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PREFACE 

I first became interested in the book of Esther while studying the 

five Megillot with Dr. Stanley Gevirtz at the Hebrew Union College in 

Los Angeles. That such a secular melodra~i should find its way into the 

Bible intrigued me . When I examined the Tar gum Shen'i to Est .1: 1, I was 

startled to find, not the literal translat:ion of the Hebrew text into 

Aramaic, as I had anticipated, but a full blown nddra.sh, dealing with 

the character of Ahastruerus in a manner only slightly related to the 

portrayal of the king found in the biblical account. I found this midra.shic 

exposition fascinating, and determined to undertake a more exhaustive 

study of the rabbinic characterizations of the figures found in the book 

of Esther, 

My work began with a careful reading of the book of Esther itself, 

and a survey of modern scholarly opinion r·egarding the work and its prin-

cipa.l characters. The midrash Esther Rabrah was my primary rabbinic text, 

and I originally considered limiting my investigations to this work alone. 

But as I examined rabbinic texts which parallel the accounts found in 

Esther Rabba.h, I discovered an overwhelmi~1g amount of material dealing 

with the characters in Esther. I soon wid.ened the scope of my investigations 

to include the exegetical midrashic material found in the Ba"bylonian Talmud 

tractate Megillah 10a-17a, and the Ta.rgum Sheni, which had originally 

sparked my interest in this subject. A reiading of relevant sections of 

Louis Ginzberg's Legends.£!.~~ reveaLled a wealth of new material, 

and led me to examine the Midrash to PsalillS, Ch.22, and Pirke d'Rabbi 

Eliezer Ch.49-.50. as well as selected pa.sE>a.ges from Midrash Abba Gorion, 
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Megillat Esther, and Midrash Panim Aherim. Thus the scope of this work 

widened considerably. 

In this pa.per I have focused upon the material which I have examined 

most exhaustively: the Targum Sheni, Babylonian Talmud, Pirke d'Rabbi 

Eliezer, and especially Esther Rabl::a.h. Th•!!se works provided 11.e with the 

overall picture of the rabbinic characteri~r.ations, attitudes and concerns 

which I hope to convey in this work. I have used selected passages frolll 

the other nddra.shim in completing this pic·ture, to provide valuable 11a.terial 

not found in t,he primary references, and t io add necessary elaboration and 

detail. 

I would like to express my deepest tnahks to Dr. Lewis Barth, whose 

encouragement and guidance helped me conce:ptualize and begin my work, and 

to Dr. Eugene Mihaly, whose invaluable gui1ia.nce in matters of organization, 

rabbinic and critical sources, and midrashic technique gave form and 

direction to my investigations, and whose personal concern sustained me 

throughout my work. 
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DIGEST 

The book of Esther is a strange and fascinating book. It contains 

al:solutely no mention of God, no reference to prayer, and tot ally 

ignores Jewish law. In short, the only th:ing that seems Jewish about 

the book of Esther is the fact that i ts he:t'o and heroine, Mordechai and 

Esther, happen to be Jewish. 

The presence of such a book in the Bi'ble obviously posed religious 

and theological problems for the ancient r;a.bbis. They attempted to resolve 

these problems by supplying the religious 1elements so conspicuously 

arsent in the biblical account. In the mi~:irash, God •s hand is evident 

in every detail of the storyi indeed, the •entire narrative erpresents 

the working out of God's master plan for the salvation of His chosen 

people. 

God •s all-pervasive role becomes clea:r as the rabbis describe the 

way in which He deals with each of the major characters in the narrative, 

He saves Israel, for example, only because of the prayers (I) of Mord.echai 

and Esther on behalf of their people, The rabbis go to great lengths 

to establish these two as righteous Jews who scrupulously adhere to Jewish 

law in every detail. Mol:dechai is described as a great rabbi, a leading 

member of the Sanhedrin (an institution which did not even exist in the 

period in which the book of Esther is set), and Esther's marriage to 

the uncircumcised Ahashuerus and willingness to live in his palace, 

without benefit of kosher food or proper rabbinical guidance in matters 

of ritual purity, are explained away in a variety of d.iff'erent ways in 

the mid.rash. 

By contrast, all of the non-Jewish characters in the book are portrayed 

iii 

\· 
\ 

I 
r 



as evil Jew-haters, who are punished by Goel in one wa.y or another. 

Ahashuerus is said to have blocked the rebuilding of the teJ111>le in 

Jerusalem, and is described as hating the .rews even more tha.n the 

wicked Haman. Haman is portrayed as the archetypal Jew-hater, whose 

animosity stems from an ancient feud betweE~n his ancestors and the 

Israelites. Even Vashti is regarded as an evil woman who has only hatred 

for the Jews. In the midrash each of thesE! characters is Jrullished by 

God for their sins against God and His chosen people. 

Thus, through midrashic interpretation, the rabbis radieally change 

the personalities of the characters found '.ln the book of Esther, and 

transform an almost wholly secular narrati,,e into a tale in which Juda.ism 

and its laws are of paramount importance, and in which all of the action 

is totally controlled by God. 
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INTRODUCTION 

To the mod.em reader the book of Esthe:~ appears to be little more 

than a simple, old fashioned melodrama., in which the hero and heroine , 
Mordechai and Esther, defeat the villanous IKaman and save themselves 

and their people from certain destruction. All of the characters in 

this drama are little more than stick figur1es. They are completely 

one-dimensional, without any depth of character. But the most curious 

feature of the book of Esther is that it is the only book of the Bible 

which contains no mention of God at all. It appears that Mord.echai and 

Esther are responsible for the salvation of the Jews, not God. More-

over, there seems to be a complete disre~ for ritual law in the book. 

Esther, for example, marries the uncircumcised Ahashuerus without so 

much as a second thought, and Mord.echai, he:r foster-father, raises absolutely 

no objection to this marriage (Est.2:1?). In short, the only link to 

Judaism in the book of Esther appears to be the fact that its hero 

and heroine happen to be Jewish. 

For the ancient rabbis of the midra.sh, God's hand was to be seen 

in every phase of human endeavor. The fact that God is not speeifically 

mentioned in the book of Esther does not me;an that He had no pa.rt in 

the events which are described therein. Hence, one of the primary 

purposes of the rabbis in the mid.rash is to explicitly delineate God's 

role in the story by means of midrashic exposition upon the text of 

Esther. The rabbis are particularly concer:ned by the seeming lack of 

regard for ritual 1a.w, as they knew it, in the book, and go to great lengths 

to supply this missing component to the action, for it seems inconceivable 
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to them that Momecha.i and Esther, who served. their people so faith­

fully in attempting to save them from Haman, would not al&o be faithful 

in ol6eri.r.i.ng the mitzvot. 

The superficial manner in which the ohal:acters are portrayed in 

Esther affords the rabbis the opportunity to more fully characterize 

each figure irt the drama:. midrashically. These characterizations reveal 

a great deal about the world view which the 'JC"abbis embraced. Aside 

from the all-pervasive role of God in history which is apparent in the 

midra.sh, we also find a tremendous concern f1or the temple and its sacred 

objects, and a deep seated distrust of and disdain for non-Jews, which 

transforms even such seemingly innocuous cha:racters as Aha.shuerus. and. 

Vashti into virulent Jew-haters in the midra1sh. These and other rabbinic 

attitudes will emerge as we examine the port:raits of Ahashuerus, Vashti, 

Esther, Mordechai and Haman which the rabbis pa.int in the nddrash to the 

book of Esther. 
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AHASHUERUS 

There are four major players in the drama which is the book of 

Esther. Three are easily classified: Hanan is the archetypal enemy 

of the Jews, the undisputed villian of the1 work, while Esther and 

Mordechai are the champions of their people. But the fourth major 

character in Esther is less easily classified. Only King Ahashuerus 

seems to defy any attempt to label him as either hero or villian. Is 

he Teally an evil despot, who authorizes his prime minister to destroy 

the entire Jewish people without so much as a second thought? Or is 

his true character better reflected in hi1;) kind treatment of Esther, 

and in his later decree which brings salvation to her people? Modern 

scholars differ in their evaluations of the king's character. For 

Bickerrna.n, "Ahashuerus ••• is like a modern general who gives routine 

approval to the reasoned opinion of his chief of staff"! when he approves 

Haman •s request (Est.'.3:10-11), and certai:nly cannot be faulted on this 

account. For other scholars Ahashuerus i :s, " ••• capricious and impression­

& ble, and weak despite his show of power", 2 "a weak and pliable king, 

dominated and manipulated by his prime minister ••• and by Esther later",3 

" ••• a mere puppet worked by those who succeosi vely gain his ear .•• ; 

helplessly weak".4 But Robert Go:rdis cannot conceive of the king in 

such terms as these. For Gordis, ''Ahashu.erus is not merely weak, but 

fundamentally callous to human concerns, interested only in feasting 

and carousing",5 and while it is the wicked Haman who actively plans 

the destruction of the Jews, "Ahashuerus is scarcely less involved, 

·~· .. 6 being guilty of the sin of perllll:ssion • 

J 



The rabbis, too, can see little od i 
go n the character of king 

Ahashuerus. The portrait which emerges fro• the midrash is one of an 

almost totally evil king often given t 1 wd • o e ness and drunkenness • 
whose wickedness is equalled only by his f 11 hn 

oo s ess and stupidity. 

While it is truee that the rabbis re ..... ~ Aha h e........... . s uerus as an enemy of the 

Jews, his evil is not manifest solely in htis dealings with Israel. The 

rabbis find proof of his malevolence in almost everything that the king 

says or does in the book of Esther. 

The very opening word. of the biblical narrative, " •\\'I ", is 

interpreted as a sign of the trouble which takes place "in the days 

of Ahashuerus". 7 The rabbis read the word as 11 t .U' '/ "- "there was woe" 
•: - , 

and, while some identify the "trouble" as Hama.n,8 for others the trouble 

is Ahashuerus himself9 (this l'.ased upon the fact that Est.1:1 specifically 

states that the "woe" takes place " e J / l fJ /)le, 'n '~ ", "in the days 

of Aha~huerus, not "in the days of Ha.man"). 

The rabbinic view of Ahashuerus' truc3 character is well illustrated 

in the midrashic accounts of the incident with queen Vashti (Est,1:10-12). 

According to the midra.sh, Aha.shuerus firs·t. becomes drunk at his b!.nquet 

(this based upon Est.1:10- "/"~ rJdll~) ~!(::>", "when the king's heart 

was merry with wine") , and then orders vaishti to appear before him naked. to 

Such lewdness, we are told, is typical of heathen kings who indulge in wine, 

while Israel praises God when they drink. :l1 In any event, Yashti refuses to 

appear, and reveals that Aha.shuerus habitually engaged in such bouts of 

drunkenness and licentiousness even before he became king.
12 

Enraged by her 

response, the king consults with his counsellors and, upon Memuchan's advise, 

orders that the queen be executed., even though she had acted properly in 

refusing his request.1J After the effects of the wine wear off, Ahashuerus 
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regrets having ordered Vashti•s death and ha th . • , s e seven advisors who 

counselled that she be killed executed as well 14 1 t in k" • a er, · see ing a 

new queen to take the place of the slain V;a.shti, the king orders that 

both virgins and married women be forcibly taken from their fathers or 

husland •s.15 

The king is a man who trusts no one. His sleep is troubled (Est.6:1) 

by dreams in which Haman, his most trusted advisor, attempts to kill him. 

When Ahashuerus consults Haman as to what honor is to be done Mord.echai, 

Haman thinks that the king intends to honor him (Est.6:6). Ahashuerus 

recognizes this, and when he hears Haman m.ention not only the royal robes, 

but the royal crown, symbol of the king's authority, as well (Est.6:8), he 

is convinced that his dream was true, and that Haman is, in fact, planning 

to kill him and take his crown.16 Ahashuerus regards the fact that 

Haman plans to kill Mord.echai, the man who saved the king's life, as 

further proof of his treachery. 17 

In the rabbis eyes Ahashuerus is not only evil, but a foolish ruler 

as well,18 and Vashti labels him as such when she hears of his ridiculous 

command to her. 19 Est .1 : 8 provides furthetr evidence of Ahashuerus ' 

foolishness, since the rabbis consider it impossible that every ma.n's 

desire should be satisfied by the king, fc>r in satisfying the desire of 

one ma.n he JRUSt often deny that of another. 20 And who but a complete fool 

would issue such a. ridiculous decree as that found in Est.1:22?
21 

While such midrashic exposition ma.keE> it clear that the rabbis 

find Ahashuerus to be an utterly contemptjLble character, it does not 

reflect the most important concern which lnfluences the rabbis' judgment 

of all of the characters and events in the book of Esther. The primary 

b. . thr ughout the midJra.sh, is the welfare of Israel, 
concern of the rab is, o 
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and so the most serious charge which they ·bring against Ahashuerus is 

that he is an enemy of Isra~l. Moreover, ·by setting himself against 

God' 5 chosen people, Ahashuerus has also siet himself up as an enemy of 

God Himself. It is important to note that, though God seems to be com­

pletely absent in the biblical book of ~her, He is in complete control 

of everything that takes place in the midr.ashic accounts of the story. 

Throughout the literature, God's hand is s,een in the action, either 

rewarding the righteous and saving his people, or punishing the wicked. 

