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A PURILA sm ON 

B 
Dr. bba Hillel Silver 

t 
The Tem le 

On 
~un. ornin, ·~rch 9, 947 

• 
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The first approach of ~pring w s erdlded b all ~soples in lillCiPnt times 

and since then by festivals. t nese festiv~ls, celebr ting the end of winter, of 

cold and of rain, the coming of warmth, the flo~ering and t he rebirth of nature 

naturally came to take on a character of gaiety, exuberance, frolic. t times of 

great hdvoc and folly. 

Among t e &ncient Greeks t~is - s t : e season in honor of Dion ses, and~ e 

merry-making in connection with this festival Has rather ribald and SdrC .stic. Songs 

vhich ere sung on this occasion gave rise to comedy, just s anot.er festival of 

another season of the year gave rise to tragedy. 

Among the omwis this v1as t ·1.e t • e for t 11e festiv 1 of Baccanalicj. ith its 

unbridled revelry. 

The modern carnival in Latin countries and the Fastnacht a on Teutonic 

countries nd ~eoples are Christianized versions oft ese &ncient p an S ring-time 

festivals. T .e term carnivcil is robably derived from t_e L'tin "currus navalis". 

The wheels, the s ip-car, hich iere driven t ougli the streets of t e cit bearin·· the 

im~ge oft' e deity or some s bol of tne deity, bedecked 5 aily, decordted, round hich 

people danced - you atill 4 ve these flo r ts in connecti n v, ith the mardi gras at 

this season of the year. 

en these eople of t' e ancient world ere Christi~nized, these ver T rimitive 

customs survived. The church was not ble to abolish tnem. It did the next best 

thing - associ~ted t~em with some hristian ideas and tolerated them. And so the 

carniv 1 be an the season before Lent, forty da s before Easter ·rhen the eating of 

meat is forbidden. 

Our Festival of Puri must h~ve been some such festival. Purim, as you 

kno, is the holi of merry-m king, of mas uer·de, of games, plays, - frolic. And 

it is celebrated at t 1-e beginning of the :::, rin;:1 season of tile year. "Purim-Spiel", 

Purim play, the urim ·rody - they are the Je ish counterp~rt of the plays and 

burles ues co nected with similar festivals in the p.g nor non-Je· ish orld. On 
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tnis holidaJ Je is were ,ermitted to m~s uerade, did .ut on the mas~ues of t he 

chdracters of t he l egillah -- ordecai, Estner, Ha an, haserus. To this day t he 

Purim play has survived. An t ~e mood of fun and frolic inv ded even t he ynagogue. 

Young en, children, brought t o t he synagogue "Ha an-Klo pers ." 'fuenever t'..1e name 

of Haman was mentioned during the reuding of t he Me illah, t hat 1as the occas i on f or 

great noise, stamping of f eet, whistling. And in the school, in t he academ , in 

the Yeshiva -- t here, too, the Purim spirit invaded. For t he occasion a Purim 

Rabbi was ordained, a sort of preacher jester. e ··,as permit t ed on t ha.t da. to 

sa anyt ing th~t came into his head, utter nons ense and to indulge in criticism 

of all the te&chers of t he Yeshivah, to s ay things that ,0re dangerous ut any other 

time of t he year. Children went about fr Jm house t o house, begging gifts, singings 

songs. It as a da~ of drinking · nd eating, and a s_eci~l Fe s t of ur wo.s held 

in every Je iish home. And so the carnival spirit is the same, and t he holiday 

prob bly dates f ar back be ond t he da s of : ordec i l sthar. 

But Judaism took over t he flo,,erin of upringtime, t '1e Fes tival of urim, 

proceeded to reinter ret it and to give it dee )er content, dee er meaning. The 
merrymaking with 

Jews of Palestine at times sou~ht to i~entify this holi ~y of/:tiut Judas ace bee, 

this victory over 'ic nor, t he ~yrian general on t he 13th ay of Adar in t he year 

161 B.C.E. The Je 1s of Babylon associated that a with the vict ory of the Je rs over 

Haman. d it as the Babylonia.n custom of as sociating this Spring-t· e f estival ith 

t he greut deliverance of Jews from doom. This holi a has been celebr a ted to t his 

day. 

The s t cy told in tha e ill h, I e ilah Es t her, itself t kes on something 

of a carnivals irit. You h· ve t he feeling hen ou read t ' e egillah as if you 

ere ·atchin0 some mardi gras, some topsy turvy rocession of events. any t hins 

happen ups ide do - the unexpected, the unpredict ble. The routine, t he xpected 

is thrust as ide for t he unusual and the unanticip ted. 

