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SCIII thoughta • \be the• of Purill 

xareh ,, 1,sa 

&abbi Daniel Jere_,. tilwr 

It you had walked through the hall• ot our 1ohool build1ng during it■ last 

tev 1eu:lau, 'it would hna r•1ndttd 7ou ot nothing ■ore than a atreet ■oene trca 

the Arabian lipta. You would haft •en proud ehiekh■ and noble ladi•• bU7 about 
• r 

t~ir JINOOOupatima, becleoked ~~ not 1n the brooade and U. ailk ot anoient 
,, . . . .. 

qDq in the last,._.,. beaoh-w.-, but newrthlleu quite proud -. • 

of ~ ..,. they looked, quite praiad to be --a-reeling u the )mt and beroinaa 
' . 

• ' 

fJf the~ ROJ7. 'for th••• g wa llllld •-n, -~ •• --- at the .. -- ' . 
. :: at,i~ of tha Pm-ill holidlr Jntah religloua aal • • •. • . ia Nt 
~ "'· . 
~---· :··.. • '' • ; ot rejoiainl, or nt. 

ook ot lather be _..,.ted, 
-~~•••" • , to all the ,_ 1n cd.tie■ ot the hlJD..ed ... .. i.nty prori.noe• 

~ : ' : ~. . ', ' ' .. : ., • • ; . : ' ' ' ' i{ 

11, .-. • • .ha ot Jw■ia. Int .::... .. r llordeoal enjoined upon •· ·'.· ;. that 
.. .; • 1-,1.•·. . ·. ,. 

' . ~ 

~ .. ...,.. bit da, ot their-CIQ .... _ u tba annul IIDlliftr~ · ;· a a 11aaratian 
~ ' I • • 

< ' 

fl' tilt r ■-- and tmir 1__...lllln ■alfttiGD• le te~: \--- Clll-crate 

. to..-.eaUi and ••■: •• ot Adar, eaah y~ _;; •on• the 
t ' ,:r 

• ·•~ I~ • 
, t-· 

I' 

... IJ!WIA· tbaJ' WN fleed .. __ ....... ___ ,., hreat vhioh hung over . • W• ot 
• ' 1 ~ ' : • l . . 

t---w.._ ladne•• And ot o , . . aequent 1enerationa ........ and ea-

t: upeot ot _.rill_. beo•• the cl••• \ -..-. Jtndah . ,. 

n1 ..,., a :---• and ot ■■aqaRadaa.:,· ........ ••n~ti•• 

oo•ll• tor ,.. ... to 10 abo•t fr• hat . • • .·~. •trick-
. ·•' J~ ~, 

fl. ' 

•Pllria•, they ■--, a1111 ODq me day at •• ~ , · : lean 7-
• ' l 

.. , bn ftNt, lift u • d:la.. ~ £6117 c:.iental Jni1h O<= I nmi·ti•• the cut• 
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arON of holding an aateur theatrloal on Purim dq. These wre mostly satires 

band an ti. pretmct. ot the lather at_,., but aotua]Jy lapooning all the pcnpoaity 

and all the Taniti•• and all idivaynoraoi• of their tel.low tovnmn. Purim, in 

ahort, wu a dq an vbich the Jew forgot the predia-nt1 ot lite, the dangeroua 

political situation which uauallJ aurrc,unded hill, the tediua and routine ot his 

hard labor to earn an existence, an which be rejoiced not only in the 1alvation of 

••• ,_ in Peraia centuriea before but in the hope, the faith, that God would 

yet intercede fer .}d.11_ and achiew hie personal aalvatim. Light-heartednesa, 

leTit7 M 10 Wiza ~he order of the Purim dq1 but llcenoe vaa not. Purill i• not an 

ooouim tor . unliaited frivolity, MITime~t vithmt bounds. Sme have mad• a 

~cnne~ion _between o~ Purill hal~ and the Mardi Qraa. They ocae at apprmd••t•ly 
' . 

the •rs■■ tiae ot the ·year. Both in all probability --~•CMt.h~ng of ·th~. origin 
. . 

to__.. prild.tiw, pagan auatoll■ -.. · And yet the a■p1ata ot the 11laat tling", ot 
' . 

••~· 1111bounded, ot a public di:apl:117 1'hioh beo•• the upeot ot the Mardi Ora• 
' . 

