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The Big Cover-Up

“After these events, King Achashveirosh promoted Haman, son of Hamidasa, the Agigite, and elevated him. And (the king) placed (Haman’s) position above all the ministers that were with (the king)” (Esther 3:1).

“After these events” – during which this remedy (Esther’s instillation as queen) was created, to serve as a means of deliverance for Israel. For the Holy One, blessed be He creates the antidote for Israel’s wounds before He brings the wound upon them (Rashi).

Next Monday night-Tuesday, February 25-26, the Jewish people will celebrate the holiday of Purim, commemorating Israel’s salvation from the vicious plans of the arch villain, Haman in ancient Persia some 2,400 years ago. Purim is a most joyous festival, and the day calls for feasting and merriment together with family and friends.


In fact, the day of Purim is so joyful, the holy day of Yom Kippur is only “Ki – Purim,” i.e., only like Purim, but less than it (1). Why is this? Yom Kippur is the time when we receive forgiveness for past deeds, truly a momentous occasion. What is unique about the holiday of Purim that its cause for celebration eclipses even that of Yom Kippur?


On the solemn day of Yom Kippur, when we are steeped in prayer and introspection, it is small wonder that our endearment to G-d prompts His exoneration of our improper deeds. What emerges from the story of Purim, however, is the loving relationship G-d maintains with us that goes beyond mortal comprehension (2).


Even before the events of Purim, as recorded in Megillas Esther, Haman was already up to his anti-Jewish schemes. The Jews had received royal permission to rebuild the destroyed Temple in Yerushalayim, and construction was underway. Haman, however, was adamantly opposed to this, and convinced the king to put an end to the project (3).


It was this same Haman who, upon the solidification of the king’s sovereignty, advised King Achashveirosh to host a party at which the guests would be offered as much to drink as they pleased. Haman’s hope was that the Jews would comply, leading to their spiritual defilement through the lewd behavior which would surely follow (4). 

Mordechai, one the heroes of the story, foresaw this and warned the Jews against attending. Unfortunately, the people rebuffed his sagely counsel, and Haman’s dastardly plans were realized. Consequently, the decree went out in Heaven that the Jews were to be annihilated. And it was Haman, again, through whom G-d sought to orchestrate the dreadful verdict.


But if Haman was such a wicked person, why didn’t G-d punish him earlier and rid him from the scene? Why did G-d allow Haman’s ascension to power? The Sages answer this with a parable.


A young donkey watched enviously as the farmer fed the pigs all they could eat, while it was given a very limited portion. “This farmer is so foolish!” the colt complained to its mother. “We work hard all day and yet he gives us meager rations. The pigs, meanwhile, do nothing to earn the amount of fodder they are fed!”


“Just you wait,” said the mother. “In due time, you will see why this is so.”
Several days later, the farmer had occasion to celebrate a holiday with his family. With much enthusiasm, he went to the pen and fetched a fat pig for their festive meal. The colt quickly understood its owner’s behavior.


“You see,” said the elder donkey, “pigs only get fattened for their own detriment” (5).


Sure, G-d could have liquidated Haman early on, but at that point he was a nobody. If he had died then, no one would have known the difference. Instead, G-d put it into Achashveirosh’s mind to promote Haman to a powerful position, making the miscreant famous. Then, when Haman would finally be destroyed, all would realize that an enemy of G-d had received his share (6).


But, G-d, in His love for the Jewish people, always prepares for it a way out. In this case, it was by installing a Jewess in the palace. If the people would meet the conditions of proper repentance, G-d would assist this Jewish queen, Esther, with her attempts at influencing the king to rescind his evil sentence.


Yet, in this remarkable saga of one detail leading to the next, how was it that Esther became queen? This act of Providence was initiated during that very same banquet at which the Jews had attended and defiled themselves. When the king’s request for an appearance by the then-queen, Vashti, was refused, he had her executed, vacating the position.


G-d’s “patience” for us, as exhibited at times such as those, portrays His ultimate love for us. Although the people had disobeyed His prophet’s warning, and even sinned against Him, G-d, nevertheless, set into motion right then and there one of the most amazing acts of “coincidence” ever.


The great Vilna Gaon (7) illustrated this love with the following allegory: There was once a prince whose rebellious behavior led his father, the king to banish the boy from the palace. While out in the wilds, the prince was attacked several times by bandits and dangerous animals, but each time a person appeared as if from out of the blue and protected him. The bewildered prince realized that his father hadn’t abandoned him after all; he was constantly protecting his son through agents sent to keep a watch out for the prince’s welfare. The remorseful prince returned to the palace with a changed attitude (8).

Even as we sin against Him, G-d is keenly aware of our predicaments. He never turns away His focus from us. Rather, G-d covers over our eyes from seeing Him clearly, as He plants the seeds for salvation (9).


This loving relationship, which we are so fortunate to have with the Almighty, was never made so obvious as during the masked, miracle-less epic of Purim. Although G-d’s Name appears not even once throughout the entire episode, He was truly hiding behind every corner, ever the concerned Father for His children’s safety. This then is the reason why Purim stands head and shoulders above the rest as a time of “festivity and rejoicing” (10).                              
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