Here is V shti, the ueen, the legitimate ueen who is unthroned at t he him 

of the King. She is rejected and cust out hile n un om maiden srom hw ble home 
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is suddenly elevated and takes her place as ½ueen . Unex ected , startlingt 

Here is a man Haman, second to the . King ·:vho was • :::;sing b/ hll unkno person, 

ordecai who refused to bown to him who suddenly becomes so enraged, so vindictive, 

he resol1res not only to destro .11ordecai but all his brothers , the hole tribe of 

Israel. 

Haman. 

But it is not this Haman who destroys ordecai. It is ordecai qho destroys 

It is "ordecai, this unknown person who destroys this _r>o.verful Hamt..n . nhen 

Haman boasted in the pre3ence of his friends of the 50 cubic gallo s set up in the 

court on hich to hang ordecai. But it is not 1,iordecai \-:ho hangs u on the :::,allo· s, 

but this H ~n himself who is hanged . 

A to sy-turvy :mrld L carnival ~orld~ The wind of cha.nee, the n orseen, 

the unexpected patternsL The customary, the r::>utine is thrust aside . 

Here the King is sleepless one night. He calls on his se an s to bring 

him the log to read. .hlld as he reads ~ e co es on the story of ho, t 10 serv nts 

of the king coospired to kill him and how a certa Jew b/ the na.me of ordecai 

overhearing this reported it. The~e is no record of any renard offered for suving 

the king 's life. So int e morning , the king sa s to H· man : /hat shall be done to the 

man ·:hom the king desires most to onor'l" Haman certain that this m n whom the king 

ishes to honor must be he says : Let him .be dressed in royal r r iments, led through 

the streets and let some im ortc.i.I1t erson iall: before this an and oroclaim : .. "Thus 

sh ll be done to the an hom the Kinz desires to honor ." This is t .e logic~l thing , 

the expected thing. But the illogical nap ens. The king sad: Take .-ordecai and 

rray him in ro al a) arel, place him on a royal charger and you shall walk through 

the streets before him and proclaim: "Thus h 11 be done to the aan hom the man 

desires to honor." 

And on the 13th da of dar the Jevs of Persia ere to be ut to death. But 

it -c..s not the Jews 1!10 were ut to dee1.t , but tne enemies of the J e s. So as you 

read this ancient Me illah, you ~et a feeling that you re in a orld of the unpredictab]t 
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the unexpected, a topsy-turvy orld. 

The ancient eoples used to think a gre~t deal of chance. TheJ ex~lted 

cl.ance almost to a devinity . Chance and ::him, the:· said, governed t e -r orld. Ch ce 

dispenses life ith une ual justice. It is chance t1 ·ch round the affairs of men . 
ofthe 

"hen ou read the lore of Gr_.eks and Romani nany peoples of anti ._uity, rou get the 

im ression that the were gre · tly impressed that it 1us chance ,hich really governs 

tfle lives of men and of nations. 

And frm the Megillah ou mi~ht receive the sa~e lesson. Su ~ose that ~sth~r 

was not as eautiful as she as sup osed to be. Sup~ose t'&t she .as not selected 

from the many as ueen of Bab lon. The Jews of Bab lon ould have been destro ed. 

It was mere chance that this maiden a proached the king and interceded in be lf 

of the lives of her people and thus s~ved them. 11 that is not the lesson of t e 

1egillah at all. Thais is only surface re-ding. 

The egillah is -gainst t e backgroun of c rnival spirit. 

But the real note oft e ·egillah is a vecy serious note -- th, t beyond ch nee, 

be ond accident. It is the enduring, the st ble and perm~nent ruoral law hich m~y 

for a. time be defeated , but hich ultim tely has its ·ay -- truth, justice, character, 

and cour e and faith to in out ulti a tely re ~rdles of the surface . The river 

may have on its surf~ce man cross currents und on the surface you get t e impression 

of confusion. But in the deep river are eternal ch~nnels of God , ch~nnels of history . 

The Je ,s . re f. s ved bee use t ere .. as a Je b the name of l"ordecai who had chd.racter 
• 

w o had courage, who had persistence , ho had faith, sho did not submit to the dictum 

of a cruel persecuto~ whofought back ~-·inst seemingly over helming odds, ho ~roused 

his people. The Jes ·ere s·ved because a wom~n n· ed isther, at first timid, confused, 

as strengthened b 

her people . 

ordecai, risked her very life to go to the king to plead for 

I 

hS you read our Dible, you ill fim this note repe'ted over and over again. 

"The house of the righteous th t ~ill endure. The house of ,icked -- that will 

be destroyed." ow it may seem at the surface th t t.e house of the 1icked is built on 
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s t rong foundations, roes and stones, mor e im ressive, more enduring . But becctuse it 

is t he house of t he wicked , it ·11 be destroyed . 

