
Antisemitism in אסתרמגילת

מגילת אסתר, פרק ד׳, פסוקים ח׳–י׳׳א
ם ם שׁנֹ֣וֹת מִכָּל־עָ֗ ךָ ודְָתֵיהֶ֞ ל מְדִינ֣וֹת מַלְכוּתֶ֑ ֹ֖ ים בְּכ ין הָֽעַמִּ֔ ר וּמְפרָֹד֙ בֵּ֣ ד מְפֻזָּ֤ לֶךְ אֲחַשְׁורֵ֔וֹשׁ ישְֶׁנ֣וֹ עַם־אֶחָ֗ אמֶר הָמָן֙ לַמֶּ֣ ֹ֤ ויַּ

ה לְהַנּיִחָֽם׃ לֶךְ אֵין־שׁוֶֹ֖ ים ולְַמֶּ֥ לֶךְ֙ אֵינָ֣ם עשִֹׂ֔ י הַמֶּ֙ ואְֶת־דָּתֵ֤
Haman then said to King Ahasuerus, “There is a certain people, scattered and dispersed among
the other peoples in all the provinces of your realm, whose laws are different from those of any
other people and who do not obey the king’s laws; and it is not in Your Majesty’s interest to
tolerate them.

לֶךְ׃ י הַמֶּֽ יא אֶל־גִּנזְֵ֥ ה לְהָבִ֖ י הַמְּלָאכָ֔ סֶף אֶשְׁקוֹל֙ עַל־ידְֵי֙ עשֵֹׂ֣ ים כִּכַּר־כֶּ֗ רֶת אֲלָפִ֜ ם ועֲַשֶׂ֨ ב לְאַבְּדָ֑ לֶךְ ט֔וֹב יכִָּתֵ֖ אִם־עַל־הַמֶּ֣
If it please Your Majesty, let an edict be drawn for their destruction, and I will pay ten thousand
talents of silver to the stewards for deposit in the royal treasury.”

ר הַיּהְוּדִֽים׃ י צרֵֹ֥ תָא הָאֲגָגִ֖ ן בֶּֽן־הַמְּדָ֛ הּ לְהָמָ֧ ל ידָ֑וֹ וַיּֽתְִּנָ֗ לֶךְ אֶת־טַבַּעְתּ֖וֹ מֵעַ֣ סַר הַמֶּ֛ ויַָּ֧
Thereupon the king removed his signet ring from his hand and gave it to Haman son of
Hammedatha the Agagite, the foe of the Jews.

ם לַעֲשׂ֥וֹת בּ֖וֹ כַּטּ֥וֹב בְּעֵינֶיֽךָ׃ ךְ והְָעָ֕ סֶף נתָ֣וּן לָ֑ ן הַכֶּ֖ לֶךְ֙ לְהָמָ֔ אמֶר הַמֶּ֙ ֹ֤ ויַּ
And the king said, “The money and the people are yours to do with as you see fit.”

Why do you think המן describes the Jews the way he does when trying to convince
?אחשורוש
Why do you think אחשורוש agreed to s’המן request so easily?

“However, if we want to go back and understand antisemitism, then the answer lies within the
verse with which I began, yeshno am echad mefuzar umefurad bein ha’amim… vedateihem shonot
mikol am, “There is a certain people who are different from everyone else.” That is why Jews are
hated, because we are different. Antisemitism is the paradigm case of dislike of the unlike. And
you will say, ‘But everyone’s different, every nation is different’, and it’s true, every nation is
different, but only Jews throughout history consistently insisted on the right to be different, the
duty to be different, the dignity of difference. They were the only people over the long haul of
history who refused to assimilate to the dominant culture or convert to the dominant faith.”
“Haman: The First Antisemite,” Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, February 2014,
https://www.rabbisacks.org/archive/haman-the-first-antisemite/

Why do you think people dislike those that are different from them?
Do you think antisemitism today still comes from a hatred of those different from
them?

What made us different in the times of אסתרמגילת ?

https://www.rabbisacks.org/archive/haman-the-first-antisemite/


“It is easy to hate, but difficult publicly to justify hate. Throughout history, when people have
sought to justify antisemitism, they have done so by recourse to the highest source of authority
available within the culture. In the Middle Ages, it was religion. So we had religious
anti-Judaism. In post-Enlightenment Europe it was science. So we had the twin foundations of
Nazi ideology, Social Darwinism and the so-called Scientific Study of Race. Today the highest
source of authority worldwide is human rights. That is why Israel—the only fully functioning
democracy in the Middle East with a free press and independent judiciary—is regularly accused
of the five cardinal sins against human rights: racism, apartheid, crimes against humanity, ethnic
cleansing and attempted genocide.”
“The Mutating Virus: Understanding Antisemitism,” Keynote Speech in the European
Parliament (September 22, 2016)

Look back at s’המן proposition to .אחשורוש What was “the highest source of authority”
that המן was appealing to?

