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Oświęcim, March 2016

The Purim holiday, which takes place in the month of Adar (according to the Gregorian
calendar it usually falls at the end of March/beginning of April) is one of the most joyful holidays
in the Jewish calendar. The Talmud says; “when the month of Adar comes everyone should
celebrate with great joy.”

According to Jewish tradition the seventh day of the month of Adar is also the date of the
birth and death of Moses, who, as recorded in the Bible, God Himself buried (Deut. 34:6). For
this reason in addition to the joy of this month is added the remembrance and reflection of the
life and death of this great prophet and teacher of Israel. The tradition of remembrance and
reflection led to the practice of remembering, in the month of Adar, all the Israeli soldiers who
died in the defense of their country and their place of burial is also unknown. Godly Jews, in
their remembrance, say that God Himself buried them as He did Moses.

Just as death must give way to life, reflection and sadness must give way to joy, the greatest
cause being the observance of the Purim holiday.

The history and tradition of this holiday we find in the Biblical Book of Esther. It’s there that
we find out about the powerful king of Persia Ahasuerus (in some translations he is called Xer-
xes), who, because of his wife Vashti’s disobedience, removed her from the honor of being
queen. In her place, after long and tedious preparation, from among the many beautiful candida-
tes, the king chose Esther, a Jewess raised by her uncle, Mordecai. It’s worth noticing that the
newly chosen queen didn’t reveal her nationality or her real name, Hadassah, by which she was
earlier called.

When Haman, the Amalekite, a descendant of Agag, was elevated by the king to the highest
position in the nation it was Mordecai who refused to pay him honor. This provoked Haman’s
indescribable hatred not only towards Mordecai but also towards all the Jews. This hatred soon
bore fruit in the form of a cruel plan to exterminate all the Jews within the entire Persian Empire.

The plan was accepted by the king and the written sentence of execution was to be carried
out on the day which the lot (“pur”) fell on. When Mordecai heard of the plan he made
a dramatic appeal to the queen to go at once to the king and ask him to overrule the wicked
plan. When Esther received Mordecai’s message she commanded the Jews to fast for three days
and then took the risk (at the threat of her life) of going to the king without having received
a previous invitation. The king showed favor towards her and listened to her and as a result
Haman’s plan was overturned and he himself was hanged on the gallows he had previously
prepared for Mordacai. A time of great joy and celebration came for all the Jews who had
escaped from such a cruel fate. In remembrance, Mordecai established this holiday, which is
observed with much celebration and joy even today, as a holiday of joy, a carnival, during which
there is a masked presentation (in the Yiddish language – purimshpil).
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But on the day before the holiday a fast, called Taanit Esther, is organized, after the fast that
Esther declared before she went to the king (Est. 4:15). Although the custom of this fast comes
from post-Talmudic times, it still has great meaning for the Jewish community throughout the
world. During the holiday there are readings in synagogues from the handwritten copies of the
Book of Esther (Megilat Esther). One reading takes place in the evening and a second during the
day. During the reading of the Megilat Esther, whenever the name of Haman is mentioned,
those gathered begin to yell, whistle and stamp their feet, symbolizing the erasing of his name
from memory. Added to the liturgy there is a special prayer during the Purim holiday; “You are
blessed, Hashem, king of the world, who intercedes for us, righteously judges, avenges our
injustices, executes a righteous penalty on every enemy of our souls, you exact payment for us
from all our persecutors. You are blessed, Hashem, who gains payment for your people, Israel,
from all our enemies, God who gives salvation”.

Acts of mercy are also done during the holiday for those in need. Gifts of food are also sent
to friends and neighbors. It is also a tradition to prepare triangular shaped buns, covered with
poppy seed, during the holiday. These are called, in the Yiddish language, “humentashn” (Ha-
man’s ears).

The book of Esther and the holiday Purim that is established have great meaning for us, living
in the 21st century. It is one of the few Biblical texts where the name of God isn’t mentioned,
although without question we can see his involvement there.

Rabbis interpreting Megilat Esther (the Book of Esther) understand the hidden meaning of
Esther’s name as a suggestion that God is at work here in secret. In addition, Esther herself is a
secret. Only Mordecai knows who she really is. Haman doesn’t know, not even king Xerxes
himself. In the Book of Esther 2:20 we read; “Ein Ester megedet moledeta” (Esther didn’t reveal
her family background and nationality). Her nationality and religion – nothing of that which
finally takes place – isn’t revealed until the last moment. The Book of Esther, therefore, is
a book of hidden things, including not only the “hiddeness” of God Himself, but also the hiding
of the real background of Esther. Sometimes God’s works can be hidden by what people call
“coincidence”. But God is present even in the middle of the greatest turmoil, He exists and is
active, even though it appears that He is not there. If his face can’t be seen, it doesn’t mean that
his hand isn’t at work.

