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THE ifAS UE OF LIFE 
A Purim Sermon 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel ilver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning , Februar 21 , 1937 



Connected ith the i' estival of Puri:n , f riend. , three 

mitzvoth are enjoined upon the Je i sh eople . The 'irst is to 

rejoice . It is act1ally obligatory upon he Je:s to enjoy 

themselves upon Pur: m - t o eat , drink and have a good time . 

lt'ew religions in the world toda., command men to have a good 

time , to drink a little mo ~e wine t h n he cis t om·ril 1 does . 

Th tis the law . 1ou can unders t and that for a people ith an 

ex erience like ours t h tis so often sombre and at times cl e nsing 

it is good for the cleansing the soul to have a period set aside 

to en i oy oneself, to l augh a ay somb e thoughts . 

The second mitzvah is to send it to he ooor . No 

J e ish holida i ouite comple e qithout vin charit to thoce who 

h& •e less . o one shall eat or drink , acco ding to tne law, until 

e first sets aside som ~ f ood , s me ift of food for t he poor . 

11 halachmonos" - sending of gif s - is ch acteristic of the 

Festival of urim . 

The third mitzvEhis th t of re~ding a book . Seemin _ly 

the s bolic acts of sending gifts , rejoicing a r e not suf ficient 

to bring home to the Jewish peo1le all the in an es con ained 

in this r estival o Purim so he Je w s commanded to read a 

book out of hich he ould d' still all the isdom associhted i th 
the book 

this Festival of P im and/ hich he was co1m· nde to ~ead in the 

morning or the evening - boy , man , ~om nor child , in the sm~gog 

or at home is the egillah , the Scrol+ of tsther . 

ihen ou eQd that stor · of ~sther hich is foun in the 

Bible , ou realize wh t strange doc ent that re 11. is - as 



stran e as life itself , as full of sur~rises, as full of disguises 

as full o masauerade . It i~ , I am sure , uite as exotic and as 

colorful as an ancient bazaar in ancient Shushan mu c: t ha e been . 

The ook o l!isther is a gorgeous t·rnestr;y of anc l. ent Persia acro""s 

v ich move kings , queens , satraps , eunuch , cone ir tors , all 
the 

the wise men and all the foolish men of/far-flung em i e of 

Persia . 

In this Stor o ~sther , ve find almost ev ry human 

emotion - love , h te , ride , anger , loyalty and courage - all 

tangled u as it :ere in a •eb in thi c:trange f ntastic 

sto • 

Thr~ugh th t·le rt.alks the s ectre of death , too -

doom over-hanging the o o le - de··tn v.h • c i allr leads the 

all-to cunning con pir tors to the gallovs. Hee is a tory 

01 banaueting , and asting , terror nd alva ion . nd ain t 

this bacKgr~und move t :o ·st·tel heroic fig res , ordecai 

nd sther - Ecther the ueen and the ordecai the caotive 

in a foreign land . The e is no bke uite ' i~e it and the 

whole of the bible i full, as yo 

tales . The1e is not le , o story 

ell kno, , of o an. marvelous 

ich matches it or intricac 

of design, for sh r definiti on of character , sust ined interest 

and sur rising ·enouement . The. e is n tor · li~e i unless 

it be he ~torJ of Joseph tiild his Bret ren foun in he Book 

of Lrene is . And defini tel , out o •• thi C' • tor come t. ·o ideas 

• hich the • r • ter o t e . ·tor ~ ver effecti vel conve~rs t the 

e der . 

The first ·a this - th·t 1· i e i 11 of ran e things , 
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o_ ch· nee and ch~n e ·nd contrariness and t psy-turvine s : seco.dl 

thf t i triin this , ee inn- conf sion and accidents of fortune , ... 1 re is 

neverthelers an un,erlyin logic , a uni in mo al e manence . ThRse 

m ide s - hr t of chance and er:nanence are the ideas -.~ icn the 

le illah ,ants to convey to • oughtful re·ders . 

Just how OAS i convey it? Jus hin~ a moment hoV! manJ 

incidents in his vtor., of ..... sther ~e9end upon a c;hance ·him . ''h 

the i.rhole stor wou cin ' t h ve ta(en l· 1 ce if it ,ere not th-•t 

b o• e chance a ueen blushea , d~dn 1 t feel ·ell . R ·om n h d 

a mood and hen t· e <in sked her to shoi herre _ 0 he oidn ' t 
of 

want to do so . hhether out /pi ue or no , s. e ian I t ,, • nt to go 

and she didn I t go . 1 0u :<:nm ho.,, those hinc e . On that pure 

acci ent of the mood of woman , the :halt:! . or/ o! uri 11 re. s . 

because of this mood , the K:ln bec1.me ~ngry at1d d.:.sr .i Sf.:l • t 1e 

cueen , and t~e door of d t·n. if flu g op for ~or ec·i 'nd 

~sther o c ei ~n . 