1'1 a,,., .- ._...an cCIIIIIIIDitie■ vu ne.,_. that ot Purim. It va1 .• 
' 

•~led~• t, a block ... ..-- . th chaperone■ and aupeniacra, • dq tor 
.. ' . ~ '" 
. I 

,- • ..I 

and jo.,, but al.ao tor .• 1an and Nlt control. And in their viad011 
_.. . . 
'' .... . 

. "' . .. 

oar an11nan caabimd the Pur1m holSctq, th1• holidq ot frivolity and ·enjoy•nt, 
' . . 

v.lth thil S.clla that on auoh a la.f ·oooancn, au.oh a signal ooauion in the year, 

\b111 wb.o _.. re~oicing ahould gl.w ·ot ·thlir bounty, should give ot their own to 
·~ ' ' 

other•• The ftl') Puri■ letter vld.oh I quoted trcn the Bibla continue• and advisee 

\be.,_, fd r.r1ia not anly to ■IP the Paria holldq one ot teuting and gladness 
• I 

. "' . 

but •l eo CIDI of ••ndin1 portiana aae ;to the other, and gifts to ·t~ poor. In JUDY . 
' ' 

a~~ e1 ti•• the Clllato■ gm up ,.., .... akin to our present ••rloan cuatca ot 

• 11nd1ng· Clri.ataaa baalalt1 except of aour· .. tbeN wre Purim buket■•• ,tn. M&t•, 

liolMd.•• wre b•oug~ together and diatributed to all the tedli•• who could not 

_. th.111·, ■o that each t-1~ in \he Jeviah o- 1mait7 might ~ be able to 

thi■ holidq ot agiYing. And 11a117 ot theN bukets nre tllled with 
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other things besides simply food. In tact in some Oriental Jewish commllllities • 

Purim becane • the day tor the Jewish wltare fund collections in which it was seen 

to it that all the communal_ needs, all their charitable wants were met. 

We have been discussing in our Seminars on the Friday nights the life of the 

· Spanish-Jew. The Spanish Jew made of Purim a great thing. Judah Halevi, their 
\ 

poet laureate, has written a magnificent epic poem in which he describes in lyric 

form all the histo1"7 ot the Purim dq. And he concludes this poem with a final 

•tansa in which he describes its observance, in which he weds the cand.val spirit 

v.t.th the spirit of generosity and of charity which has always been its in the 

Jeviah cCIIIIIUllity. Let me quote you simply this one lines 

•So teut, 117 friends, go eat and drink, The holiday: ot Purim keep, enjoy, But 

with your joy seek out the poor, With titta do not them forget.• Such is the 

obaerTanoe of ~ Puria holiday-. But why do we observe Purim? How is it that a 

deliwranoe brau.ght to a few thousands of Jews probably. some twenty-fi VO: hundred':. 

Jlt years ago in tar-oft Persia ia still an integral and essential part of our 

relig:toua· lite todq? I do not think that w can sq that it is simply that w 

8N c_Clllemorating acme great ~stcriaal deliveranoe. We have ~ to think ot 
. . ' 

what Al'llistiae Da7 has beoollfl in Alfterioan lite. It is almost a forgotten day that 
' -

w had once high hope• it would becou a signal, burning occasion in our American 

yea-·. I think, however, that Purina remains with ua an important da, be
1

huae it 

nrllm• a uniTeraal chord in Jewish experience. Our people have seldom been for a 

whole lite generation freed of danger, treed ot persecution. Otten as they ob­

••r•ed the Pnria holidq itaalt they pr.,-ed tor imediate deliftrance from some 

ccnteaparary Re■m vhoae diabolic machinations threatened thei~ lives. We needed 

to ~hat deliverance vas possible, because the thought of Jewish survival ia 



-4-

after all a miracle, a matter of faith. To have survived, a small minority 

against all odds, when the mighty persecutors have long since gone, almost to a 

man, to their graves. Purim tells ua that the miracle ot deliverance is possible. 