Thus all of Israel's troubles in Esther are seen as divine punishment 

for their sins, for the midrash states that it is only when Israel 

provokes God, by failing to obey His laws, that He places an arbitrary, 

tyrannical king (Ahashuerus) over them.22 

Aside from his acquiescence to Haman's plot to destroy the Jews, 

the most important factor which clearly establishes Ahashuerus as an 

enemy of Israel, and therefore of God, is related to his historical 

identification by the rabbis. While most modern scholars agree that 

Ahashuerus is to be identified with Xerxes I, 23 the rabbis do not share 

this view. In the midrash he is almost always identified with Artaxerxes 

in Ezra 4:724 who o:rdered that the rebuilding of the temple be stopped 

(Ezra 4:21). The importance of the temple to the ancient rabbis is well 

illustrated by the role which it plays in the mi.drashim to Esther. Acco:rding 

to one interpretation, it is not Haman and the threat of destruction 

which he represents, but the stoppa.ge of t .he work an the temple which 

caused the cry of ''Woel" in Ahashuerus' time. 
2
5 

using Prov.18:9 as a prooftext, R. Tahlifa tar tar Hana equates 

Ahashuerus with the nefarious Nebuchadnezzar, for, while Nebuchadnezzar 

t ~ th temple Aba.Shuerus was responsible for the fact actually des royi:;u. e • 
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that it remained in ruins, and hence the t ·lfo a.re regarded as "brothers" 

in destruction. 26 

The reason that Ahashuerus makes his banquet "in the third year of 

his reign" (Est.1:J) is that he respects the prophecy of Jer.29:10 

(and Dan.9:2), and so he calculates that the 70 years mentioned. there 

had ended in his second yea:r, without any :return of Israel_ to Jerusalem, 

and the prophecy had thus been proven false. 27 Believing that he was now 

safe from divine punishment, in the thil:d year of his reign Ahashuerus 

orders that the temple vessels be brought, and defiles them in his drinking 

bouts, 28 and dresses him.self in the priestly robes as well. 29 Belshazzar, 

king of Babylon, had made similar calculations, but had erred.JO The 

error proved fatal, for his use of the holy vessels (Dan.5:3) ; incurred 

God's wrath and resulted in his death (Dan .• 5:30). The rabbis maintain 

that Ahashuerus also erred in his calcula.t.ions,'.31 for had his calculations 

been correct, Jeremiah's prophecy in fact would have been proven false, 

and, from the rabbis point of view, this w·a.s an impossibility. Yet 

Ahashuerus is not only allowed to live, but continues his feasting and 

drinking. 

Why does God fail to mete out the purnishment which Ahashuerus so 

richly deserves? The answer is that Ahashuerus' continued reign is 

itself the divine punishment for the sinful Israel. God says, "I will 

measure 'days' against •days•, for it is 11rri tten, 'In those ~ I saw 

in Judah men treading wine presses on the sabl:ath' (Neh.1J:1.5)"..3
2 

This desecration of the sabtath by Israel took place in the time of 

( N h 2 1) and so God •s pur.dshment is an example of Artaxerxes see e • : , 

( for measure) for, just as Israel transgressed 
'll,, '/1 'ic l :> ;-i ~ / ~ measure · ,. 
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the sab'tath laws" i'\/t1)')"\ 9 11V':ie. (Neh.1"l:15), 
J so they are punished 

" P ~,') f' rl' ;J " (Est .1: 2) .J3 Thus Ahashuerus' bmquet, and his use of 

the temple vessels, are the beginning of God's punishment of Israel for 

their unfaithfulness. 

But Ahashuerus does not escape God's wrath completely. His punishment 

is the loss of his queen, for it is God whio causes the king to order 

Vashti to appear naked before him, for in His omniscience, He knows 

that she will refuse, and ultimately be put to death as a result. 

God did this because Mol.'dechai prayed that; God punish Ahashuerus for 

desecrating the temple vessels. 34 In orde~ring Vashti 's execution 

Ahashuerus was himself the instrument of Glod 's punishment against him)5 

Since there were Jews among Ahashuerus' subjects, the rabbis naturally 

assumed that there were Jews present at hl.s mnquet, especially since 

Est.1:5 says that the 1anquet was for "all the people" (" .Pl'il ~.)~ "). 

So the question arises: did the Jews then~elves join in the desecration 

of the temple vessels? Some sources relate that the Jews became distressed 

upon seeing the holy vessels and refused to stay, so Ahashuerus set a 

separate tanquet for them.36 Acconling tc• R. Eliezer, Ahashuerus even 

provided kosher food for the Jews.37 But other sources indicate that the 

Jews remained at the king's l:anquet, despite the presence of the holy 

vessels of the temple.38 

The first chapter of the book of~~ lavishly describes the 

great wealth of king Ahashuerus. Yet, a.cc~o:rding to the .midrash, this 

wealth was not properly his, but was realJ.y the riches of the temple, 

which be wrongly boa.Sted were his.39 Thus Ahashuerus had, in effect, 

stolen God's own treasures. 
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Owing to the emphasis 1 d P ace on the va.stness of his kingdom in 

Est.1 :1 (where two different expressions a1~e used to indicate its 

enormity-" ~I:> 1.'11 n1~r111 and" ,)JI 1/1 ;,,,,(/ P1 1e ti 1~f.J "), many of 

the midrashim count Ahashuerus as one of the few kings in history who 

ruled over the entire world.
40 

The rabbis "believed that there were 2..52 

• • th • 41 provinces in e .orld. This "being the case, it would appear ~hat 

Ahashuerus actually ruled over only half the world. If Ahashuerus was 

the presumed ruler of the entire world, why is his kingdom limited to 

only half the world in Est.1:1? According to the midrash, this is divine 

punishment, again by the principle of M 'd ~d J:> \)'.\' d, for, just as 

Ahashuerus spoke as if Goo were limited only to Jerusalem (in Ezra 1:3), so 

God limited Ahashuerus• kingdom to only hal f the world.42 Another 

interpretation explains that, in rebuildin~~ the temple, Ahashuerus 

halved its height (to JO cubits in Ezra 6:3, instead of the original 

120 cubits found in 2Chr.J:4), so God punished him by halving his kingdom.43 

The problem with both of these interp1:etations is that, in both 

Ezra1:J and 6:3, it is Cyrus who is the SpE~aker, not Artaxerxes. These 

interpretations rra.y simply reflect some confusion among the rabbis 

concerning the identity of the Aha.shuerus of the book of Esther,
44 

er they 

ma.y be related to a rather curious interprotation fomd in Est. Ra.b.1:1. 

In Est. Rab.1:1 R. Nehemiah comments upon the expression " 

(Est. 1: 1), which seems to "be a '' 1 1 J\' l '-) ~ , a superfluous pbra.Se, 

to be expounded midrashically. He understands this phrase as indicating 

two totally opposite actions taken by Aha.Shuerus, namely that "this 

Ahashuerus", who ordered that the retuilding of the temple be stopped, 

h Ahashuerus (" D. J 7 / ~ f>,1c Jl/)l ") who later ordered 
e is the very same v 
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that it be rebuilt 45 And t · - • ye 1 t is Cyrus who actually ordered the 

rebuilding of the temple (Ez 6 3) ra : , not Artaxerxes. The rabbis, however, 

say that Artaxerxes had actually intended to reblild the temple at a 

later time, for, in issuing the order to stop work, he stipulated that 

this was to remai n in effect only "until a decree shall be made by me" 

(Ezra 4:21 ) , thus indicating that he did intend to allow the work to be 

completed at some later time • So, while it wa.s Cyrus who gave the initial 

order that the temple be rebuilt, Artaxerxes (Ahaahuerus) was actually 

responsible f or executing these ord.ers.46 Thus he is regarded as bei ng 

directly responsible for the diminished height of the temple, and it 

is he who is punished. by having his kingdoin halved. 

Ahashuerus stands clearly as a.n enemy of God. He refuses to allow 

His house to be rebuilt, defiles the sacred vessels which he stole from 

that holy place, and seeks to destroy God ' :s chosen people, Israel, as 

well. 

The rabbis maintain that a man's name is the very essence of his 

soul. In the midrash Ahashuerus' very name literally eans trouble for 

Israel. 47 The rabbis offer a number of ps•eudo-etymologies for the name 

Ahashuerus. He was called Ahashuerus beca·use he "made Israel's head ache" 

( /~JI'-) ti •h ::Jto. ) , 48 so that every man cried "woe for my head• ( I~/<.)~ /ve). 49 

Many of the interpretations of the king's name bear only slight resemblance 

to "Ahashuerus", but the message is the same in all, Thus he is called 

Ahashuerus because he "blackened their (Israel's) faces" ( p,') 'J CJ 1
1 h 6 i'\ ) .Jl 

and ''ma.d.e them drink gall and worm11ood" ( ~ j t ~I e /G 1 P" /C. "t p ·i\ ) • .51 

Ahashuerus ' hatred of Israel is demonstrated most vividly by his 

· t 11 them into Haman's hand (Est.3:11). For this reason he 
willingness o se · 

hi f f all sellers" .52 Aha.shuerus' refusal to accept 
is called the "c e o • · 
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the money which Haman offers him (Est ~ 11) • ..1 : . is proof positive that he 
hates the Jews eve-rv bit r;'.'l 

-J · as much as does Ha1111a.n • ..J-' In fact, Ahashuerue 

actually hates Israel more than does H · ama.n, for, not only does he refuse 

the money which Haman offers he himself •. Ha • • ( } • gives man his ring Est. J:10 _, 

as ii' in payment to Haman for doing Ahashue:rus the great service of 

destroying the Jews.:# It is small wonder, then, that the rabbis interpret 

the phrase " ti ..,J ehte. /(/~ " as indicating t :hat the king was completely 

wicked from beginning to end.55 

Yet surely there must be a little good even in the mest despicable 

of men. After all, Ahashuerus did make a. great feast in Esther's honor, 

and remitted. taxes and distrl buted gifts (Est, 2:18). But accol"ding to the 

midrash he did these things, not out of gen.e.rosity, but in an attempt 

to gain Esther's confidence and favor, so that he might persuade her 

to tell him of her 00.ckground • .56 And yet e·ven the rabbis grudgingly 

admit tha:.t Ahashuerus did have some (albeit. few) positive points about 

him. R. Samuel b. Ami lists three things llrhich reflect the more positive 

side of this othe:rwise evil character: he waited three years before 

ascending the throne and assuming the crown, 51 he waited four years 

before selecting a proper wife (Esther, fo1~ Vashti was not considered 

proper),58 and he never did anything without first taking counsel.59 

R. PinchaS adds that Ahashuerus always recorded. any good turn which was 

done for him in wrtting60 (so that he might reward the person responsible). 

Est.2:14 also reflects favorably upon Ahashuerus, for R. Yocba.non says 

that this verse indicates that he refrained from sexual intercourse during 

the day61 (since the maidens were with him only during the night). 

But these few positive stateJll8nts in 110 way Jlitigate the ove:rwhelllingly 

negative portrait which the midra.sh pa.in:ts of king Ahashuerus. To the 

11 

j 

I 



rabbis he was an evil despot, given to drunkenness, lewdness and violence, 

suspicious even of his closest and most trus.ted. advisors, ruling his 

kingdom in a most foolish and arbitrary ma.nn.er. But above all the 

Ahashuerus of the midrash is the enemy of the Jews, who conspires with 

Haman to annihilate Israel, and who provokes God's wrath and punishment 

by his ill-treatment of Israel and lack of z:espect for the· temple and 

its holy vessels. In the book of Esther Haman alone is clearly the 

villain. In the midrash he must share the title of Y(J1 JJ>I le with 

Aha.Shuerus. 
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NOTES 

1Bickerma.n, ~Strange B<:>oks of the B"bl 
._._;....;,.;,. - - J. e,, pg. 188-189. 

2Anderson, Interpreter's Bi"ble: - Esther, pg.U6i. 

3Moore, Anchor Bible: Esther, pg.43. 

4 Streane, The ~ of Esther (Cambridge _Bi bJL_e), p • _ g.xxi. 

~ordis, Megillat Esther, pg.48. 

6ibid •• pg.53. 

?Modern scholars agree that this wo:ro. merely represents the standard 

opening of a historical biblical narra.ti ve, and is used here in order 

to lend historicity to the book (see Moore, pg.J, Anderson, pg.825, 

Paton, International Critical Commentary: ~~. pg.121) . 

8see below, pg.58 , 

9Est. Rab.P:8.9; Meg.11a.J Est. Rab.P16, which contains the most direct 

statement: "6J11eh1c. "f'fnt 'I/", ''Woe that Ahashuerus is kingt••. 

1oEst. Rab. J :1Ji 1Targ.1:11 J zrarg.1 :11 J Mef~.12b. This interpretation is 

based upon the words " J>I :J bf>' 1Jl.:>;l" (Est,1s11). The rabbis apparently 

understand this as indicating that the croWI1 was ill that Vashti was to 

1J 
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wear. That Ahashuerus • order t V ht 0 as i is a result of his drunkenness 

is made clear in Meg.12b and Est. Rab. 5:1• 

11Est. Rab.3:13; Me~.12b. The kiddush is Israel's praise of God when 

indulging in wine. 

12Est. Rab.3:14. 

13 Est. Rab.3:1.5, 4:1,9,11; 2I'arg.1:21; Meg.12b. 

14Est. Rab.4: 1; 21'arg, 2:1 ~ Abl:a Gorion pg, 17-18, where the execution of 

the advisors is really ordered by God (the heavenly King) as punishment, 

for, accoming to the midrash, these seven had previously counselled .. 
against the rebuilding of the temple in Jeru:salem, 

1~st •• Rab. 6:11; Panim Aherim pg.6.5. This interpretation is tased upon 

Est. 2: 17, where both the words " Jl 1 ~ I JI it~" (virgins) and " f' 'fl J -\\ " 

(women} understood to mean married women, si.nce virgins are specifically 

mentioned in the verse as well) appear. See1 Also Meg.1Ja, trhere Esther 

herself is said to be married (to Mordechai). 

16 
PRE Ch • .50; 2I'arg. 6: 8. 

17 Est. Rab.10:1. In inviting not only the 'k:ing, but Haman as well, to 

h s' s;uspicions, and makes him. her mnquet, Esther plays upon Ahas ueru 

even more distrustful of Haman. 
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18so Samuel in Meg.12a, h w o says, " \I'~ 
"he (Ahashuerus) 

was a foolish king". 