Chance plays pran·s all throu h the .. egillah . The t ·o 

ch.am erl in o the :rin ·~"ho guard hi" door concpire o :ill 

hiu . ho ~hould chance to ovrr-hear the consJir c? .ordec i . 

• ha doe he do? He goes to sther &n. ells 0 t e co f'pirac 

~t.her tell he King . 1he . . 
is di ole Red . He ha~ l e . 

tv,o con pirl ors put to de th d has the vhole stor recorded 

in a boo of chronicleE . It cbanccd o e ni ht th· t in ai. ' t 

1 ep ·ell . Un ns re"'t he he d of king t He ,c.. ted to 
in 

re: d . It chanced hc:.t of '11 he rs h turn d to his 

scroll he chanced on th c apter of '1,0 ::tee i . He w· r , tl., 

ed o do some hing for or·ec~i ~o he 

• 
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• eked II ho is i he Court? " lind 1. chanc d H· rn, \ u in 

the Court . .nrl he • ~Ked , 11 ; hat ·~ 11 , t, he v,ho does e aone I • , 

honor to th ing?' Harr:· hou it y,. "' h . 1; h 'I, ' 

to be onored . Bu i C a ced th t it VI' "'n I t 

to . ~onored bu 1.ordec· ... • . Cha ce i In ' • ct t . hich e on 

all he .J e ·" of :'e"'f ia er to • e ut to de;.. ' , a f P. ect ci ~ 

chc:.nce . rim b.C tllr lean~ t e ca~ in . of lotc . 'J1he ·hole 

fa e o~ he Je~s o fersiu de eded on ch·nce, upon a. Jr nge 

If~ ther h d ' t found f·vor int e' e~ r,f' -'- e 1\.·1· n 
~· ._, - - V 

e 'UC" i ts unde • i de,. oao)r o·c' heK.i - if vhe ."ng 

·dn 't chanced t loo a c s e ~ her d s e ·dn 't cha ced 

to find vor in 

Chane&~ And ho. nucn inti. ~egillah in hi r or 

op -~ther thee is of contr ri es , o: rev rce , of o - urv~ ss . 

Jur t thinK i ar .:: n. anti-..,emi e , e em of the Je s , com s to he 

!\.ing r l d • s s n ·e~tro~ he ,Je ~nd ribe~ him w h an 

offer o e thousu.nd t .... len C, of silver t o destro· he J e\' s . 

In our histor i is u 11-.• the rev-r e ~ It .. C the Je. vho ca e 

to the king to tr to bribe him to c.llo he 0 live . Hm 0 ten 

did t he Jells h .... ve t o bu, protectio 
,... 
rom he kin from he ct• te , 

' 
fro a yr&.nt ~'or the sheer privele e o " living . 

There is a str n e reversal 0 role he e . H ' n i~ 

SUO JO nd o be led through he reets of hush n edec ed in 
·ho 

roy 1 ro e • In"'te· d, he one he h tc r:'O t , . ordecuihoe 

around i sac cloth , d c;hes s led t hro h the s ree dec 1r d 

ro al r nt • The e i a mi ht str •n re rr..n f0rm ion . Hama 
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erects gallows for 1.!ordec· • , o course . And .·.ho h· n s upon the 

gallm, ? Ha.rc:..n l Haman v. nted tv entrap the Je s •,nd he was 

himcelf entranµ ed . He .anted t rlestro ,he peo le and s peedil. 

~a destroyed himself . The self- same rin ~hich as i en to Ham·n 

to ill . ;ordecai 'c.- s nov given to :.;or- ecai to kill Haman . 

Ch nee- tops) - turvine s r1. d mas ucrade . Esther , too , 

mbstuerades . he Wo. S told by 1·, o "dee"' i not to tell that she is 

a Je ecs and she do~s no . So u have in this stor./ a s rong 

co pilr ion of mimeE c...nd pantomimec: , luck nd ficke chance . 

And t . tis lire - that is cert· irlJ ch r:c erirtic of much in 

Jewi life . It is no "'onder , the-efor ~t the Festi· 1 of 

Pur ' m \as al a 1s celebrlted in thiP v e irit , re~ -up , 

mQsquer de , ,antomi e . 

