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T TASQUE OF PURI 

.arch 21, 1954 

... Purim is a most joyous day, which has been celebrated for hundens and 

hunrlreds of years aMong our eoule. It is a day when people relaxed a bit the 

restrai ts of every-day life an indulged in conviviality, fun. And yet there is 

a dark unnertone in this festival of Purim, an undertone of dar ger and of tragedy. 

The lau hter of this holiday is heard against the background of a vast human slaughter 

1hich was in the making, which was about to be carried out. Purim means that the 

lot ha~ been cast to destroy the Jews of the emnire of Persia . The date had been 

set by lot. The orders had been issued. Fortun~tely, the orders were cancelled at 

the last moment . 

I don 't. knov how many Je s lived in the empire of Persia in th 127 rovinces 

h·ch included also P8lestine in the 5th century when Ahasuerus reigned and when this 

story took place. Possibly millions of lives were ·nvolved , an<l fortunately these 

. i lions of lives were spared at th last moment because Haman c0uld no carry out 

h5s plot. t there ere times jn Jewish history hen the Hamans did carry out 

the'r plot, and one of them was in our own lifetime, hen Hitler did destroy six 

mi lion Jes. And this event did not take place in dim , distant le endary years of 

the at. t took place ·ust about ten, twelve years a o , in our own lifetime. 

The 1rim story is th refore not a mere carniv 1 fPntasy. It is a very tark 

an sober actual and recurrent phenomenon of e ish exp rience. 

Of course Haman was not the f·rst nor the la.~t of the enemies of Jews. Acrording 

to tr,Hi tj on, he was a <lirer,t descendent of Amalek, th enemy who soup:ht to destroy 

he Jewish people centuries befor Haman's day, at the tim when the J s left gypt 

on th ir way to the omised and. And a special ab ath has been de ignatect in the 

Jpv ish calendar called th (P brew) 11 SPbbath of embrance" - remember hat ftmalek did 

unto you hen you left Egypt . 
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Jo, he wasn't the first Baman or the last of the enemies of our neople, but in 

his story, in the story of Purim recorded in the Book of Esther thPre is reflected 

many of the experience hich have been fairly constant in the long history o our 

people. And therefore when we read the ~(egillah, ,,, e should be alerted to our own 

days, to the v orld in which we find ourselves. 

·fuy was a decree issued by the king (Hebrew) to destroy and to annihilate the 

Jews of Persia, J ws who had lived there in that vast empire, the lar est empire of 

Pntiouity, 1~rger by far than the nreek empire came to be or the Roman empire later 

on, where the Jews had lived in peace and in uiet f or many enerations. hy was 

th.:.s su iden decree issued to destroy them? , rere they wicked? Ha they ecome 

udrlen r wicked, Pvil people? Did hey r\isobey the kinr,? rid they rebel 8gainst 

hasu rus? Jot at all. There is no trace of it, no recorn of any such sudden rebe lion 

n the nArt of the Jews of P~rsia. • y then the sudden dread decision? ~!ell, an 

ambitiou man, one man, Haman by narie, ha co e on the scene, ower hunpry, who, 

in the nursuit of his ambitions, set out to consoli ate and coor inate R the oups 

~nrl ~ 1 thP e les bout him, set about o liminate allon!)osition, set, ~bou to 

crush all ·norit·es in order to establish himself as the unchallenge head, next to 

the kins hjm elf, vn.th an eye undoubte ly, 11-.timately, to throne himself. And the ldn , 

a foolish kin ,, sunk in carousing an debauchery - the story of Jsther begins, y0u 

may recall, with 180 days banquet v1hich the kin~ gave to his nrinces anct hi~ nobles 

an h • s gov rnors and his rmy chieftciins in the capi ,-.,1 of Susa, ,h re ac ,-. orriin to 

the ~ · 11ah, drinks w re served in ~olnen goblets anct th royA ine as lavished 

ac ording to the bounty of the kin ; six months of drinkin . This kin v as easily 

be ilerl b this cunnin and scheming vizier, whose eye undoubte ly as on the throne. 

ow th re cheinced to live in the capitol, in ,·usa, ~ Jew by the name of oriecai, 

hos niece, Fsther, had been chosen qu n to reolace aueen ashti, who ha been 

deposed, an l this ordecai, accor:ling to ,he M i lah, • ou not bov, do m to Haman or 

do o eisance to hjm. He refused to h cooriinAte . ow the rPason is n t tlv~n in 
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the Book of Esther why ~ordecai refused to bow down to Haman, and the tabbi set 

about to explain it. Clearly, they said, the,~e r!lust have been on the anoarel, on 

the raiment of Haman, symbols of idolatry, and kneelin~ to such 5Y'11 ols worn by 

An or not worn by man was tantamount to Apostasy. The J~ws had refused to bow 

down to idols or the symbol of idols. They refuse to permit th ima es even of 

the em erors to e olaced in their synapogues or in their temple . rne of the writers 

commente--1 on this f ct, an said, "Pl that was required for Jews and all ooles 

for ronformity to the state reli ion wa to scatter a few grains of jncense upon 

an altar. ~hat's all. 'T'o refuse so sjm~le an act of fellowship • h society, one 

i ht almost say of common courtesy to one's nei hbors, seeme~ to show A strangely 

mAlir,nant chAracter. One was not asked to believe anything. One WPS aske to cm

form to a political convention. hnrl the Je ' S were the only people who refused to 

conform." 