מגילת אסתר, פרק ג׳, פסוקים א׳–ב׳
ר  לֶךְ׀אַחַ֣ לֶּה גִּדַּל֩ הַמֶּ֨ ים הָאֵ֗ יםהַדְּבָרִ֣ ל כָּל־הַשָּׂרִ֖ שֶׂם֙ אֶת־כִּסְא֔וֹ מֵעַ֕ הוּ ויַָּ֙ י וַיֽנְשְַּׂאֵ֑ תָא הָאֲגָגִ֖ ן בֶּֽן־הַמְּדָ֛ אֲחַשְׁורֵ֜וֹשׁ אֶת־הָמָ֧

ר אִתּֽוֹ׃ אֲשֶׁ֥
Some time afterward, King Ahasuerus promoted Haman son of Hammedatha the Agagite; he
advanced him and seated him higher than any of his fellow officials.

ע ולְֹ֥א יִשְֽׁתַּחֲוֶהֽ׃ י לֹ֥א יכְִרַ֖ לֶךְ וּמָרְדֳּכַ֔ ן צִוָּה־ל֣וֹ הַמֶּ֑ ן כִּי־כֵ֖ שְׁתַּחֲויִם֙ לְהָמָ֔ ים וּמִֽ לֶךְ כּרְֹעִ֤ עַר הַמֶּ֗ לֶךְ אֲשֶׁר־בְּשַׁ֣ י הַמֶּ֜ וכְָל־עַבְדֵ֨
All the king’s courtiers in the palace gate knelt and bowed low to Haman, for such was the king’s
order concerning him; but Mordecai would not kneel or bow low.

What was s’מרדכי “mistake” that triggered s’המן hatred?
Should מרדכי have just bowed down?
Did he bring it upon himself?

“Now, you will say that everyone is different, and everyone is different. It’s just that Jews were
the only people consistently throughout history who insisted on the right to be different, even the
duty to be different. And so they became the only nation in history not to assimilate to the
dominant culture or convert to the dominant faith. And that is why antisemitism is the paradigm
case of hatred in world history.

Is the solution then to try to be less different?

“And that is how we must fight antisemitism. Antisemitism begins with Jews, but it never ends
with Jews. And the reason is because antisemitism is hatred of difference, but difference is
what makes us human. Precisely because every one of us is different from every other one of
us, each of us is unique, therefore irreplaceable, therefore sacred.”
Rabbi Sacks on Antisemitism, March 2010,
https://www.rabbisacks.org/videos/rabbi-sacks-on-antisemitism-jinsider/

https://www.rabbisacks.org/videos/rabbi-sacks-on-antisemitism-jinsider/


“Jews in Germany said, why are we hated? Because we are different. So let’s stop being
different. We’re different, we eat different foods, let’s abolish the dietary laws. We keep Shabbos
on a different day. Let’s move Shabbos to Sunday. We get married and divorced in a different
way, let’s abolish the whole of Even HaEzer. Let’s just be like everyone else. And the result was,
antisemitism was not diminished one millimetre and Jews lost their own inner strength to resist.
So we must never, ever believe that Jews are the cause of antisemitism.”
“Haman: The First Antisemite,” Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, February 2014,
https://www.rabbisacks.org/archive/haman-the-first-antisemite/

If the solution to being hated for being different is not to try to be less different, then
what is the solution?

“In the late 1980s when the former Soviet Union was beginning to open up, it was the era of
perestroika and glasnost, for the first time in 70 years Jews were free to be Jews. But it had a
downside because antisemites, for the first time in 70 years, were free to be antisemites. And
antisemitism began to reappear in Russia at the end of the 80s. And one of our Rabbanim from
Manchester was out in Moscow helping to rebuild Jewish life. And while he was there, a young
girl came to see him, in her late teens, and she was shaking, and she told the Rabbi, “All my life, I
never spoke about being Jewish, nobody thought I was Jewish, we didn’t discuss it, and nobody
said anything. Now, because I’m Jewish, when I go in the street, people shout at me, еврей,
еврей, “Jew”. What shall I do?”
And the Rabbi had a big beard and a big black hat and a long kapota. He turned to the young
lady and said, “The way I look, people probably don’t mistake me for an Episcopalian.”
“And yet,” he said, “in all these months I’ve been here, no one ever shouted out еврей, еврей.
[Jew! Jew!] Why do you think that is?”
And the young lady thought for a bit and gave this answer, and it is so true. She said, “Because
they know if they shout out the word ‘Jew’ at me, I will take that as an insult. But if they shout
out the word ‘Jew’ to you, they know you will take that as a compliment.”
“Haman: The First Antisemite,” Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, February 2014,
https://www.rabbisacks.org/archive/haman-the-first-antisemite/

Questions for Reflection:
Do you agree that s’המן antisemitism stemmed from his hatred of מרדכי for being
different? Do you think that is the source of antisemitism today?
Rabbi Sacks suggests that anti-Zionism is the modern form of antisemitism - do you
agree? Why or why not?
Do you think that walking around as proud Jew can combat antisemitism?

https://www.rabbisacks.org/archive/haman-the-first-antisemite/
https://www.rabbisacks.org/archive/haman-the-first-antisemite/