The Purim holiday is the last religious holiday in the Jewish calendar and symbolizes, in even
a prophetic way, what is to come in the end times. For us, believers from the nations, a messia-
nic interpretation of the biblical text, and especially the holidays described in God’s Word are
extremely deep and important.

From these interpretations Esther is compared to the Church, as the Bride getting ready for
her meeting with the King, who is Jesus, the Messiah of Israel. Esther only came to understand
her royal calling when the nation of Israel was in such danger. Maybe before that she had lived
a safe, luxurious life, not even revealing her nationality and religion. But the day came, the time,
when her uncle, Mordecai, called out to her and warned her; “For if you remain silent at this
time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s
family will perish.” (Est. 4:14)

     Today, maybe more so than any other time in history, the Church carries responsibility for
the Nation of Israel. Esther was well aware of the fact that her fate was dependant on the fate of
that nation, from which she had descended. The Church, whether it wants to or not, also has
a deep relationship with the Jewish nation and we can’t simply separate our fate from the fate of
that nation.

We often cite the wonderful words written in 1 Pt. 2:9; “But you are a chosen people, a royal
priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special possession, that you may declare the praises of Him
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who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.” At the times when that nation is
threatened we can’t just rest in our royal position and think that their fate doesn’t concern us,
or that the evil that they fight against won’t reach us. We have to understand that the same evil
that wants to destroy Israel also threatens us and will want to destroy us.

Already for more than five months Israel again is struggling under an unusually strong wave of
terrorist attacks. Some observers have called these events “Intifada of knives”. At the same time
that Israel fights against the deadly threat and fights for her life and well being, the world wat-
ches and remains silent, sometimes even blaming Israel for the existing situation. When terro-
rism is condemned and fought against in other countries, Israel, who experiences the same
Islamic terror more than anyone, the nations of the world ties their hands, as the Secretary
General of the United Nations said, saying it is a natural reaction to the Israeli occupation.

Are we, as representatives of various churches, to remain silent and passively agree with
what is happening to God’s beloved nation? In the past the Jewish nation paid too high a price for
the silence of the world and the Church. What will happen this time? Will we draw the right
conclusions from the not so distant past? The answers have to come from the heart of each of us.

We are living in critical times, when, because of our royal calling, we should stand together
with Israel. The appeal and statement of Mordacai very clearly applies to us today; “And who
knows but that you have come to your royal position for such a time as this?” (Est. 4:14b)

Our royal calling in this specific time compels us to look again at queen Esther, who after
a period of anonymity and silence, was ready to sacrifice her own life and save this nation.
Esther fulfilled the role of a mediator and spokesman for the nation that was condemned to
destruction.

If we look again at Esther we see that her intervention was preceded by fasting and prayer.
The great love that the king no doubt had for her didn’t free her from her mission that she was
to carry out for the salvation of her nation. Without doubt we, as the Church, rejoice because of
the great love of our Groom, the King and Savior Jesus, but does that free us from our calling to
intercede in prayer and fasting for His chosen people? Esther, through her full determination
and practical action influenced the whole history of her nation.

Unfortunately, we have been born in countries where the spirit of Haman (anti-Semitism) is
still alive. We have naively waited and expected that the world will fight against the continual
renewal of anti-Semitism and hatred towards Israel. We have to admit, with sadness and disap-
pointment, that we have learned nothing from history. As we think about the Holocaust we can
ask ourselves; “Where were people at that time like Mordecai and Esther?” Unfortunately, they
were missing and instead of Purim the Holocaust took place.

Esther’s royal calling was to not remain silent and in a practical way stand on the side of her
nation. Our royal calling is also not to remain silent; “I have posted watchmen on your walls,
Jerusalem; they will never be silent day or night. You will call on the Lord, give yourselves no
rest, and give him no rest till he establishes Jerusalem and makes her the praise of the earth.”
(Is. 62:6,7)

Remaining silent is more comfortable, but for how long?
To take action will always cost us something but we need to remember that it pays to be

obedient to God’s commands with the same determination that queen Esther had; “I will go to
the king, even though it is against the law. And if I perish, I perish.” (Est. 4:16b)

Shalom from Oświęcim,
Piotr Borek