'T'he Pa an writers, the v1ri ters of antiquity, failed to understand this act on 

the nart of J ev,s. They attributed :it to the cussedness of this eople. They charged 

t 1em ith bein misanthropes , "who rer:-- r the rest of m~nkind ith all the hatred 

of enemie " to quote a Pagan writer. They charged them even vri th being --itheists and 

c~ r nibc1 s. liny the elder called them "a race famous for its insults to the Gods ." 

They couldn't understand thi attitude on the art of the 0 1s to o hrou~h this 

routine, this co ventinn 1hich meant so little. To h J e s i , meant everything. 

It meant dojng violence to the one reat do of their faith. Thou shalt not make 

unto thyself any graven ima e nor any manner of likeness in the he, vens above or in 

the earth eneath or in the wat rs un<ier the e rth. 'Thou sha t not b rio rn to them 

or worsh'n them. 

tever t.h reason, orctecai felt it grave enoug'r1 not to do obeisance to Haman . 

It must have be n grave enough because .. ~ordecai ouli have not j sobeyed the K1 ns:?' s 

cormnand. ov Ha n sensed dan er in this act of defiance of ordecai. f _Tordecai 

will not bo, do~n to hjm, nerh~ps oth~rs will follow suit. Vat haopens then to his 

total ta ian control of the e1pire? An so the book ays he was "fille1 ith fury" 
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against Ttfordecai. But - and here is the key - to a recurrent cycle of Je iish experience -

, ut, 1 says the Book of Esther , 11 Haman disdaj ned to lay hands on _Jordecai alone ; so 

as they had made k !own to him the people of Mordecai, Haman sou ht to destroy all 

the Jews, the people of Mordecai, throu r-hout all the empirP of King Ahasuerus ." 

There you have it. The anti-semite is ot content to vent hj_s anger uoon one 

Jew woo may have crossed him , but upon all the Jews. In the eyes of bigots ;:ind 

fanatics, the misdeeds of one or a few members of a minority group must be visited on 

the entire group. And then in order to rationalize their vicious purposes and give 

them a semblance of justification, these fanatics and bigots, conspirators, proceed 

to resort to manufacture, theories , philosophies of race and religion to arouse the 

fears al"'longc,t oeonle of im inent dan er, and by frenzied propa anda they create a 

mood of panic amon -: the neople or in the heart of t he ruler and so achieve their purpose . 

So in the t ~1ird chapter of the Book of Esther we read, "Haman said to the King, 

"Ther e is a certain people scattered ahroad and di persed ar10nF, the people in all the 

nrovj_nces of your kin <lorn; the i r laws are different from those of every other UP ople, 

and they do not veep the Kj ng's laws - so that it is not for the King 's profit to 

tolerate them. If it please the King, let it be decreed tha t they be destroyerl." 

In that one sentence you have the whole technique of anti-semitic propaganda . The 

entire technjque. I t is all there . 

First, charge these people as being a scattered penple, a disJ:Ersed pe ple . 

Point to the fa ct that the i r involuntary homelessness and dispersion is proof of their 

unworthiness. And then call attention to the fact that they are different , and it's 

dangerous for the state to have people who differ on the points of view, from the 

customs of the majority. It is a crime to be different. And from there there i 

only one step - from this hein different - t o the char e that they are hostile to 

the state, that they do not keep the kjn 'slaws; they are unpatriotic. No specifica

tions are given , no details of the indictment - that's not necessary. &ufficient is 

a smear. ii. general statement of difference and hostility, and then finally comPs the 
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sug~estion that the King should not tolerate them, that they are a danger to the 

state. And therefore the King should jssue orders to destroy them. 'T'his is the 

technique, you may recall, which Hitler used, with the German people. He succeeded. 

And this, my good friends, is the technique which every demagogue uses, invariably. 

And demar,ogues do not begin their careers always as anti-semi tes, but they nearly 

always end up as such, and that's the thing to bear in mind - a very important thing 

to bear in mind. 

Sometimes even Jews are taken in by such demagogues who seize upon a po ular 

slo _an or some popula r idea and proceed to exploit it for personal aggrnndizement 

as a means of gaining political power, and they employ all ruthless means - lies and 

deceotions and half-truths and character assaffiinations\o achieve their aim, and many 

peo le, jncluding Jews, are inclined to overlook these means which are employed 

because they are so engrossed in the end which this rler agogue avows. And when they 

wake up, it is sometjmes too late. Then the irlol which they have Vforshipped js 

oroved to helve not only clay feet but also iron teeth which devour and break in pieces. 

A isapnointed and a disp;runtle<l demBgogue nearly always turns anti-semitic - if 

for no other reason than the fact that the unstable and neurotic elements with VIhich 

he surrounds himself ann which flock to him in his ascendant years are the ones which 

remain with him in his political decline and then force hjm to chamoion their vievi1s 

if he intends to hold theI!l for another type of power. nd the views of these fanatics 

ani neurotics and reactionary elements are always tinged with Jew-hatred and anti-

semitism. 

