Why Didn't Esther Pray?

Three Responses to the (Ir)Religiousness of Megilat Esther
Richard Hidary - rhidary@yu.edu

Fasting but No Praying
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Go, assemble all the Jews who live in Shushan, “ :Then Esther sent back this answer to Mordecai
and fast in my behalf; do not eat or drink for three days, night or day. I and my maidens will
observe the same fast. Then I shall go to the king, though it is contrary to the law; and if [ am to
”Iperish, I shall perish
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Where is God?
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If you keep silent in this crisis, relief and deliverance will come to the Jews from another quarter,
while you and your father’s house will perish. And who knows, perhaps you have attained to royal
position for just such a crisis.

Response #1: Reject the Megilah

6. Bavli Megilah 7a
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R. Samuel b. Judah said: Esther sent to the Wise Men saying, Commemorate me for future generations.
They replied, You will incite the ill will of the nations against us.
She sent back reply: I am already recorded in the chronicles of the kings of Media and Persia.
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Judah said in the name of Samuel; [The scroll] of Esther does not make the hands unclean. Are Rab
we to infer from this that Samuel was of opinion that Esther was not composed under the
inspiration of the holy spirit? How can this be, Seeing that Samuel has said that Esther was
composed under the inspiration of the holy spirit?
It was composed to be recited [by heart], but not to be written.

7. Bavli Sanhedrin 100a
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Levi b. Samuel and R. Huna b. Hiyya were repairing the mantles of the Scrolls of R. Judah's
college. On coming to the Scroll of Esther, they remarked, ‘O, this Scroll of Esther does not require
a mantle.’

Thereupon he reproved them, ‘This too savors of irreverence.’

Response #2: Add Prayers Into the Megilah

8. Esther 2:20 (NJPS): “But Esther still did not reveal her kindred or her people, as Mordecai had
instructed her; for Esther obeyed Mordecai’s bidding, as she had done when she was under his
tutelage.”

Esther 2:20 (LXX, NRSV): “Esther had not disclosed her country—such were the instructions of
Mordecai; but she was to fear God and keep his laws, just as she had done when she was with him.
Esther did not change her mode of life.”

9. Esther 6:13 (NJPS): His advisers and his wife Zeresh said to him, “If Mordecai, before whom you
have begun to fall, is of Jewish stock, you will not overcome him; you will fall before him to your
ruin.”

Esther 6:13 (LXX, NRSV): His friends and his wife said to him, “If Mordecai is of the Jewish people,
and you have begun to be humiliated before him, you will surely fall. You will not be able to defend
yourself, because the living God is with him.”

10. Esther 8:17 (NJPS): “And many of the people of the land professed to be Jews, for the fear of the
Jews had fallen upon them.”

Esther 8:17 (LXX, NRSV): “And many of the Gentiles were circumcised and became Jews our of fear
of the Jews.”

Septuagint Additions
* Addition A: Mordechai’s Dream and Discovery of Plol Against King
* Addition B: Haman’s Royal Edict
* Addition C: Prayers of Mordechai and Esther
* Addition D: Esther Appears before the King
* Addition E: Mordechai’s Royal Edict
* Addition F: Interpretation of Mordechai’s Dream



Chiastic Structure of Megillat Esther
A. Introduction — Achashverosh's kingdom
B. Two private feasts — one for the princes of the provinces (180 days), and the other, a special
feast for the inhabitants of Shushan (seven days)
C. Esther appears before the king and is chosen as queen
D. Description of Haman's stature: "...King Achashverosh promoted (gidal) Haman,
son of Hamedata, the Agagite, and advanced him (va-yenaseihu)"
E. Casting of the lot: War on the 13" of Adar
F. Giving the ring to Haman; Haman's letters; Mordekhai rending his
clothes; fasting of the Jews
G. Esther's first feast
H. Haman's consultation with his associates
I. THE KING CANNOT SLEEP; EPISODE OF THE
HORSE
h. Haman's consultation with his associates
g. Esther's second feast
f. Giving the ring to Mordekhai; Mordekhai's letters; dressing of
Mordekhai in royal garments; feast for the Jews
e. War on the 13" of Adar
d. Description of the stature of the Jews and of Mordekhai: "All the princes of the
provinces... were favoring (menase'im) the Jews... for the man Mordekhai was
becoming increasingly powerful (gadol)"
c. Esther comes before the king to request an additional day of battle in Shushan
b. Two feasts for the Jews: one for the Jews of all the provinces (14™ of Adar), and the other, a
special feast for the Jews of Shushan (15" of Adar)
a. Conclusion — Achashverosh's kingdom

11. Addition A: Mordechai’s Dream

* 1In the second year of the reign of Artaxerxes the Great, on the first day of Nisan, Mordecai ...
had a dream. 4 Noises and confusion, thunders and earthquake, tumult on the earth!