19Est. Rab.3:13; 2Targ.1:12. s 1 ee a so Est Rcib., introduction to Ch. 2, 

where Prov.29:11 is applied to Ahashuerus (h i · 1e s identified. with the 

" b · 0.)", the fool, while God, the heavenly JKing, is the " p~/\ ", the 

wise one). 

20 4 Est. Rab.2:1 • Several examples of the impossibility of sa.tisfying 

two opposite desires are cited, the most pertinent of which is the choice 

which Ahashuerus will have to make c.tween the ca.uses of Haman and Mordechai. 

21Est. Rab.4:12; Meg.12b. It is interesting that, while both of these 

sources consider Ahashuerus' decree to be ri1diculous, they give completely 

opposite reasons for this opinion. According to Est. Rab., the decree 

indicates Ahashuerus• stupidity(" \\h/4){) .Jrfl,"), for even a.sit is 

impossible to satisfy every man's desire (see above), so several examples 

axe cited here which demonstrate that it is equally impossible for a man 

to be the absolute ruler in his house. Meg.12b, on the other hand, 

regards the decree as ridiculous for precisely the opposite reason- the 

fact that a man should be the ab3olute ruler of his own house is so 

obviously ~ that it is both ridiculous an.d unnessary to issue a royal 

edict to this effect. 

22 See also Est. Rab.1:13 and Meg. 11a, where Israel in Est. Rab.P:9. 
the time of Ahashuerus is identified as the "poor people" in Prov.28:15, 
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for they are " .J')/ 3r111 /" p, ~ 1 .. , 

observe the J'U 3 rl as they should. 

lt'l'V\ i ~.,or :n precepts .. ' i· e th d t • • , ey on• 

23Paton, pg.53-54: Moore, pg .xxxv: Gordis, pg.5: Anderson, pg.835: Oxford 

Annotated Bible, pg.6o3. 

24This is explicitly stated in Est. R b 1 a . :31, and is assumed throughout 

the midra.sh. 

2\!st. Rab.P:5,8, again interpreting 111 ,'1'/" as" '\)' '/". 

2~st. Rab.1 :1. This interpretation is l:a~:ied. upon a hypothesized etymology 

of the name Ahashuerus, as ~ t /(:: 1 re l' />tt: ", "brother of the head", 

the "head" being Nebuchadnezzar, as in Dan .. 2: '.38. 

27Est. Rab.1 :15: Meg.11 b. Ahashuerus not 1::mly respects Isra.el~s prophets, 

but, according to Est. Rab. 7:13 and Meg.1Jb, fears their God as well. 

28 Meg.11b-12a.; Est. Rab.2:11s PRE Ch.49. 'rhis interpretation is lB.sed. 

upon Est.1 :7, "P'J/(; f'~d P' r:J/ ". The "different" vessels (which 

changed- /'.J .nt /I - the glittering appearance of all the other vessels 

to lead by eomrarison to them) are the temple vessels. Also, the precedent 

set by Belshazzar in Daniel might well hav·e suggested this interpretation. 

29Est. Rab.1:4; Meg.12a. This is msed upon the word" J>)k;}Jl", 

used here (Est.1:4) in descrebing Ahashue~~s• riches, and in EJC.28:2 

16 



to describe the priestly robes 
• 

.'.30 Meg,11 b, 

.32Est. Rab.1:10. 

33The same expression being found i'n both · t i .ns ances. 

'.34Meg.11b; iTarg.1:10. 

35rhat this was, in fact, a punishment is reflected by Est.2:1, which, 

in Est. Rab • .5:2, is interpreted as indicating that Ahashueru~ felt remorse 

over Vashti's death. 

36zrarg.1 :4; Ab'ta Gorion pg.8-9s Panim Ahe:dm pg • .58. 

37PRE Ch49. This interpretation is R. Elie:zer•s understanding of Est.1i8, 

"that they should do according to every man's pleasure", since the Jews 

would certainly have desired kosher food. 

38Est. Rab.2:5s Meg.12a. In Meg.12a the qutestion of why Israel was not 

punished for this sin is raised. The .rathe!r tenuous answer given is that 

Israel only pretended (to eat at the te.nquet) , and so god only pretended 

to destroy them (by allowing Haman to formutlate his plot, but preventing 

17 
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him from carrying it out). In Est. Rab.7:13, however, the fact that 

Israe 1 took part in the feast very nearly c:onvinces God to allow Haman 

to destroy them (see below, pg.60-61). 

39Est Rab.2:1; 2Targ.1:4; Panim Aherim ..58. In Meg.11a Ahashuerus is 

regarded. as having no legitimate claim to the throne (this b3.sed. upon 

the use of the word "?.~·~~" rather than ·r.f 1~ , implying that, 

though he reigned, he wasn't really royalty), bit used his fab.llous 

wealth to attain his position. This interpretation implies that Ahashuerus 

was very wealthy in his own right, since ho could not have taken possession 

of the temple treasures until he actually became king. 

4~st. Rab.1:4; Meg.11a; 2Targ.1:1. 

41Est. Rab.1: 5. 

44This is the explanation proposed in the 

4 1 derstand•s this phrase as indicating 5rn Est. Rab.1 :1 R. Judah a so un ' · 

he states that A:ha.shuerus "killed his wife 
two opposite actions, but 

f hi friend"(Memuchan- see below, pg.2'.3), and later 
(Vashti) on account o s 

t of his wife (Esther)•. 
"killed his friend (Haman) on accoun 

18 



46rhough Darius actually re 
. sumes constructi•on (Ezra 6:12)' he is merely 

carrying out his father's (Ah h ) as uerus ' wi lb s es, acco:rding to the midra.sh. 

47see above, pg.4 • 

4~st. Rab.1:1. In Est. Rab.113 the rabbis make th . e same point, ~t 

use a different etymology (" 

49 Meg.11a. 

:;;; Est. Rab.1:1; Meg.11a. 

51-Est. Rab.1:1 • 

.52 Est. Rab.P:10. Haman, who offers to "buy" Israel from Ahashuerus • , is, 

of course, the chief of buyers. 

53Meg.14a, where the point is conveyed through a parable • 

.54Est. Rab.7:20: 2Targ.J:10. In Est. Rab. the ring is regamed as collateral 

for a loan. The fact that the lender (.Ahashuerus) gives the debtor (Haman) 

such collateral, rather than receiving it, :a.s is the usual case, indicates 

that Ahasbuerus exceeded even Haman in his :hatred of the Jews. 

5~st. Rab.1:2; Meg.11a~ Panim Aherim pg.45. The principle is that the 

word /G/)') before a man •s name in scriptur1e indicates that he was either 
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completely good or completely evil. 1 list. of six men who fall into each 

category appears in both Est. Rab. and Meg. Aha h s uerus, of eousse, finds 

his place in the list of the wicked, joinilllg such distinguished P' "t6'l 

as Esau, Dathan and Avira.m (who took pa.rt :i.n Korach's revolt-Num.26:9), 

and Ahaz. 

56 ·1 . Meg. 3a. Rere the rabbis understand the king•s gift as having been 

given to Esther. The passage continues by stating that Ahashuerus• 

purpose in gathering the virgins a. second 1~ime (Esj.2r19) is to rouse 

Esther's jealousy, so that he might learn c:>f her l:ackground (otherwise 

the second gathering would seem to have no purpose at all). These inter­

pretations grow out of the fact that the next line (Est.2:20) again 

emphasizes Esther's refusal to disclose heJ:- national origin. 

57Reading "/.)frlf ~1.~e I>Jt:J ... 1J>1:>),y k-o:> )v· ~n11/11c 7>11'\\~t:>" (Est.1:2-3) 

as if the two lines were conjunctive. According to f J"f i\J' , he 

waited three years out of modesty (Est. Rah.1:15) • 

.58ibid. This is based on Est.2:12, where lire leam that all the virgins 

remained in the ha.rem for one year. Hence four years passed between the 

time that Ahashuerus began to rule and the time that he took a "proper• 

wife. 

59ibid., based upon Est.1:13&ff. 

6oibid, based upon Est.6:2. 

61 
Meg.13a. 
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VASHTI 

Queen Vashti can hardly be considered ·t 1 . o p ay a s1gnif icant role 

in the book of Esther. Sbe never even speaks directly in the biblical 

narrative, and the sum of her actions is contained in a mere four 

verses (Est.1:9-12). In the midrash, howeyer, we find a sul:stantial 

amount of material which focuses upon her. The very fact that we are 

told so little a.bout Vashti im the Bible ma.y well have prompted the 

rabbis to supply the details which were not. included in the biblical 

account. 

The very fact that Vashti is queen as the book of Esther opens 

requires some explanation in itself. How cilid she reach this high estate? 

According to the midrash the queen was herself of royal blood, for she 

was the daughter of Belshazzar, king of Ba.bylonia.1 She had become 

queen of the Persian, which ha.d supplanted her father•s kingdom, only 

by God 's will. The Bible describes God as " ..• the Helper of the father­

less" (Ps.10:14), and it was in this role ;t.hat He ma.de Vashti queen 

" ... over a kingdom that was not hers", for she was an orphan, since 

Belshazzar, her father, had been killed (Dan.5:30).
2 

vashti's feast (Est.1:9) is regarded as part of God's punishment 

of Israel for their pa.st sins. Not only a:re the Jews exiled and forced 

to endure a "god.less king'', 3 rut a mere woman rules over them, and even 

engages in revelry while the temple lies in ruins.
4 

In ma.king her 

feast, Vashti showed the sa.me contempt for the temple treasures as did 

Ahashuerus at his feast, ope?ing six treasuries (including those con­

taining the holy temple vessels) and dressing herself in the robes of 

the high priest.5 

fea
st was the ultimate disgrace for Israel, it 

Although vashti's 
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is nonetheless mentioned in the b 
ook of~~. for it indicates the 

great wealth which Esther would 
possess when she became queen, for 

R. Meir says, "If God gives such t th 
o ose who provoke Him (i.e. ' Vashti) • 

how much more to those who do His will (i.e .,, Esther) !"• 6 Rabi. regards 

the fact that the l:anquet was held in the r<:>yal palace ( 11 J\I :)~rl j\ / ,:J"­

Est .1: 9) as 

should have 

an indication of Vashti's immoral character.? 

been held in the women's quarte:ra, but Vashti 

The feast 

purposely 

moved it to the royal palace, where the men were engaging in their 

drinking bouts, in ol.'der to promote licentiious behavior, 

It is Vashti 's refusal to obey Aha.shue:rus' command and come before 

the king (Est.1:12) whech the rabbis find most puzzling, and concerning 

which they comment at some length. Why would the queen refuse such a 

seemingly simple request, when she must have known that to do so meant 

risking her royal position, and perhaps even her life? The rabbis 

provide a number of answers to this .question. First, the king's request 

was not as innocently simple as it appears to be in the book of Esther. 

In the midrash we find that Ahashuerus ordered Vashti to a.ppea.r before 

his guests naked.a This was clearly an imp~oper request, but if Vashti 

was interested in promoting licentiousness, a.s previously stated, tMs 

was certainly the perfect opportunity. According to the Talmud, Vashti 

refused to come, not because of a.ny moral s.cruples, but because, at God's 

command, Gabriel caused her to become lepro1us. 
9 

But some of the rabbis 

did assume that modesty motivated Vashti ·to1 refuse, and so we also find 

that Vashti tries to persuade the king to a.llow her to wear some small 

. 1 10 She argues that the king's guests will kill 
garment, mt to no avai • · · 

. d that h 's as beautiful as he says she is, and 
him for her if they fin s e 1 · 

they f 1
"nd heir to be ordinary, so in either 

that. he will be emearrassed. if 
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case her appearance would be disast 1 
rous for Aha.shuerus, 1 Finally, 

she chastizes Ahashuerus as 1 on y the daughter of a. king can, reminding 

him of his lewdness when he " •.• was a stable:boy in my father's house" 12 , 
mocking his inability to hold his liq ( · uor a problem which she is quick 

to point ou..t, her father never had) 1) a d 11• 14 • n ca ing him a. fool. This 

reply infuriates the king, who asks his m.inlsters to devise a fitting 

punishment for the queen. Memuchan says, "I.et the king give the command, 

and I '11 put her head on a pla tterl ", 15 a suggestion which meets with 

the king's approval, and so Vashti is .1 ed. 16 execu,; • 

In the midrash Vashti•s death is clearly pa.rt of God's overall plan 

to punish the wicked and save His -people. It is God who brings a rage 

over Aha.shuerus when he lea.ms of the queen's refusai,17 and who caused 

his advisors to recommend the death penalty. 18 According to one tradi­

tion, Memuchan was really Daniel, who carri•!d out God's decree by advising 

that Vashti be put to death.19 While it is clear that Vashti must die 

so that Esther can become queen, and so be ln a. position to save 

her people, her death is also regarded as divine punishment. 
20 

Vashti •s 

father, Belshazzar, had defiled the temple ·vessels, and for this sin 

God punished not only the father (Dan.5:30), but the daughter as well.
21 

Vashti 's death also meant the end of the de:scendants of the wicked Nebu­

chadnezzar, who, acco:rding to rabbinic tradition, was her grand.father.
22 

~other interpretation explains that God brought about Va.shti's death 

''Would you seek 

urged Aha.shuerus not to rebuild the temple, saying, 

to· build that which my ance.stors destroyed?!". 
2
3 Still 

because she had 

another interpretation views vashti's punishment as an example of 

ure) According to the midrash, 
)', l' /1 -,, t! J ;) i' v IV (measure for meas • · 

O"i:rls naked and forced them to work on the 
Vashti stripped Jewish o-
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sa.b'te.th, and so she was killed naked on the :sab'--th.24 
·i...u In all of these 

interpretations it is clear that 
Vashti•s pu:nishment by Ahashuerus for 

refusing to obey his command was completel . d 
Y un eserved, because she 

had acted properly in refusing to appear naked 25 But . 
. as divine retri-

bution, both for her own sins and those of her father, her punishment 
is easily justified. by the rabbis. 

