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Chapter LVIII: Esther 
 
Essay 3. The “justification” of Haman  

 
כִּרְצוֹן הָמָן וּמָרְדְּכַי, שֶׁהָמָן לאֹ הָיָה רוֹצֶה שֶׁיַּאַנְסוּ אוֹתָם לִשְׁתּוֹת יֵינָם,   ]הָרִי"ף[פֵּרוּשׁ  ,  פָּסוּק "לַעֲשׂוֹת כִּרְצוֹן אִישׁ־וָאִישׁ"

נְסָם שֶׁיִּשְׁתַּחֲווּ לוֹ  קָשֶׁה דְּאִם כֵּן אֵי הָיָה רוֹצֶה הָמָן לְאָ   נֶשׁ עכ"ל.וֹהָיוּ פְּטוּרִים מִן הָעבְּאוֹנֵס  כְּדֵי שֶׁיִּהְיוּ נֶעֱנָשִׁים, וְאִם יִשְׁתּוּ 
 . , וְהַלּאֹ אִם יַעֲשׂוּ בְּאוֹנֵס לאֹ יִהְיוּ נֶעֱנָשִׁיםשֶׁהָיוּ לוֹ צְלָמִים עַל לִבּוֹ וְהָיָה מְכַוֵּין לַעֲשׂוֹת עַצְמוֹ עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה

 
There is a verse: “And the rule for the drinking was, ‘No restrictions!’ For the king had 

given orders to every palace steward to comply with each man’s wishes.”1 The Rif2,3 explains 
this as “to comply with the wish of Haman and Mordechai,” for Haman did not want [the 
Jews] to be compelled to drink their nonkosher wine, in order that would drink of their own 
free will and then they would be punished by G-d. If they would drink by compulsion, they 
would be exempt from punishment.  

A question is, if so, that he didn’t want to compel them to drink wine, why did Haman 
want them to be compelled to bow down to him, for he had idols over his heart, e.g., pinned 
to his shirt, and he intended to make himself an object of idolatry,4 and if they would be forced 
to do so, they wouldn’t be punished.5 

 
נֶס אֵינָהּ  וֹנֶס לאֹ הָיָה מַקְפִּיד עוֹד לְאוֹנֵסָם, שֶׁטַּעֲנַת אוֹוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דִּלְאַחַר שֶׁנֶּהֱנוּ מִן הַסְּעוּדָה שֶׁל אֲחַשְׁוֵרוֹשׁ וְשָׁתוּ הַיַּיִן שֶׁלּאֹ בְּא

  .נֶסוֹבָר עָבְרוּ שֶׁלּאֹ בָּאמוֹעֶלֶת לָהֶם עוֹד, הוֹאִיל שֶׁכְּ 
 

It can be said that after enjoying Ahasuerus’s feast and drinking the nonkosher wine 
without compulsion, that [Haman] was no longer strict regarding their compulsion, that he 
felt that he could compel them to bow down to him, for the claim of compulsion that they could 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com  
1 Esther 1:8. 
2 The first edition incorrectly referenced Rashi. 
3 This is not the earlier and more famous “Rif” [Rabbi Isaac Alfasi (1013-1103)], but rather Rabbi Josiah ben 

Joseph Pinto (c. 1565–c. 1648), Syrian rabbi and preacher, a disciple of Rabbi Chaim Vital. He wrote Me'or Enayim 
(Venice, 1643), a commentary on Rabbi Jacob ibn Habib's “Ein Yaakov.” 

4 Esther Rabbah 7:4 and 7:9. 
5 A Jew must refuse to engage in idolatry, even if it means sacrificing his life. Nevertheless, if he fails to give up 

his life and pretends to worship the idol under compulsion, he is not punished with the death penalty that would be 
meted out to one who willfully worshipped an idol. 
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make in their defense would not be effective for them anymore, since they had already 
transgressed without compulsion by drinking the nonkosher wine. 

 
, שֶׁנִּרְאֶה שֶׁאָמַר דָּבָר  דוּ דִּבְרֵי מָרְדֳּכַי כִּי־הִגִּיד לָהֶם אֲשֶׁר־הוּא יְהוּדִי"וְעוֹד יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק עַל פָּסוּק "וַיַּגִּידוּ לְהָמָן לִרְאוֹת הֲיַעַמְ 

בְּעֵינָיו  ד, וּמַהוּ "וַיִּבֶז  וֹוַהֲלאֹ הוּא לאֹ אָמַר אֶלָּא שֶׁהוּא יְהוּדִי וְזֶהוּ הָאֱמֶת וְאֵין צוֹרֵ לִרְאוֹת אִם יַעֲמ.  דוֹשֶׁאֶפְשָׁר שֶׁלּאֹ יַעֲמ
ח יָד בְּמָרְדֳּכַי לְבַדּוֹ", מַהוּ זֶה הַבִּ    . זָּיוֹן וְלָמָּה חָרָה אַפּוֹ עֲלֵיהֶם אִם הֵם הָיוּ מִשְׁתַּחֲוִים לוֹילִשְׁ

