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WAS MORDECHAI RIGHT?

TO CONFRONT
ot not 1o

CONFRONT?




One of the more puzzling elements of the Megilla story is at the center of the entire
drama:

Why did Mordechai refuse to bow to Haman?

There are many examples in the Tanakh of people showing respect or deference to
another person by bowing, without the text suggesting that they did something wrong.
For example, Avraham bows to his guests, Yaakov bows to Eisav, and Moshe bows to
Yitro. None of these actions are criticized.

Yet, when we turn to Chapter 3 of Megillat Esther, the text notes Mordechai's refusal to
bow to Haman, but offers no explicit explanation for his rationale.

Megillat Esther (3:1-5)

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.

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 Mordechai would not kneel or
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bow low.

Then the king’s courtiers who were in the palace WYY 70D TRV 0K

gate said to Mordechai, “Why do you disobey the *|'7m e
king’s order?” 21790 NI

Di* I'7x [DNXI] (DINKD) DY

When th ke to him d day and h
en they spoke to him day after day and he I PR o ) ]

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.
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When Haman saw that Mordechai would not kneel 00 (9D K9RY i NInBYn

or bow low to him, Haman was filled with rage.

Given the enormous consequences of Mordechai's choice—consequences that
endangered the entire Jewish people—commentators have long struggled to explain
both his motivation and the risk he was willing to take. While the text suggests (verse
4) that Mordechai's Jewishness is the explanation and justification for his position, the
connection between Jewish identity/beliefs and his justification for not bowing are not
spelled out.

Approach 1: It was the right decision for Jewish religious values

Some commentaries and midrashim focus on the religious problem of bowing to Haman
since this would, in effect, be bowing to idolatry. Esther Rabbah suggests that Haman
wore an idol around his neck so that bowing to him would result in bowing down to an
idolatrous image (Esther Rabbah 6:12). Another midrash suggests that Haman was trying
to make himself into a god (Esther Rabbah 7:8). From this perspective, Mordechai's
refusal to bow emerges from the classical Commandment to refuse worship of other
gods no matter the risk or the danger involved.




Approach 2: It was the right decision for Jewish national values

Some modern commentators see a national dimension in Mordechai's refusal. Haman
the Agagite is linked to Amalek, a nation described in the Bible as an enemy devoted to
the destruction of the Jewish people. By refusing to bow, Mordechai aimed to awaken
the scattered Jewish communities of the Persian Empire and unite them against a foe
determined to annihilate them. Failure to confront Amalek, in this view, would be a
failure to defend the Jewish people and confront our sworn enemies.

Approach 3: It was not the right decision

Not all rabbinic voices defend Mordechai. A striking Talmudic passage (Megilla 12b-13a)
offers a sharply critical perspective. Rava, a Babylonian Amora, rebukes Mordechai for
unilaterally deciding to put the Jewish people at risk. Rava imagines the community itself
criticizing him for provoking Haman and endangering their safety. From this viewpoint,
Mordechai's personal stand appears reckless rather than heroic. While the story
ultimately ends in salvation, the suffering, fear, and near-destruction might have been
entirely avoided had Mordechai chosen a different course.

Your turn: your thoughts!

*  Was Mordechai's refusal to bow an act of principled
courage or unnecessary provocation?

* How should we evaluate leadership decisions that are
morally compelling but place an entire community at risk?

* Under what circumstances would such a risk be justified?

49/49: RISK VS. REWARD ON RESPONDING
TO THREAT

Let's take a 49/49 look at a particularly relevant decision for many of our communities
today: When faced with anti-semitism, should our community actively invest time
and resources in confronting it - or focus our energy elsewhere?

It is the right decision to actively confront it

Some argue that Jews must confront anti-semitism wherever it exists for many
reasons.

* First, Jews have a right to feel safe and prosper in any society in which they live.
We cannot allow anti-semites to threaten our safety or deny us the professional,
educational, and cultural opportunities that everyone else enjoys.

* Second, anti-semitism is often a canary in the coal mine for any society. A failure to
confront and push back will enable other forms of hatred, extremism, and bigotry to
flourish.



* Third, anti-semitism is largely a product of ignorance. Given the right forms of
education and positive exposure to Jews and Judaism many people will feel more
positively towards us.

It is not the right decision to actively confront it

Others argue that fighting anti-semitism is counter-productive.

* First, it is a waste of resources better used on supporting Jewish institutions
that strengthen Judaism and the Jewish community.

* Second, anti-semites cannot be convinced to abandon their hatred through initiatives
like Holocaust education, more balanced coverage of Israel, a change in the Israeli
government, or any other attempts to question their assumptions. From this
perspective, anti-semitism is a neurosis, not a form of ignorance.

* Third, many Jews seek to confront anti-semitism by apologizing for who we are and
chasing after approval, as opposed to embracing our identity and culture with pride.

Your turn: your thoughts!

* In what ways does confronting external threats strengthen
a community, and in what ways might it drain energy from
building Jewish life from within?

* How might the story of Mordechai and the moral values at play
help us think about how to respond today to antisemitism or
other threats to the Jewish people?

This mahloket about how we respond to challenging times is particularly resonant for
Purim, a story that invites reflection on courage, risk, and the ways we respond to threats
both external and internal.
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