And so we find that the rabbis• view of queen Vashti is overwhelmingly 

negative. She is given over to lewdness, and has a complete lack of 

respect for the temple and its treasures, traits which she shares with 

her husrand, Ahashuerus. While even the rabbis nrust admit that Vashti 

was one of the most beautiful women in the 11rorld, 26 their true fellings 

about her are clearer when they refer to her as ft \')lf (.,) \\ 'J') e1 .. _ 
"the wicked Vashti "27 and " J) ~ ::> ))J\) / .:J A "- "this swine". 28 But 

above all, Vashti is the direct descendant of the most despised of all 

rulers, Nebuchadnezzar, who had been responnible for the destruction of 

the temple and the exile of Isxael. Vashti 11s haughty bearing and oppo­

sition to the reblilding of the temple well attest to her spiritual 

kinship to Nebuchadnezzar as well. It is this physical and spiritual 

kinship to the arch-enemy of Israel, more tlnan any other factor, which 

engenders the rabbis• hatred ard. disdain fo:r Vashti, and which moves 

them to tra.nsf orm the innocuous, insignificant Vashti of the book of 

Esther into the iniquitous, detestable Vashti who is eventually put to 

death in the m.idrash. 
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NGrES 

1Est. Rab.P:12, 3:5,8, 4:8; Meg.lOb; 2Targ.1:12; PRE Ch.49. Vashti is 

assumed to have been the off ri 
sp ng of Babylonian royalty throughout 

the lllidrash. 

2Est. Rab.3:5,8. The latter contains the statement quoted above. 

'.3 See above, pg.6. 

4 Est. Rab.):2,J,4. 

-'Est. Rab.3:9. This interpretation is arrived at by the principle of 

'I ;J' 1 , specifically, the woI'd P (f, in Est .1 : 9 is understood to 

indicate an amplification of the text to include something more tha.n 

is indicated by the plain meaning. Here PC is understood to indicate 

that the description of Ahashuerus' feast a.p1plied. to Vashti 's feast 

as well. R. Bere.chiah •s statement, "Vashti was like a raven, adorning 

herself with the riches of others", is an exact quotation of R. Helbo's 

c0mment about Ahashuerus in Est. Rab.2:1. F'or the parallels between 

lashti•s actions and those of her husl:e.nd, see Est. Ra.b.2:1, and pg.8, 

above. 

~st. Rab.3:9. va.shti •s ancestors had provc1ked God by destroying the 

t holy Objects' and va.shti continues the provocation 
emple and defiling its 

at her feast. 

7 d v hti are said to carry on in the same 
Meg.12a. Both Al:l,ashuerus an as 

pu~pkins, she! with sma.11 pumpkins". 
iDlJnoral manner, "he with large 



--'--------------~ ' 
8Est. Rab.3:13; 1Targ.1:ll· 2 , Targ.1 :11; .Meg. :t2b. Also 

' see pg. 4, above. 

1 ~st. Rab.3:13. 

11Est. Rab.J:14: 2Targ.1:12• 

12Est. Rab.3:14. 

13Meg.12b; 2Targ.1:12. It · is Ahashuerus' drunkenness which prompts 

him to give this ridiculous command. 

14 2Targ.1 :12. 

1~st. Rab.4:9. 

1
6Est. Rab.4:11. Vashti~s execution is also• referred to in Est. Rab.P:9, 

1:1, 3:9, 3:15, 4:8, Meg.11b, 2Targ.1:12, 2:1, and is assumed throughout 

the midrash. While Bickerma.n (pg.186) says tha.t Est.1:19 indicates that 

Vashti was degraded to the status of concubine, for the rabbis the line 

indicates the maximum penalty: death. (See also PRE Ch.49). 

17 Est. Rab.3:15. 

18 Est. Rab.4:2. Though not explicitly statEd, this is clearly the point 

of the p!l.ssage. 

26 
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192Targ,1:16; PRE Ch.49. Another tradition rna.inta.ins that Memuchan held 

a. grudge against Vashti. According to Est, Hab.'t:6, Vashti once hit 

Memuehan in the face with her shoe (thus he Bays, "It is ~ only ~ 

king whom queen Vashti has wronged" in Est. 11. :11) , and refused to invite 

Memucha.n' s wife to her feast (and so he says
1
, " ••• to make their husl:ands 

comtempti ble in their eyes" in Est. 1: 17, f OJ~ his wife held him respon­

sible for this royal snub). Finally, Memucha.n hoped that his own daughter 

would marry Aha.shuerus and succeed Vashti as queen. By " • • • one better 

than she" in Est .1 : 19, Memuchan meant his ow11 daughter. 

20rrhis is di vine punishment for Ahashuerus a1s well as Vashti. See pg. 8 , 

above. 

21Est. Rab.4:8. Here God is" , .,,HJ,.:)~ W .Jll~~ / 11' ?ij\J() ", 

"He who visits the iniquity of the fathers upon the children" (Ex. 20:5). 

222Targ.2:1. 

2~st. Rab • .5:2 

w:."l"Antly ex~9cuted on the sa.m.e day that 
24 PRE Ch 49 She was &Pi---Meg.12b; . • 

( t 1·'LO) which the rabbis understood. 
she was call~d, "on the seventh day" Es . •. ' 

as indicating the sabl:ath. 

2~st, Rab. 5:2. 

26 
Meg.14b. 



27Meg.10b. 

2~st. Rab.4:5. 
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ESTHER 

Esther, as we find her in the Bible, is 
a simple Jewish orphan 

girl who becomes queen of persia in t Ci rue nd.erella fashion. She is 

a beautiful, unassuming girl obedient t h . 
' 0 el:. beloved. cousin, Mordechai, 

who had raised her as his own who ul t i ma.t 1 1 ' e Y r sks her life to save 

her people from destruction • . In the midrash the rabbis elaborate 

upon these fine qualities, port raying Esther as a true paragon of 

virtue. But they find that several aspects of her rags t o riches 

story raise some unsettling questions about her faithfulness to the 

demands which her religion makes upon her as a woman. As we shall see, 

the rabbis go to great lengths to d~fend Esther's reputation as a 

properly chaste and righteous Jewess, 

1 
As we have already noted, the rabbis b~lieved that one's name 

indicated the essence of one •s character. E:sther really has two names, 

for she is also called Hadassah (Est.2:7) , a.rui in the midrash both 

names are subj ect to interpretation. She wa;s called Esther because 

she was like the planet Venus, which is called Astara in Greek, 
2 

for 

just as Venus shines brightly just before the dawn, so Esther cast light 

forward into Israel •s future from its darkest hour. 
3 

R. Judah says 

that she was called Esther because she concealed ( 
j))J10t't ) 

the facts of her national origin, as Mordechai commanded her to do 

(Est,2:20).4 The name Hadassah literally means ''Myrtle", and she is 

so called because of her righteousness, for, in scripture, the righteous 

are likened to the myrtle. 5 Just as a myrtle spreads fragrance in the 

world, so Esther spread good . works. 6 Esther resembled the myrtle in 

J
·ust as the myrtle smells sweet, but tastes 

other ways as well, for 
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bitter, so Esther was sweet to Mordechai 7 
. ' but bitter to Haman. Even 

her physical appearance was like that f 
0 a 11lYrtle, for she was neither 

too tall nor too short, but of medium h · ht 
eig , like the myrtle, and 

eve.n had a slightly greenish complexion, like a myrtle leaf, though 

this did not detract from her unequaled charm .• 8 

Esther was, of course, very beautiful (Est.2:7). In fact, she was 

one of the four most beautiful women in hist0,ry. 9 Mordechai attempted 

to hide her from the king's messengers, but Esther's beauty was so 

famous that they realized that she was not among the virgins. It was 

only after the king ordered the execution of any maiden kept in hiding 

that Mo:rdechai brought Esther forwa.m. 10 When she was brought to the 

king, a.n auction was held to determine who should accompany her, for 

everyone wanted this honor for himself. 11 Though she was fully seventy-

five years of age when she became queen, Esther was still captivatingly 

beautiful .12 While Esther is certainly beautiful in her own right, it 

is God who invests her with a special grace smd causes her to " ••• win 

the favor· of all who see her" (Est.2:1.5) •13 

But the fact that Esther does become tho wife of the heathen king 

Ahashuerus creates many problems for the rabbis. In the midrash, 

Mord.echai asks the question which most troubl es the rabbis: ''How could 

circumcized m;:i.n?" 14 The only possible this righteous girl marry an un · · 

answer for the rabbis is tha.t this marriage :La a. pa.rt of God 
18 

plan, 

at disaster is going to befall 
and so Mol:dechai reasons that " ••• some gre 

thr h hi:-r .. 15 The rabbis further 
Israel, a.nd they will be delivered oug .. • 

. , sexual rtala.tions with any other 
explain that Ahashuerus didn t have 

. ueen 16 Esth•~r is portrayed as unwillingly 
women after Esther became his q • 

submitting to Ahashuerus' advances. 

30 

t h S " like A eaye ~:i.ys tha. s e wa ..• 
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a clod of earth", remaining completel 
. 1 y pa.ssi VE~ during intercourse with 

the heathen king. 7 According to one 1 t 
n erprfftation, Esther is not only 

guilty of having sexual relations with a non-.Tew, blt of adultery as 

well. In the Talmud we are told that Esth er was actually married to 

Mord.echai, and so, when she arose from the bed f Ah o a~huerus, she had 

to 'ta.the to purify herself before going to tht~ bed of Mo:rdecha.i, who 

was her proper huste.na..18 

From the rabbis' perspective, living in the palace of a non-Jewish 

king created other problems as well, problems which the rabbis feel 

compelled to resolve in the rnidrash. Thus we find that the reason 

that Mord.echai visits the women's quarters daily (Est.2:11) is to see 

if Esther has become menstrua.lly impure ( \'\ ~~ • j ) .
19 Esther names the 

handmaiden who waits upon her on the sabl:a.th 1!ego'ita", "Rest", so that 

she will be reminded not to transgress the p:i:·ohi bi tion against l'Orking 

on the sab't:ath. 20 She refuses to eat the f 'orbidden food which is 

served in the pa.lace, 21 so Hegai supplies her with Jewish food to ea.t.
22 

It is apiarent from these statements tha.t the rabbis were deeply 

troubled by the apiarent lack of regard for ritual law which attends 

Esther's entry into the pa.lace. As we have s1een, they go to great 

lengths to defend Esther's honor, and to explain a.way her apparent 

transgressions. But despite all of these elaborate explanations, it 

. tif' ed. chiefly because she is 
is clear that Esther's actions are JU8 1 

1 
. God's plan for the f>a.lvation of His people. 

playing a key ro e in 
• ed. hearing of Haman's terrible pl.an 

23 

Esther becomes very agitat upon 
tJ 6 24 She sends Ha.tha.ch 

(Est,4:4), so much so tha.t she becomes mens cuou • 
was made (Est.4:.5), but she 

to Mol.'dechai to find out why the decree 
that this wioe has befallen her people, 

already suspects the real reason_ 
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for she says, "Perhaps Israel had tra.n 25 . sgressed. the Tora.hi" Now the 
reason God caused Esther to become qu be 

een comes clear. She is to go 

to the king, and plead for her people (Est 4 cl) 
• zc • Yet Esther is hesitant 

to carry out her lofty mission (Est.4:11). 
Ac:cording to the rabbis, she 

reminds Mordechai of his previous admonit• th t ions a she not reveal her 

na tiona.l origin to the king, 26 and tells him <"' h h h >J. ow s e ad prayed that 

Aha.shuerus would not call her that month. G7 F~inally, she reminds 

Mordechai that he himself had said that any JE~wess who willingly has 

sexual relations with a non-Jew has no pa.rt among the tribes of Israe1.28 

Eventually Esther is persuaded. to risk h•:ir life by going before 

the king to plead for her people. 29 But before she undertakes this 

perilous mission she bids Mo:rdechai to declar1a a three day period of 

fasting (Est.4:16), even though this means fa:sting on the first day 

of Pesach and failing to observe the comma.ndm1:int to eat unleavened 

bread on that day.30 Finally Esther prays to God to come to her aid 

and to save her and her people. In her praye:r, she reminds God that 

she is but a poor orphan, and appeals to "the Father of orphans", to 

hearken to her prayer)1 She reminds God of "the merit of the fathers 

(Jl / ~Ii. n / :> j ) , particularly of the sacrifice of Isaac, and of His 

covenant with Israel. She aoknowledges the sins which brought this 

great trouble upon Israel, bit •bids God to remember the fasting and 
32 

prayer which they have done 
in penance for th.ose sins. 

d as she prepares herself to 
After her prayer, Esther arises• an ' 

'.33 When Ahashuerus 
go to Ahashuerus, the Holy Spirit comes over her. 

"She comes like a common 
sees Esther approaching he becomes furious • 

. fied by his words' and prays' 
prosti tutel ", he storms. Esther is tern · 

?" (Ps 22: 1). 34- God hears 
"My God, my God, why have You forsaken me. • 
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her prayer, and favors "this orphan" by • 
causing her to find favor in 

the eyes of the king. 35 He sends thr 
ee angels to her aid, one to hold 

her head erect, another to put a thread f 
0 grace about her, and a third 

to stretch forth the king's scepter 60 tha~ 'l6 
' " h.er life will be spa.red."" 

Only by this divine help does Esther win th ki , e ng s favor. 