 
Furthermore, it’s worth investigating the verse regarding Mordechai’s continued refusal 

to kneel and bow before Haman, “When they spoke to him day after day and he would not listen 
to them, they told Haman, in order to see whether Mordechai’s resolve would prevail; for he 
had explained to them that he was a Jew.”6 It’s worth investigating this, because it appears 
that [Mordechai] resolved something that possibly wouldn’t prevail. For didn’t he merely 
say that he was a Jew, and that was the truth, and there’s no need to see if he would stand by 
those words. Also, what is the meaning of, “But he disdained to lay hands on Mordechai alone; 
having been told who Mordechai’s people were, Haman plotted to do away with all the Jews, 
Mordechai’s people, throughout the kingdom of Ahasuerus.” What is this disdain, and why was 
he enraged at them, if they had bowed down to him, other than Mordechai? 

 
בַּמָּרְדְּכַי וְאַף  .  )עַצְמָם כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּסַנְהֶדְרִין (דַּף ס"א  רוסֹ לִמְ בִים  ייָּ וּוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁהָמָן לאֹ הָיָה עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה מַמָּשׁ וְלאֹ הָיוּ מְח

נַת מָרְדְּכַי, אַף עַל פִּי ורְצוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת הַתָּם, וְזוֹ הָיְתָה כַּוָּ יהָיָה לוֹ לְהִשְׁתַּחֲווֹת אִי לָאו שֶׁעָשָׂה כֵּן מִפְּנֵי קִדּוּשׁ הַשֵּׁם כְּמוֹ שֶׁתִּ 
קָּר, כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק  ת יְהוּדִי שָׁלֵם וְאֵינִי רוֹצֶה לְהִשְׁתַּחֲווֹת לוֹ כְּלָל וְעִ אֲנִי רוֹצֶה לִהְיוֹ  תָּר,וּשֶׁהוּא אֵינוֹ עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה וּמִן הַדִּין מ

ֹ   .לָמָּה נִקְרָא שְׁמוֹ יְהוּדִי שֶׁכָּפַר בַּעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה  קַמָּא דִּמְגִלָּה א הָיָה עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה מַמָּשׁ, וְקָשֶׁה דְּהֲלאֹ כָּ חוֹבָתוֹ, אֶלָּא וַדַּאי מִפְּנֵי שֶׁלּ
     יְהוּדִי.אֶלָּא שֶׁעָשָׂה לִפְנִים מִשּׁוּרַת הַדִּין מִשּׁוּם קִדּוּשׁ הַשֵּׁם, מִשּׁוּם הָכִי מִשְׁתַּבַּח בֵּיהּ קְרָא וְקַרֵי לֵיהּ

 
It can be said that Haman was not really an object of idolatry, and they were not 

obliged to deliver themselves to be killed, as is said in tractate Sanhedrin (page 61b). Even for 
Mordechai, he could have bowed down, but he did not do so because he wanted to sanctify 
the Name of G-d, as the Tosafot explained there. This was Mordechai’s intention: “Even 
though [Haman] is not an object of idol worship and according to the law it would be 
permissible to bow down to him out of fear, I want to be a complete Jew, and I don’t want to 
bow down to him at all.” This is as it is said in the first chapter of tractate Megillah, “Why is 
his name called ‘Jew’?7 Because he repudiated idol worship.”8 A question is, wasn’t this his 
obligation, as a Jew, to avoid idol worship? Rather, it’s certainly because [Haman] was not a 
real object of idol worship, rather [Mordechai] went beyond the letter of the law in order to 
sanctify the Name of G-d, because of this Scripture praises him and calls him “a Jew.” 

 

 
6 Esther 3:4. 
7 Esther 2:5, “In the fortress Shushan lived a Jew by the name of Mordechai . . .” 
8 Megillah 13a. 
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ר עַצְמוֹ לְמִיתָה בְּדָבָר  וֹמַר לִרְאוֹת אִם מָרְדְּכַי יִמְס וּכְשֶׁשָּׁמְעוּ הַדְּבָרִים הָאֵלֶּה אָמְרוּ לְהָמָן "לִרְאוֹת הֲיַעַמְדוּ דִּבְרֵי מָרְדֳּכַי", כְּלוֹ
ג מָרְדְּכַי, שֶׁהֲרֵי הָיָה לוֹ וֹזָּיוֹן לְהָמָן לַהֲריר בּוֹ כְּשֶׁיִּרְאָה עַצְמוֹ בְּצָרָה, וּמֵחֲמַת זֶה הָיָה לוֹ בִּ וֹאוֹ אִם יַחְז  תָּר מִן הַדִּין,וּשֶׁהוּא מ

