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ESTHER - REVEALING & CONCEALING
Background
The destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem by the Babylonians in 586
B.C.E. resulted in the exile and dispersion of the Jewish People into a wideflung Diaspora. Some landed in the vast states of the Persian empire. About
the lives of the Persian Jews and a plot to destroy them, the Scroll of Esther
narrates a racy and intriguing plot. One of the protagonists, Mordechai, abides
in the capital, Shushan. He is a faithful Jew and talented linguist whose hobby
is espionage. Esther, the hero of the scroll, lives with him. In a misogynist and
racist context, over the course of the drama, Esther emerges from quiet
innocence to commanding and responsible leadership. This Scroll is read on
the festival of Purim, often accompanied by lighthearted, bawdy, and macabre
masquerade.
Biblical Sources
The queen's insolence

10 On the seventh day, when the heart of the king was merry with wine, he
commanded Mehuman, Bizzetha, Harbona, Bigtha, and Abagtha, Zethar, and
Carcas, the seven chamberlains that ministered in the presence of Ahasuerus
the king, 11 to bring Vashti the queen before the king with the crown royal, to
show the peoples and the princes her beauty; for she was fair to look on. 12
But the queen Vashti refused to come at the king's commandment by the
chamberlains; therefore was the king very wroth, and his anger burned in him.
(Esther 1)
The sovereign response
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16 'Vashti the queen has not done wrong to the king only but also to all the
princes, and to all the peoples, that are in all the provinces of the king
Ahasuerus. 17 For this deed of the queen will come abroad unto all women,
to make their souses contemptible in their eyes, when it will be said: The king
Ahasuerus commanded Vashti the queen to be brought in before him, but she
came not. 18 And this day will the princesses of Persia and Media who have
heard of the deed of the queen say the like to all the king's princes. So will
there arise enough contempt and wrath. 19 If it please the king, let there go
forth a royal commandment from him, and let it be written among the laws of
the Persians and the Medes, that it be not altered, that Vashti come no more
before king Ahasuerus, and that the king give her royal estate unto another
that is better than she. 20 And when the king's decree which he shall make
shall be published throughout all his kingdom, great though it be, all the
woman will give to their spouses honour, both to great and small.' 21 And the
word pleased the king and the princes; and the king did according to the word
of Memucan; 22 for he sent letters into all the king's provinces, into every
province according to the writing thereof, and to every people after their
language, that every man should bear rule in his own house, and speak
according to the language of his people. (Esther 1)
The beauty contest

'Let there be sought for the king young virgin women fair to look on; 3 and let
the king appoint officers in all the provinces of his kingdom, that they may
gather together all the fair young virgin women to Shushan the castle, to the
house of the women, into the custody of Hegai the king's chamberlain, keeper
of the women; and let their ointments be given them; 4 and let the maiden
that pleases the king be queen instead of Vashti.'

Esther was taken into the king's house, to the custody of Hegai, keeper of the
women. (Esther 2:8)
Esther's identity secret

10 Esther had not made known her people nor her kindred; for Mordecai had
charged her that she should not tell it. (Esther 2)
Queen Esther

17 And the king loved Esther above all the women, and she obtained grace
and favour in his sight more than all the young virgin women; so that he set
the royal crown upon her head, and made her queen instead of Vashti.
(Esther 2)
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Edict of destruction

8 And Haman said to king Ahasuerus: 'There is a certain people scattered
abroad and dispersed among the peoples in all the provinces of thy kingdom;
and their laws are diverse from those of every people; neither keep they the
king's laws; therefore it profiteth not the king to suffer them. 9 If it please the
king, let it be written that they be destroyed; and I will pay ten thousand
talents of silver into the hands of those that have the charge of the king's
business, to bring it into the king's treasuries.' (Esther 3)
Mordechai persuades Esther to resist the edict

'Think not yourself that you shall escape in the king's house more than all the
Jews. 14 For if you altogether hold your peace at this time, then will relief and
deliverance arise to the Jews from another place, but you and your father's
house will perish; and who knows whether you have come to royal power for
such a time as this?' 15 Then Esther bade them return answer to Mordecai:
16 'Go, gather together all the Jews that are present in Shushan, and fast for
me, and neither eat nor drink three days, night or day; I also and my women
will fast in like manner; and so will I go into the king, which is not according to
the law; and if I perish, I perish.' 17 So Mordecai went his way, and did
according to all that Esther had commanded him. (Esther 4)
Esther's appeal to the king

3 'If I have found favour in your sight, O king, and if it please the king, let my
life be given me at my petition, and my people at my request; 4 for we are
sold, I and my people, to be destroyed, to be slain, and to perish. But if we

had been sold for bondmen and bondwomen, I had held my peace, for the
adversary is not worthy that the king be bothered.'
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Esther's solution

'Let it be written to reverse the letters devised by Haman the son of
Hammedatha the Agagite, which he wrote to destroy the Jews that are in all
the king's provinces; 6 for how can I endure to see the evil that shall come
unto my people? or how can I endure to see the destruction of my kindred?'
(Esther 8)

Questions for Discussion
Fear and anger about insubordination is a theme in the Scroll; these emotions
motivate and empower imperial edicts. What does the response to Queen
Vashti's refusal to appear reveal about attitudes toward women in Persia?
Haman's anger and racism are similarly motivated by Mordechai's refusal to
prostrate himself. What, if any, relationship do you interpret between sexism
and racism?
How does Esther formulate her appeal to the king on behalf of her People?
What is her strategy?
To what extent are gender and gender roles determinate of the action in the
Scroll? What is your assessment of these roles, particularly the assumptions
about beauty, sexuality, and power?
Esther dons the crown without revealing her national - religious identity. Until
she faces the crisis of imminent destruction, she is passive, and abides by
Mordechai's instructions. At a certain moment, she seizes the role as an
empowered proponent of her People. What is the impetus for her transition?
How do we nurture women's identities as responsible activists of the kind that
Esther models?

Links for Inquiry
The full text of the Scroll of Esther, 1917 Jewish Publication Society
translation, http://www.mechon-mamre.org/e/et/et3301.htm
Learn about Unmasking Esther, a textual-activist event,
http://people.brandeis.edu/~mistabra/Esther/Unmasking.html
A variety of Purim resources,
http://www.wgbh.org/pages/pri/spirit/shows/026bibl.html

Perspective on Esther as hero, and master of repentance,
http://www.yhol.org.il/features/esther.htm
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For an alternate application of Esther's heroism, "What Queen Esther Knew:
Business Strategies from a Biblical Sage",
http://www.enterprisingwomen.com/business_biblical.htm

Summary of Issues
The Scroll of Esther documents the unfolding personality of a young woman
living in a challenging Diaspora context. Esther emerges as one of the leaders
and redeemers of the Jewish People. Taking on a responsible role involves
negotiating the complexities and oppressions of gender and race. Many of
these complications are bound up with fear and anger, roots of sexism and
racism.

Methodological Matters
Though Esther envisions repealing the genocidal edict in order to save the
lives of the Jews, according to the text, the king's edict cannot be repealed.
This malfunction of absolute power results in the demise of tens of thousands
whom the Jews kill in order to protect themselves against their assailants according to the king's immutable edict. To what extent is this an
investigation, a questioning of the immutability of divine law? What, if any, are
our limits and responsibilities to question the text and engage the Creator
critically?
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