It can come at the most unexpected times, from the moat unexpected quarters. It 
.. 

ia part of our faith, a faith which keeps us as a people alive and optindatic and 

hopeful of the future. Hitler once remarked when the _war was turiing against him, 

as he taunted his troups to acts of Aryan terrorism, that unless they showed thea­

selves men in those last crucial hours the cursed Jew would yet observe a second 

Purim. We have observed many Purim, indeed many communities have their 0111 spea:l.al 
' 

local Purims. Often in their histories occasions would arise on which some signal 

deliverance would be theirs, and the community elders would enjoin as did Mordecai, 

upon their city, that they set aside one dq each year as a corrmemoration, as an 

anniveraq.y ot this deliverance, We have records of over fifty local Purims. And 

very often the elders would sit down and Jlllli: would write out a Negillah~ a scroll, 

in which would be set dovn the f'aots behind this commemoration. They enjoined 

upon future generations aa they wrote out this Megillah much as w read it this 

morning on the occasion of' their particular delivermce as a reminder to the people 
. . • 

ot Qqt•-~ blessing· and protection. To read these some titty special Megillot is to 
·1~ 

see and learn a great deal about Jewish history, ' .. _about the tertaiona, the uncertainciee, 

the hopes, the fears ·.ihich surrounded tt, . ·to learn a great deal about the heart d. 

the Jew. Saragosa is the capitol of Aragon in Spain. In the fourteenth century 

Aragon- ~,as· one of' the two great Christian kingdoms which cont,rolltid tflti Iberian 
' -~~ I 

Peninsula. The king would often make rounds through the _various secti00.a of his 

capitol, and whenever he would come to a given neighborhood the elders of that 

neighborhood would cane out ceremoniously to meet him, bringing with th• the staff 

of their offioe and sometimes the sacred objects of their church or of their 

synagogue. The Jews ,of Saragosa were well-to-do. They had been secure for many 

centuries. Jews were on the king's court. A Jew was his personal physician. The 
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Jewish community felt that they had little reason to tear. I£ you have been in 

our Museum, you have noted n rather unique, tall scroll. It is out of metal. It 

encloses canpletely the Torah itself. Unlike our mantle-clothed scrolls, you 

cannot see whether the actual Tarah is in it or not. Such 1s the way in which the 

Spanish Jew kept his books of the Law, and he often gilded them with silwr and 

with gold and crowned them with fine jewels. And of course these cases were the 

envy ot every bandit in the Street of the ~ad. Sanetimes when these official 

delegations of the Jews would come out to meet the king on his rounds, af'ter the 

king had inspected them, on their way back to the various synagogues, city thugs 

would set upon those who carried thefJe .scrolls and tear them away tfom them and 

steal them. The Jews were very much concerned, not only with the loss of these 

scrolls and their costly jewelry,· but even more important vu the blasphemy, the 

defamation, the degradation whio}): _was. being intlicted upon the scroll itself. And 

so in t~e community council it was decided no longer to take the scrolls to meet 
••. j,_ 

the king, only to take the cases - .the ·scrolls would be empty. At best 'then the 

city thieyes would g_et for their .efforts some precious metal, some jewels., but not 
~ 

the holy Lav.- Rumor of this acti~ rea,ched the king. But as is often the case 

' 
with rumo..-, the tacts ward somewhat twisted and perverted. And when the king 

' ; ·.. ' ' 1, • ,:\ 

heard that the Jews were carrying 'empty acrolls out to meet him he ·was told, not 

that it vas an act of precaution .. againat thievery-, but rather that ·the' J,ews had 
. . : . '• 

taken this wq to show their dis~spect. t01• him, to show that they felt \that he 
. . . 

was empty-headed, empty-minded. And he resolved to test the Jews., to ·lee if actually 
the' . 
scrolls ·were.· in their cases or not. And he caused a letter to be writte.n ordtr~ 

the exile otall Jews from his ldrigdcm, and he kept this letter in his pocket, and 

he ·set out to visit the Jf1Wr7 ot the city. lov ve do not know how the .. ·~wish 

CQ.llllUJlit7 got wind or what was afoot. Tradition has it that each of the various 

sextons ot each ot the many- synagogues ot Saragosa dreamt a single dream the night 

be.tare, and unbeknownst to the other vent in the mcrning, when he was pr_eparing 
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the scroll tor the ceremonial occasion and put back into it the Torah itself. For 

whatever the reason, vhen the king asked that the scrolls be opened the scrolls 

wre opened and vere found to be tilled. And Saragosa that dq had a great deliver­

ance. In honor of that deli veran·ce a special Purim vaa established which the Jew• 

of Saragosa cmtinuedto observe each year on the anniversary of the day ot the 

king's inspection until the exile in 1492 and which historians say can ■till be 

seen observed by a small group of descendants ot Saragosa who now live in Jerusalem. 

