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POWER AND DISRUPTION 

OUR JEWISH YEAR SESSION 4: PURIM 

BIG QUESTIONS FOR THIS SESSION: 

Purim is known as a holiday of carnivals and costumes, but is also a moment when we think 

about power and disruption. Purim also introduces other dichotomies: Fear and confidence, 

feast and fast, inaction and action. How do these themes play out in the Purim story, and in our 

own lives? 

BEFORE THE SESSION: 

Read Abby Pogrebin’s chapters on Purim in My Jewish Year, pp. 157-174. 

 

MATERIALS:   

Pads of sticky-notes (3 x 3 in.) 

Pens or markers 

 

SHABBAT: REFLECTING ON YOUR PRACTICE (10:00) 

1. Were you more aware of Shabbat this past month? How did you differentiate that day 

from the rest of the week? 

2. Did you think about/celebrate Shabbat differently after our conversation? What 

changed for you? 

 

PURIM ( ּפּוִרים ): POWER AND DISRUPTION (15:00) 

Power can be used for either productive or destructive ends; the same is true of disruption. 

Which of the following images illustrate power used productively? Power used destructively? 

Disruption used productively? Disruption used destructively?  
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DIVING INTO OUR TRADITION: EXPLORING PURIM (20:00) 

What is the story of Purim? Abby Pogrebin helpfully takes a 10-chapter megillah (scroll) and 

condenses it down to a two-paragraph synopsis (My Jewish Year, page 161): 

It’s the fifth century B.C.E., about a hundred years after the First Temple’s destruction. 
The Jews who were exiled to Babylon are now ruled by Persian king Ahasuerus, who 
thinks highly of himself. In the city of Shushan, the king’s adviser, Haman, is a cruel Jew-
hater. He hatches a plan to kill all the Jews and draw lots (“purim”) to pick the day it will 
happen, persuading Ahasuerus to go along. A proclamation is made throughout the 
kingdom: on that day, all Jews shall be killed. A Jew named Mordechai entreats his 
cousin, the gorgeous Queen Esther, to prevent it by pleading for mercy with her 
husband the king.  

 

Esther was married to Ahasuerus essentially against her will. He chose her out of a bevy 
of prospective wives at a banquet after banishing his then-wife, Vashti, who refused to 
display her beauty for his guests. (Some say she refused to dance naked.) Esther’s 
Jewish roots were kept secret when she married the king, so for her to now entreat her 
husband would mean exposing her Judaism. Not to mention that in those days it was 
life-threatening to approach the king without having been summoned. Nevertheless, 
she screws up the courage, successfully appeals to her husband, and foils the massacre. 
The king kills Haman and his sons, and then, because the proclamation could not 
officially be cancelled according to Persian law, the Jews can only defend themselves 
with a preemptive strike. Some say they took self-defense too far, slaughtering 75,000. 

 

Purim’s themes include several dichotomies or polarities. For example, this is a story about fear 

being displaced by confidence. When Esther overcomes her fear of exposing her true identity, 

the revelation results in her husband Ahasuerus sharing more power with her. Esther goes from 

feeling powerless to feeling powerful.  

DISCUSSION QUESTION: 

 

Are there times in your life when you turned fear into confidence? Or when you went 

from feeling powerless to feeling powerful?  What allowed you to make that shift? 
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The fast of Ta’anit Esther falls on the day before Purim. Like Esther, we fast in order to prepare 

for a day of feast and celebration--another dichotomy. Washington, DC-based author and 

educator Dr. Erica Brown describes the fast and the celebration in My Jewish Year (p. 164).  

“The joy of victory in [Esther’s] story is so much more colorful, rich, and deep when you 
participate in the suffering,” Brown says. “The joy that I experience every Purim is 
heightened by the fact that I’ve fasted and I’ve tried to put myself in that moment of 
risk--leadership risk--that Esther took all those years ago, because so much pivoted on 
that one individual. So being with her in that moment of anxiety and suffering and 
worrying about the future helps me celebrate her.” 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

 

a) Have you had an experience of joy being heightened by an experience of suffering? 

b) A third theme is of victims becoming perpetrators. (Jews surviving and killing 75,000 

Persians).  What do you make of this ending?  What meaning, if any, do you take from it? 

Does this ending change how you think about the rest of the story? 

PURIM AND ITS CHARACTERS (10:00) 

Each member of the group takes five (5) sticky-notes and a pen. One member of the group also 

takes an additional eight (8) sticky-notes.  

Each group member writes the name of a main character on a sticky note. The five characters 

are: Ahasuerus, Vashti, Mordechai, Esther, and Haman. On the additional eight notes, write 

down the following characteristics: Fear, confidence, victim, perpetrator, fast, feast, 

powerless, powerful. 

On a table or wall, post the eight traits, equally spaced. Then, all group members place the 

name of a character near/under the trait you most closely associate with that character.  

• If you are undecided between two traits for a character, create a second sticky-note 

with their name and place each note near/under the specific traits.  

• If you think no trait describes a character, put that character’s name off to the side. 

Once everyone has placed their sticky-notes on the table or wall, discuss your choices as a 

group.  