But having won the king's favor, Esther nakes no plea for her 

people, but instead invites the king and Haman to a feast (Est.5:4)1 

Why, the rabbis ask, would the righteous Esthe1r invite Haman, the 

enemy of her people, to dine with her? By inviting Haman, Esther would 

have him near, so he couldn't start a rebellion while Ahashuerus was 

with her, or persuade Ahashuersu to change his mind a.bout things after 

he left her.37 Her invitation also serves to encourage Haman, so that 

he will step further into the trap which she is setting for him.,38 and 

will rouse Ahashuerus jealousy as welll, and so make him suspicious of 

Hama.n.39 By dining with this enemy of the Jaus, Esther could be sure 

that she wouldn't be identified as a Jew, so Israel would not be tempted 
40 . 

to rely upon her, but would continue to pray to God for help. Finally, 

Esther hopes that God will take note of the d•epths to which she is 
41 

forced to sink, and will work a miracle for Iisn.el. Thus the rabbis 

go to great lengths to make it clear that Esther wishes to dine with 

Haman only in order to destroy him. 
and at the second banquet she 

Esther's plan workB te perfection, 

t f her .,,.ople (Est.7:)). According to 
pleads for her own life and tha o ~-

t king Ahashuerus, but to God, 
the rabbis her plea is directed, not 0 

42 ses Haman (Est.716) she aotually 
the heavenly King. When she acou 

but disaster· is averted, for an angel 
points her finger at AhaShuerus, 4~ J Thus divine providence 

f. towa:rd Han11a.n. 
quickly pushes her accusing inger 

f near calamity. 
once again delivers Esther rom . 

:n 



And so Esther succeeds in rescueing her pE•ople fr 1 t - om a mos certain 

disaster. But the rabbis emphasize twocrucial points throughout the 

Jnidra.sh. It is only by reliance upon God's help that Esther is able 

to accomplish her task. It is God who deliver.; Israel and destroys 

Haman, and Esther is little more tha.n a tool ill His master plan. But 

the rabbis are equally concerned with the a.ppa.Jrent lack of regard for 

ritual law which Esther displays in becoming queen. They take great 

pa.ins to justify her actions, and to explain what, in their eyes, is a. 

pat tern of behavior which ill-befits a. righteous Jewess who is destined 

to be the instrument of her people's salvation. 
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NOTES 

1see above, pg,10 • 

2Meg.13a; 2Targ,2:7. What personal't t . 
l y rait this reflects is not stated 

' but it is prolably a reference to Esther's beauty, since the planet 
Venus is itself named afte th R r e ornan goddess of love and beauty, 

Esther is regarded as the latest book of the Bible historically, 

and so its story of salvation in ti'me of persecuti'on casts li ht d h g an ope 

forward into post biblical history. 

4 Meg.1~. According to this passage Ahashuerus' gifts and remission of 

taxes (Est,2:18) and the second gathering of the virgins (Est.2:19) were 

both attempts to make Esther reveal her l:ackground (the one through 

"k'i bery0 , the other by rousing her jealousy). Est. Rab. 6:12 makes it 

clear that her refusal to tell Ahashuerus is most praiseworthy, for, in 

taki~g her oath of silence, she was in the tradition of "all the greatest 

of her ancestors", including Rachel, Benjamin, and Saul, 

~eg,1)a; 2Targ.2:7. The reference is to Zeeh.1:8, where the myrtles 

In 2Targ,2:7 and Meg.10b, 
are understood. as representing the righteous· 

Is,55:13 is also interpreted as referring to Esther, 

Which supplants the brier (Vashti). 

6 2Targ.217. 

7 
Est. Rab,6s5. 

J5 

who is the myrtle 



9Meg.1_5a.. The other three are Sa.rah R 
, ahab, and Abigail. As we have 

seen, some thought that Est had a 
greenish complexion. They therefore 

exclude her from this list and incl d , u e Vashti in her stead ( see above, pg,24 . ) 

10zrarg.2:7. 

11Est. Rab. 6:10. This interpretation is 1E.sed on th f th e use o e passive 

( hp~ Jl I ) in Esther2:8, which does not specify just who took Esther 

into the pa.lace. 

12 
Gen. Rab.39113. The rabbis calculation of Esther's age is 1E.sed upon 

the fact that Mordechai, her cousin, is said to have been among the 

exiles deported with King Jeconiah by Nebuchadnezzer (Est . 2:6) . This 

exile took place in 597 ].C.E. and, as Moore points out (pg.26), Mordecha.i 

would have been at least 120 years of age by the time Esther beca111e 

queen, Though Esther was considerably younger than her cousin, she 

also would have been well into old age by this time . The number seventy­

fi ve years is chosen by the rabbis because it connects Esther, the 

deliverer of Israel, with Abraham, the father of all Israel, who left 

his father's house at the age of seventy-five. 

13p .R.E. Ch.49. 

14 
Est. Rab. 616. 

I \ 



i~st. Ra.b.1:3. This is one of the interpretations of " 

(see above, pg.9 ). 

17sanh. 74b. It should be noted, however, that in Meg.1)a Esther is 

said to satisfy Ahashuerus• every desire, No matter whether he wanted 

a virgin or a married woman, Esther satisfied his desire. This is Rav•s 

interpretation of Est,2:13, in which ·both "women" ( p '6J) and "virgins" 

( j\ / ~/J>~ ) are mentioned. 

18Meg.13a,b. The rabbis read Est.2:7 as" 

Mo:rdechai took her for himself as a house", that is, as a wife, for 

the wife is in charge of the household. According to the rabbis, Aha.shuerus 

took married women as well as virgins (see above, pg. 5 ) • 

19Est. Rab. 6:8. Meg.1Jb contains a similar inter.in-eta.tion as well. 

20tTarg.2s9. 

212Targ.2:9; P.R.E. Ch • .50. 

22 Meg.1)a.. This is Rav•s interpretation of Est.2Y9. 

says that Hegai gave her pork. 

23 See above, pg. 23 • 

Samuel, however, 

ssage we also find the 
24 I the Esther Rabl:s.h pa 

Meg.1_5a; Est.Ra.b.8:.'.3. n b children again, 
i e and never ore 

uff ered a miscarra g 
opinions that she s 

80 
that she would be unable to 

and that she had intercourse with gauze, 

37 

' I 

' I 



..... 

conceive with Ahashuerus All 
-· of these i t 

n erpretations, and those 
dealing with mentioned abo d 

ve, emonstrate the rabbis• 
empnasis upon the fact that Esther is 

a. wolllB.n, a fact which to the 
rabbis' way of thinking, creates all sort • ' 

s of special problems throughout 
the midra.sh. 

2~st. Rab. 8 :4; Meg.1_5a. For the rabbi i 
s s n was always the ultimate 

cause of any trouble which befell Israel (see above, 
pg,7 ) • 

26 Aggad.at Esther 43. 

27
2Targ.4:11. This interpretation is bJ.sed on Est,4s11, which demonstrates 

that Esther's prayer was answered. 

28
ibid. The rabbis assumed that Mordechai had ordered Esther to sllep 

with the king, so that he would grant her petition. This assumption 

is also apparent in Esther's statement to Mordechai i n Meg, 1_5a.; "As 

I am lost to my father's house (i.e., she is an orphan), so shall I 

be lost to you I ". By willingly cohabiting with Ahashuerus Esther becomes 

forbidden to her true husl:Bnd, Mordecha.i. 

JOE t s. Rab.8:6. 

again. 

31 
Est. Rab.8: 6. 

32 
2Targ.4:16-5:1. 

Unless Israel is saved, Passover will never be celebrated 

On God as the Helper of the orphan, see a.bove, pg.21 

llS upon all of the merit which 
In her prayer, Esther ca 

1, 



Israel ha.S stored up in the pa.st, in an effort to avert the impending 

disaster which Israel's sins ha.ve brought upon them. 

J3Meg.14b-1,Sa. This is the ra.bbinic understanding of }i*1 VlOlt- e,::)~J\f" 
(Est.5:1). Accozding to Meg.15b, the Spirit left Esther when she 

passed through the room in which the idols were kept on her way to the 

throne room. 

J4Midrash Tehillim 22. The rabbis regard this psalm as Esther's plea 

to God for deliverance. 

3~st. Ra.b.9s1. 

3~eg.15b. 

37Meg.15b. 

38.b.d 1 l. • 

. • ons of Ha.man, see pg. 5 ' 
39Meg.1)o; zra.rg.5:4. On Ahashuerus' susp1c1 

above . 

Again the 

41 Meg.1.5b 

'+2 1Targ.7:3. 

t 1vation comes only from God. 

lll
·drash emphaSizes tha sa. 

I , 

I I 

I 
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.... 

43~eg.16a •. Rashi comments that Esther aotually intended. to point at 

Aha-shuerus (who was considered no less an enemy of the Jews than Ha.man-

see a"bove, pg.11 . ) . 

40 
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MORDECHAI 

While it is Esther who actuall a 
y :p:peals to the king on bellalf of 

her people (Est.7:3-6), her cousin Mordechai se t 
ems o be the moving 

force behind Esther's actions. It is Mordechai who keeps Esther 

informed of the events taking place outside of the pa.lace ( 
4 Est. :7), 

and tells her to go to Ahashuerus and try to save her people (Est.4:B). 

In the midrash Mo:rdechai is clearly the most righteous man of his 

time, 
1 

and the man most responsible for bringing about Israel's salvation .. 

The rabbinic interpretations of then aae Mordechai reflect both 

his excellent character and his pre-eminent role as redeemer of Israel. 

According to the rabbis his name means "pure myrrh" ( / ::>~ 'rl ) , for 

just as myrrh is the best of all spices, 2 so Mordechai was the best of 

the righteous of' his generation. 3 Mordechai 's geneology (est.2:5) is 

interpreted as a series of names for him. Thus he is called 11?'1c• I'° " 

because he enlightened ( i '/c \\ ) Israel's eyes with his prayer, 

" • '( n(I I~ " because God hearkened ( '1 !Y(J ) to his prayer, and 

" e' p ';J " because he knocked ( e' r }> ) at the gates of mercy, and 

they opened for him. 4 That Mordechai is described as both II ·~/i>' e'I< " 

and " 'J 'IV' e 'It " seems contradictory to the rabbis, for they 

tha •Jew" How could 
translate 11 ' !\ I)\ 1 fJ 1 IC H aS "Judean" J ra. th er n ' 

~ ·nite? According to R. Joha.nan, 
Mordechai be both a Judean and a BenJ&llll • 

lled "''"'' e11c " Mordechai was actually a Benjaminite, and was ca 

5 b Levi explains that 
be t R Joshua . cause he repudiated idola- ry. • 

j mi while his mother 
th tribe of Ben a n, 

Mordechai•s father was from e 
t h tribes. The rabbis 

i lineage to bo 
~as from .Judah.6 Thus he traced h s 

ed his existence to 
n 'a.mini te' but ow 

te11 us tha. t Mordecha.i was a oenJ 
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the tribe of Judah as well, for king David (a 
Jud.ean) did not kill 

Mordechai •s ancestor, Shimei (2Sam. l 6: ,5&ff.) 7 Shi 
1 • ' me had deserved 

death because he had curaed the king, but David had seen prophetically 
that the righteous Mordechai would descend f 

rom hilll, and therefore 
spa.red his life. 

8 
Finally, the fact that K. h 1 . 

is s included. in Mo?d.echai•s 

geneology means that he is of royal blood., for he counts king Saul 

among his ancestors as well,9 

Mordechai 's outstanding character is evident in his treatment 

of his orphaned cousin, Esther. He raised her as his own daughter 

(Est. 2:7), choosing to go with her into exile and educate her, rather 

than remaining in the land of Israel. 10 Mordechai hides Esther from 

the king's messengers for four years in an effort to prevent the111 

from taking her with the other virgins.11 When she is finally taken, 

he seeks to protect her by commanding her not to reveal that she 

is Jewish, (Est.2:10),12 a.nd helps her to otserve Jewish law by visiting 

the women •s quarters daily (Est.2:11) to inquire of her menstrual 

purl ty, as well as to prevent the ether girls fro111 practicing witch­

craft against her.1.3 When Esther becomes queen, his f&ith in God 

iBIJ'ftediately leads Mo:cdechai to see that this is a hint from God that 

ca.lami ty will soon come upon Israel, and tha.t Esther is to be the 

instrument of . their salva.tion.14 The concern which Mordecha.i shows 

. indication of the concern lfhich 
for Esther is seen by the rabbis as an 

15 
he will later show for all of Israel. 

hi lf occupied an official 
Acco::rding to the rabbis, Moxdechai mse 

16 At Ahashuerus' bl.nquet 
f ki g Ahashuerus. 

Post within the government o n 
f Mordechai and Raman, 

th ted to obeY the wishes o 
e guests are instruc i 17 While at court, 

f the proceed ngs. 
Who were apparently in charge 0 

• hall and Teresh 
t the king which Bigt 

Mordechai learned of" the plot a.gains 
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had. devised (Est,2121-22), The two be 
came angry because they had 

originally held the position at the kin , 
g s gate but had be 

. 18 ' en dismissed 
and replaced by Mordecha1. Actually, 

God had caused Bigthan and 
reresh to become angry with the king i 

n order that Mordecha.i might 
save the king's life and later be rewarded 19 . 