Deliverance came in strange ways and on strange occasions to our people. Often 

there ia a strange, al.moat uncanny similarity between the deliverance recorded in 

our Book of Esther and the deliverance of more contemporary tillas. Castille was 

al.so a proud Spanish city, numbering many thousands of JflWI. Joseph Benvanista in 

the early fourteenth century was the patron ot the Jewifh camnmit7, a man ot _ 

great walth, a man of much culture and many parts. Be was accepted at the court 

and was in many things a personal advisor to the king. Gonzalez Martinez vas an 

impover·ished nobleman. His tanily estate had been eaten up by profiigate parents 

and by his own profiiga07. Re applied one day at the house of Benvenista and 

uked this Jew to intercede for him at the court of the king. And so Benvenista 

did, and the king listened to his request for a preference for this impoverished 

Catholic nobleman and he granted him the boon, and over a period ot a few years 

Martinez was able to rise successtully in a aeries ot ot~ices until he bee•• a 

quite important figure in the kingdom. He never forgot Benveniata•s kindness. He 

hated Benvenista tor 1 t. He could not see himself, a proud Spanish Hidalgo, owing 

any debt of gratitude to a Jew, ~d at his earliest opportunity- he began to spread 

l'UllOra, false rumors and lies about Benvenista. Re accused him ot treachery, he 
and . 

aoouaed him ot blaspheJJG", he accused him of dUamingJ disgracing ■acred Christian 

objects. In time the rumors proliferated, and as is often the cue they were 

believed, and on the basis ot these lies Benveniata vu impowriehed and imprisoned 

and he died in prison. Martinez, hOW9ver, was not satisfied simply to have brought 



Benvenista to his knees. He sought to raise a group in the ldngdan which would 

set him on the throne. He felt it first should purge the ld.ngdom of all Jews in 

office, and exchange these offices that the Jews now held to men or his own party. 

And he felt that the way to gain popular support was to whip up popular religious 

passions, to play up with prejudices and superstitions of ignorant people to accuse 

the Jewa of the all too often heard crimes of the killing of their Lord and of the 

poisoning of the Host and of the hundred other false accusations which have been 

letelled against that people through the ages. · And in time, the Jewry or Castille 

came to teal not only the anger or this man, but also came to tremble at the extent 

to which their life was being threatened and their ruture was being imperiled. And 

then there arose in Castille a Mordecai and an Esther, a Spanish Mordecai of the 
All -' . / A 1 •• / • / 

6UJ-.u..,I:~.. f:,f_,,{ . ...e.~ v 
nae of Ala1•f r?!e, Moses Abe,il1li21. He was a physician. Be rendered the king a 

• signal service. He saved his lite. When all the non-Jewish p~siciana could not, 

cure ~lphcnse the Eleventh of some ail.Dlent, ~ell• ~1 call in and his cure 

proved successful. And the Esther ot the Spanish story is a beauty know to us as / 
I 

Leonora de Quzman. She von at this time the tavar of the king. She placed herself 

in a position so that she would attract his attentian and win his tavar. And 

these two, because of the particular familiar relatiomwhich the king had with them, 

vm his confidence. These two were able to make the king realize that Gonzalez 

Martines was not serving the kingdom, but serving only his own ends. They were 

able to change the king's wrath tran their own people to the party ot Martinez. 

He had him declared a traitor, ultimately to have him killed. And through their 

labcrs, the ,Jevs of Castille were able to celebrate a second Purim. They too 

wrote a Megillah, a history of these events, in which their descendants to this 

day can trace God' s providence and Gad 1 • deliverance. 

To read these Megillot is to understand the complexity ot the JIWV' hatreds, 

of the many s~hemea which have been lenlled at the Jeva throughout the years. 