אֲבָל עַל עַם מָרְדְּכַי הָיָה לוֹ קֶצֶף יוֹתֵר שֶׁאֵינָם לאֹ יְהוּדִים וְלאֹ אֲרָמַאים, וְזֶהוּ שֶׁאָמַר "כִּי־הִגִּידוּ   .טָעֲנָה לוֹמַר אוֹ יְהוּדִי יְהוּדִי
  . ינָםלוֹ אֶת־עַם מָרְדֳּכָי", כְּלוֹמַר שֶׁנִּרְאִים יְהוּדִים וְאֵ 

 
When they heard these words, they said to Haman, “in order to see whether 

Mordechai’s resolve would prevail,” as if to say, to see if Mordechai would deliver himself to 
death for a matter that was permitted according to the law, or if he would go back on his 
word, when he saw himself in distress. Because of this, [Haman] had disdain for the idea to 
kill only Mordechai, for [Haman] had the claim to say, “Either one is a Jewish Jew or an 
Aramean Aramean.” But he was angrier with Mordechai’s people, for in his eyes, they were 
not Jews and they were not Arameans, and this is what he meant when [Scripture] said, 
“having been told who Mordechai’s people were,” as if to say that in his eyes, they appeared 
to be Jewish but they were not. I.e., he would be embarrassed to kill a Jew who was properly 
living a Jewish life, who would not bow down to him out of his beliefs and values. But regarding 
more assimilated Jews, who were not strict in following the beliefs of their faith, he felt justified 
in killing them, as he could tell others that those Jews had been hypocrites. 

 
. וְאִי לאֹ קְטִילְנָא לָרַבִּי אַבָּא בָּר זְמִינָא אַייְתֵי לֵיהּ חַד אַרְמַאי בַּשַּׂר דִּנְבֵלָה, אָמַר לוֹ אֲכוֹל  דּוּמְיָא לְמַאי דְּאָמְרִינַן בִּירוּשַׁלְמִי
. אוֹ יְהוּדִי   נָא מֵיכַל בָּשָׂר דִּנְבֵלָה, אָמַר לוֹילֵ   הָאֲנָא  אָמַר לוֹ אִי בָּעֵית לְמִיקְטַל קַטוֹל,  מִן מוֹדַע לָ דְּאִילּוּ אֲכָלָת הֲוֵינָא קְטִיל לָ
 .וְעיי"ש עַל פָּסוּק "וַיּאֹמֶר הָמָן", וְעוֹד עַל פָּסוּק "וּמָה־רָאוּ עַל־כָּכָה" וְכוּ וְעַיֵּין עוֹד לְקַמָּן יְהוּדִי אוֹ אַרְמַאי אַרְמַאי עכ"ל.

 
This is similar to what was said in the Jerusalem Talmud: 

An Aramean brought nonkosher meat to Rabbi Abba bar Zemina, and 
told him: “Eat, and if not, I will kill you.” [The rabbi] said to him, “If you wish 
to kill me, kill me! For I shall not eat nonkosher meat.” [The Aramean] said to 
him, “Who told you that I would have killed you, had you eaten? Either one is 
a Jewish Jew or an Aramean Aramean.”9 

Rabbi Mana said, if Rabbi Abba bar Zemina had understood the words of 
the rabbis, he would have been gone.  

- Yerushalmi Shevi’it 4:210 
That is, the rabbis said that if someone orders a Jew to privately transgress any 

commandment of the Torah except those concerning idolatry, incest and adultery, and murder, the 
Jew should transgress and save his life. But if he orders the Jew to transgress even a minor 
commandment in public, i.e., in front of ten or more Jews, the Jew should refuse, even if it means 
his death.11 Thus, if Rabbi Abba bar Zemina had followed the rabbis, he would have eaten the 
nonkosher meat, and then the Aramean would have killed him. That’s not to say that the rabbis 

 
9 Sanhedrin 74a; Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 3:5. 
10 See also Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 3:5. 
11 Sanhedrin 74a; Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 3:5. 
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were wrong! They were teaching in accordance with Jewish law. It’s just that this Aramean, like 
Haman, was an evil man who wanted to kill Jews, but wanted to be able to “justify” his actions by 
saying they were not correctly following their own precepts. 

See further below (essay 6) on the verse, “Haman then said to King Ahasuerus,”12 and 
further on the verse, “For that reason these days were named Purim, from the word ‘pur,’ in view, 
then, of all the instructions in the said letter and of what they had experienced in that matter 
and what had befallen them”13 (essay 19), and see there. 

 
* * * 

 
12 Esther 3:8. 
13 Esther 9:26. 