Yet , if thec:e v.ere the only elem ts i the c,toru of 

L th r , it would have reall Pen a n:adman I s tale , a y;i tch I s 
thPre 

bre~ . If t hese ~ere the o~ -Y element , then/ .ould be no 

logic , no meaning in h 1ctn hictor . If life ~ere m de uo onl r 

of accident , chance , fortune , lie lould be u c az· thing . 

There is rruch mor e to life . Th _ e ic:- ill . The. e i human 

purJose . Thee is hum£n effort . Th G is human )la ning . 

Th e is hum·n courage . There i~ humrn re.tling v.ith chance 

and cc:dent v:hich befuddles it . Thee is ch r c _r v. hich 

brings order out of ch o , h n,n rill . The mor 1 sense , i . ou 

Vli l l , o mankind fre uentl .. act liKe a c t lJ tic a ent v.r- ich 

conpounds mo 1 re"lity and alue out of ch nee chan e d 

the v. himfulne of li "'e •• 
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The permanent elecents in the 0tor of Purim are the 

moral characters of two people - Mordecai and Es ther . In their 

character :}OU find nothing is desultory , unpredictable . In 

the chara cter of tsther and Inordecai you find clarity, durability , 

dependability . H re , in this whirling ~orld of Persia of topoling 

crowns , wierd olotting , conspiracies intrigues , bribery -

her e, in the midst of the swift flux of change and chance , like 

an L ,movable tower of strenth stand t he ch: racters of one man 

and one woman , tJiordecai and ' sther . 

Mordecai is inn . 1~1ordecai has strength of chG.ra cter . 

He does not kneel . He does not bow t o shifting fortune . 

He is true to something which is eternal and permanent in himfelf -

his conviction . Mordecai is unafr id. ~~ ordecai is loyal . He 

seeks the good of his people . r::ordecai is zealous . When 

imnoverishment threr ens his people , he does not seek hos o~n 

personal security in flight . He goes out , summon his 1eool e , 

trys to control this tra ic a cident which has come into their 

lives . So with Esther. Here char~cter, too, is dependable . She 

is brave . nfter t he first moment of fear, she evidences in 

her ch .racter , brav• IJ , courage . She faces death , if necessary . 

uhe does not hide herself in the palace and sa' t J he self : 

"1 am safe , I am secure ." No , she also speaks of "I and my 

peo.,1en . And it is against the impregnable strength of 

character of these t~o, ad of people like them, that ~11 the 

todal waves of Jewish 0ersecution have beaten . It was the s sme 

all through these lon~ wear- tragic centuries . Israel survived 

all the Ha.mans because there was al ay s Mordecai and the P as 



-7-

alwa... an ....,sth r . 

here is a keen observ tin m~de one of the la er 

rabbis . hen Ham n Wc..S ered b ., ordec i bee u e ordecai 

ould not kneel to him, he v•as not ati fied to kill ; o"'Ciecai 

alone . He v.anted to des roy all his people , a 11 the eople 

of 1 ordecai . 

It is of the fenius of our race i an hour of ra edy 

to produce a 1,.ordecai and an sther . hat is v1hv m 
" ' 

.(' • d .. rien s , 

v: re admonished to read the 1~.egillah on Purim bee u e there 

i in it, the distilled vi dom o exoerience . Je ish life 

mr f riends, in the dias ora is a anderin one . A ·anderin 

life is so ful l of mishaps , accidents , of 1i~ ortune . Ho 

ofte the fate of the Je;s i exile deeded on the eccentrici ie , 

and ca.1rices of some t~r t , schemer , extortionist qramour , 

fanatic or aoof t te . Hoi. o:'te h ve orld events over v·hich 

the Jes have no control - lague , war and economic depre~ :on -

ho often have these accident of f · te roken m)ri ds of peoole 

upon the ,heels of torture . 
- him chance fortune 

If the e ere t·1ings knov.n in ou expe our 

ex eriPnce ~ould have bee a nightmare and the mo ale of the 

Je ·s would long._ o have been shattered . There a, lvay more . 

'Ihe e 1ras racial intelligence , raci' 1 cour ge . There ere the 

ordecais and Esth rs a,ainst all the controllable f~ctor in 

J e ish expe ience . painct our eeming defersele ness homelec ne s , 

our peo ple a andering eoole , wa ·l ~ble to et off as a 

counterpoi e to th hich a uncontrollable in is ex erience 

tho~e po~erful a ·ents hich tere definitel within it~ con rol -

fai th, confidence , ruth , cour e , and in all momen of crise , 
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rare spirits of the breed of kordecai and ~sther . 