There is no one single explanation tor a 11 the anti-Semitic and anti-Jev.1.sh and 

anti-Israel hatred which has cursed through our world. Much or it has to do with 
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religious prejudice. Much of it comes because men cannot believe that other~ 

carmot see the same truth which they affirm. Some of it comes because we do not 
. ,., - .. 

understand the religious practices and custans of other peoples and we place upon·· 

their custans strange and unfounded connotations. Much of the prejudice is economic 

at base. The Jews in the professions, in business and agriculture have generally 

been able to fend fairly well for themselves, and often the ire of unsuocesstul 

competitors has led to mob violence. The German city of Frank.fort celebrates a 

P'Urim "Petneuch" because in the seventeenth century the guilds ot Frankfort, led 

by a man nanes Fetneuch, rose up against their Jewish competitors with whom they 

could not canpete in the open market, and pillaged the Jewry until the Jewry was 

able to reach the Baron and the Bishop or the canmunit7 and win protection for 

itself. Economic hatred, economic rivalry has been one of the major causes of 

anti-Jewish feeling. And certainly too personal Ulbition, personal greed, personal 

prejudice and bitterness, personal hatred tat' some single act of animosity which 

one ·believed that another had committed against hiJR - all these have been major 

causes tar anti-Jewish feeling. Anti-8emitian has been well studied and documented, 

and these studies are not without interest. I submit to you however that one of 

the most interesting aspects ot the whole litany of anti-Jewish hatred comes to ua 

llhen w examine those who have hated the Jew. One stairtling fact jumps out at ua. 

Al.moat every tyrant, every dictator, ever, oppressor, every man who sought to 

destroy the sanctities of huaan lite, every man who sought to impose slavery 

instead of treedom, authority instead of independence, saw in the Jew an enenr;y ot 

prime importance and first rank. Why vaa the Jew an enemy? Not because w raised 

great armies. We have never been a people which has sired tha lapoleons and the 
' ' 

Wellingtons and the Caesars and the Pompeys and the Khans. Why wu the antipatey 
. . 

of these people, the rear of these dictators raised against the Jev? I submit t~ 

you it is because the Jewish people inaugurated a series ot ideal'I, .: bf. ideas, w1 th 

which the dictator cannot compromise and which he cannot tolerate. We speak ot 
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freedom, he or enslavement. We speak ot independence of thought, he of censorship. 

We speak of compassion, he of control. We speak of education, he of propfaganda. 

We command man to live the full life, to develop to the fullest his talents free]J 

and independently, and he asserts that man must serve the State, must serve his 

will and no other, whatever his individual predilections mq be. In our own 

lifeti• we have seen the archdemon Hitler find in the Jew the arch-eneDtf of 

everything for which he stood. Why was the Jew a cancer to the German state? to 

the Reich? Not because he threatened a subversion. Not because the Jew was not 

racially acceptable. That was only the pretext. But because the ideals for which 

Judaism stands, with which we haye never canpromised, could not be accepted, could 

not be tolerated in a single instance by a power-mad demi-god who sought to impose 

his will and his authority upon a people am upon a world. Mordecai could easily, 

rrr:, 1'ti«lds, have won safety without depending upon God's deliverance. He had only 

to kneel to Haman. Throughout our history our ancestors could easily have won 

security and peace for themaelves. They had only to com.pranise their ideals or to 

convert their faith, and lite would have been f1.11l ot ease, lived in times of 

plenty. It is to their eternal credit they did not do so.. It is to their eternal 

credit that they lived steactrastly by the ideals proclaimed anciently by priest 

and prophet. That ~ x·epreaent still, after three thousand tive hundred years 

of ':J!IJigious histcry, a people which emphasises and insists upon the dignities and 

sanctities of human life. Indeed it is to our credit that Hitler found us the 

arch-enenv, for it means that still we represent what the prophets of Israel stood 

tor - justice and truth and compassion. We •w not compromised with these. The 

spirit of Purim insists that we must never canpromise them. If we rejoice in the 

bravery end the heroism of Esther and of Mordecai that heroiam must be ours, 

whatever the cost, whatever the price. As Jews ve cannot look forward to lives of 

signal ease. Such has aever been our lot. It . was not our lot 1n ancient times, 

it was not our lot in the Middle Ages, it has not been our lot in the modern world. 

It is demanding - demanding ot sacrifice - to stand tor our first principles and 
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to be unwilling to compromise these. But man is not meant to be complacent, to 

be self-satisfied and smug. Perhaps ve are a happier people beoauae we have 

never been satisfied. And certainly we have made a signal contribution t.o our 

world by acting as the catalysing agent in all ages tor all movements dedicated to 

the betterment of human existence here on earth. Purim s,.,,.s that our eftcrts and 

our sacrifices will not be in vain. They will not be in vain if we have but the 

courage. 

Amen. 
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