* 5 Then two great dragons came forward, both ready to fight, and they roared terribly. 6 At their
roaring every nation prepared for war, to fight against the righteous nation.

» 7 It was a day of darkness and gloom, of tribulation and distress, affliction and great tumult on
the earth! 8 And the whole righteous nation was troubled; they feared the evils that threatened
them, and were ready to perish.

* 9 Then they cried out to God; and at their outcry, as though from a tiny spring, there came a
great river, with abundant water; 10 light came, and the sun rose, and the lowly were exalted
and devoured those held in honor.

* 11 Mordecai saw in this dream what God had determined to do, and after he awoke he had it on
his mind, seeking all day to understand it in every detail.

12. Addition C: Mordechai’s Prayer
* 1 Then Mordecai prayed to the Lord, calling to remembrance all the works of the Lord. 2 He
said, “O Lord, Lord, you rule as King over all things, for the universe is in your power and
there is no one who can oppose you when it is your will to save Israel...
* 5 You know all things; you know, O Lord, that it was not in insolence or pride or for any love
of glory that I did this, and refused to bow down to this proud Haman; 6 for I would have been
willing to kiss the soles of his feet to save Israel! 7 But I did this so that I might not set human



glory above the glory of God, and I will not bow down to anyone but you, who are my Lord,
and I will not do these things in pride...

* 10 Hear my prayer, and have mercy upon your inheritance; turn our mourning into feasting
that we may live and sing praise to your name, O Lord; do not destroy the lips of those who
praise you.”

13. Addition C: Esther’s Prayer

* 11 And all Israel cried out mightily, for their death was before their eyes.

* 12 Then Queen Esther, seized with deadly anxiety, fled to the Lord. 13 She took off her
splendid apparel and put on the garments of distress and mourning, and instead of costly
perfumes she covered her head with ashes and dung, and she utterly humbled her body; every
part that she loved to adorn she covered with her tangled hair. 14 She prayed to the Lord God
of Israel, and said: ...

* 16 Ever since I was born I have heard in the tribe of my family that you, O Lord, took Israel
out of all the nations, and our ancestors from among all their forebears, for an everlasting
inheritance, and that you did for them all that you promised.

* 17 And now we have sinned before you, and you have handed us over to our enemies 18
because we glorified their gods. You are righteous, O Lord! ...

* 26 You have knowledge of all things, and you know that I hate the splendor of the wicked and
abhor the bed of the uncircumcised and of any alien. 27 You know my necessity—that I abhor
the sign of my proud position, which is upon my head on days when I appear in public. I abhor
it like a filthy rag, and I do not wear it on the days when I am at leisure. 28 And your servant
has not eaten at Haman’s table, and I have not honored the king’s feast or drunk the wine of
libations. 29 Your servant has had no joy since the day that [ was brought here until now,
except in you, O Lord God of Abraham. 30 O God, whose might is over all, hear the voice of
the despairing, and save us from the hands of evildoers. And save me from my fear!”

14. Addition D: Esther Appears before the King

* 1 On the third day, when she ended her prayer, she took off the garments in which she had
worshiped, and arrayed herself in splendid attire. 2 Then, majestically adorned, after invoking
the aid of the all-seeing God and Savior, she took two maids with her; 3 on one she leaned
gently for support, 4 while the other followed, carrying her train.

* 5 She was radiant with perfect beauty, and she looked happy, as if beloved, but her heart was
frozen with fear. 6 When she had gone through all the doors, she stood before the king. He was
seated on his royal throne, clothed in the full array of his majesty, all covered with gold and
precious stones. He was most terrifying.

» 7 Lifting his face, flushed with splendor, he looked at her in fierce anger. The queen faltered,
and turned pale and faint, and collapsed on the head of the maid who went in front of her. 8
Then God changed the spirit of the king to gentleness, and in alarm he sprang from his throne
and took her in his arms until she came to herself. He comforted her with soothing words, and
said to her, 9 “What is it, Esther? I am your husband. Take courage; 10 You shall not die, for
our law applies only to our subjects. Come near.”

* 11 Then he raised the golden scepter and touched her neck with it; 12 he embraced her, and
said, “Speak to me.” 13 She said to him, “I saw you, my lord, like an angel of God, and my
heart was shaken with fear at your glory. 14 For you are wonderful, my lord, and your
countenance is full of grace.” 15 And while she was speaking, she fainted and fell. 16 Then
the king was agitated, and all his servants tried to comfort her.