"Chance nd change la:t not their hands upon :,ruth . " 

Tha t is the recondite theme of the tory of ~sther and as long 

as we have these, ~e can rejoice . As l ong as we c n count i n our 

midst a number of men and women of the breed of ~ordec i and 

~sther who never lose faith, who hevcr lose courage and who 

are read to f '" ce doubt for the sake of the ,eople , so long 

ill night turn for us always into day , da rknefs i nto light , sorro 

i nto jo . "To the Jews th, r e will alwa s be a full measure of 

joy , happiners, r ej oicing , ride and hap•Jiness ." 

Thr ee mitzvoth ou must erform this coming Purim . In 

1937 the Jews of the world need to have a da~ to rejoice when 

so man of our days are bleak . Let us ejoice in the sense of 

our eternity, of our mastery over fortune, of our capacity to 

survive Hitlers and Hamans . Let u give gifts to the poor . The 

second mitzah is t o make iHH your.elf happy by makinr o hers 

happy and thirdly, read the Megillah , the stor of Esth r . 



IGHTS OF" N 

CV 
A- Sovereignty, as a matter of ri ht, appertains to the a ion only 

and not to any individual ; and a ation ha~ at all times an 
indefeasible right to abolish an) form of gover ment it finds 
inconvenient and t ~[ t , blis sch as accords ·ith its inter est , 
dis. osition an j happiness ... Ever , citizen is a member of this 
Sovereignty, and as such can ackn ·ledge no ersonal subjection; 
and his obed"ence can be onl to the las. 

) hat e no'tl see 
France are a reno 
of )rinciples as 
c mbining moral 

the orld from 
of the nat 

i versal as trut 
th politica1 ha 

he revol~tions in Ame ica nd 
~l order of things, as stem 
an the e) istence of man, and 
iness and n· tional prosperity . 

5) Declaration of igh s of Man and of Citizenship - adoption of 
the at ional semb of !'"'ranee - 11 tural, ~mpr scripti ble 
and inalienable righ s - libert - os. erit - securit and 
resistance of oopres on. 
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LI C LN 

o im or ~nt en in Amer·can Joli ics sine Thoms Jeffer on 
nd John 1uinc Ad ms had spJKen so strangelj, intimately 

ands m &thetically of roamings and findin•s in a Bible 
that ·s )0 rsonal companion and as iritu 1 resource . 

2) Congressman Deming , soon after Lincoln ' s death, was lled 
upon to deliver a memori 1 addre;s before the legislature of 
Connecticut , and amon other thin~ he ~aid tha t he ns~ed 
Lincoln one da wh he refused to join a church ; and Lincoln 
said unto him: "I have never united m sel with an;y church 
because I have foun d"fficult;'} in giving my ac:sent without 
mental reserv tion to the long comt li ted st·. tements of the 
Chr istian doc rine ~hich char~cter · ze 'e rticles of belief 
and confessions of faith . fhen an~ church ill inscribe 
over its ~1tjrs as its sole qualific· t·on for membership the 
avior 1 s condensed statement of the subst ance oft e laN and 

the gospel : ' Thou shalt love t e Lord th~ God i hall th) 
hea ~ t , vii th all th soul nd -~ i th a 11 thy min , and t~y 
ne "ghbor s th-self ,' - that church ill I join ith all my 
heart and with all m;y soul . " 
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men who elieved in God as the Jew elicves in od, who feel that 

religion has nothing of the s ~pernatural or m' sterious a out it. 

TheDeist in many v s ma · be likened to the Unitarian of our own 

da • 

,'as: ington was a religious m who gave voice 

to his religious sentiments more than once. In f act he r:iaint ined 

that the ~oral life o. P people must be grounded in religion. In 

his farewell speach to the nerican people he stated: 1 0f all 

the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity. 

religion and moralit e inoispensa le port· and let us ith 

aution indulge t!ie supposition that or lity can e maintained 

ithout religion. Whatever ma e onceded to the influence of 

refined education in minds of peculiar structure, reason and 

experience both forbid us to expect that national morality can 

prevail in exclusion of religious principle." 

e was a man of religion, a man of great faith, but 

he was not a technical hristian or an orthodo hristian. his 

is of ourse true of Jefferson and Franklin and many of the other 

great leaders of t r.e ne .erica. 

Therefore those ho would insist today that .America 

is a Christian country really do not kno the hi s tory of their ovm 

country and really do not understand the mentality of the men who 

fashioned it. 
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