• According to some sources 

Moi:dechai learned of the plot through a prophetic vision. 20 But the 

Talmud tells us that Mordeehai overheard the two plotting together, 

They were from Tarsus, a.nd so spoke in Tarsian to prevent others from 

understanding them, but Mord.echai understood seventy languages, for he was 

a member of the great Sanhedrin. 21 

Tha:t the rabbis suppose Mordechai to be a member of the Sanhedrin 

is rellly not as surprising as it may seem. While it is true that 

the Sanhedrin was not even in existence during the period in which the 

book of Esther is set, the rabbis often apply conditions whicll exist 

in their own time to the historical situations which they discuss 

in the midrash . Since the ra. bbis consider Mordechai to be a mn of 

outstanding character and virtue, it is only natural that they should 

assume that he was one of the sages of his time. Thus we hear tha.t 

M . ted rabbi 22 with his own circle of disciples. ordechai is a highly respec , 

(E t 3 6) refers to his fellow 
The expression "the people of Momechai" s · : 

S hed · n 24 
rabbis, who were also members of the an n · 

1 he is also the 
While Mordechai is obviously & truly saint Y man, 

f ·ng to boll' to Ha.an (Est.J:2). 
man who brings trouble upon Israel by re usi 

The question asked by the king's 
i Est "l:"l must have troubled 

servants n • .J .J 

custom to boW before 
b it was common 

the rabbis as well. In a time w en d h 
t boW to Haen? The mi ra.s 

inen of high rank, why did Mordechai refuse o 
had affixed a graven 

thi q,uestion. Haman 
supplies a simple answer to 6 boWed to the idol 

bowed to Ha.man he 
ima.ge to his tunic, so that when one 2.5 seeing this, 

of idolatry. Upon 
as Well, and would thus be guilty 
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Mordechai declares that Haman has set h. 
imself up as a god,26 

it clear that he would have bowed He makes 
to Haman Willingly, 

but 
had he not worn 

the idol, ' as a faithful follower of th 
e one God, he could not 

boW to the image which Harnan wore 27 Th 
. • e king's servants (Est.):2) 

retnind Mordechai that his ancestor Jae b 
' o • had bowed before Hamn' a 

ancestor, Esau (Gen,33:3), but Mozdechai re li 
p es that he is a Benjaminite 

and his ancestor, Benjamin, had not yet bee bo ' 
28 n rn when Jacob prostrated. 

himself before Esau. Moreover BenJ'amin w th ' as e only one of Jacob's 

sons worthy to be born in the land of Israel 29 H • e never bowed to any 

man, and was rewarded for this by having the temple built in his terri-

tory. 30 Thus Mordechai is both o l:serving the precepts of his faith 

and following in the footsteps of his honored ancestor in refusing to 

bow to Haman. 

Though Mo:rdechai undoubtedly acted properly in refusing to bow to 

Haman, he nonetheless seems to have brought disaster upon his people 

by this refusal. For the rabbis, however, the cause of Israel's troubles 

is not Mordechai • s refusal to bow to Haman, but their own sins. Despite 

Mordechai 's warnings, the ,Tews had attended Ahashuerus• feast, and had 

become drunk and lewd there. Upon seeing this, God decrees their destruction, 

but, in the heavenly court, Moses pleads with God to let Mordecha.i stand 

in the breach for Israel, as he himself had once done (Ps.106:2J) _Jt 

th righteous Mo:rdecha.i 
Upon hearing of Haman's decree of doom e 

ts himself about the task 
illlllledia tely does step into the breach, and se 

· Jtl to plead 
of rescueing Israel. He instructs Esther to go to the ng 

. fearful and reluctant 
for her people (Est,4:8)' but finds tha.t she is ed 

t 11 Jews a.re threaten 
to do his command. '.32 Mordeeha.i reminds Esther tha a. '.33 

t try to save herself. 
b" Ha • t is useless for her o 
" man's decree, and so l. Saul, who brought this 

Bes·d Esther's ancestor, 
1 es, he continues, it was 
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evil upon Israel by sparing the life of A ( 
gag 1Sam.15) , 

f ro111 whose seed 

Mordechai bids Esthe? to at 
the evil Haman eventually sprung.34 

t 
, . one 

for her ances or s sin by praying to Gcxl. 
on behalf of the Jewish people.35 

Moreover, Esther must go to the king for h 
er own sake as well, says · 

Mo:td.echa.i, for in the world to come she will be .ud 
J ged. acconling to her 

actions here.3
6 

She must realize that God will 
· save Israel even without 

her, 37 just a.s He has saved Israel in every gener t. f . a ion, or HaMn 18 no 

stronger than any other tyrant who has risen against th J 38 . 
e ews, Finally, 

Mordechai reassures Esther by reminding her of a symbolic dream which 

he once had, in which trouble befell Israel and they were saved.)9 

Having convinced Esther to fulfill her proper role, Mord.echai now 

sets about the task of leading the rest of the Jews in fasting and prayer, 

As an honored rabbi he addresses his people, and tells them that Israel has 

no earthly king or prophet upon whom they can rely, and no land to which 

they can flee. 40 Only by ma.king supplication to God can Israel hope to 

be saved from Haman. Mordechai bids the Jews to follow the example of 

the people of Nineveh, who averted the disaster which Jonah had prophesied 

against them (Jonah '.3:.5-9) by fasting and covering themselves with sack-

41 . · rd th people take out the cloth and ashes. Upon hearing his wo s, e 

ed. 42 Though Mo:rdechai 'is 
Torah and cover it with sa9kcloth and ash • 

f iling to eat unleaveRed 
troubled by the fact that the fast would mean a 

43 eless o:rders the Jews to fast, 
bread on the first day of Passover, he noneth 

44 
that they might make atonement to God for their sins. 

. has rent his clothing and covered 
When Esther hears that Mord.echai 

d him f resh clothing, but 
hi · h sen s 

D1Self with sackcloth and ashes, 5 e . 45 
t God for deliverance. 

he refuses to wear it, and continues to -pray o " e Israel as rre,ny as 
. of His oa.th to ma.I< 

In his prayer, Mordechai reminds God mi.Se not 
46 a.nd of His pro 

the stars*'' which He made to the pa.tria.rchs, 

4.5 



to reject Israel and destroy them (Lev. 26:44) 4
7 

• Monl.echai tens God 
that it was only out of faithfulness to Him 

that he had ref used to bow 
to Ha.man, and pleads with Him to save Israel. 48 

Finally, Mordechai 
forces the children to fast and wear sack 1 c oth and ashes, and their 
cries of distress reach Gcxl's throne in h . . 

eaven, causing Him to take 

pity upon Israel and to change the decree of d t . 
. es ruction which he had 

~e against them.49 

Even as God is breaking the heavenly decree against Israel, on 

earth Haman rejoices upon receiving the decree of doom from Ahashuerus , 

At this same moment Mord.echai happens by, finds three children :returning 

from school, and asks them what they have been studying. He learns that 

each of the three had ~nn studying a biblical p:tssa.ge which deals 

with God's help to Israel in time of trouble. Upon hearing this, Motdechai 

rejoices, for he realizes that this is a sign from God that He will 

once again come to Israel's aid. 51 Just as God had given Mordechai a hint 

of the trouble which would come upon Israel, so n.ow He reassures him 

by giving him a hint of their ultimate salvation. 

God's pla.n to destroy Haman and save the Jews becomes even 111ore 

apparent when Ahashuerus o:rders Haman to honor his hated enemy' Mo!d.echai 

( . 1t of the account which 
Est. 6: 10) • The om er is apparently the resu · 

king Ahashuerus finds in his record book (Est. 6:Z)' but actually it 

• bo k .51 for as we ha.ve seen, God 
is the result of the reco:rd in God s 0 ' ' 

caused the entire incident involving the plot 
on Ahashuerus' life in the 

aching him, he becomes 
first place .• 52 When Mordecha.i sees Haman a.ppro 

rabbis to leave, tha.t Haman 
ftightened. He bids his students and fellow 

and together they -PY to 
lllight not kill them as well, but they refuse, ed. by }{a.man, 

h ts to be honor 
God f ~3 h hears that e or deliverance • ...1 When · e 
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Mordecha.i seizes the opportunity to demean hi 
s enemy even furth 

Because he has been covered with sackcloth d er. 
an ashes for so long, he 

tellS Haman, he must mthe and have hi ha 
s ir triJllJlled before wearing the 

royal robe. ~ But Esther had closed all of th 
e 00.rbershops and 'tath-

houses on that day,55 and so Haman is forced t 
0 perform these menial 

tasks for his enemy.:, Mo:rdechai. 56 Mordechai .- 1 i 
·comp a ns that his fast 

has left him too weak to mount the horse, and so Haman must kneel and 

allow Mo:rd.echai to step on his l:ack in mounting. 5? Mord.echai ~adds 

insult to injury by kicking Haman after he has mounted his horse. 58 

Thus the evil Haman is forced to serve as "tarber, 00.thman, orderly, and 

herald (as in Est.6:11) for his arch-enemy, the righteous Mordechai.59 

Mordechai and his fellow Jews realize that it is really God who has ca.used 

Momechai to be so honored. As he is led through the streets, Mordechai 

sings praises to God, 6o and while Haman proclaims, "Thus shall be done 

to the man whom the king delights to honor" {Est. 6:11), 61 the Jews proclaim, 

Thus shall be done to the man whom the King who created heaven and 

earth delights to honorl n62 After this moment of honor, Mordecha.i 

returns to his sackcloth and fasting, 63 for, a.s R. Helbo states, one 

t .1 his prayer is answered, 
who wears sackcloth should do so un 1 

8+ 

. f his prayer to be answered, 
Mordechai does not have to wait long or 

(Et 7·6) and hung ·by the king 
for Haman is soon exposed by Esther 5 

• • ' 

:cd ha.i is elevated by the king 
(Est.7:10).65 The rabbis note tba.t Mo ec 

( t 8·15) and is feared 
(Est .10: 2-3) ' wears a crown a.nd royal garments Es . • ' 

d that he has become king of 
thr ( t 9 J) and conclu e oughout the land Es • : • . 

8 
minted which 

t 
66 . ha.S Mo:cdecha.i even had coin 

he Jews Acco::rding to R. PhinC ' t 
• 67 All of this honor comes o 

bore both his image and that of Esther. ce" (Ps.37:37)' 
nd & "Man of pea. 

t man" a 
fiol'dechai because he is a "perfec 
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tthO "seeks the good of his people" (E t 
1 68 s . 0:3). 

This, then, is the story of Moniechai as told . 
in the midra.sh, He 

is a pious man, a renowned rabbi in his time h 
• • • • lf o, through fasting, 

prayer, and unfa1 ling faith in the God. f 
o Israel, brings salvation to 

his people. Because of his perfect faith and unequalled righte 
ousness, 

God rewards him by elevating him to a place of h" m... 
11:>'' esteem in the court 

of king Ahashuerus. There is, however one unf t 
' or unate footnote to 

this story. The book of Esther inf arms us that M :rd hai 
o . ec was "popular 

a.mong the multitude of his kinsman" (Est.10:3). The rabbis of the Talmud 

note that the word ~·-, , which is generally translated as "multitude" , 
actually means "najori ty", and they conclude that some of the members 

of the Sanhedrin separated from Mordechai at this time. 69 Rashi comments 

that the rabbis of the Sanhedrin did this because Momechai neglected 

the study of Torah after rising to his position of power. R. Joseph 

contends that the study of Torah is more important even than the saving 

of a life. Mord.echai illustrates this, for he is mentioned fifth in Ezra 2:2, 

~t is relegated to sixth position in Neh. 7 i 7, which was written after 

Mordechai was raised to his high position at court. 
70 

The rabbis 

view this as scriptural proof of his loss of stature upon acquiring his 

new position, caused by his neglect of the Torah. Thus the Talmud 

Mordecha1
. by showing us that even this pious 

concludes the story of 
ti was eventually f his entire genera on, 

Jew, who was the most righteous man ° 
corrupted by too much wealth and power. 
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1rn Est. Rab. 6:2 Mordechai is described as 
11 

M 
••• oses in his generation'' . 

2Est. Rab.6:3; Meg.10b; 2Targ,2:5. 

)Est. Rab. 6: J. 

4Meg.12b, P.R.E. Ch • .SO says that Mo'Idecha.i enlightened. their faces 

( i, e. , the faces of the scholars) in halachah. on Mordechai as a learned 

rabbi, see above, pg.43 • 

.5Est. Rab.6:2; Meg.1Ja. This interpretation seems closest to the p'sha.t 

meaning of the text, since R. Johanan in effect says that " '11\'i' ~'tc" 

simply indicates that Mordechai was a Jew, not a Judean, 

6 
Meg.12b. 

7 
Meg, 12b-1Ja.; 2Targ. 2: 5. 

8 
. Zl'arg. 2: 5. 

9 1 is significant because 
P.R.E. ch. 50. Moxdechai 's descent from Sau . d 

•s life Saul spare 
ff Ama.lekite, who 
arnan is a descendant of Aga.g, the 

1 
k is thus an 

• • and Arra. e ( BenJamn 
1Sam.15) • The age-old conflict between i the Benjamini te 

f Esther, a.s Mordecha 
i11tPortant undercurrent in the book 0 - - i.. .. nenging 

't "BY Cuo. 
As Gordis puts 1 ' 

and Haman the· Ama.lekite do battle. 

8.?td ultimately overthrowing Ha.man, 

Saul's weakness 
. atones for . 

Mo?'dechal See also pg.44,45,51· 

I' I 

I 

I 
! 

. I 1
1 t • 

1 I 
! 

I 

(Gordis, pg. 27) • 

totr!l-:a · 5 earli~e~r-··~-c~-1111!:!!!!'!'!!'~:::!::=~=~~~:::: ....... ~ Harnan•s ancester centurie 
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10
Meg. 13a; 2Targ.2:5. This interpretation is prol:ably l:ased. on the 

use of the word "with" in Est. 2:6, htplying that he had accompanied 

the exiles, but had not actually been exiled himself. 

112Targ.2:8. By contrast, Est. Rab.5:4 states that Mordechai was actually 

in charge of finding the virgins for the king. The general principle 

stated in the Est. Rab, passage is that whenever a ma.n's name is found 

immediatel~ after a situation, this indicates that he is in charge of 

that situation. In our ease, the king's onier to find a replace111ent for 

Vashti (Est.2:4) is immediately followed by the first mention 0£ Mordechai 

in the book of Esther (Est. 2:5). 

