Purim Reflection Questions
The Book of Esther: Introduction and Reading Guide

Introduction to the Book of Esther

The Book of Esther (Megillat Esther in Hebrew) tells a dramatic story of court intrigue, hidden identity,
threatened genocide, and ultimate triumph set in ancient Persia during the reign of King Ahasuerus (often
identified with Xerxes I, who ruled from 486-465 BCE). Unlike most Biblical texts, God is never explicitly
mentioned in the Book of Esther, yet divine providence is implied throughout the narrative as seemingly
random events align in remarkable ways.

The story unfolds in the Persian capital of Shushan, where King Ahasuerus banishes his queen, Vashti, for
disobedience and eventually selects a new queen—Esther, a young Jewish woman who conceals her
religious identity at the advice of her cousin and guardian, Mordechai. Meanwhile, the king's chief advisor,
Haman, develops a bitter hatred for Mordechai (who refuses to bow before him) and plots to destroy not
just Mordechai but all the Jews throughout the Persian Empire.

What follows is a tale of courage, as Esther risks her life to intercede with the king, revealing her Jewish
identity and exposing Haman's wicked plot. Through a series of dramatic reversals—what the text calls
"v'nahafoch hu" (and it was turned upside down)—Haman's genocidal plan backfires. He is executed on
the very gallows he had prepared for Mordechai, while Mordechai is elevated to a position of power, and the
Jewish people are saved.

The Book of Esther serves as the foundation for the joyous festival of Purim. During this holiday, Jews
worldwide read the entire Megillah, dress in costumes (reflecting the theme of hidden identity), exchange
gifts of food (mishloach manot), give to the poor (matanot la'evyonim), and celebrate with festive meals—
commemorating how sorrow was turned to joy and mourning to celebration.

Guiding Questions for Reading the Book of Esther

Chapter 1: Setting the Stage

1.

3.

What does King Ahasuerus's lavish six-month feast reveal about his character and kingdom?

Why is Queen Vashti's refusal to appear before the king and his guests so threatening to the men of the
court?

How does the treatment of Vashti establish themes of power, gender, and obedience that will recur
throughout the story?

Chapters 2-3: Enter Esther and Haman

4.
5.

6.

What might be Mordechai's reasons for instructing Esther to conceal her Jewish identity?

What parallels can you find between Esther's situation and the experience of Jews living in diaspora
communities?

How does Haman justify his plan to destroy all the Jews? What does this reveal about how prejudice
operates?

Chapters 4-5: Esther's Decision

7.

9.

What is the significance of Mordechai's famous statement: "Who knows if it was for a time such as this that
you attained royalty"?

Why does Esther approach the king indirectly, with banquets, rather than immediately revealing Haman's
plot?

How does Esther's character evolve from passive (following Mordechai's instructions) to active (devising
her own plan)?

Chapters 6-7: The Great Reversal
10. What is ironic about the king's sleepless night and his discovery that Mordechai was never rewarded?
11. How does the scene of Haman leading Mordechai through the streets exemplify the theme of "v'nahafoch

hu" (reversal)?

12. What literary techniques does the author use to build tension in the confrontation scene at Esther's second

banquet?

Chapters 8-10: Aftermath and Legacy



13. Why couldn't the king simply revoke his decree against the Jews? What does this suggest about power and
governance?

14. How do the Jews' actions in defending themselves differ from Haman's original genocidal plan?

15. What is the significance of establishing Purim as an annual celebration? Why is remembrance so
important?

Deeper Reflection

16. God is never mentioned explicitly in the Book of Esther. Where do you see divine providence implied in the
story?

17. How does the Book of Esther address themes of diaspora identity and assimilation that remain relevant for
religious minorities today?

18. What insights does the story offer about the use and abuse of political power?

19. How do the characters of Vashti and Esther offer different models of courage and resistance?

20. In what ways does the Purim story differ from other Biblical narratives of salvation (like Exodus or the
stories of the Judges)?

As you read, consider marking moments of coincidence, irony, and reversal throughout the text. The author
of Esther uses these literary techniques to suggest a hidden order behind seemingly random events—
perhaps implying divine involvement without explicitly naming God.



Observing the Holiday of Purim
The questions below will help guide you in your observance of the Holiday. Think about these questions as
you are celebrating Purim with your community. Ask community members, spiritual leaders, teachers and
even ‘Rabbi Google.” Some of the questions below that you are not seeing throughout your preparation,
celebration, and reading about the holiday.
Historical Understanding
< What are the historical origins of Purim as described in the Book of Esther (Megillat Esther)?

Who are the main characters in the Purim story, and what role does each play?

How does the Book of Esther differ from other books in the Tanakh, and what makes it unique?

What is the significance of God's name never being explicitly mentioned in the Megillah?

How does the Purim story reflect themes of Jewish survival in diaspora?
bservance & Traditions

What are the four primary mitzvot (commandments) of Purim, and what is the purpose of each?

How is the reading of the Megillah observed, and what are the customs associated with it?

What types of foods are traditionally eaten during Purim, and what is their significance?

What is a Purim seudah (feast), and why is it important?

How does the obligation to drink on Purim differ from usual Jewish attitudes toward alcohol?

What is the custom of matanot la'evyonim (gifts to the poor), and how does it reflect Jewish values?

How has the tradition of mishloach manot (sending gifts of food) evolved, and what is its purpose?
Personal Reflection
+» How does the concept of "hester panim" (the hidden face of God) in the Purim story resonate with your own
spiritual journey?
What aspects of Queen Esther's character do you find most inspiring for your own Jewish identity?
How does the theme of "v'nahafoch hu" (turning things upside down) relate to your Spiritual experience?
In what ways can you relate to Mordechai's refusal to bow to Haman in your own life?
How do you interpret the Talmudic instruction to drink "until one cannot distinguish between 'cursed is
Haman'and 'blessed is Mordechai'?
Community Connection

How might participating in Purim celebrations help you connect with the Jewish community?

What does the custom of wearing costumes on Purim teach about Jewish identity?

How does the communal reading of the Megillah differ from individual prayer experiences?

How does the joy of Purim balance with the serious historical events it commemorates?

How do different Jewish communities (Ashkenazi, Sephardi, etc.) celebrate Purim uniquely?
odern Relevance

How do you understand the relevance of the Purim story to contemporary antisemitism?

How might Esther's concealment of her Jewish identity relate to issues of Jewish visibility today?

What lessons from Purim can be applied to modern challenges facing the Jewish people?

How does Purim's theme of hidden miracles influence your understanding of divine intervention?

How do you reconcile the more violent aspects of the Purim story with contemporary ethical values?
Spiritual Journey
* What aspects of Purim celebration most excite or challenge you as someone in the Spiritual process?
How might you incorporate Purim traditions into your life this year and into the future?
In what ways does the Purim story speak to your personal Jewish journey?
* How do you feel about the balance of joy and historical remembrance in Jewish holidays like Purim?
* What questions about Purim would you like to discuss with your rabbi or Spiritual mentor?

X3

8

X3

¢

X3

¢

X3

¢

& O

X3

S

X3

%

X3

%

X3

*

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

X3

S

)
.0

7
0.0 D)

3

%

7 7 7 7 7
0'0 0'0 0'0 0'0 0'0

p 2

.0

3

¢

53

¢

53

¢

/7
0‘0

G

7

S

7
0‘0

DS

DS