15. Bavli Megilah 15b
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And stood in the inner court of the king's house. R. Levi said: When she reached the chamber of
the idols, the Divine Presence left her. She said, My God, My God, why hast thou forsaken me.
Dost thou perchance punish the inadvertent offence like the presumptuous one, or one done under
compulsion like one done willingly? Or is it because I called him ‘dog’, as it says. Deliver my soul
from the sword, mine only one from the power of the dog? She straightway retracted and called
him lion, as it says. Save me from the lion's mouth.
And it was so when the king saw Esther the queen. R. Johanan said: Three ministering angels were
appointed to help her at that moment; one to make her head erect, a second to endow her with
charm and a third to stretch the golden sceptre. How much [was it stretched]? — R. Jeremiah said:
It was two cubits long and he made it twelve cubits — Some say, sixteen, and some again twenty-
four. In a Baraitha it was stated, sixty.

16. How Could Esther Sleep with the King?
Bavli Sanhedrin 74b
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But did not Esther transgress publicly? Abaye answered; Esther was merely natural soil.
Raba said: When they [the persecutors] demand it for their personal pleasure. it is different .

17. Did Esther Keep Shabbat & Kashrut?
Bavli Megila 13a
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And the seven maidens who were meet to be given to her. Raba said: [They were seven so that] she

could count the days of the week by them.

And he changed her and her maidens. Rab said: [This means that] he gave her Jewish food to eat.

Samuel, however, said, it means that he gave her chines of pork

R. Johanan said that he gave her seeds, and so it says, So the steward took away their food and

gave them seeds.

18. Why Didn’t Mordechai Bow to Haman?
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What did Mordecai say to those who asked him WHY TRANSGRESSEST THOU THE KING'S
COMMANDMENTS (III, 3)? R. Levi said: He said to them: ‘Our master Moses admonished us in



the Torah saying, Cursed be the man that makes a graven or molten image (Deut. 27, 15); and this
wretch sets himself up as a deity. Isaiah the prophet admonished us, Cease ye from man, in whose
nostrils is a breath; for how little is he to be accounted! (Isa. 2, 22). What is more, I am the elect of
the Holy One, blessed be He, since all the tribes were born outside of the holy land, but my
ancestor was born in the Land of Israel.” They said to him, ' Then we shall tell Haman this.’

So they went and THEY TOLD HAMAN. etc. Said Haman to them: ' Say to him, " Did not his
ancestor prostrate himself before my ancestor, as it says, Then the handmaids came near, they and
their children, and they bowed down... and after came Joseph near and Rachel, and they bowed
down" (Gen. 33, 6 £.)?'

Mordecai replied: ' Benjamin was not yet born.” They reported this to Haman, as it says, AND
THEY TOLD HAMAN.

Response 3: Megilah as Veiled Criticism, a Holy Parody

19. Bavli Megilah 13a
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R. Nehemiah says: Hadassah was her name. Why then was she called Esther? All peoples called
her so after Istahar.
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20. Bavli Megilah 12a
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And they gave them drink in vessels of gold, the vessels being diverse [shonim] one from another.
It should have said, in different vessels? — Raba said: A bath kol went forth and said to them,
Your predecessors met their end on account of vessels, and yet you use them again [shonim]?

21. Bavli Megilah 12a
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When he showed the riches of his glorious [tif'ereth] kingdom. R. Jose b. Hanina said: This shows
that he arrayed himself in priestly robes. It is written here, ‘the riches of his glorious [tif'ereth]
kingdom’, and it is written elsewhere [in connection with the priestly garments], for splendour and
for glory, [tif'ereth].
R. Simon b. Yohai was asked by his disciples, Why were the enemies of Israel in that generation
deserving of extermination? He said to them: Do you answer. They said: Because they partook of
the feast of that wicked one. [He said to them]: If so, those in Susa should have been killed, not
those in other parts? They then said, Give your answer. He said to them: It was because they bowed
down to the image.
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All the king’s courtiers and the people of the king’s provinces know that if any person, man or
woman, enters the king’s presence in the inner court without having been summoned, there is but



one law for him—that he be put to death. Only if the king extends the golden scepter to him may
he live. Now I have not been summoned to visit the king for the last thirty days.
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And the rule for the drinking was, ‘“No restrictions !
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Then the king consulted the sages learned in procedure. For it was the royal practice to turn to all
who were versed in law and precedent.
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for an edict that has been written in the king’s name and sealed with the king’s signet may not be
revoked

26. Bavli Megilah 14a
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R. Nahman said: The reading of the Megillah is equivalent to Hallel.