In 1958 , jus t before t he second ·orld war, I read s. boo_- called "The Hous e that 

Hit ler Built . " nd this author gave aver-~ im ress i ve pict ure of t his amazin6 house 

that Hitler built -- a house built on ?O ,er , mi~ht , on pride , on gre t organi z&tion 

a house which its builders said . ould endure a t housand years -- the house that 

Hitler built . but that house as built on lies , hate, on a gression . The house 

did not last a t hous~nd years . It did not l ast a thousand months . Ee sent 
e1nd 

mill ions to be burned in ~as chanbers . He hi mself ,as burned ; like Hd an ,/his 

followars , his henchmen .ere hanged . And upon his l and he brou0 ht ruin nd dis ster . 

The hous e that Hitler build , t he house that Pharaoh built -- an i m re s ive edifices, 

pyamids , might . There was a house built on sl aves nd en t he l ash of the t s ster 

and u~on t he droming of children for fear t' ·t t he Jews of Eg~~ t mil ht multi.ly ... 

And that house collaps ed . 

And sot e house th~t Haman built as a hou e built u on hatred, ~lot ting , 

t he ho e of allo~s . o he himself w s hung upon the allo·.-s hich he had built 

for others . "This is the f ate of al l those who for et od . He iill lean upon his 

house , but it will not stand up ." "If it isn ' t t he Lord ho builds the house -- in 

vain labored t hey ho built it . " 

Thut is really the heart oft e story of the egillah . A peopl e that builds 

its house on f ~ith in od, on love, on freedom , on eace - such a eo l e is 

indes tructible . peo le ,hich in an hour of crisis can ~roduce a 1ordecai , 

'sther -- t . is is t he ~ouse of I sr el . The re~&on h furi as beloved est ival 

mong our eople was because t hat same exparience of our forefat sin Pers ia. 

as repeated t· e nd time u ain in t he hi s t or y of our -"eople an ;e ex_ eri need it 

in our o~ lifetime . Unfortunatel our ex. erience was not as h· p st e ex. erinece 

-of the Jews of Persia . The Jews of ersia , accordi t o t he ,.1e illah, ere all 

Sc:tved . The J e !fS of iur oe ere not s ea. ved - all of t em . ...~il • ons o t:.'l em trc..6icci.lly 
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perished . And so it is impossible for us to r :all: hb.ve a Pur· Hitler, or a Purim 

Ger.Llla.nia , or a Purim Berlin . ,~hy? Bee use mil _ions of our ~ople erished . . e shall 

forev~r remember t~em in sorrow and recall them amonJ the ~ur erers of our ~eo~le . 

And ~e sha 1 also remember t~tlt t~at mi6ht ~hich sou; t t o destror the hole of Israel 

and to extinguish our name f1om the face of the earth, that mi6ht which declared a 

,ar of extermination upon our ople , that rii' ht is broken and hattered, and our 

eo le diminished in nurabers , it is true , nd having suffered gre~tly ana grievously 

it is true , is yet alive an is facin0 ~he future ith courage Wld hoe an faith . 

e have gone t :.rough the va~ley of the shade-« of dea.th and we are comin5 out into the 

liJht of a better and brie ter da . 
the 

That is/law of history . And that is the la of God . Truth 1.1ill prevail 

and justice 1ill be vin icuted . Tat is tLe lesson comes to us s .ere dour 

.. egillah . Sorro, will be turned to joy &.n .darkness to li ht . T House tl·t t~e ·azis 

built hus baen destroyed . ~h· t ill hap~en tot· e ouse th·t democracy built 

.:hat will h· pen to th house of that Ainerica builds -- th t onl t i e builders of it 

will determine . If e • ·ish t · e house of De r~c~ and the ou.e of meric~ to 

endure , ;e must see to it that it is built and rebuilt, strengthened n re-inforced 

1th self- s -crifice , with cvoperation amon our citizens , ith tolerance , with good 

·11 . This is the to preserve the house ~hich Democr c builds . Lt not 

for a moment assume that th .re are not forces at ,,ork to under ine this houset: t 

Democrac built, th~t there are not forces to under ·ne, that tner ·re not H mans , 

Hitlers in our midst ~reac.ing r ce hate, intoler~nce , bitterness, s.reading lies , 

f~lse rumors, incit· sus icion , ~ o ill bring this house dom in ruins . 

o house is permunentl sec e . That is ulso the lesson derived from the 

reading of the egillah ... Lovers of freedom, true builders of frees ·ety must be 

on the alert to feret these out , to ex o3e the, t o bre· ~ their o er, to efend the 

beautiful edifice of a free society . If the do that, e shall brig in our lives 

something of t e s~iri t of .... sther and 1,.ordeca.i . erica ill be a secure , ~nd free 

societ • Je,ish llie ill be secure in the iOrld. urim, tho ht it is a festival of 
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f r olic, fun , mas uerade, ou m der ive fro it a r eat ands ~taini g mo· 1 le ~on . 
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