12cord.is (pg.28) concludes that Mord.echai's command to Esther was intended 

to protect her from anti-Jewish forces which would undoubtedly attempt 

to block her ascent to the throne. 

1-:i 6 8 According to Meg.13b, he commanded her to show her ..JEst.Rab. : • 

menstrual blood to the sages. See above, pg. ' 1 ' 42• 

1L rd' to this iassage Mo:rdecha.i was one of four men 'Est. Rab.6:6. Aceo 1ng 

• h a hint of future events by God; Moses, Jacob, and who were gi van sue 
f . only David and Mordechai grasped 

David were the others. Of these our, 

the "hint" which they received. the full significance of 

1.5Est. Rab.618. 

i and rega.xds the this interpretat on, 
16Gordis (pg.J0-'.31) agrees with te" (Est.2:19) a.s 

. itting in the king's ga 
expression "Moxdechai wa.s 5 



indicative of his official position. Paton, (pg,188), however, sees no 

necessity for interpreting the line in this manner. 

17Meg.12a. This interpretation is l:ased on the expression 'V/,eJ e•1c 1'3') J1e¥f" 

(Est.1:8). Both Haman and Mordechai are referred to a.a "t''"" in the 

book of Esther ( Mordechai in Est. 2: 5. Haman in Est. 7: 6) • and so " t I /c I e•1c: " 

is understood as referring to Mo::cdechai and Haman. Rashi comment s that 

Mordeehai and Haman were 00.tlers at Aha.shuerus' feast. 

18Est.Rab. 6113. Bigthan and Tereeh show their resentment of Mord.echa.i 

by ref erring to him as "this l:ar'l:aria.n". 

19Est. Rab,6:13; Meg.13b. 

20zrarg.Z:21. 

21Meg.13b. P~R.E. Ch. 50 contains a similar account. 

222Targ.4:1. 

23Est. Rab.7:1J,10:4s Meg.16a.. 

16b where reference is a.gain 
48 and Meg. • 

24Meg.13b. Also, see a·bO•, pg. • 
in the Sanhedrin. 

made to Moxdeohai's colleagues 

2.5Est. Rab.6:2, 7:5, ••6• 
8 6 P- R E- Ch • .50. 

7:8, : ' •.• 



2~st. RAb, 7 :8. 

27Est. Rab.8:6. 

28Est. R b a .7:8; 2I'arg,J:4. 

29Est. Rab.7:8. By pointing out ghe ri 

the rabb

;s me t of his ancest 
• also add t or, 

o Monlechai's stat us. 

Benjamin , 

J02Targ.J:4. 

31Est. Rab.7:13. 

32see above, pg.32 • 

JJzTarg,4:14. 

J4ibid • Since Mo:rdecha.i ancl Esther a.re first cousins, they both trace 

their lineage l:e.ck to Saul. 

Note that, in the midra.sh, it is prayer which saves Israel, not 

Esther's intercession with the king. 

3~st. Rab.8:6. 

37 ibid. This is the rabbis• understanding of the expression " -,h1< Plyrl " 

in Est. 4: 14. It is important to note that they do not regard this phxase 

as a ref ere nee to God Himself, rut to the person who will become His 

instrument should Esther refuse to go to the king. 
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39Est. Rab.8:5. 

4 . -· 
~st. Rab. 8: 61 P .R.E. Ch • .50. This _int.erpretation is l:ased on the words 

" ':> '.4 ') ~ 1rl1' " in Est.4:17, which the rabbis translate as "and Mordecha.i 

transgressed", indicating that he transgressed the commandment to eat 

unleavened bread by fasting on the first day of Passover. See above, pg.~. 

442Targ.4:1. 

4.5J. bid. 

4~ -
"P .R.E, Ch • .50. 

47Est. Rab.8:6. 

49Est. Rab.816i 2Targ. 611 . 

had been sealed with clay, 

7 1~ the decree of doom 
Acco1'ding to Est. Rab. i Jt 

k Had the decree been 
and so could . be bro en. 
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sealed with bl0M, it could not have bee 
n revoked, even by God Himself, 

50Est. Rab.7:13. The verses hi • eh the child ren quote are Prov 3•25 
Is.8z10, and Is.46:4. ' · ' 

51Est. Rab. 6:14. 

52see above, pg.43 • 

5~st. Rab.10:3; Meg.16a.. 

~st •. Rab.10:4r Meg.16a.; P.R.E. Ch • .50s 2Targ.6:11. 

5.5Meg.16i. 

56Est. Rab.10:4s Meg.16a.s 2Targ.6:11r P.R.E. Ch. 50. According to Meg,16a., 

Haman had once been a l:B.rber in K'far Karzum, a.nd Mord.echa.i further 

humiliates him by reminding him of this fact from his past. 

51Est. Rab.10:4s Meg.16a.. According to P.R.E. Ch. 50, Mord.echai actually 

stepped on Haman •s neck. All three sources state that t his action is 

the literal fulfillment of the biblical statement, "And you shall tread 

upon their high places" (Deut.33:29) • 

.58 Meg.16a.. 



59Est. Rab.10:7; 2Targ.6:12. 

~st. Rab.10:5. Mordechai sings Ps,30:2-4, 

deliverance from the hands of the e nemy, 

Which praises God for 

61Acco:rUing to 2Targ.6:11, 27 o 
' 00 young men from the palace also went 

before Mo:i:dechai to make this proclamati on. 

622Targ. 6:11. 

6JEst. Rab.10:6; Meg. 16a. 

~st. Rab.10:6. 

65According to 2Targ,7:10, Mord.echai actually hanged Haman himself. 

~t. Rab.10:12s P.R.E. Ch • .50. 

67ibid. This interpretation is meed upon Est.9:4. R. Pinchas says 

that Mo:rUechai •s fame was spread by means of these coins, which spread 

throughout the land . 

68ibid. 

69Meg,16b. 

70ibid . 
turned to the land of 

These are lists of the leading men who re 
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Israel with Zeru'tabel. The fact that Mol.'dechai is mentioned sixth in 

Nehemiah (instead of fifth, as in Ezra) indicates a loss of stature a.nd 

esteem to the rabbis. 



HAMAN 

Haman is, of course, the arch-enel'llv f th 
...., 0 e Jews, totally wi thout 

redeeming qualities, who attempts to completely destroy Israel. According 

to the book of Esther, Hama.n•s intense hatred f I or srael ie brought 

on by Mordechai 's refusal to bow to him (Est 'l. 5) but H 
· -' • , ama.n 's reaction 

to this insult certainly seems to be completely out of proportion to 

the offense itself. Why should he seek to exterminate an entire people 

because of a. single nan's actions? The answer to this question lies 

in the fact that Haman is a descendant of ~:gag, who was the king of the 

Ama.lekites (1Sam. 15:8). It was Ama.lek who had attacked the "faint and 

weary" at the rear of Israel •s company as they came out of Egypt {Deut. 25:17) , 

and it is AMlek whom the Tarah commands Israel to completely destroy 

Oleut. 2 5119) • Thus Haman is the descendant of " •• • the most ancient foe 

of Israel", 1 an enemy " •.•• that was characterized by an ancient and 

unquenchable hatred of Israel", 
2 

and so Haman was an "enemy of the Jews" 

(Est. 3110) even before the incident with Mord.echa.i. Mordechai's 

refusal to bow to Haman in effect rekindles "a traditional blood feud-

1 , hi try" 3 Haman's descent the most ancient and bitter in Israe s s o · · 

t d f Israel bit also gives the 
from Amalek not only explains his ha re or • 

that Mord.echai ultimatel y wil l triumph 
knowledga ble reader the assurance 

i ad vs.nee that Amalek cannot destroy 
over Haman, for "the reader knows n 

Ierael".4 

that 
" the book of Esther iray be regarded as 

Anderson states • • • 5 
di vine curse against Amalek". This 

the inexorable working out of the 6 1 the book. R. Judah b, 
is precisely the way in which t he rabbis v ew t...a ,. 

t~~t the "decree of the ~ng 
1 20 states 11

"" 
R. Simon, commenting upon Est. 1 

' 
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( ::> r I)')\ f 0 .n() ) is actually the decree 
\ of the King of kings concerning 

the destruction of Amalek in Ex 17:14 which 
1 

bo 
• • s a ut to be carried 

out. 7 In the midrash we are constantly reminded of Ha111B.n 's descent from 

the accursed enemy of Israel. In his letter decreeing the dest ruction 

of the Jews Haman is described as being of royal descent, for he is of 

the house of Ama.lek, and he makes special mention of the harsh manner 

in which Israel dealt with his ancestors, Ama.lek and Aga.g, 8 Hama.n 

describes Mo:cdechai to Ahashuerus as "my enemy and the enemy of my fathers" ,9 

and later, he pleads with Mordechai not to remember the hatred of Aga.g 

and Ama.lek.
10 

When Mordechai sends word to Esther of Haman's plot against 

the Jews, he si11ply says, " ./,"\'.\1.p has come", again referring to Amalek, 

11 who "came upon" Israel ( (>'1 ~) during the march out of Egypt. This 

cryptic ref ere nee to Haman• s accursed ancestor is enough to make the 

situation clear to Esther. 

The rabbis apply a multitude of scriptural passages to the wicked 

Hama.n in describing the enormous evil which he represents. He is the 

f Pr 28 15 12 the "sinner" whom God punishes in "wicked ruler" o ov. ' • 
14 

Eccles.2:26, 13 the "utterly contemptible" man of Song of Songs 8•7 , 

55 1~ 1.5 He is the "man (who) r ose against us" the "thom bush" of Is. : ..J• 

6 like his own dung" in Ps.124:2, 1 a.nd who "shall perish forever, 

• d 17 Because of Ha.ma.n's great 
(Job 20:7), for he is as repulsive as ung. 

. t princes and kings" (Jer.49 :'.38) , for 
evil, God swore, "! will des roy 

18 
nd his ten sons. The Tery 

the princes are none other than Haman a 
. l 19 for it is t he advice 

fact of Haman• s existence brings woe to Israe ' 20 
n the destruction of the Jews. 

of "this wicked one" that nearly results 1 

enemies of the Jews fro• 
themselves to be 

Raman and his sons had shown t rebuild t he teaple 
had ad.vised Ah.&Shuerus not o 

the very first, for they 



21 
in Jerusalem. In fact, Haman had tak 

en the treasures of the kings 
of Judah as plunder, and by doing 80 becaM 

one of the two aost weal thy 
)Ren in all of history. 22 Vhen Ahash 

uerus proaotes Haman (Est.3:1), he 

does so, not on the la.sis of any merit that 
Rau.n possesses, rut beca.aae 

o! this great wealth which he had acquired.2) 

Once having reached a position ef great P"'Wer, "' Haman illlllediately 

sets out to destroy his hated enemies th.e Jevs H fi t . • " • e rs af f 1xes an 
24 

idol to his tunic, and then orders everyone to ,..~ t hi kn i uu" 0 •• e ow ng 

full well that the Jews cannot obey his order so long as he wears the 

idol. , He seizes upon the pretext of Moroechai •s refusal to bow to omer 

the extermination of a.11 Israel. Haman knew of the past persecutions 

of Israel, and of how the enemies of the Jews had been defeated tiae 

and time again, so he takes great ca.re in working out his evil plan ~ 

"Pharaoh• s Iii stake", he reasons, "was that he killed only the males J I 

will kill all the Jews", and so a.void the error which brought woe to 

Pharaoh. 25 Because the destruction which Haman plots is se complete, 

the rabbis regal.'d him as the most vicious, most dangerous of a.11 of 

Israel •a persecutors. They describe Israel as the vineya.m of the Lord, 

which His enemies are constantly trying to destroy· Pharaoh had plucked 

t o- 1•22) Ne ruchad.nezzar had plucked 
the loose grapes (i.e., the infan s- .!?>A• • • 

( raft and scholars- 2Kings 24:16) , and 
the clusters of grapes the e smen 

both 
~f these accursed men by attempting to upr oot 

now Haman outdoes ~ 

26 
the vines (all of Israel) completely& 

th r ight to destroy Israel from 
Haman uses his great wealth to buy e 

ice of 50 shekels for each 
Aha.shuerus, 27 a.nd willingly pa.ys the top pr 

in to carry out bis 
28 permiss i on of tbe k g 

Jew. Though he gains the 
Ham&n i s still apprehensive, for he 

terrible plan against the Jews, 



fea.rs that the God of Iara.el will rescue His people. 
In order to avoid 

this, Haman casts lots in an effort to find 
an auspicious ti11te for 

executing his plan. First he 
casts lots to determine which day ef the 

week he should pick, but, much to his dismay' he finds that Israel has 

some merit before God connected with ea.ch day, 
and he fears that this 

merl t will be sufficient to cause God to save them., Next Haman caste 

lots for the month in which to destroy Israel, a.nd again he finds that 

Israel has some merit connected with each month, with the exception of 

the month of Adar. Encouraged by this, Haman casts lots fot the sign 

of the zodiac which would be 1tost ·favorable, and finds that every sign 

holds some merit for Israel except the sign of Pisces, Upon seeing this, 

Haman rejoices, for Pisces is the sign of the month of Adar. In addition, 

Haman knows that Moses died in the month of Adar, and so he is positive 

that Ada:r holds no merit for Israel, and that God will therefore not 

intervene on their behalf. What Haman did not know was that Mases was 

also bom in the month of Adar, and so Israel did have merit connected 

with that month as we11. 29 

Haman takes similar precautions in selecting the method by which 

Mordeehai should be killed. His wife, Zeresh, warns him that fire, the 

d f lions all have been ineffective against 
sword, drowning, even a en o • 

Jews in the pa.st. She advises him to hang Mordechai upon a gallows, 
30 

li red f om such a punishment. Haman 
for no Jew has yet been de ve r 

heeds her advice, and builds the gallows (Est. 5:t4) · 
God can save Israel that 

It is because Haman reall~es that only 
brought against them before 

serious accusation to be 
his mnquet, with all 

he causes a most 

God. It is Haman who ad.vises Ahashuerus to make 
l.'d.er :rsrael to attend, 

1 ts drunkenness and lewdness• and to 
0 
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realizes that, by taking part in such f 
a east, Israel would incur God• 

wra.th, and He would then refuse to sa . 
8 

ve them Thi 1 · s P oy very nearly 
works, and only the intercession of Moses and th 

e rest of the heavenly 
court, and the good works of Mo:rdechai on rth 

ea cause God to turn from 
His anger and save His people.31 

Haman seems to have things well under control. He has select ed 

the most favorable time for his attack upon Israel and has caused thei r 

God to become angry with them. When he sees Hatach ,..:.11..,.,..,,· -A"1ng messages 

between Esther and his enemy, Mol.'decha.i (Est.4: ~ff.), he kills him, 

and thus prevents Mordechai from enlisting the queen •s aid against him)2 

He has been promoted by the king (Est. 3: 1) , and has even been invited 

to dine with the king and queen in the queen's private chambers (Est • .5:4) . 

