we hear of such tragedies, we literally shake.  
How can we contemplate that God decreed this to happen.  Isn't it easier to say it is all random?  
Maybe in the short run it is easier.  But in the long run, we must realize that we can never know the hidden ways of God, we can never begin to understand God’s mysteries.  Our challenge in life is not to understand the mysteries of God’s ways, but to respond to events in a Godly fashion.

That's the challenge of Purim.  We must declare our unending faith in God.  By having this response we can best assure that our response to everything will always be a Godly response.  
Who are we to questions the mysteries of God’s ways?  But a Godly response says: We can change the future.

In response to the wicked ways of Achashverosh and the evil decree of Haman, Mordekhai rises up against the tyrant who was terrorizing society and creates a better society.  At the start of the story we see a king who throws a six month party for his cronies; a king who has harem full of women; a king who acts without a thought about God.  

On the other hand, when Mordekhai gains power he creates a society of matanot le-evyonim (gifts to the poor); a society of mishloach manot (sending presents to our neighbors); a society of shalom ve-emet.
When a tragedy happens or even when someone becomes incredibly lucky, it is almost never clear why God allowed these events to happen.  But what is often much clearer is the Godly response.  
When I think of Godly responses to tragedy I think of people like Seth and Sheri Mandel who created the Koby Mandel foundation in response to his son’s murder.  Or I think of people like Suzanne and Max Singer who have responded in a different way to their son Alex’s death.  
Last Shabbat, Suzanne told me about her son Alex who fell in 1987 defending Israel.  Max and Suzanne have published Alex’s writings and drawings in a way that is truly Godly. Listen to Alex’s words about Israel which also reflect in their own way the message of Purim, “This country is my home emotionally, religiously, and in every other way except for the location of my family….My connection to this country is only strengthened as my knowledge of and commitment to Judaism grows.”
Alex’s words are now teaching countless people about the beauty and power of Israel. 
For me, this is a message of Purim.  If we accept God’s role in every part of our lives, then naturally our reactions will always be Godlike.  On Purim we reaccept the Torah.  By realizing that God controls everything—the good and the bad, we seek to direct all our reactions in a Godly way.  In doing so, we can turn the deeds of even the cruelest tyrant into a world of matanot le-evyonim and shalom ve-emet.