1. Why, for you, does this word describe this character? 

2. Which characters have the same terms describing them? Which characters have 

different terms? Why do we have different interpretations of the same characters? 
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Choose 1 of the following 2 sections (or do both if you have time). 

HAMAN, ACHASHVEROSH, AND VASHTI (20:00) 

Each of the main characters in the Purim story suggests a different way of interacting with the 

world. Discuss in chavruta (pairs): 

1. Haman brings instability to the world: Locally or globally, where do you see Hamans 

operating today? 

2. Achashverosh allows evil to threaten through inattention and inaction: Has there been a 

time in your life when, through inaction, you bolstered instability or allowed a Haman to 

continue doing harm?  

3. Vashti refuses to engage with issues that she disagrees with: Have you ever refused to 

take part in an activity that made you uncomfortable? How did you come to the decision 

not to engage in that activity?  What were the consequences? 

MORDECHAI AND ESTHER (15:00) 

Mordechai and Esther identify evil in the world, and take action to combat it, despite serious 
risk. This is something that resonates with our own time and our own lives. Please ask members 
to read each of the following texts aloud: 

Megillat Esther 4:13-14  

ים  ֶלְך ִמָכל־ַהְיהּוִדִֽ ית־ַהֶמַ֖ ֹּ֥ט בֵּ ְך ְלִהָמלֵּ י ְבַנְפשֵֵּׁ֔ ר ַאל־ְתַדִמִׁ֣ ֵּ֑ יב ֶאל־ֶאְסתֵּ י ְלָהִשִׁ֣ ַכַ֖ אֶמר ָמְרדֳּ ׃ַוי ֹּ֥  

ְת ּובֵּ  ר ְוַאֹּ֥ ֹום ַאחֵֵּׁ֔ ה ַיֲע֤מֹוד ַלְיהּוִדי֙ם ִמָמקִׁ֣ ַוח ְוַהָצָלָ֞ ת ַהז א֒ת ֶרִׁ֣ ִׁ֣ ש ַתֲחִריִש֮י ָבעֵּ ִׁ֣ י ִאם־ַהֲחרֵּ ייִכִׁ֣ דּו ּוִמִׁ֣ ֵּ֑ יְך ת אבֵּ ת־ָאִבַ֖  
ּות׃ ַעְת ַלַמְלכִֽ את ִהַגַ֖ ת ָכז ֵׁ֔ ִׁ֣ ַע ִאם־ְלעֵּ  יֹודֵֵּׁ֔

Mordechai had this message delivered to Esther: “Do not imagine that you, of all the 
Jews, will escape with your life by being in the king’s palace. On the contrary, if you keep 
silent in this crisis, relief and deliverance will come to the Jews from another quarter, 
while you and your father’s house will perish. And who knows, perhaps you have 
attained to royal position for just such a crisis.” 

Rabbi Stephanie Kolin, Yom Kippur sermon, 5779 (2018) 

[It was once said] that the two most important days of our lives are the day we are born 
and the day we figure out why.1 The world right now NEEDS us to figure out our why. 
And of course we are hesitant and scared – My plate is full! What if I fail? What if I’m 
not the right person? What if I embarrass myself? Yet these holiest days of our year ask 

                                                                 
1 From Stephanie Kolin:  it appears that while this is often attributed to Mark Twain, it is, in fact, “Apocryphal 
Twain.” It has more accurately been traced to a sermon given in 1970 by Dr. Ernest T. Campbell, Senior Minister of 
Riverside Church in New York City…. http://marktwainstudies.com/the-apocryphal-twain-the-two-most-important-
days-of-your-life/ 

http://marktwainstudies.com/the-apocryphal-twain-the-two-most-important-days-of-your-life/
http://marktwainstudies.com/the-apocryphal-twain-the-two-most-important-days-of-your-life/
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us to find a way past all of our “I can’ts,” to say: despite our feeling of overwhelm, our 
fear, our self-doubt, – I’m going to stand up and answer: hineini [here I am].  

Discuss as a group, or in chavruta (pairs): 

1. How do you react when you see instability or a Haman acting in the world?  

2. Thinking of a time that you decided not to stand idly by, what did it take for you to feel 

called to speak up, or take part in creating a solution to the problem? Did you consider 

whether taking action would have consequences for you or your loved ones? Was your 

response in proportion to the wrong you were trying to right?  

3. What crisis in the world feels most urgent to you right now? What might you do to 

address it, from the position you have? How can you respond hineini? 

HOW WE WANT TO MARK PURIM (5:00) 

After reading about Purim and discussing its themes, how might you want to mark the holiday 

this year?  

1. Attend megillah reading/spiel 

2. Dress up as a character from the Purim story or from the world, whose response to crisis 

most resonates with you 

3. Have a Purim drink 

4. Fast for the holiday / feast for the holiday 

5. Make a commitment (of time or of money) to a social justice cause or organization 

6. What would you add to this list? 

Next session will begin with a reflection on each participant’s experience of celebrating Purim. 

There’s no pressure to change the way anyone celebrates, this will simply be an opportunity to 

reflect back on how these discussions impacted how participants think about this holiday. 
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