All the signs seem to point toward Haman's ultimate triumph over Israel. 

But God •s enemies are elevated only to make their fall greater, and so 

Haman becomes great only for his own hurt. 33 The fact is that God will 

not forsake His people (!Sam. 12:22) whether they are guilty or not, for 

the world cannot exist without Isra.el34 and Israel's Torah.JS Haman 

is foolish for attempting to destroy Israel, for God Himself aould not 

destroy them. 36 In the end God brings all of the evil which Ha.man had 

planned for Israel down upon his own head. When he cast hi s l ots , the 

lot actually fell upon himself, for God declared, "Your l ot is to be 

37 t Ahashuerus for the right to 
hungl " The money which Haman pays 0 P 

• t f t e for the WOl°d n!O.:l~ " 
kill the Jews is itself a hint of his ultima. e a ' 

i 1 value in geoma.tria. a.s 
("the money"-Est. 3: 11) ha.a the same nu mer ca 

cf. . • destined.JS Similarly. the 
" a 1 \'\ "- the gallows for which Ha.man 

18 

6:4 to ind
icate tha.t Ha.man actually prepared the 

rabbis understand Est. 
sealed from the very beginning 

gallows for himself. 39 Haman •s fate was 

61 



of time, for the rabbis find a refe 
renoe to hi m in the creation story 

lf Genesis. In Gen.Ji2 t hey read the word " j ~ 
8 ~ ~ /~ ~" as "~ l\\ /"'°"" 

and conclude that the tree ( i e the 11 ) ·· T T ~ ' 
• • ' ga ows was ma.de ready for Haman 

from the time fo creation itself 40 Th Ha 
• ua man, whose words were evil 

and spoken haughtily, is destined to be broken by God. In the woTds of 

the midrash, he will be "boiled in hi;s own pot", 41 

The king's command to elevate Mo::cdechai is the beginning of t he 

end for Haman, and he knows it. Upon hearing the king's colllJlla.Ild (Est.6:10), 

Ha.man feigns ignorance, and pretends that he doesn •t know the Moroecha.i 

of whom the king is speaking. 42 When it becomes clear that it is his 

hated enemy whom he is to hOnor, Haman pleads with the ki ng to change 

his mind. He tells Ahashuerus that he would gladly pay 10,000 tal ents 

of silver (the same amount which he had pa.id for the right to destroy 

Mordeohai and his people) to Momechai, and would let his ten sons do 

Momechai this honor, if only he did not have to bear the shame of 
43 

personally exalting this ma.n whose death he had so carefully planned. 

But all of his arguments are to no avail, and Haman naw r ealizes that 

his plan is dooJled to failure. When he comes to honor Mo:rdechai, he 

finds him studying the laws of the handful (the meal offering- Lev· 2: 2) • 
44 

and says, "Your handful has conquered my 10, 000 talents of silver". 

· " h s "but God prepares a crown 
"I was erecting a gallows for him , e moum • 

for himl 1145 
Now Haman begins to feel the punishment which God has preJ&?'Eld for 

rd ha.1 11hom he 111USt ser:ve a.s ba.rber, 
him. He is totally degraded by Mo ec ' 

46 le he is leading Mordechai through 
bit hman, omerly and herald. Whi 

l ks down from her le.loony 
t he streets of the city, Haman's daughter 

00 

tha.t it is her father who 
She naturally assumes 

and sees t he procession. 
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is riding, and Mordechai who is lead· 
ing him ad d 47 , n umps a chamberpot upon 

her father's head. When she descovers th t 
e rut h, she is overcome 

with shame, and leaps to her death 48 T 
· • hus whe Ha • n ID8Jl r eturns to his 

house, he covers his head (Est.6:12) 
both out of shame and as a sign of 

According to another interpretation, Ha.man 
mourning for his daughter,49 

became leprous as well, and this was the .50 
reason that he covered. his head. 

The final disaster l:lefalls Haman at Esth , 
er 8 second 00.nquet. Esther 

exposes the true nature of his plot to Ahashuerus (E t 7.6) 
s • • and the 

heavenly host all join in bringing about Haman's destruction. When 

the king storms out into the garden (Est. 7 :7), he is further enraged 

by the sight of the angel llichael busily destroying the garden • .51 As 

soon as Ahashuerus comes l:ack into the pa.lace, Michael pushes Haman ont o 

Esther, and seals his doom . .52 Harbona, who was also present (Est.7 :9) , 

had actually conspired with Haman to hang Mordechai, rut, upon seeing 

that Haman is doomed, he tells the king that Haman had plott ed against 

the king as well, and also shows him the gallows which Haman had constructed, 5.3 

R. Eleazar agrees that Harbona was involved in Ha.ma.n's plot, rut says 

that he fled when he saw that the plan was doomed to failure. ':ft In 

contrast to these interpretations, another interpretation contends 

that Harbona was really Elijah, who joined Michael in bringing about 

the destruction of Hama.n.55 

hung on the very gallows which he had intended 
In any event, Haman is 

ved As always, the rabbis 
for Mord.echai (Est. 7:10), and the Jews are sa • · 

H man to account and who delivers 
make it clear that it is God who brings a 

ts more than the death 
His people. But the destruction of Haman represen 

H n is an Ana.lekite. For the 
of an individual enemy of Israel, for ama 

r abbis, Haman repr es ents t he 

h rises up against the Jews 
eternal Ama.lek, w o 
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in every generation. Though God is never mentioned in the biblical 

oook, the story of Esther serves to reaffin the Jew's faith in His 

God in time of trouble, for the destruction of Haman and the salvation 

of the Jewish people represents nothing less than the ultinate trlulllph 

of God a.nd Israel over all of their enemies. This is the great message 

of the midrash to the book of Esther. 



HAMAN 

1pa.ton, pg. 194. 

3Anderson, pg.847, 

4Bickerman, pg.197. 

5Anderson, pg. 847. 

~or Mordechai's role in this ancient fe•.Q, "" see above, pg. 42, 49. 

7Est. Rab.4:10. 

8 
Est. Rab.7:13. 

9 
2Targ.6:10, This is pa.rt of Haman's attempt to evade Ahashuerus• order 

to honor Mordechai (see above, pg. 62). 

10 
2Targ. 7: 9. This is pa.rt. of Haman's plea to Mordechai for mercy, when 

his plans have come undone. 

1! 
Est. Rab.8:5. 

12 
Meg.11a. 

6.5 



13Meg.10b. 

14Est. iab.7:12. 

1~eg.10b. Ironically, Haman is eventually hung upon a gallows made out 

of the thorn rush (Est •. Rab,9:2; 2Targ,7:10). Thus the "thorn" in Israel's 

side is punished by being hung on the thorn tree, 

1~eg.11a. The rabbis emphasize that the psalm mentions a man, and not 

a. king; they conclude that Haman is this nia.n, and not Nebuchadnezzar or 

any of the other kings who attacked Israel. 

17Est. Rab.7:3. 

18Meg.10b, 

19Est. Rab.P:7,P:11; Meg.10b, 

20 4 Est. Rab. :2. 

5 the Shimshai of Ezra 4:9, 
21 i:n In .Est. Rab. P: 

Est. Rab.P:5,7:2; PRE Ch • ..)"• 
is identified as one of Haman's 

who argued against reruilding the temple, 

sons. 

22Est. Rab. 7:.5i PRE Ch._50. 
i 

the other w~&lthY man. 
Kora.h 8 
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24 See above, pg.43 • 

2~st. Rab.7:23. 

2~st. Rab.P:11. 

27 Es t. Rab.P:10. Haman is described as the foremost of buyers, because 

he used his wealth to buy the right to destroy Israel. 

2~st. Rab.7s19. Fifty shekels is the maximum valuation of an individual 

in Lev.27s3. Haman is unsure of the number of Jews in the kingdom, and 

so he agrees to pay fifty shekels for each of the 6oo,ooo who came out 

of Egypt (Num.2s32). 

29 Est. Rab.7s11. Meg.13b also contains a reference to Adar as the month 

in which Moses was born and died. On Adar as the month of Moses' birth, 

see Kid.J8a. 

3~st. Rab.9:2; 2Targ.5:14. Acco1'ding to Est. Rab., Zeresh was t he most 

highly respected. of all Haman's advisors. She is considered to be one of 

Haman •a advisors because she appears to speak as one of t hem in Est , 6:13. 

31Est. Ra.b.7:13. Also, see above, pg.44. 

322Targ.4:11 

3~st. Rab.7:1,2. The :rabbis quote Ps.92:8 and Ps.37:20 as proof of this 

principle. 
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34Est. Rab.7:12. 

3~st. Rab.7:13. 

36Est. Rab. 7:10. This interpretation is based upon Ps.106:23, which 

describes how Meses caused God to leave 
Hi~ vow to destroy Israel unfulfiled. 

37Est. Rab.7:11. In this passage Haman is called " ~~· .,;)"and " 1(,) f T(J1", 

again a reference to his hated ancestors. 

3~ st. Rab. 7:21. Both " f 0-:>Y, '·' and " f-r; ,\ " have the n\llllerical value 

165 in geoma.tria. 

39Est. Rab.10:2; Meg.16a. This is the rabbinic understanding of the 

expression " I~ J' ::H\ 1 (Jlc " (Est. 6:4). 

4~st. Ra.b.9:2. This COlllJllent might also be taken to be an indication that 

the rabbis regarded Haman as the same eternal evil which caused the 

original sin of Ada.m a.nd Eve. It is true that Haman did tempt Israel 

by having Ahashuerus invite them to his l:anquet (see above, pg60-61~,and 

in Est . Ra.b.P:5 he is identified with the serpent in Amos 5:19. But the 

interpretation of " f y11 Jdi'\ " iD1J11ediately follows the coDllllent that the 

gallows were pre pa.red for Haman fro• creation, and so the intent would 

seem to be to link Haman to the tree (i.e., the gallows) which the rabbis 

say appears in the creation story itself, and to thereby prove that God 

had anticipated Ha.man's coming and had prepared his punishment at the time 

of creation. As for the designation of Haman as the serpent, one might 
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well ask why the rabbis choose to quote Amos 5:19 if they intended to 

identify Haman with the primordial evil of the serpent or the creation. 

Had this been their intent they undoubtedly would have quoted Gen.3:1 or 

Gen. 3:14, and so make the identification at least somewhat clearer. 

41Est. Rab.7:22, This is a general principle, which the rabbis apply 

to pharaoh as well. Because pharaoh ordered the slaying of the first 

born of Israel, his own first born dies, Thus he is punished according 

to his own words-"boiled in his own pot". 

42zrarg.6:10; PRE Ch • .50. This interpretation is l::a.sed upon the fact that 

Ahashuerus specifies Momecha.i as "the Jew", and further as the one 

"who sits at the king's gate" (Est. 6:10). For the rabbis these phrases 

constitute the king's answers to Haman's nervous question, ''Which Momecha.i ?". 

432Targ.6:10. 

44 4 16a 2Targ. 6:11 contains a. slightly different version Est. Rab, 10: ; Meg, • 

of this story, in which Momechai's sackcloth and ashes are said to have 

won out over Haman's silver. 

4~st. Rab,10:5. 

46see above, pg.47. 

47Meg, 16a.. 

~t. Rab.10:5i Meg,16a. 
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49 Est. Rab.10:7; Meg.16a. • 

.502Ta.rg. 6:12 • 

.51Est. Rab.10:9; Meg.16a.; PRE Ch. _50. 

52· b"d l. 1 • 

.5'.32Targ.7:9. The rabbis regard the fa.ct that Harbona knows the exact 

dimensions of the gallows (Est.7:9) as proof of his complicity. 

~Meg.16a.. 

5~st. Ra.b.10:9; PRE Ch • .50. 
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Est. Rab. 

Gen. Rab. 

ABBREVIATIONS 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • ••• .••••••• , • • • • • • • • • • • • Midrash Esther Rabba.h 

•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• Midrash Genesis Rabba.h 

Kid. • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • Babylonian Talmud Tractate Kiddushin 

Meg ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• Babylonian Talmud Tractate Megillah 

P: ...................... Petichta (opening chapter) of Esther Rabtah 

PRE • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • Pirke d •Rabbi Eliezer 

Sanh. . ........................ . Babylonian Talmud Tractate Sanhedrin 

1Targ. . ........................ . Targum Rishon to the Book of Esther 

2Targ. ••••••••••••••·•••••••••••• Targum Sheni to the Book of Esther 
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