Think back for a moment to Father r,ou _hlin,and you will understand exactly what 

I am talking about. 

no not for a moment imcieine that it is only the Jewish minority in history which 

was sin~led out for misrepresentation and indictment an<l fearful persecution . It is 

not so at all. It is the fate almost of all 1inori ties. There are always JEOple on 

hand, dema ogues, who will exploit the hatred of the majority for a certain minority 

in order to capitc1lize upon it for their own self-~ggr n izement and power l Or , to 
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turn the minds of t te people away from +.heir unhappiness , their poverty, their 

misery for VThich these rulers or dema gogues made themselves be responsible. The 

eminent Roman historian Tacitus, in writing about Emperor Jero and the burnine of 

the city of Rome, the efforts whi ch Nero made, who was resoonsib-e for the burn1ng 

of the city, to shift the r esponsibility to others becaus e the act clearly was not 

ponular ,·ith the Roman people. Tacitus writes in his annals, and J read: 11 llll 

human efforts, all the lavish gifts of the Emperor, did not banish the sinister 

belief that the conflagration was the result of an order. Consequently, t ,o get rid 

of the report, }Jero fastrle d t.he r{uil t and inflicted the most exquisi t.e tortures on 

a class hated for their abominat • ons cc? lied Chri stians by the ponulace. r, hr~ s us, 

from Vihom the name had its origin, suf fered the extre~e penalty durin~ the reign of 

Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilate; (not.ice whom 

'rac ·_tu blame s for the crucifixion of Je·sus - not the Jews) . ow thi s Christus, 

from v1hom t.he name had its origin, suff ered the xtreme penalty during the rei'!Il of 

Tiberjus at th hancts of Pontius Pil~te, and the most mischievous superstition thus 

checked for +.he morient, (;hrj stiani ty, a gain broke out not only in Jurlea, the irs t 

source oi' t,he evil, but e ven in nome, where all things hideous and shemeful from ever~ 

part of the worl<l, find their c~nter ?no b~co e opular. Accor in y, an arres t was 

first ade of <1 ll who nleaded guilty. Then 1pon their infornud :ion, usually ext racted 

by torture, an im: ense multitude was convicted. ot so much of th crime of firing 

the city as of hatred a gainst mankind... ..rockery of every sort was a :lded to their 

eaths - the deaths of these Christians. Covered by tte skins of beasts, t. hey were 

torn by dogs and perished or were na~ led to crosses, or were do' med to the flames and 

burned to serve as a nightly illumination v1hen daylight had expired." 

Now this fe s tival of Purim, dear friends, has therefore this message of alertness, 

charging us to be wary of demagogues and their conspiracies, not. to be taken in, not 

to be beguiled. The .istival of Purim is a joyous festival because it teaches us 

that evil is finally de eated. That things are ultimately turned (Hebrew) from sorrow 

to joy and from mournjng unto a holiday. ]~inorities shoul not be discouraged. Time 
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.:in<l again they have save the v orld. If those v,ho belong to a minority ou remain 

loycil to their faith and to the:ir vis·on, they rill win throu h ultimat.e1y. e read 

in the ible "when you go out to battle a gainst your enemies clnd you see horses and 

chariots an people more than you, be not afraid of them, for the Tnri your .l()d is 

with you - fear notl" 

That isn't all that the Purim tells us . To hPve confidence in the ultimate 

triumph of the truth even thour h it is proclaimed by 2 feV1; it t ells us that the 

ultj mrlte t.riunmh and the ulimate salvation does not come automatically~ it has to 

e courapeous leadership and tremendous loyalty, th ·nd represented by or_ecai 

an<i Fsther, b. htnnan bein s, by people who are alert and Ylho 2r~ dete ine to resist 

the evil . And whenever a PTeat cause was won for mankind and a ~ eat triumnh re

f'orne , it was the resul of t.fie work .of r en and women ho ha the stearl fastness , 

the resoluteness , the f earle s ness e ' n at the oo·nt of endan ering th ir own lives 

as _ ther did when she went before th king as a resul t of t he labors a nd t hf sac

rifices of such people . The triumphs of fr edom and democracy anri of al human 

va ues do not come~ out utomR ically . 

J nn therefore, for us, Amer· ans, nri for 11 m n, t.her i this lesson :.n 

t.ha t tho e who wish to preserv their frefldom from dema ~om1es and from H mans of 

rim -

ci 11 kinri s, of a 11 enomi n::: i ns, should not r i::- st easy j_n the 1iDUP'ht that it can't 

happen here. It has happened almost e reryv1here on the face of t ,he p,lo e . u in 

loyalty to their great traditions, thy should rally round coura ous l .ctders nnd 

fj t these dark, conspiratorial fores, who masquerade as patriots and defenders 

of Americc n freedom . 'I'hclt s the masque of '>ur i m, go d Friends. 1'hese are the truths 

behin the masque . 
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